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— For my mother —

You don’t have superpowers

But you’re still cool

(And for some reason you like my books)
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Luna bound at last . . .

The final showdown. It’s been a long road here, but I hope you’ll find it worth it. Since my brain works in series, I’ve never had to truly end a story before. I’m . . . sad, but also satisfied. Quick note: I wrote this novel under the assumption that the reader has read Lyn’s previous adventures, but I included a synopsis to catch you up in case you skipped it. Also, as with Mani, there’s an appendix at the back with glossaries for characters, terms, places, worldbuilding details, etc.—possibly containing minor spoilers.


— Jacob G.
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Ancestor
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(Planet Gaea—Anier headquarters

Soldor 14, A.E. 1318, E120)

Mother Gaea 
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Stranded

​

[Alternate: Make the Exordium actually from Lynchazel I’s PoV, unbeknownst to the reader. Mention her being satisfied with how things turned out, given who she’s stuck here with, etc. But that’s only if this is from the true ending, whereas right now it’s the end of Part 1]

Here we are again . . . only this time I’m on an alien moon. And . . . I might not be making it back. Only time will tell. This next part is going to be extremely dangerous, but fortunately we figured out how I can transmit signals back to Gaea.

Let’s back up and start from where we left off last time. Gaea was embroiled in war, and I was the new unwilling Senator of Ccamos in place of my forever love, Sylleo . . . well, all right, he wasn’t exactly that. But . . . I can almost wish. At this point, were there an opportunity to love a man, I feel I would be yoking myself to a different creature, another species. Sylleo was perhaps one of the few beings in the universe who could understand me on a certain level. One meta-human experiment to another.

I’m on Luna. I’m sure you’ve heard that by now, of course. Things here are . . . not what I expected at all. I’d like to say the Cydenges are more friendly than I anticipated, but that wouldn’t be entirely accurate. They want something from me; that doesn’t mean they like me. They feel a kindred bond, and indeed I feel it reciprocally . . . but does one like her family? Not necessarily.

In this case, I’d say not, seeing as I’m about to be eaten. But no matter. Uploading all this takes little time, just a bit of concentration. So . . . here goes. The possibility of me dying here is . . . unsettlingly high.

꧁꧂

Part One

––––––––
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Serpents of the Moon

Finhal 1, 1294:

To think that each recurring offensive of the Cyenges was taken so lightly as to assume simple aggression . . . the arrogance of man never ceases to boggle the mind. They thought the metal predators were coming to steal their world, and this was true, but the significance was far greater. They were a message—and blind eyes and deaf ears were turned toward Luna.

— From Lhinde’s Vault

I was exploring the ruins of Luna Halcyon, the old city. Not the one where Holman rules, or not exactly. I had his permission, though of course, that of my retainers back in Ccamos was harder to obtain. He’s going to betray you . . . Emperor Lldsaor will find you there . . . such went their excuses.

I understand that they were good ones, but I say excuses because I . . . well, it’s hard to explain. In the months since my inauguration, I’d felt a growing, ever-thickening mixture of unease, claustrophobia and paranoia—and an increasing certainty that this was the same felt by my mother shortly before my conception and birth. They’d thought it to be hormonal imbalances, or a mental disorder obtained in her long imprisonment deep within Haccolces, but I was now convinced that the cause was deeper still, and far more sinister:

Lhinde, her mother before her—the initial Mother Gaea first created to be the queen bee of all humanity—had hidden a part of herself in her Vault, a piece large enough to be self-aware, in her final bid for vengeance. There is an old saying: If you want something done right, do it yourself. And she intended to do just that.

Within my own Vault, my grandmother stalked the farthest corners, prowling like a locked lion. Locked she was, more so than my mother, Lynchazel I. I went to her often, now that her entire memory pool was open to me. At first, I avoided many personal doors, like her relationship with my father, Kallyn, but at her permission I overcame that. It felt wrong at first, to see so intimately another’s life . . . but now it was as though we were two consciousnesses within one flesh, merged into one mind. That had been her intent, to bare everything to me so as to leave no lingering coal of bitterness like Lhinde before her.

Of course, as I said, Lhinde was now more present in my mind than ever, but that was unavoidable. I inherited my mother’s burden—and now I had to see it through.

We came upon the island of Escatar at 10:00, at the north of which sits the modern city of Luna Halcyon. A thick stratus layer obscured Sol’s yellow light from Gaea’s face as we neared the city. Merely “neared”, for the city could be seen on the far eastern horizon, but we were not here to see the city. Upon arriving, I was greeted by an armed escort sent by Holman. A group of some dozen soldiers, armored and outfitted with energy weapons, enough to be intimidating.

For, you know . . . ordinary Hellebes, that is. My own escort of six descended with me, looking apprehensive as normal. Neither Zent nor Kaen accompanied me, which was a rare thing anymore. They were busy with their own tasks, and I was just beginning to get away from all the advisors and generals who were far more competent than me at . . . just about anything where administration is concerned.

Holman, unsurprisingly, was not among these men. The leader, a captain, approached and said, “My Lady Senator,” dipping his head respectfully.

As courteous as his greeting was, he’d have made it more so for any of the other seven on the council. Of course . . . I wasn’t exactly on the Senate yet, so his use of the word Senator was relatively generous. A good sign from the local Senator. Holman and I were on . . . well, to my knowledge, fair terms. This seemed his way of showing good will toward Ccamos, despite his continued avoidance of an actual meeting between us.

“Captain . . .”

“Hoverdd.”

“Captain Hoverdd, it is good to meet you. Let your superiors know I appreciate the welcome. Are you to escort us to the site?”

“Indeed, My Lady, if you will allow.”

I looked back, nodded to my men, and stepped forward. They shifted uncomfortably, but did not move. They knew their orders.

“You wouldn’t like to take some men along?” asked Hoverdd.

I shook my head, as though my heart weren’t frantically nodding. “I am not anticipating foul play, Captain. I wouldn’t have come if I did not trust Senator Holman this far.” In the past, I’d thought to use the threat of destruction that my powers granted me, but I deemed this better now. Not that I necessarily meant the words . . . but I was trying to learn this thing called tact.

Besides, the decision to leave my men at the ship was a strategic one. They were well practiced on what to do in the event of an attempt to seize or destroy the ship, and our enemy would find it more well-outfitted than might meet the eye. The more guarding it, the better.

Me . . . I could take care of myself.

I boarded the Halcyon vessel, and we flew off to the south. Where our ships had landed, there stretched a grassy plain with trees to both north and south, rolling hills looking on to the city, which sat across a deep canyon. If my mind traced my memorized map well enough, there were reaches in that canyon that actually connected to the ocean, due to rather unique geography. Luna Halcyon was vaguely shaped like a crescent, with two main bodies and smaller islands, but some were nearly broken, held together beneath sea level and coming back together in places, some with water above or below sea level.

