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Author's Note


The world of Rupture and related books is entirely fictional. The setting is modern or contemporary as far as similar technology in cell phones, television, internet, etc., but the time span in which these inventions become available is vastly different, as is the speed of scientific discovery. This is not urban fantasy, which is usually considered to take place in the world we live in just with the addition of supernatural or paranormal beings. 

The people groups in Rupture are not based on those in our real world. Instead I have tried to pull inspiration from a wide variety of experiences, cultures, and mythology. It is not my intention to pattern any of the peoples or races in this world after any that actually exist, but to blend them all where that is possible. For that reason you will see people groups with physical characteristics that aren't often seen together in homogenous groups on earth (ex: dark skin and blue eyes). I've also bent the "rules" of science and genetics (ex: the descendants of a particular being having green eyes, if they have even the slightest link to him, thousands of years later…which would be impossible with actual genetics).  

I have tried to avoid appropriating any cultures or traditions that may be sacred to their people of origin, but I am influenced by popular images and stories that are prevalent in society and will be the first to admit that I am not always aware of the origins of a particular myth or legend. I've done my best to find out (research, even for fantasy, is one of the best parts of writing!), but I do make mistakes. 

Jaelle is a bisexual woman. The rest of the cast of characters varies in their sexuality and gender. Their relationship styles span the full spectrum of monogamy and non-monogamy and this looks different for each character and relationship. The Fractured Foundations (FF) series doesn't focus on romance, even though Jaelle is involved in relationships of various types throughout. The trilogy following FF, Rising of the Stars (RotS), is a slow-burn romantasy that will have her eventually reaching her happily-ever-after. 
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Chapter 1



Greasy spots in the middle of the ocean were never a good sign. 

The black iridescence spread over the teal blue of the water, oily rainbow hues winking up at us as we soared overhead. I focused on the handful of human energy signatures I could feel somewhere amid the mess, most radiating panic in every direction. We were close, close enough they should have been in sight. I blinked furiously behind my flight goggles, which never wanted to stay in place, and let the wind through, making my eyes stream.

“Jaelle!” Ruben bellowed from my left. I looked over to see him standing in the saddle on his dark bay pegasus, leaning far over to peer into the distance to the north before turning back to me. “I think we found them!” He pointed, and I barely made out a speck that might have been a boat floating in the middle of the oil patch.

Lily stretched her white wings wide and banked hard to the left. “How many?” Her voice came from the transmitter banded to her elegant, arched neck, carefully woven between the braids of her mane.

I concentrated, sending a wave of my energetic sense toward the boat. “Seven.”

She huffed as she fell in behind Ruben and Thalis as Thalis angled for a sharp descent, his black tail whipping almost straight up. “Too many for us to carry.”

Another shout came from our rear. I turned to see the rest of my squad clustering in the air and staring at something in the opposite direction. I couldn’t hear much over the wind, so I tapped the transmitter in my ear. “What is it?”

Miria, the furthest away on her bright copper-colored pegasus, answered first. “Something surfaced on the outside edge of the spill. The tail was huge. Like whale size.” Her voice was calm and unperturbed, but unease rippled over everyone at her words, sending a rocking sensation through my own energy that was a little nauseating.

We’d picked up speed and were arrowing toward the boat. I looked down. The water was much closer and the fishing vessel now in clear view, crew members jumping around on the top level. It was small, but with a wide deck for processing catches. Room enough for us all to land and give the pegasi a rest while we figured out what had happened. All except one. I tapped my transmitter again. “Someone stay up and keep an eye out for whatever that was.”

Ruben changed direction in front of me. “I got it.” He peeled away toward the southern edge of the oil spill and I lifted my hand in acknowledgment. Hopefully, he’d be able to sense the energy of the creature and determine its identity, since his abilities mirrored my own.


      [image: ]I touched down last, the other four spreading out as they landed. Zander went first, scattering the boat’s occupants to the far edges as Danlin—another bay pegasus who made a truly impressive show with his massive, gleaming wings and flowing mane and tail—thumped onto the deck. Not braided, like my Lily’s. I swore Zander just liked the dramatics of it, which he paid for by spending hours combing out the snarls.

