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Prologue


I have already learned the true nature of this world; every single language spoken by all the miscreated, bid farewell to all those that I ever met, and just finished predicting most outcomes – not bad for someone born only a day ago.


And now I must wait here for him, atop such a generous outcrop of stone; one so easily protruding from the most graceful display of running water. A creek, I think it is called, that much like me, seems to always be running but never getting anywhere. I cannot think of a better example of the flow of time and design working perfectly in tandem. Yet another sample of what can be expected in this world above, I suppose and hope; an example that for so long has dared to cross these woods that the one I am waiting for, sometimes calls his own.


He should be here any moment now; my inherited memories keep assuring me that he comes by this exact spot every day to make his crossing, and today will be no exception. He will come. He will come and he will find me; he will find me, and he will say:


“And who might you be?”


After I turned around, I was greeted with a weird-looking old figure, much more so than I was expecting, with an uneven pair of glasses barely hanging from his slightly twirled nose and a long set of grey hair cascading, knot after knot, from the top of his head. Several pieces of mismatched armour were strapped to his tall if a bit hunched, body. They had been collected over a long period of time and from all kinds of sources. His right hand held a solid piece of armament; he tried to disguise it as a walking stick, but it was most definitely a good weapon. A haversack hung from his other shoulder, it was half open and mostly filled with all sorts of plants and a few samples of fungi.


Then I noticed behind him followed a beast of burden; great of size and with quite the relaxed jaw hanging under its corpulent nose. And if all the satchels covering its blue and green skin were not enough to define its purpose, its mellow eyes surely did the trick. Also, between its massive shoulders and the middle of its curved back, rested a large, purple saddle. One that was just big enough for two.


“I was waiting for you,” I steadily revealed to him.


“It would certainly seem that way.” The old man replied quite unpreoccupied, “Please tell me then, how is it that I am fated to find a little one such as yourself out here, in the middle of these woods?” He asked as he began tying that beast to the nearest tree.


“I just said,” I repeated without taking my eyes from all the papers I was holding, “that I came here to wait for you.”


“Quite right.” He stared at me for a moment, and then finally wetted his boots as he ventured into that running water to make his approach. He did so slowly and carefully, as to not frighten me, which caused me to smile in appreciation. All the dirt and rips in my mostly white clothes easily conveying to him that I had gone through quite a lot recently.


“It’s alright. You can come closer.” I told him unabashedly.


“Oh, were you writing?” He was quick to notice when close enough, “And at such a young age as well. Remarkable.” He then quickly followed that with a high opinion of my scattered drawings, before picking one up: “And what about these? Did you draw all of them as well?”


“I did.”


“I know this man..." The old man confessed, “and this woman as well.” He added as his eyes caught glimpse of another half-finished sketch. He picked up that one as well, and then held them close to each other ...


“I know these people.” He insisted, without taking his eyes from those two pictures... “You do," I assured him quite calmly. “That is why I am here.”


“How are you acquainted with any of them?” He asked quite seriously, and only then did his eyes seem to notice my hair, which was blue all over except for its still black tips. “You’re quite the odd one.” He admitted, while he was far from what anyone would deem as 'normal'. “And I do not need my bigger glasses to see that.”


“Here. This is for you,” I tried to hand him my big notebook, the one that had been resting safely beside me. Almost falling out of it was a whole compendium of drawings and other poorly attached notes. “Father wanted you to have it.” I nudged it towards him. “He also wanted me to go with you.”


“Father, you say?” He cautiously asked as he refused the offer, “I am afraid I will have to doubt that. You see little one, I am not one with many friends, let alone associates.” He then took a few steps back “No, you must be mistaken. But fret not, you may accompany me back to my place, if you so wish of course. After all, it is not proper to leave one so small and meek behind, especially in a place like this. Old Gorliochi over there,” His eyes went straight towards that beast; this one was completely relaxed even if its jaws kept finding one thing or another to chew on, “he can easily carry the both of us for as long as necessary. He has been with me for many seasons now, lending a hand in the carrying of all sorts of things.”


He smiled, but it was a ruse that could not hope to work on the likes of one such as me. “Like all sorts of flowers and fungi that I so often like to come and find in these parts... Or even


“You are no mere flower picker or mushroom gatherer.” I said as I kept forcing that notebook onto him. “Go on, take it. You are the Thinker-Tinker, and you are meant to read it.”


A short silence stood between the two of us ...


"Your father, who is he then?” He eventually asked, even if his interests appeared to be dwindling the more he was going through those notes and drawings, “I know many of the names inscribed here.” He kept confessing, as he tipped his glasses just in time to prevent them from falling off his curved nose; and then he looked at me with refulgent eyes: “Some of these people, they are in these drawings of yours as well! And this man here; a Kharn. He is my friend. A dear one.”


“That is Father,” I said to his amazement ...


A long pause took over his person.


Many of his past fears but also promises came to haunt him, and without a moment’s notice, his head became occupied with all sorts of questions and possibilities. There were so many 'If’s' and 'Buts' and 'What’s' swirling in his mind – and in the end all I heard him think to himself was: “This is likely to bring me quite the unwanted trouble, but if there is any chance of truth to it, at all; of a real connection between this little one and that ol' fool... What choice do I have?”


“Who are you girl?” his eyes swelled up as he confronted me again, “and how did you get your hands on all this?”


“As I said, all of it was wrought by my hand.”


‘You wrote...” His eyes travelled between note and drawing alike “all this? What made you do such a thing?” He asked with his eyes now trembling with restlessness.


“And then you will read it?”


“Oh, I most definitely will. The spark of curiosity has already been lit inside me.” He then reassured me further, “My interest has already peaked way past the point of arousal, don’t you worry.” And after he weighed all of it with both hands; “But I will have to do so back at my place. You understand that this is quite a lot to go through?”


“Quite,” I replied after I added a few extra notes I had on my person.


“Besides, I don’t have my reading glasses on me.” He added somewhat flippantly “I mean why would I bring them; you know? It’s not like I get to meet little girls carrying tomes for me regularly.”


I nodded in concordance, and then he suggested we should make haste. Insisting, as we made our way to that beast, that I should tell him, or rather prepare him, for what could be in store inside that notebook.


Asking me in all sorts of ways, but repeatedly nonetheless, who I was or what reason could I have to write such things. And after he untied the now even less threatening beast of burden, he helped me find my place on top of its generous back.


He then went around it, patting its massive head as he passed quite comfortably in front of it; and then he too took his place to my left.


Now, with the both of us sitting side by side and ready to go, he smiled at me through the corner of his mouth before shouting for our advance. But the one he called 'Gorliochi' merely let out a howl of sorts... “Quit your blubbering.” He then began to pull those reins on the big beast’s neck repeatedly until finally, the beast began to move... “There we go. By the way, you pay no heed to these misbehaviours, alright? Ol’ Gorli here likes to act a bit lazy these days.”


“I have never seen such a creature.”


“Yeah,” He let out a sad and drawn-out confirmation, “There are not many like him around anymore. Frankly, I would be surprised if we ever encounter another one of his kind.” He looked at me and then threw half a smile through the right corner of his mouth; “Now, why don’t you start by telling me what made you write such a thing? And more importantly: what is your real connection to that old fool? You know, he and I; we have been friends for the longest time girl, and I even spoke to him just recently.” He threw a quick look my way, obviously trying to fish for any kind of reaction; “And he has never mentioned a single word about any plans for an adoption.”


“I am not that used to talking...” I warned, “what I mean is: I have not done it with that many people yet so, I might – how you say – run off at the mouth.”


“Oh? Well then,” he explained through another crooked smile; one that revealed how few teeth he still had left, and also how big his gums were, “You can be at ease since I am not that used to listening myself. “Besides,” he continued, “We still have ways to go, and nothing to do for the whole way but talk to each other. You just go on for as much as you like without a worry. I am sure no word will feel unwarranted.”


“Alright,” I replied nervously, but also thankfully. “I guess it would be better if I just went back to the beginning; to the very first time I opened my eyes...”


“...” He threw me a look of disbelief, but after that initial scepticism, not once did he dare to interrupt me again. Not until I was done with that longest of replies, and by then, we would already be making ourselves comfortable inside his most peculiar household...


“...I slowly opened my eyes, like I had done so many times before, but still, they could not trespass that pitch-black. It seemed that yet again I was to be frustrated by blindness, and darkness was to remain as my only company. How long had it been since I first regained consciousness? How much time had already been stolen from me? To seemingly punish me even further; I was to endure it all while strapped to a bed and surrounded by all sorts of sounds and smells that only increased my curiosity, only fuelled my already immeasurable desire to see – what a sentence. Another kind of darkness then swept over me as the shadows of frustration and anger began curving all around my mind, slowly turning into large black circles of depression.


