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OVERTURE







A goddess creates a planet. The planet rebels, developing raw, unstable energy beneath its surface, and the goddess must save her creation from itself. 

First, she forms the australs, elemental guardians to keep the planet’s force stable. When the australs prove to be too wild, she creates giants, the Rhurgs, as caretakers. But they are too large for the task, and mold humans from their clay flesh to act in their stead. The giants perish, becoming mountains, islands, and deserts. Humans, though innovative, are too fragile for the task by themselves, and the balance tilts again. The energy of the planet’s core is too great.

The goddess responds with a gift: a second moon, Nova, with the ability to transfer a sliver of her power to the humans. Every twenty years, this power passes from one woman, the Eichon, to another. In turn, the Eichon becomes the planet’s ruler and serves to balance the planet by mere presence alone. 

With Nova came another blessing, one that imbues some humans with innate majik upon birth. These, the Eheris, became the protectors of the Eichon.

But an Eichon is not always as benevolent as the goddess she invokes, and many have fallen prey to a more tyrannical nature.

Over the last 1,200 years, humans have grown and advanced to utilize great technology under the rule of the shifting Eichons, and the planet has found stability. However, humans are never without a natural balance themselves. There are others who would deny, even destroy, the Eichon no matter the cost.




CHAPTER ONE








Eight Years Prior

Adeline was restless. The drapery from the four-post bed cast shadows, and even though she was exhausted, her mind kept returning to the girl with eight silver clasps in her thick curls. Adeline had, just that morning, been gifted her very first hair clasp and the excitement of the day hadn’t worn off yet.

Her ninth birthday had been delightful. A big trip with children her own age on a boat—a real boat—on the sea and everything. Adeline had never been on a boat before and was so thankful when the girl—Syd—had introduced herself and shown Adeline around. 

The cabin had been squeaky, everything wooden except the popping fireplace, and the chatter of so many new people had made Adeline shy. She’d liked the porthole windows and the way the light beamed in from the deck. Everything had been aged in a way she’d never known; it had made her impatient somehow.

Momma had been busy with telling stories to the other children, ones Adeline had heard before in the sleepy haze of bedtime back when momma still had time to put her to sleep. The smell of salt and the whooshing sound of the boat gliding on the water had made her heart pound. She couldn’t wait to get outside in the sun and feel the wind in her hair. 

After a while, Adeline had started to feel quite sorry for herself. It was, after all, her birthday. Shouldn’t everyone be doing what she wanted to do? And then, Syd had tapped her shoulder, and Adeline had refused to leave her new friend until it was time to return home.

Syd had shown Adeline every nook and cranny of the seaship. Syd had corrected her and answered every one of her questions obediently.

Adeline liked that about Syd.

They’d traded questions, Syd explaining how sometimes she and the other orphans took lessons on the seaship, though she didn’t know why. Adeline had tried to describe her home the best she could to someone who had never seen Zevir’s Tower. 

Like a big castle, Adeline had explained. But instead of a bunch of different towers, there’s just one and it’s tall and black and pointy at the top. And there’s a bunch of people living there with us, commanders and soldiers and stuff. They help keep momma and me safe when da’ is gone.

The only question Syd hadn’t answered was what happened to her parents. 

Just don’t have them, I guess, Syd had said. Adeline worried she’d upset her new friend, but then Syd showed her something special. 




• • •




Adeline played the day over again, making sure she wasn’t missing any details. Momma’s archivists were always praising her on how analytical she was in her lessons. Surely she could figure this out. She twirled and twisted her own silver clasp, nestled in her dark braid and given to her that very morning by momma’s new commander as a gift. She hadn’t liked the old commander, Commander Rhiuld. At least Commander Herf smiled and laughed, and he had given her a present after all. 

She spun her new hair ornament in thought. The etchings of a bird, a bear, and a serpent glinted in the low moonslight of Runar and Nova from the window. She took a deep breath and then smiled, feeling comforted and protected by Commander Herf’s warm face, deep laugh lines, and big voice. 

Then, Adeline frowned and threw the thick covers of her bed aside with some effort. She hopped off and pushed through a connecting door. Rummaging through a few big and sturdy chests, she tossed out toys that just wouldn’t do. Finally, she found the one she was looking for—a soft plush, in the shape of a shiny-scaled fish. She stood in the middle of the floor and took a step back. She concentrated, circling and thinking. 

Adeline had begged Syd to do the trick again, but she’d refused. 

It makes me tired, Syd had said, so Adeline hadn’t pushed it. 

But still, what a trick. Adeline had never seen majik like that before. How exciting it would be if she could reach out and stop a fish mid-leap from the water with only her mind! Momma’s majik didn’t work like that. Neither did Aunt Vi’s. And what a curious person Syd was.

Adeline’s frown deepened. She didn’t have many friends, aside from her caretakers, momma’s soldiers, and the Tower staff, and they were all adults. She sat on the floor and hugged her knees to her chest. None of the other children on the boat had even looked at her, except for Syd. The room felt suddenly big, empty, and cold. Adeline squeezed her knees a little tighter. She missed her new friend with the strange and exciting majik.




• • •




The next day, Adeline asked momma if Syd could visit. A week later, Syd arrived at the Tower, but still refused to show Adeline her trick again. Matron Reos said I shouldn’t without her around, Syd had said. 