Rhodri and Wrenn landed almost in unison, immediately making space for Miria and then me. We made a pretty solid squad of fliers, every elemental strength represented by at least one person. Not that it mattered to the panicked sailors in front of us. I dismounted and pulled my goggles and helmet off, glancing between the ship occupants until I found who was clearly more in control, a stocky Traithian woman with a harried air. “Hello there,” I said. “I’m Lieutenant Rhovaryn, from Air Base Four. Your distress beacon was activated.” I gestured out at the water. “Mechanical problems?”

She nodded and stepped closer. Her aura was steady, even layered with anxiety, and unlike the rest, her clothes were sharply edged and clean, albeit wet in places. Her naturally brown skin was darkened further by the sun, and the curly hair caught in a bun on top of her head was streaked with gray. A quick glance revealed two long knives and a small handgun on her belt, and I was sure there were more weapons hidden either in her knee-high boots or on her torso. Traithians didn’t become ship captains—fishing or otherwise—without doing their required military service, and old habits lingered. “Catastrophic engine failure.” She launched into a detailed explanation I couldn’t quite follow, ending with “The block cracked, and all the oil leaked out.” She threw up her hands, frustration edging her tone as she glared around at her crew. “Superstitious bastards won’t—” Her words were cut off by a huge splash from a couple hundred yards away.

I didn’t see the source, but the wave it generated rolled toward us with a surprising amount of force, and we all braced for the swell. The boat was made to withstand ocean storms, and it rocked gracefully even under the sudden agitation of the water, but… I narrowed my eyes as the nervous energy rolling off the sailors intensified into pure, unadulterated fear.

Ruben’s voice came through my comm. “It’s a sea snake.”

“Please!” shouted one, a shirtless man who looked barely old enough to be on the boat. “Get us off here. The monster’s coming. It’ll rip us open and drag us down to the depths!”

Another was on his knees and shaking like a leaf, staring at first the pegasi and then up into the sky. “It doesn’t matter!” he yelled back at his companion, his voice cracking. “Monsters come from above the same as below.”

I scrutinized the rest of the crew. They weren’t Traithian like the captain, just regular Denarbian islanders. And utterly terrified. A figure shot by us, heading for the stairs to the belowdecks, and the captain spun on her heel to go after them. “Sea snakes haven’t actually—” I stopped as she disappeared.

Perhaps the fear wasn’t without reason. Massive sea creatures did live here, of course, like in any tropical paradise with waters full of fish. They usually ignored boats, though, and were in readily identifiable forms, like whales or even giant sea serpents. Intimidating based on their size alone, but harmless and overall, awe-inspiring. At least, if you didn’t think they were eyeing your boat as a toy. Or food. The creature skirting this boat, though… I reached out with my energetic sense—which wasn’t as strong here, over the deep water, as it was back on land where I could pull from the earth and all the growing things around.

It was big, but I couldn’t tell how big; energy signatures didn’t relate to physical size. Nor could I say what species it was, but at least Ruben had seen it. The fact it was staying outside the greasy spill was good, but also showed it had more intelligence than the average fish. We needed to get these sailors moving again or off their boat before it decided an oil bath was worth the risk of food or sport. “Miria, call base and request an evac.”

Miria nodded and pulled out a comms radio, making a swirling motion with her other hand as she did, fixing a silencing bubble around herself to mitigate the noise interference from the wind. Her air shaping ability made her the natural choice for any communication out here since cell phone service was limited or nonexistent, depending on how far from an island we were, and often the winds were so high it affected broadcasts and made hearing replies difficult. It wasn’t terrible today, only enough to whip her chin-length hair away from her face and reveal the double undercut and tattoos normally hidden on the shaved portion of her head. She winked at me as she spoke into the transmitter, green eyes bright. Just another day in paradise.