Southward, the cloud layer was amassing into rain clouds that shaded the thickening forest. The trees were not tall but healthy, with good summer leaf coverage on them. The air here was quite muggy, as expected, but the tropical heat could have been worse. Ccamos was hotter, although most of my time there was spent in air conditioning. Let’s be honest, I made good use of the comforts they had on my mother’s planet . . .

“The ruins are hidden by deep woods, Lady Mother,” said the captain. “I’m sure you’ve been briefed on the geography and all. Let’s just say it’s an area that has been purposely left untouched. There are certain rules regarding the preservation of historical sites, you understand.”

“I trust you have a list?”

“Indeed. Ferro?”

A soldier beside me pulled a folded paper from a pocket on his unusually long-torso, grunting, “Here, Lady,” in an unbelievably deep voice. So deep that it seemed to crackle like thunder instead of projecting normally. It was not the type of voice that speaks often, so I returned a nod of thanks as I took the note.

Unfolding it, I scanned a list which had been printed off a state database, showing Article 31.2.1 through Article 31.2.12, all of which were written in that incredibly dry legal copy with the traditional amount of redundancies. As was my habit, I scanned it not for comprehension but data collection. After a minute, I folded it away in a hip pocket and began to process the important points. I still kept White around, as the personality I’d developed for her helped to keep a core analytical part of my brain open for work such as this.

In her whiny voice, she read off the highlights, telling and retelling me not to take any stones or other samples from the reservation without going through my “escort” first, as they would act as mediators between me and Holman for legal purposes. Most of the rest was similar guidelines, silly but old. I might have to fudge a few regardless, and to do that I may have to get closer with some of the soldiers. We would see.

They let me down on a high point in the forest’s geography, where an opening in the trees allowed the thirty-foot compact carrier to land on its four telescoping legs, which tracked the terrain as we landed and adjusted for levelness and stability.

The men gestured for me to step out first from the passenger hold, and Captain Hoverdd met me at the back hatch. “If you’ll follow me, My Lady. I will bring a few men with us as well; I trust you understand.”

I did, and at the same time did not. The formality, yes. But if he were still leaving the bulk of them at the ship, then I didn’t see what a few more men would do other than help to keep tabs on my doings better. I’m sure each one of the four men he called off the transport were desperately hoping I didn’t cause any trouble.

I wouldn’t. I would be good.

The odd part was that I didn’t immediately see the ruins. I saw only a lumpy hill fenced in with gnarled, uninviting trees. No path, no “No Visitors” or “Do Not Touch the Ruins” signs littering the way. Then I realized, just as we crept into the woods, that the hill we’d descended was the ruins, giving way to stone that proved to be worked and carved centuries—perhaps millennia—ago.

Our chest lights pierced the macabre setting, revealing much more turbulent stone beneath their roots. The seemingly odd way that the trees grew, and their shifting and unevenness, now made sense, as the forest had essentially overgrown the ruins long ago. “Will we need to . . . clear a path?” I asked.

Hoverdd looked back. “Depends. On what you’re looking for, and on whether you want to go through Holman to get clearance.”

I was already supposed to have clearance. What are they trying to hide, anyway? His words indicated that our location was being tracked as we spoke, and likely a video/audio feed being sent back to Luna Halcyon. If I chose to disobey them, not only would I have to kill innocent drone bees, but Holman would know at once. Better to keep him neutral to me than to see how quickly I could arouse his anger.

“But you are free to explore at your leisure,” he continued. “We are here to guide and to supervise, nothing more.”

I nodded, though at the back and unseen by the others save for one. I turned, spreading abroad the light of my chest light. “Thank you, sir.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


- Chapter 2 -

[image: ]




Sendoff

Finhal 1, 1294:

And so she went—for the last time? This she wondered as she left to go to my new home at the brink of the stars, as I once will. Or will have done. Or might have . . . but not yet. 

— From Lhinde’s Vault

[Need a chapter or two here before she sets off, otherwise Chapter 1 just feels like a prologue. Of course, maybe the Luna Halcyon part can be skipped entirely. Just going to have to fill out this beginning best I can, then test it out on readers.]

[Need to at least mention the Archmother and where Lyn got all that, right? Or . . . no, that’s fine. More like why she feels so strongly about her connection...]

“I’m going, Kaen.”

Kaen
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The Call

Finhal 1, 1294:

And so she went—for the last time? This she wondered as she left to go to my new home at the brink of the stars, as I once will. Or will have done. Or might have . . . but not yet. 

— From Lhinde’s Vault

“I’m going, Kaen.”

Kaen swiveled at the sound of his childhood friend’s voice, calling from the doorway behind him. He turned slowly with a frown. “To Luna?”

I nodded.

After a pause, he said, “How? What are you taking?”

I shrugged. “I’m not. I’m just going.” I made an odd nervous gesture, tucking in one shoulder and looking away, never lighting on one spot but roving with my eyes. “I . . . think I told you about it before. I’ve got Cydenges blood, Kaen. I’m not human, not entirely. No Hellebes is. But I . . . I’ve a special bond with Luna, one I’ve been ignoring since before my own birth.”

He opened his mouth to respond, then judged it wiser to keep silent while I finished.

“It’s time to spread my wings and fly,” I continued, almost talking to myself. “To Luna. Back to my Mother.”

His frown resurfaced, deeper. “Your mother is not on Luna.”

“A different Mother. You could call her the Archmother, so to speak.”

Kaen felt hairs bristling on his neck. Archmother . . . He looks confused. Understandably so. Luna the entity, the “Titan” sibling of Mani. Mani’s soul had spoken to him of her through the sword, but he’d known too little to follow along. In fact, Mani had compared Mydia to her.

“All right, then,” he said with a short sigh of exasperation. “Tell me, what’s the difference between Luna and Gaea? The beings, not the planets.”

Lyn pursed her lips in thought, or perhaps slight annoyance. “You’re talking about Cybele. Or at least . . . I think that’s her name. The Titan of the Earth. She’s the one they themselves called Mother. Did Mani ever speak of them?”

“Not really. Luna, yes. I’ve never heard the name Cybele before. But you’re avoiding my question.”

It was my turn to sigh. “I don’t know, Kaen. It’s not Cybele, not Gaea. Someone is waiting for me on Luna, calling to me. And I know it won’t be safe. I might never be back. I really can’t say.”

Clearly frustrated, Kaen made a hurried gesture for me to enter the room and sit down. He was seated at his desk, and seeing someone hang in the doorway for so long made him anxious. I complied, taking the extra seat beside the desk. I promptly put her boots up on the metal desk, however.

“Lyn, are you sure? Really sure?”

I nodded.

“But you’re fifteen! You have a life ahead of you! You’ve got a city, basically a country, that looks up to you.”

“I know.” My tone implied that I wasn’t happy about the latter part, particularly since the word I liked to use for that was worship. He’d specifically avoided that word. The other side of that coin was responsibility, however, which was also not easy. He knew, since he as well had a fair amount of responsibility saddled on his shoulders, far more than when they were Legaleian-sized.

