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Chapter 1: Birth of a Shifter 
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The leaves slowly unfurled. I sat up straight, trying to see over the crowd. Please, be like me, I chanted in my head, please, just one other person. The petals inside were a vibrant pink. My heart sank, and my shoulders dropped. The new shifter was nothing like me.

A rose grew into the air and opened up to reveal a little girl. Her hair matched the color of the petals. With a yawn, she stretched her arms overhead. The other shifters whose main gift was to grow the perfect rose went to place a robe around her shoulder. They cooed over how cute she looked. Her big green eyes sparkled as she scanned the crowd.

The goddess was beaming. She hugged the girl and led her away to hear the same speech all the other flower talents heard. I picked at the dirt under my nails. No one had ever heard the one she’d given to me because no one else had been cursed to live in the mud. 

I slid off the rock I had been sitting on and shoved my hand into my pockets. Wandering down the path that weaved through the garden, I headed back to my small hut next to the manure pit. It was an earthy stench I had gotten accustomed to long ago. One I actually enjoyed, but I still wasn’t happy about being left to tend it alone. Sitting on the porch bench, I pulled my feet up onto it and picked at dirt caked between my toes. 

By touch, I could tell where every bit had originated from. Most of it was from the rose patch I had run through when I heard a new shifter was being born. Earlier, I had hauled dirt to the apple orchards, and on the way home, I picked up some from the elm trees. 

It was a worthless, pointless, and ultimately stupid ability but it was my only one. With a sigh, I laid my head back. It was damn stupid. I rubbed my face. My whole life had been accounted to this, and I hated it. 

“Terrin!” Berry jogged down the trail, waving his arm. His deep blue hair stuck up in every direction. “Terrin, the goddess wants everyone to come to the palace. We’re celebrating Coral’s birth.”

“Coral?” I muttered, picking more dirt out from my nails.

He stopped in front of me, breathing heavily. “Yeah, the new girl. That’s the name the goddess gave her.”

“Hmm...” I glanced at his feet in horror. “Berry,” I snapped, yanking him onto the porch. “You’re contaminating the ground.”

Little fruit plants had started to sprout. 

“Oh, sorry.” He shrugged. “I got excited. I didn’t mean to ruin your dirt,” he teased.

Folding my arms, I leaned against the bench’s armrest. 

He rocked back and forth, sucking in his lips. “So, are you coming?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Terrin,” he groaned. “It’s the goddess’s request, not mine.”

“The new girl has nothing to do with me.” I stood and marched into my house. “So, there is no point in going.” I slammed the door. 

“Come on,” he breathed, knocking on the side of my house. “Why are you acting like this?”

“Some fruit-head wouldn’t understand. Go away.” I glanced through the window and saw him scowling. 

“Fine. Stay here and play in the mud.” He turned to leave.

I dropped into the chair and laid my head on the kitchen table. With a sigh, I wrapped my arms around my face. The goddess would scold me later, but there wasn’t much she could do. If the other shifters misbehaved, she’d send them to me as punishment. There was nothing worse than the manure pit, and that was my daily reality.

***
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I HEARD A KNOCK ON the front door of my house. I didn’t bother climbing out of the pit to see who had come to visit. Vines twisted together into a staircase, leading to where I stood. I scowled at the ones touching the ground. The little flower buds were messing up the composition. For a god, Herminia understood nothing about dirt. 

“Terrin.” With her arms folded, she tapped her finger. “For being rewarded with a day off, you’re overly diligent.”

I wiped my face with the back of my arm. “I didn’t think it mattered.”

“Everyone was to attend. I’m very disappointed with you for disobeying me.”

I rose to my feet and wiped the mud off my legs. “Sorry, I just didn’t feel like going.” I started up the rickety ladder.

“You are such a difficult boy.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I never had this problem when you first arrived in the garden. You were so happy back then.”

“Hmm...” I pulled myself out and started down the trail to the creek.