“What are my options?” The captain returned from physically dragging the crew member, another gray-faced young man, back to his position on deck. “I need this boat. I can’t abandon it.” Her lips pressed together as she crossed her muscled forearms, sleeved in tattoos that disappeared into rolled cuffs on her biceps, across her chest. “I’m not going to get any more work out of this lot. You might as well take them.”

Lily stuck her nose over my shoulder. Her little chin whiskers tickled the exposed part of my neck. “We carry our partners, no others. They will have to wait here. You are in no immediate danger.”

The captain’s eyes went wide, and she stared at Lily. “It talks?” Her voice came out much squeakier than her previous low alto.

“We do,” Lily informed her, blinking the long dark lashes framing her violet irises at the woman. “And it’s ‘she.’”

I looked back. Lily wore no saddle, unlike the rest of the pegasi, only her voice transmitter on a leather strap near the base of her neck. With her shimmering white coat, long braided mane, and striking eyes, she looked like an unearthly or dream-resident creature. Which she knew and loved playing up when we rescued unsuspecting civilians. Dramatic ass.

Miria stepped up, bumping my arm with hers. “They’re dispatching a couple of vessels to start cleaning that up and get you back to land.” She motioned out at the oily mess in the water.

The captain sighed and her shoulders slumped as relief washed through her aura. “Thank you. I—”

I was looking at her as she stood with her back to the southern side of the boat. So when the gigantic serpentine tail appeared, just on the outside of the dark spill, I had a perfect view. The part of the body exposed was at least as wide as a city bus, tapering to a point—but the main part was still getting bigger where it disappeared into the water. Ruben’s voice came through my earbud punctuated by static crackles. “Jaelle, it’s circling—”

I tapped the piece. “I see it.” A wave of panic-induced nausea swept over me, my own this time. We had been trained for lots of things, sea monsters included, but interacting with one was new. I’d seen them a couple of times before at a distance, each one years ago now. They had disappeared so fast we’d almost doubted they’d been there at all.

This one had other ideas. The massive tail swept through the air, gathering momentum, and slammed down on the water with such force it cut through like the ocean was hot butter. A chorus of whickers, clicks, and high-pitched squeals came from the pegasi. Their ears flattened on their heads almost as one entity, and Wrenn’s took a couple of running strides before spinning back toward her rider, nipping at Wrenn’s arm in a clear demand she mount.

Lily half-reared as the wave hit, spreading her wings for balance and then sweeping over to the others, saying something to them in the pegasi language that ended in a sharp squeal. She whirled back around to me. “We’ll take one each,” she said, her ears swiveling like radio dishes.

“So, five?” The captain looked skeptically at the pegasi, which were only about the size of an average horse and most of a light build that appeared more dainty than sturdy.

“Six,” I said, and tapped my earpiece again. “Need you to come pick up an extra,” I told Ruben. “I’m sorry,” I said to the captain. “We can only take one extra each.” I kept my gaze on the unnaturally rippling waves, praying the creature would get distracted or bored and move along. Just because they never had attacked, didn’t mean they never would.

The sailors edged toward us, eyeing the pegasi and looking back and forth at each other. Zander motioned to the one closest to him, one of the young men. “Come on, let’s go.” He bent and made a step with his hands. “Up you go.”

When the sailor didn’t immediately move, a woman shoved by him. “You might be fine with being monster bait,” she snapped at him when he grunted in protest. “But I want to go home to my babies tonight.” She stepped lightly on Zander’s makeshift step and flung a leg over Danlin.

The rest quickly followed her lead and in a few minutes we were all astride again. I looked down at the captain around the crew member sitting in front of me. She stood at the main mast watching us. “The boat for your tow should be along soon,” I told her. Unease put a bitter taste in my mouth. “I’m sorry we can’t take you too.”

She shrugged, her energy still unperturbed. “I wouldn’t leave my ship, anyway. Thanks for taking them.” She motioned at her crew as Rhodri and Zander’s pegasi took running starts and leaped into the sky. “And watch yourself. There’s been reports ’round here of sky monsters, too.” She lifted her shoulders again. “I’m sure you know.”