And then my body began telling what I could not: my fists clenched involuntarily as my tiny arms trembled, my entire strapped body began to twitch and turn whichever way, and shortly after my teeth too were showing eagerness in joining that demonstration. I wanted to shout, to scream, to expel all that I was feeling, but before my mouth could make its first echo, I began noticing that this time it would be different. The darkness that had always been there in front of me, no matter how much my eyes would widen, began to dissipate and those feelings with it; slowly, they all faded until other doings began to take over.


I began moving my head as much as those restraints would allow, and as soon as most of that blurriness left me, I found myself laying down in a poorly lit room.


All sorts of machinery scattered about, there were also other beds like the one I was laying on, most of them empty but a few with others like me. I knew right away they were like me.


Young and asleep, oblivious to the frustrations yet to come their way. I noticed then that some of them had tubes going into their bodies through all sorts of possible ways. My scared mouth could not help itself this time, and so a loud gasp inevitably made itself heard -my voice sounded nothing like the thoughts in my head- and then I heard someone coming.


I was scared. Fear is, after all, the first emotion taught to any living thing.


I did not have to keep on guessing for long, however, as through the corner of my struggling eye, I was able to appreciate him somewhat. I uttered something in response to being so scared, though I was unable to understand it myself at the time. Then I felt a pair of trembling fingers gently caressing my face and my eyelids. Those wrinkled hands then proceeded to go all over my naked body: checking, poking, searching.


Examining.


My eyes could not do much else but wander aimlessly while that was all taking place; trying to divert my attention of what could be going on. I then noticed some luteous markings on some of those darkened walls – although I was unable to read them, they still held some interest over me, if only momentarily. My eyes decided then to continue their penurious tour only to be halted again by one of those beds. Someone was twitching under a few heavy white blankets, someone even smaller than me I would say, twitching and complaining, and right before my mouth could exclaim a word, my face was turned away from it.


A warm and trembling hand was now making me stare at an even older face: one whose wrinkles easily drew an expression of worry. I started to hear his voice, hoarse, masculine, and old; completely the opposite of what mine had previously sounded like. I could tell he was urgently trying to tell me something but his words, just like my very own, were no more than indistinguishable sounds to me. Gently his trembling fingers began rubbing around my eyes as if he knew they were hurting, and sure enough after a while, any remaining blurriness still holding onto the corners of my sight was gone. Immediately after, and as fast as he could, he began removing all the restraints tying me to that bed, and after that was done, he helped me to sit.


He had a big smile on his face as if he were so proud of me, and although I could not understand the sounds coming from between his lips, his eyes could easily tell me as much. More than once I signalled him that I could not understand him, but no matter how many times I would nod my head he still would not stop.


His mouth kept moving as if my ears could make all sense out of them. He tried and tried and tried until he made me smile for the first time, shyly at first but eventually he even managed to steal my first giggle. He smiled back. I will never forget my first pleasant exchange with another, nor will I forget that loud sound that came to interrupt it.


A big shriek, the sound of metal being dragged across more metal; it interrupted us and made him look away from me. That older face turned away from me so fast, towards that door opening, and the younger man that proceeded to walk through it. They began to hastily exchange sounds between them and the more they did, incredibly, the easier it became for me to understand what they were saying.


A few short words at first... “Sir...you... certain?”The new man asked.


“It... the... way.” The older man replied, and it quickly became apparent he was in charge no matter how their words were being exchanged.


“But... ...dangerous game... ...!” The young man said before storming off. The older one tried to follow him, but he stopped at the door. He whispered something and even though I could not understand it, I knew it to be sad.


“Did you ... any ... that?” He asked as he made his way towards me, “You did... you?” "Yes...”


That reply impressed no one else more than it did me.


The way I bounced in surprise almost threw me out of that bed.


“Easy there.” He held me gently, “It will only get easier for you by the moment.”


“Easier?” I had to inquire, “What?”


“Everyt... will.” His eyes immediately adopted a more serious look, and the rest of his face followed, “But first... must... you... of here.”


I then heard a big sound outside, we both did, one that made us shiver. It frightened me deeply and as much as I wished it to be just the one scare, it was not to be.


“It has begun.” He confessed rather calmly as if he was already expecting it. Many more terrible sounds soon followed, screams and other noises of terror just outside that room, and as my eyes began rummaging in a most panicky manner, he placed his hands on my cheeks and stared right at me: “It’s alright.” He reassured me “This is intended, you understand? It is according to the plan.” He was staring at me with deep concern, but there was no lie in his words.


“What is happening?” I reluctantly asked, “What is this place?” I felt like I was finally able to understand myself for the most part, or at least most of my spoken words were now sounding just like my thoughts before I voiced them. “Please?” I insisted ...


“We don’t have much time for this,” Those hoarse words pushed through between nervous breaths, and it seemed I could now understand them without too much impediment “but you have just been awakened ... or born, if you will.”


“I don’t understand,” I begged for more as he turned his back to me to begin those rushed preparations, and when I was about to insist, he spoke to me some more.


“You were born into this world – born, the word born, you already know the meaning?”


“Yes ...”


“Yes, of course, you do.” He responded with a smile before continuing, “Either way, you were born into it or perhaps brought here from another; not even I know for sure which one applies more correctly. Not even after so many... Anyway, I know you are to be charged with bearing most of this world’s responsibility.”


“Charged?” I asked.


“Yes charged, and by none other than yourself. But first, we need to get you out of here. We must deliver you somewhere safe.” He stopped to look straight at me “I know you have so many questions, but it is imperative that you save them for later.”


“You must put your trust in me, you understand? You must trust me and be patient. Time itself will tell you all that you might want to know right now and then some. Just wait.” He turned again to resume those rushed preparations; “I take it that it will not be long before I am the one turning to you for some answers. For now, just be patient and do what I ask of you.”


“What am I? How can I have learned this much already, and so fast?” I stopped for a moment, and then looked him in the eye: “And how can I know that is not normal?”


“Not a what, but a who.” He replied while turning away from me but still, likely against his wishes, I felt that those words were brought forth in a somewhat vague and unassertive manner.


“Who then...”! could not help but be distracted by all that was raging on just outside that room; the several noises rampaging all around, those constant screams escorted now by other gruesome sounds of violence. I tightly shut my eyes for a moment, in the hopes that somehow it would all go away, and then looked at him again. I found comfort in that even if he himself seemed desperate to finish gathering all sorts of things from those silvered tables, he too seemed afraid. “Who then?” I was so hoping he would cave, if just for a moment, but no such luck.


So, I just sat there, completely free from any physical bonds but with my feelings still tying me to that bed. I remained still, watching him pack those last things with great haste: all sorts of papers and the tools to inscribe on them, some food, and a few other utensils too that I could not yet recognize.


I felt so inclined to ask him again, but before I managed to assemble the required words, I got hit in the head, something fierce!


A presentiment, a quick vision of a clap of thunder cutting through heavy rain and, amidst it all, some sort of airship struggling through it. Could that have been just a random trick of my imagination or the thunderclap of catastrophe? What was that? It felt so...


A premonition perhaps, or a distorted perception of my unknown present?


Surprised I looked at him only for my doubts to be met with a wry grin.


He then went on, somewhat callously as he did not even stop what he was doing to throw a glimpse my way.


“You saw them just now, didn’t you? The aircraft that will soon be making its way here I mean. Good. It is just as she said you would,” he grabbed a small but thick notepad and carefully stuffed it in the biggest pocket available to him. “What you saw, that is the beginning of your way out of here. Now hurry along please; come on, we have to get going.” His hand then made what I easily interpreted as a summoning gesture. In response to that calling, I promptly leapt from that bed.


As soon as I did, quickly looking around, I was suddenly flooded with memories, clearly not mine, that stubbornly poured into my head. I immediately obtained a better understanding of what that room really was. Many terrible things had been happening in that dark and confined space for a long time, all around where he and I both stood. I could see it, feel it, so clearly; as if not others but I, had gone through such terrible ordeals many times before. I could not help but stare at him so scared and confused. Those visions would not stop and the more I was seeing, remembering; the more lost I was becoming...


“Genetic memories;” He snapped me back from that state with those two words, “things you did not experience yourself but can remember nonetheless.” He then opened the door that would allow us to leave, slowly and carefully, just a little bit. Cautiously he took a quick peek outside, a clear attempt to try and have a look at what could still be going on. “Wear those.” he pointed at some clothes waiting for me on the nearest table “They will have to do for now. We will see what we can get you later.”


I clumsily managed to put them on and after I was done, he invited me with a gentle wave of his hand. Shyly I began taking my first slow steps towards him, following trustfully the instructions of his right hand as this one kept beckoning me, asking me to come to him.