“Terrin, I am talking.”

“Hmm....” I picked at the mud on my clothes and trudged on. 

Arriving at the bank, I dipped my arms into the water and scrubbed them. There wasn’t much difference between the rich, dark brown color of the soil and my skin. It was the same color as my hair—the same color as my eyes. I was destined to be in that pit. I glanced across the way and saw the flower talents showing the new girl around. Their complexions were so brightly-colored. Even the shifters who looked after the trees had dark skin paired with green hair. I was the only one who looked like me. 

“Jealousy can rot a garden,” said Herminia.

I snapped my gaze down and went back to washing up.

“You can’t change the way you were born.”

I scrubbed harder, clenching my jaw.

“We all have our place. Not everyone can be as flamboyant as those gifted in the florals.”

“I don’t want to be them,” I said sharply. “I don’t want to look like them or act like them.”

“Then, what?” She narrowed her eyes on me. 

“I’m tired of it.” I motioned toward the pits. 

“Not this again, Terrin.” She shook her head. 

Muttering in frustration, I marched past her. “Forget it. I know what you have to say, so leave me alone.”

“I’m trying to include you, Terrin,” she called after me. “You’re one of my shifters. I care about you.”

“If you care, then leave me alone!” I replied. 

I ran up the hill and hurried in through the back door of my hut. Flopping onto the bed, I threw the blankets over me. The only thing I hated about the way I looked was it sentenced me to live here alone—to work alone, to forever be alone. I wanted to be with someone who understood me, if only a little bit. Someone who wouldn’t roll their eyes when I talked about dirt or look at me in disgust after mixing up a fresh batch of fertilizer. Just one person—that was all I wanted. But curse the gods and The Great Creator, I had spent three hundred and seventy-two years waiting and still had nothing and no one by my side. 
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Chapter 2: Perfect World 
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I stacked another bag of fresh soil mixed to produce perfectly sweet strawberries and set it on the cart. The redhead sent here to get it was asleep under a tree with his shirt pulled over his nose. He needed to spend less time smelling flowers and realize that everything wasn’t so bright and cheerful in the world. I glanced around the area. Perfect rose bushes, perfect trees, even the damn bushes were trimmed to perfection. Muttering to myself, I started back down into the pit. It was beginning to make sense why no one understood me. This place would be perfect without one giant eyesore called my home.

“Terrin!” A girl with white hair raced down the trail. “Terrin, come quickly!”

The redhead shot up and rubbed his eyes. 

I climbed up the ladder. “What’s wrong?”

“The flowers,” she breathed. “They have these yellow specks all over the petals. We’ve tried everything. We think it might be something in the soil because it was one plant, and now, it’s spread to all the ones around it.” She threw her hands in the air. “We don’t know what to do. You need to come now!” She snatched my wrist.

“Hey,” yelled the redhead. “I was here first.”

“The last sack is sitting at the bottom of the ladder. Have at it,” I replied.

I followed the girl down the path with the redhead spewing curse words after us. The asshole had been too good to help me, so now he could get the last one himself or sit there until I came back. 

The girl was practically running circles around me, repeating over and over what was happening. I already knew how to fix it. It wasn’t nearly as severe as she thought. We arrived at the snowball bushes. 

“See, look!” she exclaimed, holding up one of the bosoms. “They look horrible.”

I stooped down and picked up a handful of dirt. “The soil’s fine. You just have bugs.”

She gasped along with the two girls behind her. “What do we do?”

“Talk to the goddess.” I shrugged. “I’m not over bugs.” 

“The goddess.” She faced the others to discuss the issue while I took my chance to leave.