I didn’t. “Sky monsters?”

She cocked her head. “The abandoned boats, you know.”

Unease made my stomach twist. “I don’t.” I pulled my flight goggles down as Lily stamped her hooves and stretched out her wings.

The captain gave me a confused look. “The night shadows?” When I still didn’t catch on, her forehead creased and a flash of anger went through her, hitting my energy with pulse of heat. “Guess it wasn’t that important to the aerials.” Her tone turned terse. “At least three boats in the last month have been found without their crew, just drifting. And more than one boat reported nighttime occurrences of unknown shadows in the sky.”

My stomach gave another uncomfortable lurch. “That seems pretty important.”

The Traithian woman turned away, eyeing the sea on the other side of the boat where the serpent tail had appeared. I didn’t like leaving her alone with that strange, lurking, vaguely threatening presence beneath the waves. But the rest of the crew was beyond reasoning with, and since she said she wouldn’t go, even if we had a way to take her… “Good luck,” I told her, and a few seconds later we were in the air.








  
  
Chapter 2



The sailor Lily and I had picked up was shaking so hard I worried he might actually wet himself. His energy signature was healthy but overlaid with frenetic fear. “I-I-I’ve n-n-never f-f-f-flown,” he informed me, his hands in a death grip on Lily’s mane. 

I tilted my head to see his face better where he sat astride in front of me, more than a head shorter than myself. The winds were nice and calm today, incongruent with the uneasiness now residing in my chest. They were just enough to keep us cool in flight a few hundred feet above the ocean, and they blew the sailor’s ragged, dirty, straw-colored hair back from his young face. The pale skin around his mouth had a gray-green tinge. “In an airplane either?”

He shook his head.

I hoped Lily was listening. “Try taking deep breaths,” I suggested. “Count to four in, and count to four out.” I gave his shoulder a light pat. Normally I wouldn’t have touched a stranger, but he was kind of all up against me in this position anyway. “We won’t let you fall.”

He whimpered, ignoring my advice to breathe as he peered down over her side.

The sickness that washed through him struck my energy. “Sit up,” I snapped. “You’re going to—”

He heaved and lurched to the right, forcing me to wrap my arm around his spasming middle to keep him in place.

Lily arched her neck around to glare at our passenger. “Do not get your vomit on me, you—”

I cut her off. “Easy, he’s scared. Have a heart.”

As if to prove my point, the man’s shakes intensified. I held him firmly, but not too tight as he stopped vomiting and hung limp for a moment before trying to sit back up. “I’m sorry,” he said in a wavering voice, and coughed, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

I wished I had some cold water to pour over his neck, but what water I had was sure to be warm from the sun by now. “It’s alright. It’s a lot all at once, especially when you’re not prepared for it. Really though, try to breathe deep. It’ll help.” I hesitated. “I’m an earth, too, so if you’d like, I can give you some calming energy.”

He reeled back, trying to look at me, and nearly conked me in the chin. Really, his lack of spatial awareness and self-preservation was concerning. “You’re a healer?”

I pushed aside the sting that assumption always brought on. “Not quite, but I can do some basic things. Earth energy is grounding and calming and usually helps with things like fear and anxiety.”

“What do you have to do?” At least this was distracting him from the flight itself.

I wondered if this was his first encounter with Vornarian energy shaping. “Um…” I considered. Moving in the air limited the ways in which this would work. “I sort of channel it into you. It feels a little different to each person, but it’s not painful or anything.”

He looked so disappointed I wanted to laugh. “So you don’t, like… cast anything?”

“Not up here.” I gestured at the surrounding sky. “It would get blown away.”

“Oh.” Lily dipped down and back up abruptly, riding an air current, and the greenish tinge returned to his face. “Okay. Let’s do it. Can’t hurt, right?” His grimace was probably supposed to be a smile.

I laid my other hand on his bare arm and sent a small energy wave out through my palm. He jumped a little but didn’t pull away as he looked down at where my hand connected with his skin. “Most people say it feels either warm or cold, with a slight tingling sensation.”