“In time, many things will return to you child, and some of those things only the very few could own any hope of knowing. You will come to remember and learn all that came before you, every event in the lives of all the ancients. You will come to know all that they did and experience what they once have.”


He turned to me again, once I was almost within range, and slowly knelt, “You see, you don’t need to ask me any questions because soon, you will know far more than me or any other. This I will keep telling you, as many times as you need to hear it. You will know and see far more than most could ever tell you.” With both of his arms, he invited me over “You just wait with your doubts.” He invited me again and I took the last few steps towards him “I will soon be proven right.”


He paused to try and catch a bit of his fleeting breath, he coughed too, “I believe you to be the answer that our misguided world has been waiting for, and that is why I have decided to set you free.”


“I don’t understand,” I said shaking, looking at my own hands. Only then was I able to appreciate how much smaller than him I was. Even though he was kneeling before me, waiting, and inviting me for a hug, he was still taller than me.


“Many things will come to you,” He held me tight in his arms and it felt good “not only the memories of what once was but also the visions of what is at this very moment, and also what may yet come to pass.” He pushed me away gently to stare at my eyes, “I cannot help you when it comes to dealing with that for I cannot even imagine, let alone understand, what it might be like. Seeing the past, present, and possible futures everytime you blink or have a dream? I do not think any Human can. All I can do is promise to be by your side. To take your hand as you go through it.”


“How do you know all this? How It was my turn now to halt my words although I couldn’t say for sure why; I mean I felt no air fleeing from me that I should try and recapture. “So much about me, I mean.” I slowly resumed “How come you can...”


“Because you were designed that way.” He hugged me again, even tighter than the first time.


“Designed?” I hugged him back, it felt even better for me too, “I don’t understand.” “Oh, my dear; but you will, I promise.” His arms tightened around me, gently, and I


felt safe, I did not want them to let go.


“You were meant for greater things; you are unique and very, very special.” And then something weird happened, I noticed a little drop coming out of my left eye. I felt it slide down my face without purpose, like some lost freshet unable to find its destination “You understand?” he grabbed my shoulders “Do you?” He shook them just carefully enough “And to be special, to be unique is...”


“Is to be alone?” I could not help but sob.


“Oh, come now,” He placed one of his old trembling hands on my forehead, “You are just going through, shall we say, a tumbling of emotions; something completely natural for a young born such as yourself.” He smiled straight at me, it gave me comfort “But I can guarantee you that in just a few hours from now, none of these things will have any effect on you. None of these rumbling emotions that may now be tearing at you from the inside will carry any weight. Give it a bit of time and you will easily evolve beyond that, hold on for just a while – can you do that for me?” I did not find the need to throw a single word at him, I knew he had seen right through me and my big wet eyes, the moment I sobbed for the second time. “I am telling you, just give time the chance to work its magic for it alone can make all things easier.” He slowly stood up.


“You know, the passing of time will undoubtedly grant you many gifts my dear, great knowledge and even greater power, of that I am sure. But no gift will ever be bigger than experience and the calluses that this one will grow around your heart and your mind. They will remain there to try and protect you and ensure that you always make the right call.” He threw another quick glimpse outside that room “Why, I am certain that when the time comes for us to say goodbye to one another, you will not even shed a tear.” He turned to me again just in time to catch another of those eye drops with his trembling index finger: “You will be far too evolved to care for such things. So instead, I think I will hold on to this one.”


“I hope that is not true.” I looked away because at that moment I simply could not look at him, my chest was hurting so much. Instead, I took one last look around that room for something was telling me that I would not see it again; and even though those painful memories were still piercing me every time my eyes noticed something new, they still couldn’t hurt me anywhere near as much. It would take me a while.


“You ready?” But that was time we did not have.


“If the time ever comes for us to depart, I will shed many more of those for you, Father.” He looked somewhat puzzled at me, and I felt my cheeks burn more than ever before. "You were the one that woke me, were you not?” I asked after patting my cheeks a few repeated times, desperately trying to cool them, or at least erase that pinkish hue I was sure to be colouring them. “The one that brought me into this conscious state?” I took it gently for I felt nervous treading through such words “It seems then to me that the term fits quite appropriately. Or does it bother you?”


“No.” He said before focusing his eyes again on what was going on outside; “No, it doesn’t bother me.” and then he held my hand “I just have not been called that in a very long time.”


“I promise I will try not to wear it down.” I smiled immediately after and he did too.


That moment however, was not allowed to last as the increasing happenings on the outside magnified his haste, and by proxy, mine.


“We need to wait for just the right time,” he grumbled.


“Maybe... maybe...” I repeated a few times.


“Huh?” he asked before immediately realising... “Oh!”


“Maybe...” my eyes were still glued to that sign, previously some luteous gibberish but now something more, words without sound that I could understand, read...


"Multiple


Assembled


Young


Biologic


Entities”


“Does that include me?” I asked “Am I one of these 'Maybe'? Father?” I noticed he chose not to answer, but instead to deflect, “Since you can read already, I am sure your writing skills are close behind, and so I would have you do something for me. Something quite important.”


“I know writing, I mean what that is.” I remember waving my finger around as I tried to mimic the words on that sign “But I am not sure I can do it myself. Not yet.”


“It will come to you,” He smiled, his most appreciated attempt at inspiring any confidence in me, “and when it does, I would like for you to write down everything that is going to transpire tonight.” He then rummaged through that big bag he had been readying for the last moments, before finally slapping his forehead after realising what he was looking for was already in one of his pockets. He took it out, and then proudly handed it to me. That very same notebook that you now hold in your hand, “Can you do that for me?” He insisted.


“I am not sure I –”


“It will come to you, all the memories and much more.” He smiled as he handed me some pencils too, “And when you know how, when you feel confident enough to start, I want you to write down everything concerning tonight. Write as much as you can – use whatever sight is available to you; pen down whatever your eyes or your mind decide to show you – keep writing until you find yourself out of here.”


“Can I make it like a story?” I asked shyly, “Of sorts...”


“Yes, if it pleases you. You can try and structure it like that if you want but do try and avoid any glib words.” He took another quick and desperate peek through that still barely opened crimson metal door “Then you can read it back to me, and to others, once we are far and away from this place – safe and under the sun.”


“Can I make some drawings too?” My heart jumped in expectation. “Well,” He looked at me again, with the most patient of smiles “yes, certainly. Whatever helps you in the telling, why not?” He rummaged again for some crayons which he then handed to me, and then he hesitantly returned his worrisome look to what was waiting on the other side of that door.


“Are we going now?” I asked while holding all the things he gave me as tightly as my little weak hands possibly could, “Father?”


“Where could they be?”I heard him whisper “Well, no matter.” He took a deep breath, “Our way seems to be clear.” He then turned to me, with his eyes staring at mine in a more serious way than I had thought possible. “This is it. Are you ready?”


“Yes...” I scattered all the pencils and crayons across all pockets available to me and, while holding that notebook tightly in my right arm, I slowly extended my left one. He gently took hold of my hand, caressed my fingers a few times behind a comforting smile, and then pulled me with him...


... and that is why I wrote all that you now hold.


“I see..." The Tinker admitted a bit dubiously when we were already back his place, “That is quite the tale.” His fingers constantly caressing the well-worn cover of that notebook; so easily displaying all the eagerness that his eyes would not share.


“That is what happened.”


“Well, and what then?” He asked as he gestured me to take a seat. We were now in what he called a 'living room', and I could see all sorts of things scattered around that makeshift table standing distinguishably in the middle. “Go on, sit down. Wherever you like.” he insisted after placing my notebook in the centre of that table. Then he turned around, towards some cupboards and a device leaking out all sorts of fire.


“Can I take this one?” I asked regarding one of the few chairs I found in a usable condition.


“Go right ahead.” He promptly allowed, without even looking to see what I could be referring to, as he was now clearly too busy preparing something. “Thank you.”


“And then,” he asked me again, “what happened after?” He turned around holding a tray. On it rested a couple of exceptionally large and funny looking mugs, and between them was a smoking metal pot.


He approached the table, and after having planted all the preparations, he began pouring some orangey looking liquid into each of those mugs.


“There you go.” He said as he finished pouring, “This will do you good.”


“Thank you.”


“You must drink all of it.” He told me as he grabbed hold of one of those mugs.


“Ouch!” I complained, “Too hot.”


“That is how it is served, and how it should be taken.” He went on to sit quite comfortably on an old dusty chair across that table. He drank his share in one swift gulp, and then he burped as he lit some sort of stick which he then placed in his mouth. He seemed to be sucking on it and every time he did, the timid fire at the end of it grew for a moment, before fading again. Curiosity was pouring from his eyes and lips now, just as that liquid had poured from that metal pot.