I needed a break, and they were my excuse. I slipped past them and followed the winding path through the flower patches. Arriving at the top of a hill, I sat down on a rock and peered out over the garden. A tree shot into the sky and yelling soon followed. I smiled to myself. The main perk of being the only soil expert was not having to worry about anyone screwing up my dirt. My eyes traveled to the wall and the forest that laid on the other side. The hill wasn’t high enough for me to see over its treetops. I still wondered what it was like in the outside world, though. It seemed so untamed. Some of the shifters had left the garden to go to a god festival once a year. Only the best went and my talents didn’t make for good entertainment. Other than that, Herminia made sure none of us left the safety of the garden. 

Having spent my entire life behind these walls, I found the outside world exciting but terrifying as well. The shifters who were allowed to leave would come back with stories about mortals and the other element shifters they met. The firebird scared me the most. They sounded like vicious women who would burn people alive for the slightest thing. I hugged my arms around me. The thought of fire made my skin crawl. I might not be good at growing plants, but it always made my stomach turn to watch wood burn.

“And you were so adamant about working the other day.” The goddess rose up out of the ground. “Do you mind telling me why I’ve been receiving some complaints about you?”

Licking my lips, I wrung my hands together. “Like what?”

“Not helping at the pits and bugs, to name a couple.”

“I carried most of the sacks up while he sat there and watched,” I replied.

“I’m not concerned about that.” She sat beside me. “The flower talents have always been on the lazy side. What I’m concerned about is you.” She put her hand on my thigh. “You seem to be getting down on yourself more often lately.”

Nodding, I shrugged. “I wish there were others like me. That’s all.”

She opened her hand which held a small seed. “You can make it grow just as easily as anyone else.”

“Then, why do I have to work the pits alone? The others know when something’s wrong with the soil just as well as me.”

“But they don’t know how to fix it.” She put the seed in my hand. “You like the pits, Terrin. I know you do. I wish there was someone else with your capabilities, but it hasn’t happened yet. One day, though.” She kissed the side of my head. “Just be patient.” She disappeared into the wind as purple flower petals. 

I wiped the spot with my shoulder and examined the seedling. Kneeling, I made a small hole in the ground and dropped it in. I piled the soil over it and placed my hand on top. The small leaves tickled my palm. I looked to find the start of a generic bush and carefully ran my fingers along the stems. 

Another tree shot into the sky, sticking high above the other treetops. More yelling and cursing rang through the garden. I sat on my heels and gripped my knees and frowned. 

And that was the difference between me and them. 

***
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I MEASURED OUT A HIGHLY acidic soil and put it on one side of the scale. Scooping some dirt out of the basic container, I placed an equal amount on the other side. The two buckets waved back and forth. The acidic side was slightly too high. I sprinkled some on the other end. It wasn’t quite enough. I grabbed another pinch.

A knock sounded on the door. I jumped, hitting the bucket and nearly dumping all the soil onto the table. Taking a calming breath, I stood and went to the door. 

I yanked it open. “What?” I said sharply to the short girl who stood on the other side.

“The goddess is summoning everyone to the palace.”

“For what?”

“There are some problems up north, and she wants to take some shifters with her.”

I slammed the door. “I’m busy.”

“Everyone is supposed to come.”

“I don’t have time to watch you all show off for her. She never chooses me, so it’s a waste of time.”

“She’s going to be cross with you.”

“What the hell will she do?” I replied. “Sentence me to a week in the pit? I live in the pit, so get out of here before I throw you in it.”

“Fine, such a waste of time. This is why everyone hates coming here,” she muttered. “The stench has rotted your brain.”

I sat down and re-measured. Groaning, I rested my head on the table. She’d already lectured me so many times this week. I was tired of being asked why I hated my job. I didn’t hate it. I hated the situation. I sunk lower in my seat. 

Maybe, I did hate my job a little bit.

With a sigh, I stood and left my house. I followed the path to the middle of the garden, where the goddess’s home rose up from the earth in a mixture of stones and vines. The entire outside was covered with an assortment of wildflowers. I preferred it over roses. These had more variety to them.