Kaen laid a hand on my shoulder, and I turned to look into his eyes. Mine have been described as a cool blue like the Gaean sky, appearing older than they were. Somehow, despite being at least half human, I’d aged like a Hellebes, maturing far quicker than was natural, and my mental age did not match my biological age. “Lyn, I guess I’m just—scared for you. But also, I mean, you still never said how you’re going to get there. According to modern science, it’s impossible.”

“Kaen. Like I told you, I’m part Cydenges already. In a way no Hellebes is. And I think I’ve found a way to the moon.”

“No . . . Oh, come on.”

Another nod. “You see? I have every other ability they can do.”

Except for the red lights . . . those things aren’t natural, and they aren’t of Gaea. Again, he kept his thoughts to himself. He thought for the words to say instead, working his tongue back and forth against his cheek. “All right,” he said, throwing out his hands to either side. “So you’re going. Or you’ll try. I can’t exactly stop you. You’re the Mother, after all.”

“Yes,” I said softly. “Exactly. I’m over it all, being this mythical figure that everybody talks about but no one understands. Powerful yet powerless. I don’t just want to do this, Kaen—I need to. I have to go. I must.”

The words almost sounded like a historical quote. Whether my own or taken, I spoke them with conviction, rising to my feet. He rose with me, and I embraced him, throwing my arms around him and squeezing with all the strength I knew a Hellebes could take. Strength a human never could. Two experimental results, sharing what could be a last embrace.

He couldn’t help a wan smile as they pulled apart. “I’ll be rooting for you, Lyn. I don’t know what in the world—or, the moons—you’ll be doing up there, but . . . just be careful. And come back.”

“I will,” I said unconvincingly.

“When are you leaving?”

I drew in a long breath. “As soon as they’ll let me. I’d better make these goodbyes quick.”
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Taking Off

Humans: Aggressors. Enemy.

Not enemy: Prey. 

— Cydenges Eternal Vault

Many thoughts raced through my head as I prepared to depart for Luna, emotions roiling in my breast. A certain high as of adrenaline or caffeine pulsed in my temples, yet my heart did not beat quickly as I looked at the gathering I had amassed. People were still arriving in the square in Ccamos to see their Senator leave. Probably wondering, Why’s this lady ditching us when she just became Senator?

Good question, guys. Wish I had an answer. But I didn’t. Not one to satisfy inquisitors like Kaen and Zent. And the generals. And pretty much everyone else.

Besides, I was far less a lady and more a mere girl in shoes many sizes too big. In various ways. I mean, I was only fifteen. A lot of people seem to forget that. But of course, that was not truly what had me grinding at my bit so, jumping at noises, fake-smiling wherever a real one seemed most fitting. I was beset by a strange feeling, and indeed which had plagued me for some time now, only growing: a sense that this was goodbye. That men were seeing me off today here in Ccamos whom I would never see again.

It was a stormy day. The forecasts had all predicted it, so no one was shocked. I strode out from the manor, southward toward the gate, followed by some dozen retainers and Kaen. I considered Zent one of the retainers now, since he was in charge of the battalion formed from the remnants of the Red Horizon, now called the Red _____. The clouds above were not like those in Haccolces or Maldunech, the industrial cities who stirred the ire of the smog gods, but nevertheless churned and boiled in what a Legaleian would call an alien way. They blanketed the entire sky, yet the periodic lightning illustrated the clouds’ geometry in stunning detail, echoing one another in quick bursts.

Someone punched me on the shoulder as we walked. I jolted only slightly, glancing over my left shoulder to see Zent grinning like a kid. “Still jumpy, Heiress?”

Some still called me that, despite my new title. It was like a second name by now, so it made no difference. “Trying not to be, Colonel.”

“Well, I know you’ve been feeling a lot of weight these past days, so I won’t put any more on those skinny shoulders, but . . . just make sure you come back to us.”

“Zent, I don’t—I can’t promise—”

“Promise.”

I screwed up my face in consternation, angling my face forward again. General Inecc was now in front of me. “I’ll try,” I said, almost under my breath. It wasn’t that I was afraid of all these men seeing my weakness. They’d seen me at my worst already, and they’d had to put up with my moodiness and “paranoia” lately, even if not all of them mentioned it.

“Lyn, just remember you’re a groundbreaker in the history books if you can pull this off,” said General Frauss from my left. “We need you back so we can hear more about Luna. And gain some intel on our foe.”

They were right on that one. If I died on Luna, I would be wasted in more ways than one, since we had no other confirmed way of getting to the golden moon. My entire objective was to prevent the Cydenges from attacking Gaea further, and secondarily to gather information. “I know, general. I’m sorry. I’ve convinced you all to let me try, so I owe it to you to do my best.”

We stopped soon, and my retainers formed a semicircle around me. I’m sure they didn’t intend it to look like some manner of cultic gathering, but I couldn’t help but picture men in crow outfits bowing down to some artificial god they were about to sacrifice to the darkness. That wasn’t far from the truth, only in this case it was my idea.

Behind us followed the honor guard of two hundred Hellebes soldiers, who took up formation on my right and left sides, guns held to their chests, feet together, in the Ccamos salute.

After a moment’s hesitation, I turned and threw my arms around Zent’s chest, squeezing him tight for a moment. Proportionally, we were like a father and small child. He patted my back, muttering encouragement.

I moved on to Kaen, embracing him and then saying, “I authorize you to to take a trip back to Mani, Kaen. You have to get back to Nytaea.”

To see her. I didn’t have to say that. He gave a brief, awkward smile and nodded. “I’ll see you when you get back, Lyn.”

From there, I moved on to handshakes, allowing my small palm to be crushed repeatedly by ten gentlemen grey suits. Then I stepped into the midst of the semicircle, looking around at our spacing before moving out slightly farther toward the gate. “All right,” I said with a gulp, a slight tremor in my voice. “Here we go. You can do this, Lyn.”

I crouched down, assuming what one might call a runner’s stance, touching my forward foot with one hand and the ground with the other. I felt the grass beneath my palms and the life that flowed beneath, aware of how that same energy coursed in my veins. I felt the pulse of my heart, and attuned it to the “rhythm” of Ccamos, which was biotic and primal in a way that might seem to defy the definition of a city. Vaguely, I could feel the many Hellebes lifeforms present in Ccamos, but more deeply, the Geokinetic power that flowed throughout all of Gaea. The power of the Mother. The power that the Cydenges sought to steal from us.

The power that made me what I am.

I bent my legs further, lowering my rear end, and tensed my muscles. I didn’t truly know what I was waiting for, nor how I would know I was ready, as I was operating entirely on instinct, the animalistic instincts of my Cydenges kin. And then I felt it. I looked up, watching Luna’s dusky golden form overhead in the morning sky. So far away, and yet I could feel her presence. Calling to me.