“That was the beginning.” I cut off any further insistence...


“The rest is all in here, huh?” He tried to sound uncaring, but I could see right through him.


“You are meant to read it.” I decided to indulge in the insisting game as well, and as I stood up, I fondly gazed at that notebook.


“Right.” He grabbed hold of it and placed it upon his lap, “According to you, that ol' fool wanted me to...” And then he opened it...


I slowly began making my way to the next room, for there was something that easily caught my eye the moment I set foot into his place. “In there you will learn how I made it to where you found me... waiting for you.”


This large box of clean glass filled to the brim with bubbling water, and in it, there were these weird samples of life swimming back and forth. Restlessly.


They reminded me of all those that I had met; in the way in which they could see the world in its entirety, but always constricted by the invisible walls, we all have around ourselves. They also reminded me... of myself.


“You know, at my age, this may take a while.” He flipped the first page with his left hand while his right went for a bigger pair of glasses. “Quite a while in fact.”


“You must go through all of it,” I remarked, “and understand.”


“Wish I had something better than tea to palliate the process though.” He murmured.


“I will be in the next room,” I spoke softly.


“Oh, you like aquariums, do you?”


“Aquariums...” I murmured...


“We can talk all about it later; but for now, I think you should grab some rest.”


He did not even look at me, his eyes were already too busy scurrying through those first pages.


“There is quite a comfortable couch in there as well. Why don’t you give it a try? Don’t worry, I will call for you when I am done with this.”


“I just might.”


And with that, I left him to it...




Part One


“The Crafted Mountain”
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A long dream about the Centra. One of my very first...







Chapter One


“The Artificers of Will"


Along time ago all things that were or could hope to be, were under the guidance of the wisest; those known today only as the 'Centra'. They alone were the keepers of the Age of Growth and they alone kept watch over the world itself from high atop their floating cities and other sources of awe. They surveyed and kept the balance with the aid and grace of their immeasurable


achievements. Impressive feats born from their mastery of the darkest of magics: a power they called science. Feats to be remembered always through mistranslated words and long, half-forgotten, fables carried across generations throughout all the corners of this exhausted world. Stories and fairy tales, words of the very old to the very young as scattered memories intertwine themselves with legend, as glory and fascination eventually turn to dread and warning.


Narrations of incredible proportions, their words and bolstering claims easily supported by the remaining Centra achievements, left for everyone to see upon this dreaded world; large constructions, all arrogant and defiant in their design.


Temples standing proud to this day atop higher mountains while waiting for the brave or the foolish to step up to the challenge.


Cities, magnificent still, that once stood shoulder to shoulder with any cloud, now just ruins upon the scarred land making up the landscapes of deserts, oceans, forests, and lakes. All of this creates a world that supplies and displays proof to these narrations regardless of how fantastic and unbelievable some of those assembled sentences may seem to the smallest of listeners.


Words are always passed on with foreboding tones, for the meaning within its message is always the same, one of hubris and the collapse that always ensues. The Centra were felled, by what real reason one can only speculate, but gone is their mighty civilisation, lost to us and it was a mystery that to this day no one can be certain of their fate. For with all that they achieved and all the power they once held; they were the rulers of an entire world and handlers of unmatched technologies, they would still – mysteriously – disappear without a trace, leaving behind only their accomplishments. As many and as impressive as their feats seem, even today, the fears were not enough to save them from whatever fate befell them. During their long reign, for countless millennia, they reshaped all the lands and built a world in their image.


They had the power to do so, and they did. They created and they destroyed.


How many wonders disappeared under the Centra’s thumb? How many were born from their desire to create?


All of this they did, until one night, in just one night, suddenly, their entire race was extinguished! What was this mysterious event of cataclysmic proportions that in a single swoop robbed the world of their biggest prize, not even leaving behind a single corpse?


What caused the mass extinction of these chosen and sent all their cities and other flying stations crashing down towards the earth below?


The more that is revealed to us about the Centra, the closer we get to perceive their real magnitude, the more fascinating and alluring the mystery of their disappearance becomes. Still, the whole world is, and likely forever will be, the largest testimony for all that the Centra ever were and forever achieved.


A whole world that even now, as it slowly awaits its collapse, persistently sings to their glory. The Centra departed leaving behind a world of unshackled magics and soon to be poorly resurrected technologies. With their absence, and their machines spent and their cities toppled, so too ended the Age of Growth, but with all that the Centra left behind, in time, a new Era would begin...


This one, the second Era of this world... the aptly called Age of Pursuit...


The Centra were gone but the world would continue, still bound to their will but now without their guiding hand. Instead, it would be all that they had left behind that would now set a new curse for the world after them. Once the Centra had claimed this world to themselves, thanks to their mastery of all sciences, magics and technology that provided them with the unparalleled (hateful profanities to some and cause for divine worship to others) that ran rampant across the entire planet to this very day. All that they built and accomplished, all that defined their very existence; an entire empire spanning across all continents, all seas and the one sky, was left behind for those that would eventually follow.


Who would dare guess how long it came to pass since the world woke up one day in complete silence, the sound of their rulership absent, before life would finally resume its course? With no more thunderous machines or hovering cities, and with no more Centra to command it all, an entire world was now free. How long for the first races to sprout forth and begin their own curse, and does any of it matter?


Eventually, of course, they did. And little by little they grew. At first, little more than animals scrapping for food but in time they would master several forms of hunting and fishing, and from there they would evolve to the races of our current time. Slowly but surely, that was how the current races of this world came about. Humans and those that would later call themselves the Nharkim as well as countless others; Twinkledinnes, Sandrackar, Maruic, Dreibos and many more. And for an exceedingly long time, they were just that, tribes of fishermen and hunters struggling to find shelter from the heavy rains. Nothing more than primitive and superstitious creatures, each with their customs and fears for the world may have been silent, the Centra absent, but fear still roamed the lands and kept all living things in check, regardless of beliefs. And would continue to do so for aeons. I would claim it still does so, even today, if only for the less privileged.


Our current Era really began, as always, with an apparent meaningless action of not much importance, but enough to start the largest of all chain of events. That small gesture that opened the way for what would define our world to this very day, the Era of Pursuit began, the moment a member of the small and meek tribe ofTwinkledinnes, one of the tiniest races one could ever hope to meet, decided to venture forth into one of the forbidden zones. Any area where Centra remnants were known to exist were best avoided – a taboo.


What was the motive that drove such a small creature?


That is now lost to us, dissolved in the ebb and flow of time but the result of such an action defines all things today. Into one of the Centra ruins that Twinkledinne went and when he came out, he did so with something in his hands. That very moment, where this small creature showed there was not only nothing to fear from those areas but there were also rewards to be picked up, that was when this Era truly began.


Word began to spread, and the veil of fear and superstition was lifted. All tribes, in time, came to learn that there was nothing to fear from venturing into Centra territories. No longer were these Centra remnants cursed places, to be feared and avoided for either religious reasons imposed by most tribes or the mere common sense of the passing traveller. No. Now anything Centra was a place to be actively sought out and where fortune could be found. One by one every tribe of every race got into this, offering handsome rewards to anyone presenting them with anything made by Centra, even to those outside their own race.


And so, greed was ironically enough, the will that broke any previous isolation and made most embrace outside relations. But what brought all the races together would also tear them apart. At first, most things were bought and sold as decorum, but as time went on and the races kept evolving and learning from these finds, their value and their importance kept increasing.


From the study and learning of these Centra finds, most races began evolving, building, finding cures for the sick and easier ways to withstand the cold storms. It became obvious to all that this was their future, that the finding of more and more Centra technology, or anything concerning it, was their new path.
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So much going on with so many lives; so many stories...
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Through air, sea, or land: someone is always looking...





And this craving for more of it would reshape the world yet a second time.


The Centra technology would make the world a smaller place, as through it the tribes not only began negotiating among themselves, thus giving birth to the one tongue, but they would also learn to build great many things. The skills of bow and spear were replaced with much better weaponry, villages became cities, and much of the animal power was replaced with machinery. Small boats, in time, became ships and later these too, would be for the most part dropped as soon as the first airship took to flight, and the skies proved to be much safer routes.


However, amongst all this growth, the seeds of fear and paranoia, of distrust for the other races were also growing just as much, if not more so, than the seeds of joy and illumination. All it took was the sheer thought of what any other race could be after and what would they do if they obtained it, for all to succumb to despair. The newfound freedom and safety the world had been blessed with were thus not meant to last.


Turn on each other, they did. The more advanced, the further ahead in this arms race a civilisation was, the bigger the shadow they would cast upon the rest. The race began in this manner, propelled by fear and thirst for power with the two biggest offenders being the Kingdom of Man and the Nharkim.