I slipped inside with the few remaining stragglers. I walked along the outer edge of the great room and sat by one of the pillars. The goddess was already positioned on her throne. Most of the shifters had found a spot on the grass that surrounded the narrow creek that ran through the palace. 

We sat there for a while with a quiet chattered filtering through the group. I remained in the corner by myself. The assault of flowery scents from these people made me nauseous when combined all at once. The tree talents gathered in front of me. I took in a deep breath, enjoying the earthy smell coming off them. I wouldn’t mind spending the day planting and growing trees with them. 

The goddess stood. “It looks like everyone is here.” Her eyes flicked to me, and she smiled. “It seems there have been some fires up north, and some of our forests have been damaged.”

The group in front of me grinned at each other. It looked as though they’d be the ones chosen to go with her.

“Those specialized in evergreens and elms will come with me.”

Some sighed while two boys with deep green hair bumped fists. 

“While I’m gone, I expect you all to do your part in keeping the garden healthy.”

I should have stayed home. This was a pointless meeting for me to attend. 

“Fern will be in charge.”

The eldest shifter, who had a braid reaching nearly to her feet, stood. 

“You understand your responsibilities while I’m away?”

She nodded. The goddess continued down the list. She assigned some of the other tree experts to look over the groves of evergreens and elms. 

“And soil”—she glanced at me—“will be taken care of by Terrin.”

“Who else would want to?” chuckled a boy. 

“No one,” replied another.

I scowled at the two. I wouldn’t trust them to fertilize weeds.

The goddess cleared her throat. “I expect you all to get along. No fighting.” She looked towards the rose and tiger lily group. “We already discussed who gets the flower patch by the fountain for this season,” Herminia said firmly. 

The people with striped hair sat up straight with smiles on their faces. This world was so pathetic if our biggest fight was over who got to plant what where. 

“We should be back within three weeks. I’ll send word if that changes.”

Everyone nodded or voiced their understanding. I was ready to leave. Testing dirt was more exciting than this. 

“Watch over the little ones”—she beamed at Coral—“and don’t slack on their training. Everyone is to do their share of the work.”

The little girl nodded. 

“And, remember, I love you all. Even though I’m away, you’ll be safe within the wall.”

“Yes, goddess,” recited a few people together.

I kept my eyes down, so she wouldn’t see how annoyed I was with the whole situation. 

“Alright, you’re free to go. Elm and evergreen,” she called, “we leave early tomorrow morning, so pack what you need.”

The crowd started to disperse. The tree talents were bouncing around, excited about their trip. I would be, too. I’d like to see the outside world, only once though. I didn’t need any more excitement than that. 

The goddess made her way over to me. “I was told you didn’t want to come.”

“I decided I’d better try.” I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s better than being miserable, right?”

She put an arm around me. “You’re very important, Terrin. The garden needs you, and I know you get lonely at times, but I need a shifter with your talent. You’re very special to me.”

Nodding, I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’ll make sure everyone has what they need while you’re away.”

“You always do.” She squeezed me to her before going to talk to the shifters that would be leaving with her. 

Weaving through the remaining people, I went outside and started for home. I knew my place in the garden was important, especially since there was only one of me, but I just wish I could be more excited about it. Herminia was right; when I was younger, I loved my work. But now, year after year, it had become so mundane that I’d give just about anything to change it.
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Chapter 3: Stepping Outside 
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I was going to kill them. They thought it was okay to be lazy because the goddess was gone. She’d be furious. The tree talents knew better, and I didn’t care if they had more work because the elms and evergreens talents were gone. I marched down the path to the elm forest. Whoever was in charge of them was doing a terrible job. I spotted the assigned group and walked up to their leader, tossing a handful of seeds in his face. 

“They’re everywhere! What do you think will happen if one rooted into the pits?”

He brushed them off his shirt and peered down his nose at me. “A tree will grow. That’s how it works.”

The others laughed. 

I stood up straight. He was only a little taller than me. I was built like a pole, while he looked similar to a hundred-year-old tree trunk. But I wasn’t going to back down.