“Cold,” he confirmed. He relaxed under the arm I still had holding him in position. “Oh, that’s nice.”

“Sorry it’s not more interesting,” I said. “If you’d been flying with my friend Rhodri over there, she could have shown you some fireballs.” I pointed to Rhodri on her fiery chestnut.

“That I couldn’t have seen because I was puking all over her pegasus’s wings?” He gave me a grin that was still a bit wobbly, but his face had returned to just being pale instead of gray.

“Possibly.” I grinned back. “Flying really is amazing once you get used to the roller coaster effect.”

He sat up straighter and focused his gaze ahead. “It’s like looking at a map,” he said. He peered down. “I hope Captain’s all right.” Worry and guilt tinged his energy. “They’ll get to her before night, right? They always come at night.”

“Who comes at night?” I had trouble following his rapid jumps in topic.

“Whatever takes the fisherman.” He shivered, but in the next moment leaned forward with his hands braced on Lily’s neck. "Is that the monster?”

I followed his line of sight. “I don’t see anything.” I refused to look too closely or think too long about the captain left on the ship. “Sea serpents have never attacked a boat in documented history. She’ll be fine.” Please don’t let this be the first, and I left that poor woman all alone… I shut that train of thought down.

“I hope so. And I hope she’ll still give me a job after this.” He sat up again and I loosened my arm around him as he relaxed and became more aware. He abruptly whipped his head around to peer into my face. “Are you really hundreds of years old?” He peered closely at me in a way I would have found rude if it hadn’t been so damned amusing.

“Not yet,” I said, grinning at him.

He deflated, and I laughed out loud as he turned back around. “Is it more legitimate when your healer is old?”

“I’ve never met someone older than about ninety,” he said. “I come from a really small island way to the east. Only us kind of folk. None of you Vornarians, or Traithians either except in passing.” He pronounced Vornarians in an oddly accented way.

“I’m sorry your first aerial rescue is such an underwhelming one,” I told him, still grinning. “Next time we’ll try to make sure you get a real element shaper who’s also old.”

Then he laughed also, but he threw a glance over his shoulder. “Do you really live so long then?”

“Not all that long,” I said, hearing the dichotomy even as I spoke the words. “I’d say your eighty years would be about three hundred and sixty or so, for us.”

“Dragons take me,” he muttered, and shook his head. “It’s not natural.”

Well, it wasn’t as if we’d done anything to make it so, was it? But all I said to him was, “It’s natural to us. Just like it’s natural for Traithians to live about half that. And it all gets evened out when children are born to parents who are from different groups, you know.”

Another look over his shoulder. “I didn’t,” he said, and paused but then added, “I don’t think you understand just how small an island I mean.”

“Maybe not,” I said. So small it lacked a school? Or were such things not taught in regular Denarbian schools? I gave myself a mental shake. Not like it really mattered.

We went on in silence for a few minutes, until the base came into view. The sailor leaned forward over Lily’s neck. “Everything’s so small!” he exclaimed, wonder in his tone again. “The buildings seem like…” he held a hand out in front of him, turning it this way and that in his field of view. “They’re just tiny boxes.”

“We will make a flier out of you,” Lily said, her transmitter voice garbling a bit in the wind sounds.

The sailor snorted. “No offense, ma’am, but I’ll still be a fisherman after this. But,” he swiveled his head left and right, staring around the horizon, “I’ll never forget it.”


      [image: ]We landed back at Base Four, on one of the larger islands in the area. As soon as we touched down, staff from the community relations department swarmed the sailors we’d rescued, and the pegasi quickly extricated themselves from the general hubbub.

“See you in two days,” Lily told me before stretching out her wings and taking off to catch up with the group already in the sky. The pegasi had their own quarters, built on top of the island’s highest point a little ways away. If we needed them, we had to send a message to the general comm hub that was monitored twenty-four hours a day by a pair of pegasi guards.