These two, somehow, quickly distanced themselves from all and for many years they were almost on equal footing. Then something happened. The Nharkim took the lead and ever since then, they were ahead of any other. For many years these two empires waged war on each other until finally the Nharkim suddenly decided to leave the continent they all shared and settle themselves on a large archipelago to the East.


They left without any announcement and have not been seen since. Not quite...


Naturally, it was the Humans who inherited the large landmass quickly renaming it “The Celitian Continent” after their own capital “Celitia City”. Years passed and most of the other races that shared the continent began to scatter as the Human Empire kept on pushing them till there was no more land for them to run to.


Humans expanded and everything else diminished. Generation after generation, the more humans were spreading the more and more could other races be seen in their cities, free to live as they deemed fit. They still had their very own towns here or there, but these were growing scarce and so, for the most part, every other race could be seen much like today in any number of Human settlements. Earning an honest day’s work or drinking their lives away much like Humans love to do, for they have always shared equal rights.


Still, for all this, many dislike the race of Man for “absorbing” everyone into their kingdom, slowly making other traditions and values disappear. So sometimes it is dangerous for Humans to come across other, more “hateful” races.


Nowadays occasionally, one comes across a nonhuman town that is exclusive to their own kin. Not in the main continent at least, where the Humans have long taken over and their laws are enforced pretty much everywhere. Equal rights for the price of equal duties. Of course, on other more uncharted and undesirable masses of land, who knows who or what makes their kingdom there. Despite all, nothing has changed, and no hunger has been lost as most races still fear one another. Most still compete with one another, fiercely as each one seeks that Centra gift that might just give them the edge.


From the greater empires to the smaller tribes living underground or in swamps, all around the world, across any landmass where there is smart enough life, someone is pursuing those Centra secrets. To sell to the highest bidder or for the glory of their own race, the search is never-ending. It has been like this since this Era started and it is this way even now.


And such unravel of this world’s decline shows no signs of slowing down, as especially the Humans, keep on wanting. They alone hold the majority of all the greed and all the fear that infests the world in these dark times, as they keep pushing fiercely for the monopoly of all the Centra market. The acquisition of all Centra findings for which the Human king is willing to do anything for, either paying for them handsomely or by taking them by any other means if need be.


As it has been for generations, the Nharkim remain by far the most advanced race, by quite the margin as anyone can tell just by looking at their city from far away – their greatness is known to all.


No other civilisation at this time can even come close to competing with them, and so his majesty Hervies the current Human king must push even more. He is ruthless and carries much fear in his chest, more than any other ruler before him, and if his heart is tight, the borders of his scruples extend far and wide.


There is nothing that the almighty Hervies will not do for his ambitions.


The feelings of admiration and awe, of respect and fear towards anything Centra, have long been replaced by folly and greed, by petty and misguided ambitions. Perhaps nothing shows this better than the Human king’s efforts in his perpetual quest for his race to take the front seat. He and all under him have been doing whatever is deemed necessary to not fall behind for generations. Hervies is just the next in line of a long succession of rulers living in constant fear of what the Nharkim could do at any time. But something makes him different however, and no other king that has come before him has gone as far as he is willing to go. No other Human ruler before him has had so much pressure felt upon his crown either.


The Nharkim technology seems to grow almost exponentially, improving almost by the day and soon who... even now, can guess what they could be scheming? The necessary measures must thus be taken even further than that, such as the constant deployment of all sorts of scavenger teams to all the known corners of the world in desperate attempts to try and uncover more Centra property. All in the hopes of finally unveiling some of their biggest secrets, something that could give the Humans the necessary advantage to at last take their place as the most powerful in all the lands. Hervies holds nothing back when it comes to achieving this; he is well known even by those outside his race, as a ruler with complete disregard towards anyone’s welfare and how much it might all cost. Time and again he has proven that he is more than willing to pour any amount of funds, and he has no restraints in raising taxes either to do so.


He is a dangerous man.


Not just to others but also to himself. He is perhaps the most dangerous human to walk this world in quite some time. Desperation drives him and the fear he feels himself, he has no qualms in casting upon others. With each passing day, he tightens the noose around his own people’s neck; he demands skin and teeth from all the hard-working folk and quite the percentage of his kingdom are on the verge of starvation.


Then he comes and offers insurmountable amounts of currency to anyone willing to do his bidding and in doing so, obviously, Hervies has no problem finding the required man labour for the more outrageous efforts the Human kingdom is putting up these last years. For many years these desperate searches have been going on, for the slightest glimpse at any Centra secret and the Celitian Continent has been entirely dug up three times over or so, it seems. They have searched any and all ruins, they have excavated the soil to the point of not even one more hole can be dug up. In their efforts, they exhausted all the land around them and so the time came to look further.


The time to spread and send search teams outside the known charts, to venture forth into the unknown dark corners of the world that most are afraid to even mention let alone set foot in. This is how the “Cloudsiras” came to be, Human expeditions hell-bent on finding and bringing back what their king values most. No other race is known to do this, either because they don’t have the means to cross entire landmasses or because they don’t feel that desperate. Humans, however, are second only to the Nharkim so they can go anywhere. Their numerous airships can sometimes cover entire clouds and as for motivation, well, a man must eat, and their king offers plenty...


There is still much-uncharted territory across this bleak world, still many landmasses and dark continents waiting to be explored.


So these Human Cloudsiras are always stretching their limits, increasing the size of the known map, they are constantly pushing how far can they go; how much distance can they cover and how deep can they reach, for as Human technology keeps advancing so do their means of exploring.
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An obsequiously, never-ending market, constantly supplying answers and prestige.
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An entire world governed and judged by past achievements.


Years of constant studies and research as well as the odd find, allows them for bigger and better aircraft, more powerful machinery and therefore, the means of digging deeper into the earth or reaching deeper into the ocean, wherever their king might point them. Hervies and a few more, still believe there is much out there that the Centra left behind, buried, or submerged in depths they cannot yet reach, waiting forever for the ones worthy enough to do so. That single Centra find that can at any time flip the coin in Human favour, but then, they have the whole world to explore if they do muster the means and will to do so.


No other race can compete with them but one, and those have long isolated themselves in their archipelago, in the one and only Nharkim city where all of them are believed to reside. A most impressive sight to be sure and one that can be seen for many miles, it is both enormous and luminous, the single greatest achievement of this Era. Quite easily it causes jealousy and fear in all of those that manage to get close enough for a good glimpse at it.


Yes, the Nharkim are indeed great, far and beyond anyone else and the ones that more quickly gained the favour of the Centra findings. Their science and technology are boundless and with no apparent limits as to where they can eventually take them. They are a very reclusive race, very seldom seen, if ever, for they have all sorts of machines working for them and anything that they must execute outside their walls, their technology does for them.


All of their power is concentrated at one major point, one nation in one city. From afar the aptly named “Machine City” by those that could never dream of entering it, resembles but a colossal pyramid-shaped construction, seemingly floating in the air like the fabled cities of old. In reality, once one manages to get just close enough, one can see there are four pillars at its base supporting it all.


One from every corner of its base and as they extend diagonally, as they too obey the grand design of the pyramided achievement, they connect the immense city to four of the several isles beneath it. No outsiders may enter it for none ever have, regardless of what they may bring and as such, it is meant to only be admired from afar.


Every single isle of that archipelago has an enormous beacon of light pointed at it no matter the time of day, as if the Nharkim have wanted all along for all others to bask in their great accomplishment. They are the apex civilisation in this world, and it is no wonder that Hervies and others are at the very least jealous of them, if not fearful. As great as their technology is, the mystery surrounding them is even greater and naturally gives birth to all sorts of speculation.


Rumours like their machinelike appearance, for example, claims that they have seemingly forsaken flesh for technological prowess; thus, some dare say here and there, replacing flesh and bone with metal and circuitry, which allowed them to transcend death. Making them even more enviable. Even more fearful. Many more stories surround the Nharkim, many rumours such as their apparent lack of age or gender fills many a tavern. Speculations born of ales and sassy tongues wriggling inside drunkard’s mouths or perhaps there might be some truth to it.


Perhaps someone out there was fortunate enough to encounter one. The truth of the matter is that none knows for sure what the Nharkim are up to in that city of theirs, none outside their circle knows how their society operates or even what form of hierarchy is established or if any at all. Not a single name is known, not a ruler nor king nor emperor.


Nothing about them let alone any intent, and that only pushes Hervies further.