And Adeline’s curiosity only grew.




• • •





Present Day

Syd tapped the stylus on her tablet’s screen and yawned. Class had only just started, and already she itched to get out of the lab and into the hangar.

Across the room, water Eheri extracted and returned moisture from the small potted plants set in front of them. She looked at her own plant, its leaves wilted. She wasn’t sure what exactly she was supposed to do with it. Squash it? Smoosh it? Regardless, even if she knew, she wouldn’t. 

Her table partner was deep in concentration as he transferred vitality from himself to his plant’s leaves and roots. Streams of green swirled around the stems. Syd scooted her quickly browning plant toward his side of the table.

Instructor Boylt paced the room, nodding in approval at each student’s progress. She’d been a pain in Syd’s side and vice versa since year one. Five years later, and familiarity hadn’t eased their tension. Boylt hadn’t taught Syd anything new, and Syd wasn’t interested in whatever Boylt could have taught. Syd pocketed her tablet and, when Boylt’s back was to her, bolted for the door.

“Syd Orleen!” Boylt’s voice made Syd’s shoulders shoot up to her ears. “I don’t remember giving you permission to leave.”

Syd paused but didn’t turn around. The door—freedom—was so close.

“Forgot my tablet. Thought you wouldn’t mind if I nipped out to grab it.” She had probably used that exact excuse several times, but Syd liked to believe that Boylt had grown fond of their little back-and-forths, even if the instructor’s hair had grayed at an alarming rate in their years together.

“Oh no. Not today, Syd. You sit back down and—”

But Syd’s fingers were already working her majik. Gray surfaced from their tips, and she molded, stretched, and sculpted it into something tangible and strong. The gray searched and reached out, finding the molecules of the water Eheri were diligently manipulating. With a subtle twist of her wrist, the gray dissipated, attaching itself to the water, and caused a wobble in time. The molecules expanded and multiplied so rapidly, the feeling overtook Syd with sudden dizziness. She caught herself on the wall just as her majik left her body. The satisfying sound of a splash hitting the lab table signaled her chance, and she took it, bounding out the door.




• • •




The echo of her name followed her down the hall, the stairways, and to the airship hangar. The bay’s giant doors were opening for the morning and letting in warmth to the otherwise cold concrete and metals. The sound was deafening, gears ground against each other to let the sun in. Light bounced from the sea outside and glinted off tool chests, fuel barrels, and the beautiful steel of a Zeppfish 150S Class A that hadn’t been there when Syd had left the hangar the night before. The scent of salt, sea, and grease mingled, and she relaxed, tying her coily hair up and away from her face.

“Student ID.” A voice came from behind a glass box. 

“C’mon Blair, we do this almost every day.”

Blair shook her head, pointed to the scanner on the corner of her booth, and returned to marking things off on her tablet. Syd tapped the black bracelet on her wrist to the scanner. It beeped twice, and Blair sighed without looking up. “You are supposed to be in Majiks Lab, Cadet Orleen.”

“Forgot my tablet here the other day.”

“You’ll leave that thing lyin’ around anywhere, won’t ya’?” Jo’s voice called from behind Syd.

She turned, and Jo’s face was stone cold. But the crow’s feet around her eyes turned upward. She tapped her beige faculty bracelet onto the scanner.

“I’ll see to Cadet Orleen, Admin Blair.” Jo said, and Syd followed without another word.

“You’d think she’d have given up by now,” Syd said once they were out of earshot.

Jo shrugged and led Syd to the lockers. Jo put on her beige jumpsuit over her plainclothes—simple black trousers, heavy boots, and a light-colored tank top. Dog tags hung around her neck, but Syd hadn’t ever asked their origin. Jo was too young to have fought in any war, and Syd figured it was best to leave the past where it was. Jo tossed a navy jumpsuit—signaling the rank of student pilot—at Syd.

“She’s just doin’ her job. Followin’ orders an’ all that.”

Syd smirked. “And you?”

“I can’t deny talent when I see it,” Jo said. “Plus, don’t be goin’ around thinkin’ you’re the only one in this academy with Eichon Wenna’s favor.” 

Syd’s face fell, and she pulled the jumper over her Eheri uniform made of stretchy silver armor that was as tight as it was resilient. It retained heat when she needed it and cooled her when her temperature rose in combat. Though, what made her flush at the moment wasn’t battling some beast in the training center. Jo had brought her directly to the 150S, and it was magnificent. Vintage in style, likely an original with a bulbous shape. The social flyer could seat six in its bay comfortably around a full-length table. Syd ran her hand along its side, fingertips slipping over rivets and bolts. She stepped over the fuel line and diagnostic hoses attached to its underside. 

“So, what rich bastard brought her in?”

Jo gave Syd a look and opened the hatch. A ladder extended down for them. “Owner lives over near Galssop. Says he can’t get her air pressure to stabilize.”

Inside the cabin, Syd couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen such an archaic system. The space was cramped and dimmed by yellow emergency lights. In front of two monitors were leather seats, cracked with age. The paneling around the controls was intact, but its shine had faded, and the riveting style along the walls, windshield, and edges dated the airship. The screens were running diagnostics, and Syd leaned closer to read them.