Come home, child. Come to me.

The words did not reach my mind, more of a vague impression I’d had many times lately. But as I “felt” them, a shiver ran through my bones, an ecstatic elation that excited an unexplainable urge to leave this world. I opened my mouth and . . . I don’t know, I might have howled or made some other unearthly noise. I hope not, for my onlookers would surely think me insane.

My muscled spasmed, and I felt my entire body vibrating as a red light enveloped me. Then my consciousness was engulfed in a brilliant ruby hue.
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Lunar Abode

Mother is all. Mother is commander. 

— Cydenges Eternal Vault

The first sensation I had was of cool stone against my fingertips. The second, a weight pressing hard against them, a weight we like to call gravity. Thirdly, I gasped in a breath of air. I could breathe. My lungs flung themselves open and shut, gulping in air. Had I gone without it for a time? How long?

I looked up, seeing only brazen rock, and sank back on my haunches, rising fluidly. It was easy, similar to on Mani. I looked around me to see a black, star-strewn sky empty in comparison to the worlds that I knew. There was a very faint atmosphere, at least visually, which refracted rays of burnished gold, hazing the dark sky only faintly. But the actual atmosphere was breathable . . . somehow.

Yet I’m here. I, a human, have jumped to Luna like a Cydenges. The thought chilled me. I had done what no human had ever even thought of. The Gaean Senate, when they planned out their experiments for my Cydenges DNA, had never once thought of me as something that might be capable of interplanetary travel, but as a mere energy weapon, or a bio-conduit.

About me lay a rocky wasteland of the same dull, bronzy color, more varied in topography than I’d have imagined. I was in the midst of a sort of crater, and at the crater’s edge I could see the beginnings of others, with ridges of rock rising up in the background. There was no way to orient myself, no real landmarks to go by. Fortunately, no Cydenges yet either. Though that would be a matter of time.

I froze as I sensed something odd. I thought I’d risen to my feet, but I looked down now, bending my head further than one would think possible, and lifted a hand from the ground. My hand was not a hand, but a silvery metallic foot with five claws and one in back. Nearly frozen in terror, I tried to turning the paw, finding it resistant to the motion. It was not as mobile as a human hand. Human . . . am I not . . . ? I wiggled the claws, watching in fascination. One, two, three, four five . . . and six. It felt almost natural.

I curled my transfigured body to the side, peering at my left side and hip, which were also sheathed in reflective metal plates. The hip, doglike, the torso long, and obviously my neck was lengthy as well, like the Cydenges I’d seen on that plain in Gaea. A Cydenges . . . oh, Mother, what have I become? But wait . . . I also had . . . wings? I searched my shoulder area mentally, realizing that—yes—there were muscles and nerves associated with the strange appendages. I unfurled them, stretching both out into my vision, perhaps what amounted to ten paces in all. (I lacked any concept of proportion, being that my Cydenges body was far larger than a human’s.

Simultaneous to the rising panic, I experienced a fleeting elation parallel to it. I began, hesitantly at first, to prance on my new claws, picking up all four legs almost playful as I tested the instinctive quadrupedal movement scheme. I beat my wings, feeling the rush of Luna’s strange air as I displaced it in powerful wing bursts. I felt myself lift off the ground, the strangest sensation—I dare say—I’ve ever felt.

How can this be? Do all humans become Cydenges upon reaching Luna? Is that how all these Cydenges gained their form? Or is it something to do with my powers? It wouldn’t make sense if humans automatically became these creatures, because (a) Humankind shouldn’t ever have been able to come here at all without the powers, and (b) that would mean that they were not truly a unique species, and thus I couldn’t have “Cydenges DNA” in my veins.

Right?

I sensed a tickle at my mind, like a whisper in my ear, almost a physical sensation: Daughter?

. . . Yes?

Daughter! At last you’ve come to this place. Welcome to my world. I’ve awaited your coming for many eons.

You have? I looked down at my forelegs once more, thinking on my strange body and what it could mean that a pseudo-godlike lunar being had been waiting for me. Had she done this?

Yes. And . . . yes. In a way. Many generations ago, by human standards, the rulers of your world took it upon themselves to utilize my powers to create a replicant of me. Naturally, it failed, but here you stand today as a testament both to the power of longstanding determination and to the strength of my own power.

OK. I’ll take your word for that. Am I . . . will I get my body back?

It’s not as simple as that. But yes, I believe you will. You must come to me first. My children will guide you. They are almost there.

I felt that same cold chill. Her children . . . the metal beasts who preyed on my kind. At least so far she had not exhibited any ability to read into my mind as Mani had done to Kaen. I could only assume that this creature, Luna or whoever she was, was similar to him.

Soon, I saw them, creeping over the crater’s edge on their deerlike legs, tails swishing behind them. Most did not have wings, though a few did. It hadn’t occurred to me that the Cydenges could take different forms. Or perhaps each was made a little differently. I recalled Zent talking of Cydenges swimming in water—was that yet another form?

“Hello,” I said uncertainly to the creatures, although my mouth did not work as intended when I opened it. Instead, a crackly cry came forth, almost like a bird. Instead, I tried the mental communication. Hello? Brethren? It seemed a safe way to call out to them.

I was greeted with a metallic growl, a rapid clicking like metal plates chattering against one another, almost feline in its intonation. If lions or leopards were made of metal, they might make a sound very similar to this.

I’ll . . . take that as a hello.

There was no response, or so it seemed, but rather a chorus of echoing clicks coming from ahead and round about to either side:

Brrrrr/Chrrrr-r-r-rrr-rrrrrr.

Gr-r-r-rrr/Hrm-ch-ch-chhhh/Gnn-r-r-r

Thr-thr-trmmm/Grrrrrrrrrrrr.

Ch-ch-chrrrrrrrr-crmrm/Trattt-tra-tra-tra-trrrr.

(I can’t translate it, but this is roughly what it sounded like, arranged in verse with divisions indicating where they overlapped and interrupted one another.)

Then I saw them, slinking over the crater wall like cats on the prowl. Perhaps more like wolves, given how they roved in a large pack, though I’d never personally seen wolves. Their metallic scales made surprisingly little noise as they slid smoothly over one another with each of the creatures’ lithe movements. Their grinding growls grew louder, though their movements did not; I couldn’t say if Luna’s atmosphere had any noticeable effect on sound or not.

A faint buzzing filled the air as the Cydenges converged on me. I let them come, having expected a similar welcome of course, and knowing full well that any adverse or threatening reactions would be the most likely way to raise their aggression. While I suspected they were growling at each other, or at least in conjunction with one another, I now sensed them projecting the screechy, grinding snarls onto me.

The closest stopped but a dozen feet from me, head held just lower than my own—though twice the size of a human’s—and shoulders slightly higher. Wait, what am I saying . . . those are human comparisons. I am . . . one of . . .

Newcomer.