“You’re contaminating the pits.”

“You’re contaminating my nose.” His eyes looked me up and down. 

Stepping back, I rubbed some of the mud off my arm. I had been so set on collecting all the seeds that I had just dived right in. “The goddess would be furious to hear you’re doing your job so poorly.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Are you threatening to tell on me?”

I nodded, keeping my ground. “If I find any more seeds, I might. These trees shouldn’t even be seeding out yet.” I pointed a finger at him. “You’re supposed to be taking care of them. The goddess will be extremely cross to hear that you—”

His fist connected with my face, and I toppled back. Hitting the ground, I peered up at him, shocked as my jaw blared with pain.

The man squatted down at my feet with an arched brow. “Look, you’re a little too into dirt while I’m working two groves. The air is polluted, and it’s hard enough to make sure no diseases find their way into the trees. I don’t have time to worry about something as stupid as a seed.” He flicked one at my face. “So, go back to the pit and keep your mouth shut.” He glanced at the shifters behind him. “There’s only one shit expert.” He smiled at me. “You understand, right?”

I nodded. 

“Good, then get out of here and go back to your hole.”

Quickly climbing to my feet, I hurried off, trying to make it look like I wasn't running away. I wanted to, though. I clasped my cheek. It still hurt—really badly, actually. I wiped my eyes with my shirt and took a deep breath. He didn’t have to hit me. He could have talked to me like a normal person. That was the last time I ever did a tree talent a favor. They were permanently on the bottom of the list. Clearing my face, I let out a shaky breath. I should have put up more of a fight or at least fought back. They all probably would’ve taken a swing at me if I had.

Climbing up the main hill in the garden, I went to my usual rock and sat down. I had plucked a couple of flowers along the way and started pulling off the petals one by one. It wasn’t the first time someone had pushed me around. I had even been hit a couple of times but never that hard or on the face. They’d hit or push me on the shoulder. I cleared my eyes again. It just hurt—my face and my chest. Another reminder I was alone while everyone else had a group of people to back them up. 

If it had been the flower talents, it wouldn’t have escalated that quickly. Then again, most of the earth shifters were gifted with flowers. A horde of them attacking me would be just as bad. I tossed the stems into the bushes and took a deep breath to help me calm down.

The air did seem dirtier today. I pulled my knees to my chest and tucked my nose between them. The fires must be worse than we first thought. The goddess had been gone for a while now. It would be two weeks in a couple of days. 

The ground rumbled. The rock I sat on shook so hard I fell off. Curling into a ball, I looked around to see if anyone else was nearby. Yelling sounded in the distance, confirming it wasn't only me who had felt it. I stood and felt it start again. The pebbles bounced on the trail. I held out my arms to stay stable. What the hell was going on?

The ground shook violently. I fell to my knees and dug my fingers into the ground. It felt hot and in pain. Trees started to break, shedding their branches across the path. Screams mixed into the roar that rose up from the earth. 

Little by little, the area settled and everything returned to normal. All was still as large branches lay strung about the garden. I cautiously stood and turned in a circle. My eyes grew wide when I spotted the wall. 

It was broken.

I ran to the gathering that had formed near the hole in the wall and joined the others. The forest on the other side had suffered some damage, like the garden. The grass wasn’t as green. In fact, it didn’t seem to be grass, but short stems mixed with weeds. I moved closer. It wasn’t as grand and beautiful as the garden but there was a different feeling about it. It was far more exciting than anything I had seen inside the wall. I took a step closer.

Someone snatched my arm and yanked me back into the crowd. The others made room and scooted to the sides, scrunching up their noses. I scratched at the dried-up fertilizer on my pants.

“There is nothing to see here.” Fern walked to the center and faced us with her hands on her hips. “It was an earthquake. It’s happened before, so there’s no reason to panic.”

“Never one that bad,” said an older shifter.