“Rear, passenger-side compressor. I thought I felt some extra air flow around there.” Too easy. Syd turned to Jo, cocking a half smile. 

Jo smiled, too, nodding.

“Got time for a flying lesson?” Syd asked.

Jo bent down over the dash and typed in a string of commands. “Come back after lunch.”

Syd’s heart sank, and she ran her hands over the cabin door’s frame. “Don’t let the owner take her home without me saying goodbye.” 

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Jo said and waved her off.




• • •




The halls were quiet, and her footsteps echoed off the light tiles that lined the floors and walls, all gleamed to perfection. ACES Academy was built like a coliseum, home to the world’s most elite soldiers in all things majik, combat, and austral energies. The training grounds for an army sworn to protect the Eichon. 

Syd couldn’t help herself from wondering what it would have been like if she hadn’t grown up in the world ruler’s shadow. Would she have performed better in northern Magnate Academy, hidden away in snowy mountains and known for its mech and weapon manufacturing? Or what about ACES sister academy, Avant, on sunny Kilos, assuming they’d even allow an Eheris in. How many Avant specialists hid their majik, simply for the benefit of training as mercenaries? Even Seliss must have more freedom than here.

Her boots clanged up an inner stairwell until she reached a heavy metal door. The door gave a click and unlocked when she waved her wrist over the scanner. Then, she worked her way from one side of the academy around the curve to the other. The hallways were filled with identical labs built for practicing majik and training austral specialists to control and harness cloned energies. Catwalks crisscrossed over the humongous glass dome of the training center. The whole thing opened up to the sky when the weather was good—which was more often than not. Blue skies without a cloud in sight, fresh sea air sweeping in the sounds of cresting waves and gulls. A coliseum smack-dab in the middle of the ocean; a floating marvel, or a floating prison.

At the other side, Syd took the stairwell down to level 2. She walked the dark inner halls around the training center. The cooling system overcompensated for the humidity escaping from inside the greenhouse that propagated more than just tropical plant life. She exited the tunnel and propped herself against the main hall’s rounded wall. Electronic banners ran in the wall’s middle, world news racing by in neon letters:

—olcanic activity on the rise. | Evidence suggests some pets telepathic. | Seliss Assistant Director returns from South Islands. | Transference Countdown: Next Eichon still unknown. | Galssop energy suppliers concerned about usage. | Dr. Ivor Malvuk and team discov—

Syd frowned. She knew there was going to be hell to pay for dodging class again, but it’s not like she asked to be here. An orphan goes where an orphan is told to go. In that way, she was trained to take commands and was primed for academy life. Something heavy swirled in her chest.

Sometimes orphans were adopted. Sometimes they were adopted by powerful people. And sometimes those powerful people sent you to places. While Syd hadn’t officially been adopted by Eichon Wenna, she ended up being so close to Adeline there was never any question.

Now, Adeline and Syd were in their final year at ACES. As the Eichon’s daughter, it wasn’t a stretch to figure out Adeline would be next in line, regardless of what the headlines said. It also wasn’t a stretch for Syd to know her own fate. She would be made into a PRISM soldier, her Eheri majik binding her to the Eichon’s will. To what end—guard the Eichon or kill her enemies—was yet to be determined. The bell dinged, signaling the training center doors to slide open, the heat from within escaping. The hall filled with cadets as young as 11. Syd smiled and caught Adeline’s eye from across the way. 

Adeline was stripped down to her undershirt and uniform pants, heavy boots caked in mud. She glowed from the aftermath of training. Strapped to her back was the only thing more faithful to Adeline than Syd: a broadsword gifted to her by her father Matius, who also just happened to be the leader of Avant’s mercenary forces.

No, it really wasn’t a question who would be next to receive the transference—the child of Eichon and mercenary leader.

Syd watched as Adeline slipped through the stream of cadets, who parted and gave her room to walk. Syd chewed her lip. The special treatment they both received was no longer unusual, but it did leave a perpetual bad taste in Syd’s mouth. That was until she smelled earth and lavender, and Adeline wrapped her arm around Syd’s waist with a smile. Though a warrior on the field, Adeline’s embrace was soft, simple.

“How was training?” Syd asked, smiling up at Adeline.

“They’ll need to restock soon,” Adeline responded and dropped her hug. Her cheeks pushed up the corners of her almond eyes. “There’s hardly anything left to kill.”

“I’ll never know how you do it.” Syd shook her head, voice almost envious.

They began walking, and Adeline glanced at Syd, eyebrows raised in concern. “Bad day today?”

“I’m sure Boylt’s filing a report right about now.”

Adeline’s fingers grazed Syd’s as they walked, then she reached out and squeezed Syd’s hand.

“Not everything has to be so cut and dry,” Adeline said. She tilted her head thoughtfully, then made up her mind with a nod. “We’ll go see Malvuk this afternoon. Maybe he will have some guidance. In any case, he has more seniority than Boylt and can tell her to lay off.”

Syd shrugged but nodded. It felt like special treatment. It felt like she didn’t want it.

“Oh! I almost forgot. Keal has something new to show us.” Adeline smiled again, sudden, and excited. Syd shook herself from her thoughts and followed as Adeline picked up her pace, the heaviness of self-pity replaced with giddiness.