This impression came clearly through the growls now, causing me to flinch ever so slightly. But I listened, receiving similar verbal impressions from the other beasts of silver. Traveler. Form-taker. Welcome. Mother: bids you come.

This last seemed to emanate from the throats—or whatever inner parts made the noise—of multiple Cydenges.

I . . . I will. Thank you, I said, this time aware that my own metal chest was vibrating with noises in a like manner to theirs, chaining different frequencies and rhythms to create the verbal greeting, if indeed it could be called that. The feeling was odd, to say the least, as I intended words and thought them in my head.

Pleased purring came in reply, as though the beasts were pleased to see me taking to their kind’s ways. That was good, I figured, perhaps a sign that they wouldn’t turn on me and chew me apart. For some reason I pictured them having a practice of doing so, even though nothing I’d seen of them so far would have given a cannibalistic impression.

They turned one by one, long serpent-tails swishing, and returned whence they’d come. In all, there were eleven present, but perhaps more lurked behind the visible edge of the crater.

I followed after, turning my head to check my peripherals briefly. I did not use my wings, but instead kept them folded at the sides in what seemed a natural position. My wings . . . It felt so wrong to be thinking something like that. Was I insane for thinking I was actually here on the moon, embodying a metal monster? I half wondered if I was dreaming.

But no, my dreams didn’t work like this. Anytime I felt conscious in a dream, I was. And that was all thanks to my blood ties with these very monsters. My . . . well, did they actually have blood? I had been privy to very little of the current Hellebes insight on the Cydenges. Not for lack of searching, of course. Ccamos is simply not where most of that knowledge was kept.

We traversed another valley, though this one more laterally shaped, and angled slightly to the right. My Cydenges escort picked up speed, entering a loping and then a bounding gait. Past the ravine’s edge came a plateau broken only by smaller rocky pocks and picks, plus the occasional large boulder. All were of a similar bronze tone and rough makeup. The scientist in me—or perhaps my mother—wondered at their chemical makeup. Could this type of rock be found on Gaea?

Hard to say without taking a sample, daughter. We don’t typically study geology with eyes alone.

The voice almost jolted me out of my synced stride; I didn’t at first realize that it was my mother’s. Mother? You can still reach me all the way out here?

Yes dear, came the longsuffering reply, her tone ever so slightly superior. Even here. You are here, after all, and I exist solely in your mind.

It was the type of comment that might have made my ears burn, back when I had ears. In this form, I could hear, so clearly they had some manner of auditory input, but the creatures had no visible ears behind their horns. I shouldn’t have wondered at my mother’s intrusion, but it was comforting to hear her again—perhaps especially so now. Mother, am I making a mistake?

That’s the sixth time you’ve asked me that this week, child.

Because I need—I mean . . . I sighed inwardly as I ran with the Cydenges. I know, I’m independent now, and never have been dependent on you. Perhaps I’ve just been second-guessing myself.

Clearly. Lynchazel, you really mustn’t . . . wait. I’m detecting something strange. Like you’re . . . you’ve . . .

I transformed into a Cydenges, Mother. You’re not hallucinating.

But that isn’t possible. We talked about this. You are a human woman, not a Cydenges. How . . .

I couldn’t claim to explain it myself. Instead, I simply relayed to her my own surprise and panic upon realizing the body I had assumed upon coming to Luna. Or . . . had I taken this form before the jump? Was that how I’d managed it? What must the men back on Gaea have seen before I blinked out?

Sister . . . hush. The air is noisy. You are breaking too many silences.

It was the Cydenges around me. They didn’t seem to have heard my inner conversation, and nor did I think they suspected my mother’s presence, such as it was, in my mind, but they had clearly sensed the . . . “noise”. With an inward shiver, I said no more. My mother did not need me to finish my thoughts, as she was a mental conjuration with no real motive of her own.

The landscape did not stay flat for long, but became rockier and filled with small valleys and ravines. I still could not see any great topographical highlights on the horizon, nor any sign of vegetation whatsoever. Luna appeared to be completely barren, unless I’d just arrived in the desert region. But then . . . there was no Wellspring here. Of course it was desolate. We kept on for I knew not how long, bounding across dusty stone, until the moon dragons led me at last to the first real anomaly: A cavern in the ground.

Okay, it was a little more than that. The place rose like a low mound on the horizon, and I soon saw that it was ringed by a deep gully with multiple tiers and tunnels reaching down into the earth at the bottom.

Come.

I couldn’t tell if the beckon came from my escort or from the Cydenges Mother, who I presumed to be entombed beneath this mound. It probably came from them all. I followed, feeling excitement in my bones. Or whatever skeleton I possessed. I felt as though my heart would be pounding, my pulse quickening, my breath coming quicker, all the usual signs of excitement. But . . . the creatures didn’t even seem to breathe. My chest did not expand or contract, and until I thought about it, breathing had not crossed my mind at all. No wonder they could survive here with so little atmosphere.

We entered into one of the tunnels, though some of my honor guard poured in through alternate entrances. Some climbed the mound like squirrels, watching my entrance from above. Each tunnel was perhaps double our height in width, and so steep that the creatures used their every appendage to skitter down the sides almost like bugs. The stone burrows were rough enough that such a task was not difficult for me. Awkward, yet almost natural. Cydenges could apparently move like almost any natural creature on earth, including her instinct-equipped metal body. Nothing could have prepared me for what awaited me inside the Cydenges burrow:

Majesty untold.
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The Queen

Hive. Home. Hive. Strength. Birthplace. Palace. Heart of Mother, Heart of Moon. 

— Cydenges Eternal Vault

Luna, to the best of my reasoning, is fairly similar to Planet Gaea in that it is comprised of layers: An atmosphere, an outer surface, a crust, and so forth. But these layers are extremely thin. Here beneath the mound stretched what I call the Queen’s Hive, the capital of the Cydenges, their ancestral home for the last thousand years, carved only larger and deeper over the centuries.

[Will probably have to edit some of this chapter’s description, but I think that goes without saying.]

We exited the entrance tunnel to emerge into a gargantuan chamber. Where before I’d relied on the ruby luminescence of my “brethren” to guide me, I now saw color laid out in glorious arrays, with gold veins tracing down stalactites the height of mountains, etched with brilliant red in patterns that seemed less natural, as though the Cydenges had somehow carved it into the stone. We entered the Hive upon one of many trail-webs that connected to others lower and all about by spindles of darkly-colored rock. Above, there were more stone trails, and far beneath, reaching down ad infinitum, where everything merged together into a vague red glow.

As we proceeded, I observed my surroundings and especially the depths below to see that we were in one section of many. There were dividing walls of a sort, whose gold and red etching disguised the tunnel openings from the uninitiated, and once I was able to make out the patterns better, I realized that they pointed toward where different sectors must surely be. But how large were they? Did these lead to dwelling burrows? The massive, cavernous beehive we were traversing felt like a hub area or place of transit more than anything else.