Fern eyed him. “The goddess will return in another week and repair the wall. Until then, everyone is to avoid this part of the garden. We will make a barricade to keep out anything from the mortal realm. Understood?”

We nodded and voiced our agreement. 

“As for now, all group leaders need to check their members. Make sure everyone is safe. If someone is hurt, take them to the palace. I’m heading there now to give medical attention to anyone who needs it. Alright?” She watched us closely. “Good, as soon as your group is accounted for, return to your homes. There might be aftershocks, so stay alert.” 

Fern ushered us to disperse. A low murmur followed the different groups as everyone hurried off to do as they were told. I stood in the clearing alone and stared at the opening. The world was similar to ours but foreign as well. It had a lot more shades of brown. Beyond birds, a few fish, and amphibians, nothing lived in the garden but shifters. I inched closer. 

Mortals lived out there. I had never seen one before. Climbing up the broken stones, I craned my neck to see more. It was so quiet.

“Terrin!”

I jumped and spun around.

Fern folded her arms. “What are you doing?”

“I—I wanted to look. Sorry.” I hurried down and kept on walking straight into the bushes. I ducked behind a large boulder and sat down. 

She passed by with some of the tree talents. I listened to their voices fade and once again, the area was still. I swallowed hard, glancing at the wall. This would be my only chance to see the outside world. Soil experts were never chosen to leave with the goddess.

I swallowed hard as I thought through my options. It might help me feel better about my place in the garden—a new perspective on life. The stories I heard were thrilling and, at times, scary. I wanted to see it for myself. Rising to my feet, I checked the area. Everyone was gone, but they’d be back soon. Sucking in my lips, I scrunched my toes into the dirt. I shouldn’t even be considering stepping outside the wall. My eyes flicked up.

I was going to do it. 

Jogging out of the trees, I was careful not to draw any attention to myself as I approached the opening. Scanning the clearing, I made sure no one was watching before hopping across the rock and jumping down into the outside world. Staring straight ahead, I kept running until I was surrounded by trees.

My heart was pounding, but it was thrilling. I did it. I was in the mortal world. A smile spread across my face as deep voices came from the garden. I dropped behind a bush and slowly parted the branches. The tree talents were removing some of the broken stones. Three of them lined up along the opening and knelt. They pressed their hands to the earth, and trees emerged. Everyone moved away as they grew. The trunks expanded to nearly fill the space. I forced down the lump in my throat while watching them fill in the gaps. Bushes and vines with thorns twisted and turned around the trunks. I couldn’t get back in, not that I wanted to.

Hunched over, I crept along the forest edge, making sure I could still see the wall. My stomach was fluttering. The wall curved, blocking out the damaged section. Feeling it was safe, I left the trees and walked closer to it.

I wiggled my toes in the dry grass. The soil wasn’t too bad. It lacked nutrients, but it was okay. Running my fingers against the wall, I continued on, taking in this new world. It was just like the garden but deader. My nerves kept me from wandering much further out, but my courage to do so was building.

I kept going for a few miles until I noticed that the ground had started to change on the northern side of the garden. The forest had pulled further away from the garden, and a vast meadow appeared. I stopped as my pounding heart felt like it might break my ribs, but I wanted to see more. I had also reached the end, where the wall curved back around toward the front gate. If I was going to commit to this, now was the time.

Hesitantly, I pulled my hand away from the stone and took a step forward. Another followed, then another. My confidence started to build, and with a deep breath, I walked out into the meadow. 

I ran my hands through the long grass. It was what the flower experts called a weed. Plucking a blade, I held it to my nose. It smelt okay. I went to the center of the clearing and spun in a circle. A path of green showed where I had walked. The grass had turned from a yellowish color to a lush, deep green where I had stepped. I glanced below me to see the same thing happening around my feet. That was new. 

Running my fingertips across the top of the blades, I watched the stems turn green. Grinning to myself, I race through the meadow, creating zigzags of green trails. I knew there was more to me than just dirt. I could do incredible things, too. 