• • •




Adeline and Syd wound their way around the academy to Keal’s lab room. Adeline stopped in the door frame, pressing a finger to her lips. Syd caught the mischievous glint in Adeline’s eye and grinned, staying quiet. Keal, dressed in his usual white lab coat, was hunched over in the back cabinets of his lab, no doubt still setting up for his lesson. Being the headmaster’s son allowed him to start his day later than any other faculty. It also gave him the brightest, sunniest lab with a full wall of windows overlooking the endless blues.

“Y’know,” Adeline called from the door. “If you do this the night before you wouldn’t be in such a rush in the morning.”

The white lab coat jumped in surprise. A clattering of instruments fell when Keal hit his head on a shelf. Adeline giggled, and Syd suppressed a chuckle.

“Dammit, you two!” Keal emerged, one arm full of beakers. The other hand rubbed the back of his head. His blonde hair, which always seemed to stick out at odd angles, matched the now lop-sided glasses. He readjusted them and looked to Syd.

A year ahead of Syd and Adeline, Keal graduated early and quickly moved into his role as instructor. Syd knew he would much rather be working alongside Dr. Malvuk in the field, but even a protégé must climb the ranks. She walked over to the washing station and dug under the counters for goggles to clean before his class started. Adeline unlatched her weapon and set it by the door, then joined Keal and helped him set up the workstations.

“Saw the incident report come in a few minutes ago,” Keal said. “Syd, you gotta start taking this seriously.”

“Don’t see why.” Syd shrugged. “We’re almost out of here anyway.”

“Your actions effect more than just you,” he warned.

Syd’s lips thinned. “I don’t understand why I can’t choose what I want to specialize in. I mean, you two got to choose your areas of expertise.”

Syd didn’t need to turn around to know Keal was shaking his head. “You know that’s untrue. Adeline was trained from a very early age to be a combat specialist and I was practically raised by Dr. Malvuk because Rhiuld was too busy running the academy.”

It was jarring to hear him call his mother by their last name. Taking in a deep breath, Syd summoned a rebuttal that was cut off too quickly.

“—Anyway,” Adeline injected, her voice pitched. “You wanted to show us something?”

“Oh, right!” Keal dashed to his podium on the front side of the room. 

Curious, Syd turned and tilted her head.

“I forgot to tell you,” he started. His voice was high and excited as his computer station whirred out of sleep mode. The projector screens descended along the windowed wall, masking the blue ocean with white. “Malvuk found a new austral!” 

He beamed, almost jumping from foot to foot like a child. 

Syd gave a sideways glance to Adeline, hiding her smirk. 

“So, you know the earth-based australs we’ve been cloning?” Keal asked them.

Syd vaguely remembered something about the work he’d been doing with Malvuk and nodded.

“Eichon Wenna called Dr. Malvuk back to Arja’s Gardens, you know—where we last found an earth austral.”

Syd grinned at Keal’s liberal use of the word "we". Malvuk had only just started inviting Keal on field assignments.

A picture of pure origin austral energy came into focus on the screen, pixel by pixel. A pale-yellow sphere glistened in the middle of the planet’s largest known energy epicenter, the hanging gardens of the first Eichon’s resting place.

“We believe it’s an air-based austral!” Keal removed his glasses and polished them on his lab coat. “Whatever it is, it sure was smart. It hid itself away under the other austral sites we’ve found there.”

He clicked through to other slides full of preliminary notes he and Malvuk had started making. Syd sat on a nearby stool and listened to Keal go on. His excitement was a small comfort, like everything was right in the world because at least his love of australs made sense.

Syd couldn’t stop grinning. “You’re such a nerd.”

Keal’s face faltered, and his smile faded. He turned back to his computer in an attempt to hide his blushing. 

“So, where’s this bad boy at, then?” Adeline asked.

Keal flashed a smile and went to the cooling unit behind his podium. He dimmed the lights and sat out two clear beakers with clasped stoppers in front of them. Inside one, a soft green fog glowed and swirled inside. The other was full of the same pale yellow from the image, shimmering off any light it could find. 

“Aren’t they beautiful?” he whispered, leaning in closer to watch both of them glimmer in their containers.

Syd never fully understood how austral control and cloning tech worked, in the same way Keal wouldn’t know his way around the 150S back in the hangar. But what she did know was his face lit up in the same way hers did when she was working with Jo, so she leaned in too.

A cold blast of air hit her face, and the glass beaker exploded, spraying shards of broken glass. Adeline gasped, and Syd raised her arms to shield herself. From the broken beaker, green fog swirled and expanded, taking up space along the floor. It rapidly moved to the door, and Adeline rushed to shut it, locking them and the austral inside. Smoky tendrils recoiled, the air filled with the heady scent of moss, and Syd’s breath became heavy. 

Syd moved in front of Adeline, putting her body between Adeline and the threat. Syd’s mouth went dry, the air heavy with oxygen, and the moisture inside her wanted to flee. She cupped her hands in a perfect sphere, but her concentration was cut off by the sound of the second beaker breaking. Above the green fog, a shimmering yellow grew and took up its own space near the ceiling.