Your Queen, I asked the creatures before me, trying to communicate as they did, Does she dwell beneath here, or . . .

She did. She will. But for now, she waits. Waits for soon. We come, see her. Wait her. She comes soon.

Nonplussed, I decided I would soon find out what their cryptic words meant, so there was no point in pressing.

Seeming to sense my confusion, one of them said, She is above. We will go to her.

Even as it spoke, the ones in the lead crossed over to another stone track via one of the weblike connections. Ignoring my nervous skepticism about the Hive’s structural integrity, I followed them, scrambling up to the next tier of shafts. This one was less flat on top, more of a great cylinder hewed or chewed from the lunar rock, roughly the length of a Cydenges in width and rough enough for our powerful claws to easily grip. In fact, the Cydenges skittered across the stone erratically, often crawling all the way around it like squirrels on a tree trunk. I suppose it helps that gravity on Luna is similar to Mani, that is, far less than Gaea’s.

The shaft column of stone twisted, snakelike, rising upward to connect to more shafts, and I saw beyond those the centerpiece that crowned the upper chamber of the Hive: A nest of silver, webbed over and pocked strangely, dusty in places but glittering in the branching tendrils that connected it to the mound’s ceiling. These webby roots also connected to neighboring branches of stone, the uppermost of them all, although it was not clear which was holding which.

A cocoon? For that was what it appeared, like a cocoon or chrysalis formed by an insect ready to move on to the next stage. There was no doubt what creature it housed, although the implication both baffled and chilled me.

One of my companions, seeing me inspecting the cocoon, said, Yes, that is her Cocoon. A house of her own making. She dwells. She grows. We near, then wait. Your timing is good, sister.

Daughter, came a voice in my head suddenly, causing me to pause once more in my climbing. I immediately shook off the discomfort, listening as the feminine voice, deep but soft, continued: You are here. You are come at my request.

I have, I sent back, though I couldn’t tell if she was looking or listening for an answer, or simply sending out a sort of greeting. Could she sense my specific presence and location? Obviously, she’d sensed my proximity growing nearer.

Finally, we arrived at the foot of the Queen’s Cocoon. I could have sword it shivered upon our arrival, perhaps a coincidence or a mere trick of my mind. I stared at the intricate silvery work on the webs that strung the chamber together, pulsing with eerie marks almost like symbols along the threadlike wrappings. There were no apparent openings in the ovoid.

I turned my eyes downward, wondering all over again at the intricate scales that sheathed my thick-boned legs, almost as the skin and fur of a canine creature. Five shining claws decorated each reptilian foot, reflecting the red and gold hues of this sacred place. I became aware of my escort shifting, taking each one a reverent seated position with great horned heads bowed. I was in the midst of a sort of half-circle. I mimicked this position, though I cast my eyes about me curiously, observing those near me with greater curiosity, now that they were still and in such a curious position. Each had such a . . . regality . . . to it.

Him. I was pretty sure all these creatures were male, though how one might tell that to look at one was beyond me. The Cydenges immediately to my left had strong shoulders, two pairs of gently-curving horns almost like an antelope, and a noble sort of droop to the scaled lips that almost exposed his teeth. Somehow, they all looked so much more canine in this sitting position, whereas their form and movements had thus far struck me as far more feline.

The one on the right was taller, leaner by a smidge, with only one set of horns. Smaller horns, so short that they were almost nubs, sprouted along its cheek. Its scale pattern was different, as indeed they all seemed one from another. Its look was such that the scales seemed more pronounced from one another, whereas the aforementioned Cydenges had a smooth pelt of scales that seemed to blend together. Farther left and right, the next two each had two sets of horns, one’s ribbed and curly, the other’s bending outwards like claws. Even the color of their scales were different, some darker or lighter or tinged slightly coppery or brassy. Some had spikes running all the way down their backs to their tails while others possessed less spikes, or only a cluster on the end like a fisherman who’d tied together an ungodly knot of hooks for a ruthless catch.

The one who seemed more eloquent than the others spoke for the second time: Soon she comes. Feel her power, strength of our Moon become flesh. Metal, a form for our Mother, Queen.

If I still had hairs, they’d be bristling at his words, my skin tingling. I even felt like it was, but such a reaction was impossible. Were my scales shifting? Twitching? Yes, born of a similar feeling of unsettledness, exposure to something unearthly and unknown. Would this Queen really come forth from this Cocoon? If so, then where was the last Queen? Did she pass her role on from one generation to the next? I’d just assumed her to be immortal, or even . . . almost divine? Semi-divine, perhaps.

In my head, I heard my birth mother whispering hesitantly. Do you feel it too? I asked her.

Her ramblings cut off, and then she answered, 

I believe so.

Another shiver ran through the Cocoon—unmistakable this time, for I felt it underneath my paws. My eyes roved at the peripherals, but I caught no movement in the Cydenges beside me. Low whines and whirs coming from deep in their chests, which had a sort of character to them and spoke of adoration and ecstasy. With a small shock, I realized that others had joined us, and were still creeping in, ringing the Cocoon upon the surrounding stone skeleton. For creatures of such size and bulk, Cydenges were near silent save for their alien calls and clicking of claws.

The metal sounds of the Cydenges echoed all about, soon ubiquitous, rising to a crescendo that radiated off the silver Cocoon and caused my metal body to vibrate uncomfortably. The great chrysalis twitched multiple times, continuing to do so after the metallic chant cut off, echoing in empty air. I shifted my feet restlessly, trying to keep still as the others, and beheld the birth of an alien Queen.

The Cocoon gave a low groan, then a screech, and I heard other sounds from within: Rustling, clicking, then an ear-splitting screech that undulated, vibrating throughout the Cocoon and its onlookers.

She is upon us.

The Queen has come.

Now Queen. Again Queen.

Pick me, O Queen!

I could hear the babble of reverent murmurs from the Cydenges around me, those whirring utterances that manifested in my mind as mostly-coherent thoughts.

The Queen continued to wriggle and thrash inside the Cocoon, or whatever it was she was doing, until at last the first layers of the outer shell peeled away. A claw pierced it and ran a jagged line down, unhindered by what seemed to be solid metal. More clawing, accompanied by more growls, and a cut-out swathe felt down, landing upon the stone catwalk right in front of one of the Cydenges. It didn’t move, showing no fear.

More of the silver walls came down, forming a messy bridge of sorts, and then she strode out: Taller than any Cydenges by a few hands and far longer, she had a brilliant coat of shimmering gold scales, starkly contrasted against the normal range of silvery colors—almost as though each were a petty, impure mockery of the true Queen. She was impressive, gorgeous, a creature of both power and grace.

She stopped in front of one bowed underlings, back legs hardly even out of the door, and suddenly pounced on the creature, jaws clamping savagely around its neck even as she knocked and pinned its torso to the ground with her powerful claws. It kicked and thrashed while its closest brethren rose up, defensive instincts triggering before they backed away with submissive postures.