The goddess had never given me the chance to even try, so I did it myself. 
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Chapter 4: Mortal Sighting 
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The day had settled into night. My feet hurt from walking so much. I was used to doing more manual labor than the other shifters, but the ground was harder in this world. I had left the meadow long ago and followed a thin trail that led into the nearby mountains. I wanted to get a better view of what was around me. 

Breathing deeply, I took the final steps to the top of a mountain peak that was high above the treeline. Was it even safe for me to be this high? Plants were still growing up here, but they weren’t in the best condition. I sat on a boulder and gripped my knees as I caught my breath. Around me, the mountains reached into the sky and past them, I could see the rolling hills. Way off in the distance was a tiny speck of blue—the sea? It might be a lake. I scanned my surroundings, taking note of where the sun was setting. I think the others did say that the sea lay toward the West, which was where the water elements lived. 

According to the shifters who were allowed to leave the garden, there was an entire world that lived under the waves. Humans had been fused with fish, and they could survive in the water and on dry land. One old shifter talked about fish that grew a hundred times the size of the goldfish in the ponds. My head fell onto my shoulder. 

Water was the best thing for a plant. I wouldn’t mind meeting those kinds of shifters. 

I licked my lips and peered off at the setting sun. I wanted to touch the sea—to feel for myself what the earth of the water was like, and tomorrow I would set out for it. I had come this far and I wasn’t going to give up my chance to experience everything before I was forced to return to the garden.

***
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I STUMBLED DOWN THE steep incline and jammed my toe into a rock. Cursing, I sat down to examine it. It wasn’t bleeding, but it was throbbing bad enough it didn’t need to. My stomach started to growl. I was hungry, but what was okay to eat out here? I should have prepared more before leaving the garden.

Rising to my feet, I dusted off my pants and continued to follow the creek down the mountain. Something had to be growing near it that I could eat. And if not, it would dump into a river and from there, I hope I could find something on the banks. 

The rush of water sounded up ahead. I jogged toward it and stopped at the edge. At least, I was getting somewhere. The water would continue on to the sea. At least, that was what I was planning on, but the fear of getting lost was at the forefront of my mind.

It was a bit harder to follow the river and I found myself wandering in and out of the forest to get around the cliffs. I stepped onto damp ground and felt my foot sink. At least the soil had plenty of moisture here, though it made walking difficult.

I trudged through the swamp, splashing mud onto my legs. The other complained about the pit while this place smelled horrible. Everything was stagnant and the bugs were swarming. I swatted at them and hurried to get through. I did find some flowers on the other side that felt safe to eat. When I touched them, they didn’t give off any signs of danger. I picked a few and munched on them as I veered back to the river bank.

Walking into the water, I washed off my legs. I heard a splash and jumped. Two long-legged creatures were not too far off drinking from the river. But what scared me most were the two men with them. I didn’t like being on the same side of the river as them. Danger alarms were going off in my head as one was using a knife to cut up what looked to be a fish.

I shuffled forward, trying to not make any noise. The current was strong and the smooth rocks were not helping. One of the men started looking around. I dropped into the freezing water and continued on, hunched over. The water came about to my shoulder in the deepest section before it started to recede. The mortals didn’t seem to have noticed me as I crept out of the water. 

My feet were numb. The water was frigid compared to the creeks in the garden. I staggered up the rocks to the trees.

“Hey, what’s that?”

I lost my footing and fell. My head snapped to the side, and I saw a mortal pointing at me. Clambering up the bank, I ran straight into the forest. I’d use the sun to guide me because I was not sticking around the river anymore. I had seen a mortal and that was good enough. I hope to never come in contact with one again but I’d mark see one off my list of experiences.

c i c

The endless view of blue was a welcome sight. My legs were sore and my feet ached, but after two days of hiking, I had made it. I skidded down the embankment and stumbled into the sand. At least, it was actually the sea and not a lake. It would have made the trip a bit disappointing.