The two colors kept their separation, and for a moment nothing happened. Syd’s breath was labored, but she refocused as quickly as she could and drew her energy outward toward the empty sphere of her palms. There, her own gray fog gathered, took shape, and grew in density. The two clouds retracted, their forms condensing into wisps of yellow and green. 

The australs made the first move and shot across the room toward Syd and Adeline. 

“Get down!” Syd shouted to Adeline, and she drew herself up.

Her mind faded and became lost in the gray. She twisted and kneaded her energy with her fingertips until it was something solid, something tangible and malleable. She grabbed it tight and hurtled it toward the green and yellow clouds just as Adeline ducked under a table.

Flashes of emerald, gold, and ash collided, and all Syd could see was white. Soon, her vision cleared, and she heard her breath before she could feel it. She hunched over, hands on knees, and panted. The air was coming in short bursts, but when she looked up, the australs were suspended and unable to move.

“Hey Keal,” Syd gasped, waiting for her body to recover. “Why don’t you put away your damn pets.”

Keal moved out from behind his podium. “Oh.—Right. My—Oh. Wow.”

He looked at the australs in awe and Syd gritted her teeth. Adeline came to her side and leaned down to meet Syd at eye-level. Adeline’s eyes were wide with worry. Syd shook her head.

“You ok?” Syd asked, smiling through her grimace.

“Yes, of course. Are you hurt? Do I need to get the medics?” Adeline’s hands hovered, afraid to touch Syd but wanting to help. 

Sometimes, Syd’s majik came easy, like with the water molecules. Other times, it was hard like it was now, and she never knew what to expect. Syd supposed this was what Keal meant when he said she should take this more seriously.

“Nah. It’ll wear off,” Syd said, though her face betrayed her. “Keal, what the fuck, man?” 

“Just—” Keal muttered to himself, the australs drawn back into new, more secure-looking containers. The look on his face was starting to remind Syd of Malvuk. Adeline must have been thinking the same thing because she cleared her throat. 

“I’ve never seen australs respond so quickly,” Keal said. “It must be in response to the upcoming eclipse.”

They let that sink in. When the Great Moon Nova drew closer to its eclipse, the natural world grew in strength and hostility. Of course, they had only ever read about it because the eclipse happened once every twenty years. The phenomena also meant another thing; they were drawing closer to the Eichon transferring her power. Syd looked at Adeline.

A ding came over the PA system.

“KEAL RHIULD, ADELINE KEYLEN, SYD ORLEEN. REPORT TO THE ADMIN OFFICES IMMEDIATELY. REPEAT: RHIULD, KEYLEN, ORLEEN, REPORT TO THE ADMIN OFFICES IMMEDIATELY.”




CHAPTER TWO







Director Rhiuld’s face was as unmoving as a mountain, and Syd couldn’t tell if this was better or worse than the typical yelling. The Director’s office was tidy, floor to ceiling bookshelves full of archaic texts, a simple sturdy desk, and the typical accessories: tablet, computer, and a metal tray for any stray papers that may need filing. No windows, no sunlight. Syd could probably recite the bookshelves from memory by now. The office felt like it was closing in with so many people in the small space.

With her dark hair captured in a severe bun at the nape of her neck, Jexa Rhiuld held herself with poise and dignity as the Eichon-appointed director of ACES. The only way to tell she was Keal’s mother at all was the nose he’d inherited—narrowed and pointed. She stood, eyes seething with severity, next to Dr. Malvuk. He, with his bald spot, white hair, and slight hunch, every bit her polar opposite. For as long as Syd had known him, it was impossible to tell if he was 60 or 600. He’d always looked squat and leering.

For their part, Syd, Adeline, and Keal stood at attention during the pause before the reprimand. Their hands clasped behind their backs, faces forward, eyes focused on some middle distance.

“Typical behavior aside,” Rhiuld started and looked at Syd. “We’re not here to dole out Cadet Orleen’s weekly punishment.”

Syd’s eyes moved to Malvuk. He’d taken Keal under his wing some time ago, recognizing Keal’s interest and ability in all things austral. It was how Keal graduated early and took up residence as instructor and researcher. Syd stopped herself from chewing the inside of her cheek, worried at the presence of the man rumored to lead human experimentation in his off time. 

“Director Rhiuld, I can assure you Adeline and Keal did not—” Syd started.

“As much as it pains me, Cadet Orleen,” Rhiuld cut Syd off. “Whatever is about to come out of your mouth must wait. It has come to my attention that the australs Dr. Malvuk’s team discovered have gone missing from his lab.” She turned her head to Keal and arched an eyebrow.

“Er,” Keal started. “Yes. I was hoping to run some tests…?”

Keal had always been a terrible liar. Honest to a fault. Syd caught herself from reacting at his fumble. 

“What Keal means to say, Director, is I had asked to see what the team had been working on,” Adeline said, and she spoke with the grace of an ambassador. Though, Syd knew, that was what Adeline had been groomed for all these years: a representative of her own mother. Syd suddenly felt small, unsure of her place in this room. She squeezed her hands tighter together behind her back. 

“I hadn’t meant to unleash them,” Keal said.

All heads snapped to him, and Syd suppressed a groan. That was Keal in a nutshell, brilliant but great at saying the exact wrong thing at the exact right time. Syd let her composure go and sighed just as Rhiuld unhinged, the swollen tension in the room collapsing. 