Years kept on passing and the world kept on changing. So different it is now than what I used to remember; the voice of this planet can no longer easily reach up to me and the nights are no longer rich. Stars no longer spark above and no longer do they carry the hopes and dreams of those staring at them from down here with growing eyes. The nights are just really dark now, sometimes completely black even and in some places not even the once shinning moons can be seen. Instead, large and heavy clouds growing ever dark patrol the skies not caring if it is either the sun or the three moons behind them. Forests carry these weirdly aggressive sounds with them as they grow with all kinds of sinuous trees and other, more distorted, types of vegetation.


Poison can now be easily found and touched in the green fields around larger cities and predatory beasts are known to grow way outside their supposed limitations. The world is now a most dangerous place to be outside the safety of larger walls for those that are forced to travel as they seek refuge, all the while talking nonstop about the wild growths.


As they keep on claiming that the many savage shapes of green are quickly retaking the lands once owned by them. People all over the Human continent are steadily being forced to abandon their homes and join the rest of the populace in the main capital as their villages are being overrun by growth and sometimes even wild beasts. They arrive in the cities with tales of once-fertile farmlands, now just destroyed fields. Entire villages were covered in poisonous moss and their houses were torn apart by large trees who reached full size in but a few days.


But no matter their complaints, both king and nobles alike are busy. None have the time for these stories or any other for that matter, for there are more Centra remains to be found and power to be obtained. If the mention of Centra is not part of your sentence you are not getting the attention of anyone with the required importance. All that the former masters of this world left behind has elevated the world and its inhabitants to higher places, but it has also brought them all down severely. What was originally supposed to be used for good and prosperity, to bring us all closer together has instead stained all civilisations and separated every other race with greed, thirst for power and above all, fear. The Centra’s influence and power in a way are, ironically, felt even more now that they are gone.


Gone but still they live among us, as every day one cannot escape the use of something that was taken from them or learned from something they left behind. Even more, the fear and powers they left behind take over all of us. They have mysteriously departed this world but are with us always, for one cannot keep an eye open without stumbling in something of their making. Not unless one is roaming the wilds completely alone and even then, some trees I swear just look weird...


So no, neither his majesty nor those directly under him – slaves to the Centra more than any of us – have the time to consider such things for there is the most important of competitions to be won after all. In their minds, it is a competition that will surely determine the fate of all things in this world and propel its winner to the master of all. This ever-lingering feeling, this sense of urgency has been growing, increasing, swelling until finally, it reached its bursting point. This load, coupled with the blindness of their greed, has been pressuring some of the most powerful into sudden decisions lately...


...that is why this story begins...


On the northern edge of the Human Continent, many miles away from the Celitia Capital where Hervies sits upon his throne, the land finally comes to a sharp end, giving instead a place to the strength of the dark sea. A black ocean whose mighty waves seem to know no peace as they seem doomed to clash against that bare rock till the end of time. Their roar and their attacks against those cliffs define the border between all that we barely know and all we still dare not.


Here, in this darkened edge of the world, something happened six years ago, something very important. Something that overnight made the Beriheim region infamous across the world.


A cataclysmic event like no other that turned its once fertile ground into all but dead.


An incident involving its fierce mountain, the Beriheim Mountain, that so forcibly and imposingly lends its name to the entire region. An enormous power awoke atop that mountain sending a blast of energy that burned the sky for miles around. This green pillar of energy was so intense that even the Nharkim on the other side of the world were likely to have seen it. It lasted for hours and with it came a shrieking, deafening sound that the Nharkim were likely to have heard it too.


The land shook as never before as if it was more than just the world aching and breaking. It felt as if something beneath all of us, something dreaming, had just turned over. The land ripped itself apart around that mountain and sounds were heard coming from below, shouts coming from those abysses that brought with them some crystallised pieces.


Many large, some enormous, pieces of green amber that sprouted forth all over the region and that to this day remain for all to see. Some of them did so quite violently.


The whole world was thus woken by the Beriheim Mountain that, with an unmatched pillar of light and an echoing roar, demanded everyone’s attention. The whole sky over Beriheim turned green within minutes and it has remained so ever since. And if before the entire region’s very fertile ground supported lush trees that carried with them bountiful fruit and all of its rivers were swarmed with fish, in the very next morning all was dead.


The soil became like ash, the trees withered becoming as if burnt and the water from its rivers boiled to the point of evaporation. An entire region was brutally murdered in one night with an unparalleled spectacle. The only water one can see now is the constant pouring rain that began once the mountain finally went quiet again. Heavy rain from a mighty storm that has not stopped since, for it is not just death and decay that plagues the land around that mountain.


A constant storm that brings with it fierce lightning and a rain that burns at the touch haunts the skies as well, making this the most undesirable region in all of the charts. A rain that throughout the years has never shown any sign of relenting...


...this is where this story begins...
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Scavengers. In my dreams and visions the world above is mostly ridden with them...





The king of men sent a team atop that mountain to investigate the event once it all ended and it was finally possible to do so.


Many other races surely would have liked to do the same for that was a spectacle witnessed and heard the world over. Those that were asleep were woken by it, and those that couldn’t care less for the Centra, and the current ways of the world, could not hide their curiosity.


People came running to the streets in the middle of the night to see it, as they all woke with that thunderous roar. Everyone saw that beam of light sprouting from the top of the mountain like a mighty geyser of raw energy that was surely seen from anywhere in the continent, probably even further than that. A most fantastic display and the screams and panic it caused has made Beriheim a most forbidden region ever since.


Of course, there are always those that curiosity finds a way to bend, but any hope at finding out anything about the matter was quickly crushed. Once Hervies got the report of what his team had found up there, he immediately ordered the whole area to be sealed off.


And so, the Beriheim Mountain became a top priority and in a matter of days, the bulk of the Human military settled in atop, together with the best researchers at the king’s disposal, such was the importance of what had been discovered. What had transpired up there, and what would do so henceforth, was to be kept a secret not only to the other races, but to all.


Only those personally chosen by the king himself were allowed to set foot there and what their eyes would see, their mouths could never tell. And for the last six years, it has remained this way, this most important and fortified of all Human settlements, one standing between the top of a mountain and a thundering sky.


A Human secret like no other, that has always threatened to shoot down any aircraft that has the misfortune to fly too close, or anyone foolish enough to be seen wandering next to that mountain.


A site that grew famous across the world to the point of even being nicknamed “The Fallen Fortress of Fear” and for all this time, it has remained under Human establishment, six long years in the methodical hands of King Hervies and a few of his selected researchers...


...until a few hours ago when all contact was lost...
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Several Centra machines scattered across the world above, mysteriously began to come back to life.







Chapter Two


“Landfall"


Thunderclaps amidst all the heavy rain announce to those aboard the strange-looking aircraft stubbornly making its way across the sky, that they have just entered Beriheim. It is the UX-Rg31 prototype; also known by few as the 'Bolt Lander', a most unique aircraft amongst its peers as its main purpose is to travel anywhere undetected.


But not tonight though, for tonight stealth must be sacrificed for haste, and so nothing will be able to hide it and its sounds of fury as it makes its way across the skies. It departed from the Human Capital not even two hours ago, and has been cutting clouds and deafening anyone caught under it since it took to the skies. It is headed towards the top of the Beriheim Mountain and the large flashes of white light now pouring through those thick glassed windows let everyone aboard know that they are getting closer.


An old man is confidently taking the pilot seat, his face is spent and his wrinkly hairy hands shaky, but he is still the best pilot on the continent. His eyes are not what they used to be, but Airman Sheiska has always displayed an uncanny knack for flying as he keeps demonstrating with his almost purely intuitive manoeuvres between one lighting strike and the next. It is imperative that he brings those five men as close to that Mountain as possible. Four figures sitting in the dark, two on each side of that cargo hold and with their silhouettes barely visible, except for now and again when those flashes of light storming the outside manage to break in. And a fifth who refuses his seat preferring instead to stand proud between them; he is holding himself to a metal bar right above his head as the entire aircraft keeps shaking. Every single time a big flash of white dumps its light through those small windows, a thunderous roar and a violent shake immediately follow. It is quickly growing worse as all six aboard can easily tell. These five are its cargo, for the Bolt Lander is transporting, as it usually does, the very best of all the Human forces. The elite team that King Hervies deploys when he needs something taken care of quickly and surely.


They are the “Hervies Hand” for they always operate as a team of five and they are the most trusted and capable of all at the Human king’s disposal. They are the best. Five elite soldiers; capable of all sorts of tasks that their king might ask of them, including most of all, combat. Time and again have they survived what no one else would and just as often have they fought and vanquished all sorts of enemies in all sorts of preposterous scenarios.


They go in and they come out successfully, that is what they do, and they have never failed their king, not once.