Dropping onto my knees, I ran my hand through the dirt. It was so different from the sandy soil we had in the garden. It was dry, scorched. Nothing would ever grow in this. It has a softness about it that I liked, though.

Wiping my forehead with the back of my arm, I stood and went to the water’s edge. This was what I had walked all those miles to see, and it was beautiful. This was so worth leaving the garden!

I stopped a few inches before the water touched me. Picking at the dirt under my nails, I just watched it. The way the waves moved was far grander than the largest stream in the garden. It was almost like it was alive.

Being here was worth breaking the goddess’s primary rule: do not go outside the wall. Every pained and haggard step down rocky cliffs and crunchy dead grass has led me to this moment. I slid my foot forward. The water washed over my toes and took the heat from my skin. I shuffled forward until I was standing in the sea. I could sense the amount of salt in it. Freshwater was better, but this wasn’t too bad. Some plants preferred the salt.

I waded over to a smooth rock and sat down. With a sigh, I gazed out at the water as the wind rustled my clothes. Herminia should have built her garden to include a piece of the sea.

The ground began to shake. Sitting up straight, I pulled my knees to my chest and waited for it to stop. Rocks tumbled down from the surrounding cliffs and larger waves crashed against the beach. Soon after, all was quiet once again. 

Small aftershocks had followed me all the way here, but nothing bad had happened. I dropped my feet into the water and laid across the stone with my arm over my eyes. The human world wasn’t as horrible as it was made out to be. Besides the mortals, I had even seen a couple of new creatures. I had no idea what they were, but they looked friendly enough. 

A wave slammed down on top of me. I sat up, sputtering as salt got into my mouth and eyes. That was unexpected.

Bigger waves were coming, so I quickly retreated to a high location. Something had twisted around my ankle. I unwrapped the seaweed and rubbed it between my fingers. It was so slimy. While watching the waves, I picked up another green thing floating in the water and smelled it. Jerking back, I tossed the plant into the sea. I had smelled fish before, but never anything that potent.

After watching the waves splash onto the rock and examining anything that grew nearby, I wandered up the coast. This place was far more interesting than anything back home. 

I jumped from one boulder to the next. It felt better on my feet than the burning sand. I leaped onto a rock and felt a sharp pain shoot up my leg. Gasping, I toppled to the side and landed on my ass in the sand. After checking my foot and seeing no injury, I stared at the porous boulder. It hadn’t hurt me physically, but something wasn’t right with it. I shifted onto my knees and pressed my hand against it. The same pain shot up my arm. I jerked back, grimacing.  

This rock came from a place where all life was dead. The thought alone caused a pit to form in my stomach. Who would hurt the earth this badly to make it unsuitable for any life? 

Standing, I looked around and saw more rocks similar to this one. I followed them down the beach until I arrived at a large divot cut into the earth. A small trickle of water ran through the center. I carefully touched a couple of the other stones nearby, making sure to avoid anything too porous. They had a dull ache, but nothing like I hadn’t felt before. Something was very sick at the end of the ravine. 

Climbing on top of the tallest boulder, I tried to see if the end was in view, but the canyon seemed to go on forever. Picking the dirt out of my nails, I thought about where I’d go next. I had seen the sea and the different plants that grew near it—most of which were weeds. I glanced down the ravine.

Herminia would be returning to the garden soon. She’d find out I was missing, and my adventure would end. But maybe, if I could heal the sick land and restore life to it, she’d realize I could be of use outside the garden as well. I could do more than maintain the fertilizer pits. I couldn’t help a land vacant of all life. That was the main purpose of an earth shifter—to heal the land. Sucking in my lips, I scrunched up my toes. The soil didn’t feel too bad. The acidity needed to be adjusted and some good fertilizer sprinkled around, but I could fix it. I could bring life back to a place that, if left alone, would never prosper again.
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