“You did what?!” Rhiuld shrieked. Keal winced. “You let an unknown austral energy lose in the academy?!” She was just winding up, a move Syd had seen countless times. “What in the Great Moon’s name were you thinking? You could have injured cadets, or worse!” Her eyes going to Adeline.

“Director Rhiuld, we are fine. Syd was able to control the situation,” Adeline explained, breaking her stance now, too, and talking with her hands.

Now Rhiuld let out her own groan and rubbed her face before taking a seat. “Yes, of course she was. Can’t do a damn thing in the classroom, but can somehow control a crisis.” 

Syd would be lying if she said she didn’t take some gratification in Rhiuld’s exasperated look. For six years, all she and her administration had wanted to do was find a way to analyze Syd’s majik. Along the way, they told her it was to help her grow and control it, and she’d believed them. But, by year three, it had become clear that all their measuring sticks were too short. Syd didn’t need their help in training or mastering her majik, and since then she’d refused to be some specimen under their microscope.

Instead, she’d focused her mind elsewhere, specifically with Jo and the airships in the hangar. That was something measurable, something that made sense in diagrams and metrics. And it pissed Rhiuld off to no end because they both knew how powerful Syd’s majik could be, especially under pressure. The guilty pleasure that spread across Syd’s lips spoke louder than anything either of them could say. She may be forced to live within the academy’s walls, but they couldn’t force her to comply. Especially not at their command. Not yet, in any case. Maybe that would change once she was assigned to PRISM and actively protecting the Eichon. Until then—

“Well?” Syd jumped out of her thoughts at Malvuk’s ancient voice. “What did the specimen do when loose? I have not been able to get it to perform since bringing it back from Eichon Wenna’s excavation.”

“Wait, that was an excavation?” Keal asked. “You told me it was research funded from Zevir.”

Everyone grew silent when it was clear that Malvuk had said too much this time. Eichon Wenna had been dispatching teams for excavation since before Syd was born. Rumors had been going around lately that it had something to do with Wenna’s powers, but even Adeline had been kept in the dark. No matter how much she’d tried to get answers from either of her parents.

“Why did my mother order you to an excavation site, Dr. Malvuk?” Adeline asked, making the first move. And there it was again, that assuredness and command. 

Director Rhiuld broke in before Malvuk could say another word.

“As unfortunate as it is that the ACES disciplinary actions must be postponed,” she said and eyed Keal. “We received a communication a short while ago. Eichon Wenna has requested the presence of the three of you. Cadet Orleen, you will pilot one of our airships to Zevir City as soon as possible.”

Syd glanced to Keal and Adeline, and they exchanged a look. Unsatisfied and left without answers, they excited the office when dismissed to gather their things for a short stay in Zevir City’s Tower. As Syd changed and carelessly stuffed her academy-issued suitcase with an extra uniform and a change of clothes, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something—maybe even something big—has happened.




• • •




“See? Promised you a flight lesson today,” Jo said.

Keal and Adeline joined them in the hangar while Syd completed her walk-around inspection on the small academy airship, painted in navy and yellow. It was built for surface skimming with four seats and a moderate cargo hold in the back. Syd finished ticking off the checkpoints on Jo’s tablet and handed it back.

“Hm? Oh. Yeah,” Syd said, her attention drawn away when Adeline walked up. “Be back before you know it.”

Keal and Adeline saluted Jo who returned the salute, nodded, and walked off. Keal loaded the luggage, and they boarded quickly, Adeline’s forehead in knots.

“So, what else did you find out?” Syd asked, taking the captain’s chair and hitting a switch. The hatch door let out a satisfying hiss as it closed.

Adeline and Keal took their seats behind her, buckling in.

“Rhiuld was no help,” Adeline sighed, distracted.

“Didn’t have much luck with Malvuk either,” Keal added. “Was able to get him to confirm the excavations are linked to Eichon Wenna’s power, but not much else.”

Adeline crossed her legs. “Well, that’s something at least.”

The airship’s engines idled for a moment before Syd pulled it out of ACES’ bay and into the reflective blue outside. The airship handled easy, tracking synced nicely, and the radar was alert and ready. Not that they needed to worry. These were friendly waters; Seliss knew better than to come so close to either the academy or Zevir City. 

They skimmed along, an easy glide with clear skies that reflected a bright cerulean below. Syd set the airship to autopilot and swiveled her chair around.

Keal glanced at the controls nervously. “Shouldn’t you be watching the proverbial road or something?”

“Calm skies and currents out there, course set to Zevir. Stop being such a worry-wort. I’m not a trainee anymore. Jo signed my cert.”

Keal gave something between a scoff and cough. He and Adeline had been subjected to quite a few rough landings during Syd’s training. Still, sitting in a flight deck had always felt more natural to Syd than slouched over a table or desk or stalking beasts in the faux forest of the training center. Or, laying under the bright lights of examination chairs. 

Syd looked at Adeline who brushed her dark, wavy hair behind her ears. Adeline’s dark brown eyes had become increasingly laced with worry lately. 

“Think we’re being summoned for the transference? How many days until Nova’s eclipse now?” Syd asked.