Everyone knows that the Hand is only called to serve during states of emergency. Their work is few and far between, but it is always impactful, and many times has the outcome of their missions changed the course of Human history. They are preparing themselves to accomplish yet another important mission for their majesty and no amount of rain or thunder is going to shake them. Fast has the Bolt Lander traversed the lands, faster than any other aircraft can, but this is the rarest occurrence for very seldom is she called to serve in the first place and when she is, it is to make use of her more cunning and stealthy capabilities. She can fly in almost complete silence unlike most noisy and smoky propellers plaguing the lands and it is often able to drop the Hand real close to their target without any realisation of those not involved. Covert infiltration it’s usually her main focus, for it is an aircraft designed to remain unaware while making sure it never arrives in second place.


Tonight, however, the Bolt Lander’s bold nickname is to be tested, as its speed is its best quality.
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The Bolt Lander hastily making its way to deliver them.


If only they all knew what was ahead of them.


It has been cutting through all the rain and any cloud that dares to stand in its way ever since it departed from the Human palace, the seat of all Human power, with a stunning roar provided by the three powerful engines on its rear that propel the aircraft with unprecedented Human technology. For this mission, top speed is its concern, not concealment, and so it was likely many saw it sharply cut through the skies on its way here. It is indeed quite the feat, a technological prowess on a league of its own and most likely capable of stunning even the Nharkim. The Beriheim Mountain is to be its destination and to get there the Bolt Lander quickly flew over the Great Northern Gate, over the marshes of Pantaan and the spiked stones of Cabero Valley where many great battles have been decided. Something easily deduced by all the bones of many giants and other long-gone things. A dry place as it must remain eternally bound to the sun and its wrath, forever a slave to its scolding will. After those yellowed sights, green starts to sprout again and shortly after, if one is flying that is, the Beriheim region becomes finally within reach. The advent of flying was mostly made possible to avoid setting foot in such desolated places like Cabero Valley, although there have always been those stubborn caravans marching through it. Especially when Beriheim was not a region best avoided but was sought out instead. It was once fertile, and a few happy settlements could be found there. All of that belongs to the past now...


The mountain was finally in sight of that tired pilot. It reached his old eyes after yet another, albeit bigger than usual, thunderclap – one as if announcing their arrival. No amount of clouds or threatening thunders could keep it hidden anymore, and the sounds of those struggling engines had no choice but to make themselves even louder. They grew desperate as the Bolt Lander’s efforts against that punishing storm kept increasing; an effort that did not go unnoticed by its cargo. The force of five sent...


“Boss...” called out one of the four calmly sitting with a beautiful, elegant sword stationed between his legs “and you didn’t want us to tag along this time.”


“Keep it shut.” said the one sitting in front of him; a female whose voluptuous curves were a gift that no shadow could ever hope to conceal. “What, and miss out on all this?” he insisted as he spun around that sword a couple of times.


“Yeah captain,” another joined in; also feminine, with a calm and collected voice “Why didn’t you want us to come along this time?” she asked while her fingers kept drumming one of her thighs... The one standing up said nothing...


“Capt’n? Capt’n can ya hear me?” a voice rustling through a small box on the wall, they were words from the pilot, and they are struggling to reach the five waiting patiently.


“We hear you Sheiska.” the one standing up finally spoke, “Give us the good news.”


“Sir, she can’t take it for much longer...” the obvious difficulty the pilot was having easily discerned from all that increasing static “We have to make the drop-off now...”


“How far are we from that mountain?” the captain of the Hand asked while looking at the rest. “We will soon be flying over Brosse...”


“Is there no way she can bring us any closer?” the captain’s right hand already waving to the rest as an indication to make themselves ready “Sheiska?”


“No sir, I don’t... God darn it... all...” a louder sound than usual was heard this time coming not from the speaker box but the pilot’s cabinet. “I guess not...” the captain murmured... “Sorry sir... lost the reading on the instruments for a while there” things resumed to just how bad they were previously “So what say you, captain?”


“It’s not like we have much choice,” the captain looked behind him and saw the other four already fully prepared and waiting “open it up for us when you are ready.”


“Aye, sir...” the sound of a heavy lock was heard as mechanical noises capable of distinguishing themselves, even with such a storm running rampant outside, were heard heading to the back of the aircraft. Their eyes followed and then the way for them to jump unfurled. “Sir I would strongly advise for a halo jump with this nasty weather and all.”


“Alright you heard the man...” the captain’s words placed all five in a single file “We dive straight down to get away from these clouds as fast as possible and once we are in the clear I will signal you all to deploy the parachutes. Now gear up and let’s go. Rhim, you go first.”


“I hate this part.”


“Aw come on Deena;” said the one assigned to go first, “it is as I always say. Sometimes there is nothing you can do. You just have to accept it as it is.”


“Rhim!”


“Hope all of you brought your raincoats...” he added before taking that first jump.


“Captain, I will be waiting at the extraction point by sunrise...” a small pause and a bit of silence from that box, not even the slightest static. “See yous’ all there.”


“See you there..." the captain jumped off last, he dived straight into that storm much like the four before him and one by one Sheiska saw them disappear into those thick clouds, all of them impressively connected by rumbling thunder...


Sepia like clouds as massive as anyone can ever hope to find that always carry with them this constant anger, this hatred towards something that they always admit with unceasing displays of energy. Constant and even more impressive discharges of lightning and rain that knows no drought! Standing against all this, are now five minuscule and darkened figures freefalling with only the closest lightning flash now and then being capable of revealing more of them. Despite it all, they seem calm, even gracious at times, as they keep on descending, their bodies swinging and dodging any danger heading their way. Their masks protect them from any outside sound and the technology within them, albeit struggling, is enough to get the word around.


“Alright... wait for my mark...” the captain speaks to all of them “Any minute now...”


All five of them are now dropping like they did so many times before and their leader looks back to get a quick glimpse at the Bolt Lander one last time. He stared at it for a moment, only the fibered veil of his mask standing between his eye and that ticket home. It too would quickly disappear into the clouds above and he then turned his attention to the others below him, to their bodies swinging either to the left or to the right as they dodged the white flashes of lightning, and all this while freefalling between all the rain and the storm that births it. Something that would repeat itself for quite a while, and these manoeuvres that are not without grace are also owners of a silence of their very own. Then the first sightings of land were bestowed upon all the eyes behind those masks. All that thunder and fury might have begun to let them go but the rain will still escort them for a long time.


“Ready to deploy on my mark...” the captain’s voice cuddles their ears once more, “In three... two... one... Mark!”


Their diving formation then assumed a more aggressive stance for a moment, one that always precedes the relief that is about to come and is meant to gain more distance between all of them. One at a time their suits began to reveal linear glows throughout. Some kind of purple and red patterns of an almost neon nature covered the majority of their armoured bodies and then, after producing some sort of electrical field around each one of them that is actually the reason for their spreading, some slick and silk-like red elongated cloths sprouted from each one of their backs and arms. Six stripes, three on each side and all coloured in dark reds jump from where their shoulder blades should be behind all that armour and their elbows only to attach themselves quickly to their calves. Each one of the falling bodies immediately slows once these sorts of one colour rainbows are fully deployed. Their descent became gentler and even, if only for a short while, allowed some personal time to breathe before getting right back into it. Such peace lasted about a minute, possibly slightly more and then impact was finally made...


One at a time their feet arrived and finally contacted Brosse’s soil more gently than one would ever expect. Landfall was made quietly as it usually is, but the weather of this region has brought them no closer than what they were expecting. They found themselves separated but not by much; one landed here and the next just over there.


It was dark and muddy all around them and the storm above the entire region has them soaked already, but none of this is of any concern to them. Each of them had to walk a very hard long road to get to the position they now occupy, and it didn’t get any easier after doing so. That was when their real training began and continues to this very day. Neither storm nor mist, not even the unruly howls in the darker corners of this haunted town will make a dent in their determination.


This thick mist is certainly not natural, nothing here is, but it will not deter them, and so one by one they recuperated from their kneeled stances and once they found themselves back up on their feet it was time to gather. Their eyes widen and the sound of each impact gave them all a good indication of where each one of them should be. Ahead of them now, much like every day for the past few years, await the forsaken streets of Brosse with mostly the sounds of rushing winds and desertion to greet them.


“We have successfully made landfall...”the captain tries to reach the Bolt Lander as soon as he got his bearings but to no avail. “Sheiska?”


“No use huh?” asks an approaching ally, the one who jumped first. “No.” the captain takes a good look around “Seems we are completely cut off Rhim...”


“Great...” this one says while checking all of his equipment. “Guess we will have to do our job without old Sheiska’s incessant ramblings.” The captain pats him on the shoulder “Come now, let’s find the others.”