The rest of my squad clustered around me as we pulled off gloves, goggles, and helmets, quickly shedding the outer layer of our flight uniforms. The tropical air was thick with humidity under the blazing sun, and while the landing zone was open enough, it was still too close to the buildings to catch any refreshing breeze. Sweat was already trickling from my hairline. “I’ll go report to Captain Letho. You guys can go.”

I almost-jogged for the shade offered by the nearest building, our wing’s headquarters. But too much exertion would have me sweating even more. I swiped a palm over my forehead and loosened the underside of my braid from the back of my neck. Flying in the islands was amazing until you had to stop. Then you suddenly became conscious of your overheated body in a leather case.

A blast of air conditioning hit me as I entered HQ and weaved my way through the maze of corridors toward the officers-on-duty room. I passed a large group of Traithians in the hall and one spoke. “Lieutenant! We heard you were saving a bunch of fishermen from a sea snake! Did it eat any of them?”

I recognized the barely-legal-age kid who had spoken, a newcomer only on base for a few months and a member of the mechanic’s platoon. “Don’t believe everything you hear, Grady. They’re just curious, they don’t actually hurt anyone.” At least… that’s what had always happened before. No matter that I couldn’t shake my unease at how this one had been lurking.

Grady beamed and rejoined his gaggle of friends. As they moved on, I heard him say, “She remembered me!”

Early on in my career, I’d learned that most people appreciated when you remembered them, whatever the reason. And even when their name was on clear display on their uniform tag, they almost always assumed you remembered, not that you could read.

After several turns completed on autopilot, I knocked on a flimsy wood door bearing a gold nameplate. Gold, with dark tarnishing around the edges. “Permission to enter!” I raised my voice to make sure I would catch the attention of whoever was within, even over the sure-to-be-on television.

“Granted,” came the muffled reply.

I swung the door open and stepped inside, nudging it closed again with my heel. Captain Letho sprawled in a rolling office chair with his legs up on the accompanying desk, eyes on the television positioned between his and another desk. “I heard you had to airlift some civilians,” he said, one hand slowly scratching his beard stubble.

“Their boat stalled out from some mechanical failure, and a rescue tow is in process.” I sat in one of several free folding chairs around the edge of the room. Letho outranked me as a lieutenant, but he’d only been captain for a year, and we’d worked together long before that. There was no ceremony behind closed doors. “I actually saw one of the sea monsters.”

He finally tore his eyes from the television. “Was this your first time?”

“Third, but it’d been awhile.” Probably a decade. I frowned. “It seemed very interested in the boat, but it stayed on the outside edges of the oil spill surrounding it.”

Letho shrugged and nodded. “As far as I know, they’ve never actually attacked any vessels. They kind of lurk and swish those impressive tails around. I don’t think anyone’s ever seen the head end, come to think of it.” He pondered that for a minute. “At least, none that I recall, and I’ve been here…” He thought again and then gave up trying to be precise. “At least twenty years.” He yawned.

I glanced at the clock on the wall. “Shouldn’t you have been relieved by now?” The twenty-four-hour duties were usually up at seven in the morning.

He snorted. “I should have been, thanks for noticing. My replacement appears to be indisposed, and will appear at what time suits him.”

There were times the island’s general lackadaisical attitude toward time schedules carried over even onto the military base. “Better you than me,” I said, frowning. People being late was something I absolutely couldn’t stand.

Letho shrugged again and looked back at the TV.

I stood up and opened the door, then turned back around. “One of the sailors said something about there being monsters from the sky, too.”

The captain’s slightly bloodshot eyes stared back at me. “Yeah? There’s been a few reports of that lately. Mostly from outlying towns in the remote islands, but no recordings or reliable eyewitnesses that I’ve heard.”

Letho was, as usual, not very helpful. He wasn’t a bad officer, just… an unmotivated one. Like many of the juniors here, like myself even, doing the mandatory time for every bonded flier. I sighed. “Right. Well, get some sleep soon.”

Sleep was overrated, clearly, because somewhere around two in the morning, sirens screamed through the barracks.
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