Adeline leaned back in the seat when Syd said what she had been thinking, and Syd gave an encouraging smile. Maybe, just maybe, when Adeline became Eichon, she wouldn’t use the Eheris as her mother had. Even if she did, there was always a chance Adeline could make an exception for her, and Syd wouldn’t have to become a soldier, a weapon.

“Seventeen, give or take a few hours. Wouldn’t make sense to have us along though. They’d probably just send a proper escort, wouldn’t they?” Keal asked.

“Not if they wanted to keep it quiet,” Adeline said, staring off.

“Yeah.” Syd considered. “I just can’t believe they waited this long to say anything.” She was trying to get Adeline to open up, but this had always been one thing Adeline kept to herself. Syd’s lips pursed, and a soft pang hit her chest. She wanted to be there for Adeline, but even after all these years, she hadn’t broken through. “Do you have everything you need should you—they—”

Adeline nodded at Syd’s stutter, and she came back from whatever distant place she had been with a smile. “I have you two, don’t I?”

Keal relaxed into his seat then, but Syd titled her head. 

Adeline waved off Syd’s concern. “Whatever is going on, we’ll find out soon enough.” She pointed beyond Syd’s shoulder, and Syd swirled back around.

The flight was always shorter than she expected it to be.




• • •




If the Gral’s blue waves weren’t enough, flying into Zevir was a sight unto itself. The island practically sparkled, floating in the middle of the ocean’s expanse. The newest and most technologically advanced city was a shimmering beacon of blues and greens. Seven circular rings stacked on top of each other, made of translucent sea glass. Each ring was a thoroughfare for foot traffic. The seven levels seemed to float one above the other, perfect circles around a single, dark skyscraper rising in the center. The Tower’s base was almost as wide as the first ring, and it stretched toward the sky high above seventh circle. The gray Crarra Mountains only made the city’s brilliance stand out more.

Zevir had been an experiment, constructed over 400 years ago by Eichon Ilith. Its efficient and practical design quickly made it the most advanced and most desirable city. Zevir had been locked down for almost half of its operational years, inaccessible to the outside world; an unreachable haven that has housed each Eichon since its creation. Residency was granted only under an Eichon’s permission or command. 

If there was one thing Syd admired about Wenna, it had to be her transparency in most things. Her first order had been to open Zevir’s borders, which set the tone of her reign. But the secrecy of the excavations had been overtaking that gesture. Even in the halls of ACES, an uneasy tension had been growing toward Wenna over the past few years, and that tension had extended to Adeline. Fellow cadets had started to avoid Adeline, and faculty and staff had never been as severe with Adeline as they were with others. 

As history had proven, it wasn’t rare for an Eichon to begin her rule peacefully and end in complete Madness. Randomly poking holes in the planet isn’t exactly normal behavior even to her moon-worshipping Novari followers. In fact, those who thought themselves the planet’s guardians—the Terians—found the action to be downright hostile, and that included Seliss.

A voice clicked over the flight panel’s comms, instructing Syd to dock in the northern hanger. On Zevir’s fifth-level, dedicated solely to the transportation industry, airship bays stuck out at each cardinal direction, and Syd followed the flight control center’s directions automatically.




• • •




They exited onto the streets of Zevir. Syd’s eyes watered and adjusted from the darkness inside the hangar. The inner ring of the level was jammed with businesses, mostly industrial. Around them, people went about their lives. Residents dressed in light silks strolled leisurely, workers in varying dark-colored uniforms jogged to one business or another, jacketed representatives from other levels negotiated and bargained with storefronts, and even some low-speed hover tech mingled among the pedestrian traffic. Zevir was a busy city, shining and glistening within the city’s hazy blues, and its people were just as diverse and vibrant as the science and majik the city held within itself.

And it felt safe, mostly. Syd could blend in and be part of the masses, as if she wasn’t unique, or rare, or given special treatment—and if not treatment, then interest. It was one thing to be an Eheris; it was another thing entirely to be an Eheris with gravity majik, and adopted, more or less, by the Eichon. She could hide among these crowds and never be noticed, and a wave of comfort overtook her. That was until, of course, she caught a glimpse of a dark figure with a pure black visor in the crowd.

There were three specific populations in Zevir that caused the most controversy. Firstly, the Novari, who worshipped the Great Moon Nova and followed the Eichon unquestionably. Syd thought they were fanatical in their ways, but who was she to judge? 

The second were the residents of the Zevir Sciences. Made up almost entirely of Rhurgari—the religious group that wasn’t really a religion at all, but the absence of one. They were equally fanatical in their interest in australs and thirst for knowledge. Malvuk was their unofficial leader, and the Rhurgari scientists were a force in and of themselves. 

And finally, the third population: the black-visored PRISM. This third group was made up of Eheri that had graduated from ACES. While PRISM were mostly still human, their black armor connected to and grew with their skin over time, eventually tapping into and syncing with their neural pathways. This meant that if Zevir was ever under attack, PRISM would receive their commands over Zevir’s Veral network and removed the need for any relayed, and therefore delayed, instruction. 

After graduation, Eheri were given a choice to join PRISM. Though, choice was a strong word. Not many places accepted, let alone wanted, Eheri. The Terians had been growing in numbers over the past few centuries, and they thought Eheri to be abominations. It made finding and making a home outside of Zevir difficult, to say the least. 