It was fascinating to watch. The Queen ruthlessly twisted her neck and split her victims own neck open, red light escaping between the scales. As it did so, her body tensed almost in ecstasy, long tails flashing back and forth. The light did not go far, however, for she sucked it into herself. She held its struggling back legs with one hind foot while her foreclaws sank in, tearing the scaly skin of its side to produce more red light. Soon, its entire makeup broke up, falling apart as the inner red light rushed into the Queen. The broken pieces began turning into dust even as they hit the stone.

She turned her gaze upon the others nearby, tail twitching back and forth. The horns on her head were nothing short of majestic, at least six pair sprouting in all directions before rushing forward to cover nearly the span of her long, fanged snout. A ridge of dramatic spikes ran from the base of the horns to her tail, which ended in a twisting, pointed curl of four horns. Before her, her subjects bowed and prostrated their forms. One even rolled over like a submissive dog. More reverent utterances, such as O Queen, have mercy! and Glorious Queen, you are harsh but just, were conveyed to the Queen in clicks and whines, leaving me wondering how much was translated in my head and how much she heard in her own mind.

She watched them impassively, posture still dominant and undecisive. All a show of dominance? I wondered, unsure just how animalistic their species was. Did she need whatever sustenance that poor Cydenges had provided? Was this the normative behavior of the Queen, and a primary way of “serving” her? I certainly wouldn’t want a ruler like that.

As if sensing my thoughts, the Queen finally turned my way. Her long horns swiveled, pointing toward me, and I found myself staring fixedly at her burning gold eyes. Not red, like her children, but twin flames of purest gold, purer than the sun. Daughter, she spoke into my mind, accompanying the deep mechanical rumbling that echoed from her, You have arrived in time to witness my rebirth. You were bold to come thus.

She stalked toward me, stance not softening, and the Cydenges made way for her. I stayed put in my four-legged stance, wary but not wishing to make the wrong move. I could only assume this Queen to be far more powerful than me in my Cydenges form. No words, Lynchazel daughter of Lynchazel? Speechless before the Queen of Gold? With a glance toward the others, she said, Leave us. I would speak to her alone. Go!

The last was a harsh, guttural growl, one that was promptly obeyed. The metal creatures slinked off, some readily and others reluctantly. Some voiced objections, but she ignored them all. She waited till they were all gone before prowling about me in a circular fashion, fixing me with her golden stare. Her gold plating reflected the red etching on the closest stalactites eerily, like shifting veins indicating a furious undercurrent.

She said nothing to me, and I almost spoke—or rather, thought—a response before thinking better of it. I didn’t know how intelligent this Queen was, nor how brutal, nor how reasonable. Was I truly an honored guest here, or a morsel about to be prepared for dinner? I would find out.

The Cydenges Queen turned from me, tail whipping. As it whipped top-to-bottom, I couldn’t help but notice that between her legs ran only the smooth tapering of her belly, which seemed to transition seamlessly into tail. She was female both in her position and—I presumed—her ability to lay eggs of some sort, but there was no obvious indication. With most species, the males were larger if nothing else, but she was the greatest in size by a noticeable margin.

With only a brief backward glance, she bounded off, as nimble as any of her children.
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Of Dominance

Winged. Legborne. Other. 

— Cydenges Eternal Vault

I followed, taking her cue. She led me around the circular inner ring, slowing to a brisk stride, and I realized we were just circling the silver Cocoon. I said nothing, but she seemed to sense my confusion with something akin to amusement. You do not understand the purpose of this thing, yes?

Yes, I answered, seeing no need to be evasive.

We Cydenges do not live forever, Gaeaborn, and that includes me. I am their mother and creator, but also my own, for my frame wears out as the ages turn and I am forced to craft another vessel. For my children, there is a far different process, for they are born in mass every day in the duplication chambers below. For this process, they give to me over a span of time, hence these webs of metal you see. Each strand is a life or a part of a life. When the new Queen is ready to serve, I discard the old husk in the lower crypts and assume this metal flesh.

She’d stopped in front of the door from which she’d emerged, allowing me a good look inside it. The walls were much like those I’d seen of insect cocoons, made of many thin layers, the pattern web-like and rhythmic. Metallic strings the size of Gaean conduit dangled from the ceiling of it, perhaps the life-sustaining lines that had fed her energy while she grew. The frayed ends still glowed and sparked.

So . . . how often do you recycle your body? I asked. And are you inactive in between, or is the transition immediate?

Ah . . . I sensed an impression of laughter. You take up the voice of the intelligencer. That is, of course, why they sent you.

I—that’s not—no, you’re wrong! I ask only out of curiosity. If I seek information to bring back to my people, it is only in the interest of all parties, that I may more accurately represent Luna to the Hellebes. A piece of my mind had noticed that she seemed misinformed about who had “sent” me, for indeed no one had.

She seemed not to pick up on it. That is well, daughter of humans. Sadly, I have no wish to be represented. You are a gem forming in a cavern of toxicity, a precious seed sown among thorns.

My tail twitched, and I turned my long skeleton to watch its whiplike motion, mesmerized and almost terrified by it all over again. I glanced inside the Cocoon, analyzing new details in the wrapped metal work of the Queen’s former prison. My eyes were sharper now than they’d ever been as a human. I would say more like taken, then forgotten, and now demanded back.

But no demands have been made. My children never came to steal you away like in your ancient stories. Instead, they pillaged Gaea’s lifeblood to return to me, feeding my newest body.

Wait . . . that’s why they make their periodic raids?

Why else? I send them to my ancestral home to steal from my mother, draining what fuel they can before making the return jump. Invariably, your Hellebes compatriots kill and wound many, making the gathering inefficient, but I simply send more. They are quite expendable. I imagine the Hellebes are still puzzled as to the reason we target Geothermic hotspots.

I could not discern whether this last line was meant sarcastically or otherwise. Before I could answer, however, the Queen had made a smooth, catlike transition into a quick stride. Come. It was less a word than a thought communicated from her mind to mine.

I obeyed, trotting along behind her as she turned from the topmost coil of stone. We descended multiple levels before she leapt straight onto a near-vertical pillar of gray stone, claws biting in and carrying her down with almost lazy force. Squirrel-like, she descended into the cavernous depths.

I followed, opening my fanged mouth for an anxious in-take of breath. I promptly closed it, realizing that the gesture felt off to my Cydenges body, and leapt onto the stone pole. For the briefest moment, fear threatened to take me, but my spine twisted almost on automatic, forelegs grasping the stone with their terrible claws, back legs maneuvering to grip the upper chinks with only the barest lack of grace. The strength of each paw, each individual claw, was immense, not only holding onto but in some cases biting into the pillar.

I put one foot in front of the other, finding I could descend rapidly while maintaining balance. The Queen’s words resounded in my tin skull, a note of amusement in them: You could always use your wings, little one. You possess them for a reason.