Syd chewed the inside of her cheek and turned away.

They made their way through the crowd to a central bank of elevators before anyone recognized Adeline. As much as she disliked them, it was strange there weren’t any PRISM to greet them when they landed and ushered Adeline home. The hair on the back of her neck stood up, and Syd looked around when realization clicked. 

A few years ago, they were asked to keep close to and protect Adeline at ACES, should there be the need. At the time, Syd had thought that was an overreaction. But the buzz of the entire world not knowing who would lead them next had been leaking into the halls of the academy as of late. Adeline could handle the few pointed questions from fellow cadets and even some instructors, but a larger crowd would overtake her without a proper escort. Now they were here on their own suddenly. Syd and Keal were the escort; they were Adeline’s Guard.

Adeline keyed in her codes after swiping her black ACES band against the receiver, and they stepped in. The opposing side of the elevator was made of clear glass. From it, Syd could see all the way up or down inside the city. Interior stairwells, wired gangways, ladders, and bulkheads all spiraled and wove together. 

The compartment moved forward toward a bulkhead immediately ahead of them some twenty yards away. Two PRISM stood at attention when they exited the elevator. Of course, there were main entrances on each level to the central building, but this way was quieter.

Syd tried to not stare at the black visors, but she couldn’t help it. The fact she couldn’t see their eyes, unable to know how much of them was still human, made her skin prickle. Adeline gave them the command, and automatically they twisted open the bulkhead and stepped aside wordlessly.

The group wound their way from the side entrance to the fifth-floor lobby. The space was sparse, save for a Zevir scientist identified by their white robes, and a PRISM soldier lounging on the open seating. They stopped their conversation immediately. Footsteps echoed off the dark, marble floor and walls of the Tower. Syd looked up, taking in the sheer height of exposed, interior walkways that encompassed each floor above: the exact inverse of Zevir’s design.

The soldier moved in response to their entrance, and all Adeline needed to do was raise her hand. The black visors scanned for facial recognition. Or something like that. Adeline explained it all to Syd once, but Syd tended to tune out whenever the topic of PRISM came up.

Keal and Syd followed Adeline to a large, circular couch with a small podium at the center of the floor. Adeline placed her hand on the screen and entered the code for Wenna’s suite. The hover cushion activated and began their spiraled ascent slowly, following the interior circle. In any other building, an elevator would have done just fine.

“It’s good to be home at least,” Adeline said, sinking into the cushions and closing her eyes.




CHAPTER THREE







Eventually, the hover cushion docked itself at the eighth floor. Adeline led them around the circular walkway to Wenna’s offices, and the doors slid open. The room expanded with floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the blue city. Wenna was at her desk, in conversation with three of her Council members, and all eyes turned to Adeline, Keal, and Syd when they entered. Not a unusual sight. Council members have flurried around Adeline’s family for as long as Syd had known them.

Whatever was being discussed stopped immediately. Wenna smiled patiently, and the Council members each bowed their heads in greeting to Adeline.

“There you three are. I was almost beginning to worry.” Wenna waved over to the couches in the center of the room. “Come in. We were just finishing.”

“Hello Mother, Aunt Vi,” Adeline said with an easy breath and smile, making her way to them immediately. She looked to the others. “Reth, Saaviana, you both are looking well. It’s nice to see you again.”

“Hello, Eichon. Thank you for the invitation.” Keal followed with a nod. “And Director Torok and Consul Torok! What a nice surprise!” Keal called with a little too much enthusiasm. He clearly hadn’t forgotten his role in all things as Rhiuld’s son. He served as ambassador for his mother as much as Adeline did hers.

“Ah! Adeline, Keal!” Consul Torok said in reply, opening his arms in greeting.

Consul Reth Torok, in blue and yellow Council robes, was a sturdy man built by his years as a blacksmith in the valley of the Ifor Ridge. His light eyes contrasted his deep auburn beard and copper skin. Rumor had it, he was a fire Eheri and, at some point, had managed to dodge being recruited into PRISM and secure a spot as Wenna’s consulate for the Ifor region.

Director Saaviana Torok, on the other hand, was a small woman who led Magnate Academy. Appointed, like Rhiuld, by Wenna. Saaviana’s black body armor was decorated with the orange triangular symbol of Magnate. The armor was so well suited that even the cuffed neckline just under her chin looked to be a natural part of her skin. Comparatively, her eyes were a dull green and less than impressed when she looked at Keal.

From what Syd knew of their personalities, the pairing of Reth and Saaviana made little sense. Politically, though, it was a match made in heaven.

Their presence was a reminder that Syd had been destined for Magnate before meeting Adeline, and guilt slid around in Syd’s chest. Those who were not adopted by age 11 were sent to the northern mountains, and if Wenna hadn’t taken her in, Syd liked to believe she would have made a decent weaponsmith or mechtechnician. 

It was no secret that Magnate sold its mechtech to the highest bidder, especially in times of civil unrest. Maybe it didn’t matter where Syd ended up; maybe she’d be just as unhappy under Torok’s thumb as she was Rhiuld’s. Regardless, both Directors needed to supply something to remain valuable in the eyes of the Eichon, and in that way, they were the same. ACES simply produced something more organic in nature.
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