I almost slipped on my way down, but I quickly caught myself. The stone shaft was becoming gradually more lateral anyway. How had she even known of my discomfort? She must have somehow sensed it through my mind—an uncomfortable thought—or even heard my cautious descent. Perhaps she could sense my proximity. The Queen too had wings, so why had she not used them? I wouldn’t unfold mine until I saw her do so. Was that out of fear?

Probably, yeah.

I began to lope down the inverted tunnel, pushing the limits of my Cydenges comfort and testing my speed and agility. The path curved and diverged, and I followed the golden Mother on a twisting route ever downward, into the dark belly of the Cydenges Hive. Round about us, Cydenges perched on the roping pillars and passed close by. Eventually, we came to one side of the Hive and exited the path smoothly into a dark tunnel, wherein I followed the Queen’s golden glow, admiring its rich qualities, almost like a false Sun in the darkness.

Why do I find myself admiring her, though? said the rational part of my mind. Why should I not hate and fear and despise this thing, this mastermind of Gaea’s continual barrage? Well, okay, not mastermind, since she had yet to be successful, but the point stands. There was something about being in this body . . . was my mind even the same?

This time, to my horror, the Queen responded directly to my thoughts. She did not slow or turn, but spoke into my head as I neared her. You are troubled. Tell me your mind.

There were multiple ways to take such a directive, but I settled on the obvious: How are you reading my mind?

My senses extend beyond the limits of a mere human, was her only response.

The flippancy, condescension and tight-lipped nature of her response made me bristle, prompting rash words to the surface. Says the monster trapped on a moon. You think you’re somehow better than—

I cut off as she spun with a growl, twisting the golden light patterns cast on the wall. Her face snapped toward me, jaws opening, and the growl suddenly became a full roar such as I had not heard from a Cydenges. The sound was deep, quivering, a metallic vibrato that swept from low to high and faded into a malevolent buzz. She snapped her jaws shut, teeth cling-ing together, and the roar cut off as quickly as it had begun.

I’d skidded to a halt as soon as she began to turn around, and now found myself rearing back like a scolded cat, posture lowering, legs tensing. Again, I had a sense that my heart would be pounding if I currently had one. A defensive snarl split my long mouth.

“You know nothing, whelp! Speak to me again in such a way, and I will rip your throat open and drain your life force. Among humans and Hellebes, you are special, but before me, you are nothing. I was here a millennium before you, and before that I ruled Gaea as a tyrant. Do not come here of my own power and insult me to my face. Am I clear?”

Her speech was not made up of words in the human sense, but the guttural growls which I’d caught the Cydenges making. Somehow, in my mind they translated into intelligible speech. For my part, however, I was groveling on the ground, half rolled over with one foreleg raised in a submissive posture. Yes, I said back. Yes, My Queen.

That is better, she spoke telepathically. She did not, however, relax her stance, but instead stalked forward, tail twitching but once in an ominous gesture. Then she pounced, and I scrambled to my feet just in time to take a swiping blow from her powerful forepaw. It knocked me nearly to my feet, but I tensed my muscles and sprang back up, only in time to be set upon once more, this time with two feet. Almost like a playing dog, a small part of me realized, though in that instance I had no idea if she meant it in play or truly wanted to kill me. Her manifold teeth snapped viciously in my face, taking hold of the scales of my neck when I made a replying snap. She both pulled and pushed me down, slamming my back end into the rock walls of the tunnel.

Pain was an odd thing as a Cydenges. My body felt solid and hard, and did not much react to physical sensations, since most materials could do little or nothing to them, but this much force produced a terrifying pulse from within that very much resembled pain. I let out a pathetic moan, which she choked out with a shake of her neck.

But it was measured. Her teeth but scraped my scaled neck, though I felt her cold claws sinking into my left flank as I lay on the ground. Between that and her other forepaw on my left shoulder, the weight she applied rendered my struggling nearly futile. Apparently, Cydenges claws could indeed pierce one another, and also could retract and extend like cat claws. She pressed them further in, punching nearly through all of my silvery armor. She snarled in my face, producing a menacing growl, and then snapped her jaws with a clash as I struggled further.

I fell still. Finally, fear for my life overpowered the animalic instincts that compelled me to fight. This was serious, or so she was clearly trying to impress upon me. She gazed down upon me, the aggression ebbing from her snarl only a bit, and then spoke again in her guttural growl:

“You see the futility now. You are a mere Cydenges. As such, you are not kin to me, but a drone. An ant. Know your place.”

I gazed up at her, frozen in fear. Yes, I said, unsure of whether it got through.

“Say it in our tongue.”

I almost panicked. Did she really want me to . . . ? Unsure if I was capable, I shakily opened my mouth, a pathetic look of terrified doubt surely smearing my snout, and tried to force something out. It came out in a similar warbling, grindy, mechanical way, but clearly did not satisfy her.

The Queen opened her own mouth just a crack and issued a small serious of whining pitches, beginning with a strange purr. I automatically understood its meaning.

I echoed her, surprising myself with the accuracy of my utterance: “Yes.”

The Queen slid her paw farther up my belly, claws tearing my scales in parallel lines. They collided with my steel ribs and caught, but she only purred further until they slid over with a crshhhCRUNCH-shhhhh, resuming their course.

I dared not move, nor breath—if that were even something I needed to do—until she at last let me go. She removed her claws, then her weight, and backed away, finally turning and continuing on down the tunnel. Belatedly, I took the cue to get up, following after her with a wince. That scar definitely felt like pain. Judging from intuition, I thought the wound would soon heal, nor would it hamper me much, but it was concerning how the pierced scales below my ribcage bled sparks and red light.

I slowly caught up to the female Hellebes, her golden light gently blending in with the red/grey light of my own. She had purposely refrained from leaving me in the dark and dust, just as she had purposely tempered her fury. Perhaps the whole thing had been a carefully contrived act to train me as a mother cat trains her kitten with only a small sliver of wildness. Of course . . . she had not shown restrain on the poor victim of her post-hatching meal.

Will she eat me too? I was practiced enough at warding away Lhinde’s buried consciousness that I was confident of the secrecy of that thought. The Queen—Luna?—said nothing, leading me farther until we came upon yet another cavern, this one long and deep, arching downward. Stone branches, similar to those in the main chamber, twisted throughout, paving a chaotic path downward.

My hostess looked back at me, a question smoldering in her golden eyes. Perhaps she was merely waiting for me to say something.

Taking a chance, I cracked my scaly lips and—hesitantly—said, “Where are we going, O Queen?” The churning, clicking growls that primarily made up the “words” came out shockingly smoothly, and almost naturally. The last part, her title, was made of a deep-throated hum filled with powerful vibrations—the title “Queen”—but with an honorific attached on the end, a buzz that rolled downward, indicating a submissive presentation of the question or answer. My Cydenges . . . instincts . . . seemed to tell me so.
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