“Right behind you boss.” Slow but certain, wet heavy steps began moving those two through the muddy and forgotten streets. They walked their way towards the main square confident that’s where the rest of them would be waiting. One behind the other, each one looking at those empty streets with eyes of their own and absorbing what they chose, each at their own pace probably trying to collect what they deemed important enough to be noticed or remembered later. When they finally arrived, there was only one of them waiting; with the curves of an elegant female form defining the gear covering her and tuffs of black raven hair protruding from that mask. “Deena...” said Rhim as he stepped from behind the captain... “No sign of the others?” and as she asked the last two also made their appearance. With all five now gathered in the centre of this ghost town, they just stood there for a few seconds, staring at what was around them and at each other, and then one of them looked up. A moment passed and then that gaze returned to all of them. The mask opened partially, just enough to reveal the most important. Another female but this one with something special hidden in those big, pale eyes of hers. Her eyes now locked into all of them... “It appears our forms of communication are weakened.” she is Celle the other female in the group, one with generous shapes that her vestments have problem concealing and a particular staff resting on her back. Her mask might muffle her voice somewhat but cannot diminish any of her pride and ostentation. “As it is, we can barely communicate amongst ourselves.”


“Whatever happened here not only severed any means of reaching those up there but apparently being able to reach anyone in this entire region...” Deena slides open her mask just enough for her yellow eyes to contrast against all that dark. “Meaning we are cut-off from the Bolt Lander. So, what next?” asked the one with a tattooed face. “This alters little. We continue as planned.” the captain kneels “We head for the top of that mountain.” His left hand grabs a bit of dirt and then after rubbing it between his fingers he drops it, and as he is contemplating that rain hitting his glove, he says, “And don’t let too much of this falling poison hit your skin, just in case...” he stands up once more “It is likely harmless, but better to play it safe – I mean just look at this place...”


“Saddle up...” with Celle’s words their masks closed once more and with all of their gear readjusted and their weaponry at the ready, they began crossing that decrepit town. In a single file they marched and their steps, while carefully placed to avoid any of those larger puddles scattered around, were always hastened by the distance standing between them and that mountain. All around them, creepy creaks and other more unfamiliar sounds were constantly being birthed, but none of the five ever got side-tracked. The rain didn’t help either but steadily they kept pushing on; five figures united by duty and determination, five with so much history behind them.
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Their arrival, surprisingly beauteous but expected.


“And as our Hearts sing and dance at the immoral rhythm of life, we play its tune with each of our wrongful deeds.”


– The Green Walker




Chapter Three


“The Five Fingers of Hervies"


Five of the most dedicated enforcers are marching across Brosse, they are the elite force of the Human Kingdom and for years they have unrelentingly served its interests or what their king deems those to be. This most special of all task units were formed as soon as the, back then, noticeably young King Hervies first took the throne.


It was one of his very first acts as a sovereign, the creation of this Hervies Hand.


The young king wanted from the very start to secure all sorts of advantages possible to him. Not many ever questioned its purpose as it was always somewhat guessed by all. Hervies had always been fascinated by anything Centra even as a young prince, and so when the time came to finally bury his father and take the reins of the kingdom for himself, most people already had a very good idea of the direction things were about to take. Sparing no cost or effort he hastily spread all the Human resources over the known charts, even more so than any of his predecessors. He quickly revealed a Centra obsession far greater than any other before him, with even larger amounts of capital being invested in digs and all sorts of research.


So, in the first few years under his rule, Human civilization had discovered more and advanced further than under any other ruler but it would not end just there. As soon as he took the throne, he initiated what would later be named the Hervies Hand. It was one of his pet projects, one that he would in the end so proudly bestow upon his own name; a special project to achieve what was to some to be unthinkable. The creation of a special unit to go where no other could and reach what anyone else would be afraid of, both horizontally and vertically. To reach into the far edges of the unknown charts if need be, where even the mighty Nharkim and their machinery dare not venture or if their king wills it deep into the roots of the underground worlds where even the Twinkledinnes are afraid to set foot.


And to achieve all of that, they had to be carefully chosen and overwhelmingly prepared, not only physically but mentally as well. They ought to be able to beat the best combatants and teach some of the best scholars. They should be able to stand against all conceivable threats and understand all possible scenarios and so, with this in mind, King Hervies charged all of his best instructors in all sorts of fields to go out there and find these soon to be chosen elite.


Each of the five warlords, soldiers of great worth, famous across the land since the times of the young king’s father, were charged to travel the world and find, recruit and train, one worthy of the task. They were specifically instructed to disregard sex or race, even age or the original will to join or the lack of, of those they would deem suitable, and so they did. Who knows how far they travelled till finally each one of the five had an apprentice under its wing, and what these forced their newfound chosen to face in the year that was given to them to accomplish this?


Adventures, all worthy of their telling no doubt.


One year finally came to pass and all five finally made their return to the capital and, as they knelt before the throne and crown, they revealed to their king the fruits of their efforts. These five younglings were presented, the very first, thus beginning in this manner the five-warrior tradition.


Five to be specialists, one for each finger of a human hand, someone amongst the royal court pointed out.


And so, with that in mind, it wasn’t hard for Hervies to finally name the group accordingly and for the last ten years, they have served him successfully.


Always five they are, no matter the weather, with only very few replacements ever taking place during all this time.
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For only death of a member, or a great deed that subsequently allows the option to retire, being the only known ways of leaving this Hand. The only ones officially permitted anyway, and despite the always dangerous nature of their missions, neither one of these occur frequently.


Worthy of notice is that despite being well known as a despotic ruler across all topics when it comes to these Centra matters, King Hervies is the most flexible and he will not be denied any form of advantage. There is no racial bigotry when it comes to asserting any vantage point in his favour. There was none, back when he first took the throne and there is none today.


Both soldiers and technology alike at his disposal, aren’t always confounded by borders as even now, his scouts all over the world still bring back all sorts of “wannabe candidates” from whatever race, to train and, if the need arises, replace any loss the five might endure. Always a somewhat reasonable number are discovered every year with potential, but so few make it through all the extensive tests and notorious training, and the few that do are then promoted to only endure even more training and more meticulous tests for years to come. What sorts of trials these chosen must undergo and what kind of achievements are demanded from them, very few can tell.


But one thing is certain; Hervies Hand is of notorious fame for every plebe and peasant, anyone anywhere knows that whoever makes it into the unit, is part of the very best.


And so, each one of the four here now staring their captain Dhanel Marce in the face are singular in their ability to overcome adversity and their quality has surpassed the harshest of all expectations...


There have been few replacements in these last ten years, with the last one taking place exactly one year ago to this night, and the one that joined has since gained the others trust and appreciation as is always the case. All the exhaustive tests and trials over the years do not allow for any mistakes or underwhelming performances and so any loss, no matter how seemingly great, is always recuperated.


Five they always are, his majesty seems to prefer that number even though sometimes a bigger number, or smaller, would be preferred but King Hervies seems to be a man of... tradition... and so as it has been the case for the past year.


The five fingers of Hervies presented here tonight are...
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Deena Elgo


Height: 177


Hair colour: Black


Eye colour: Yellow


Weight: 33-2


Adopted from an early age by the modest Elgo family, it is rumoured even to this day, that she was originally of noble origin. Like most, the path that led her to eventually serve in the Hand is shrouded in rumours and speculations, but she is the first Human woman to do so – and that alone is quite the feat.


With her raven hair and yellow eyes bordering on orange, she has proven her worth time and again and while being extremely capable of felling most opponents in combat with her agility and her speed – her main weapon of choice being the whip – her main importance lies elsewhere.


Her most notorious skill lies in linguistics for, after showing a clear aptitude, she has been trained from the very start to speak any idiom; this includes even the ability to translate the ancient Centra texts just as easily, if not more so, than most reputed scholars.


This ability alone makes her an invaluable member of the team but there is much more to her. Deena can also be seen, frequently, as the calmest and most collected of the four serving under Dhanel Marce.
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Harigar Rhim


Height: 184


Hair colour: White


Eye colour: Pale Blue


Weight: 46-4


Completely dressed in black and with tattoos of the same colour all over his face that so strongly contrast with his white hair. This extraordinary swordsman entered these elite ranks years ago and he did not do so at a young age.


He was already a fully-grown man when he came to the castle to volunteer himself.


He originates from the tribal village of Naruun, deep within the vast deserts to the south where tattoos, and other more ritualistic expressions, are a tradition. The ones on his face are proud symbols of a successful rite of passage and while usually such brands are forbidden within the Human military branch, his skill was such that Hervies simply could not pass on it.


As for weaponry, he favours but the one: a thin-bladed sword holding the powers of lightning and one which he is most skilled with! His somewhat elongated fingernails on the hand that wields it are a testament to his abilities, but his skills as a swordsman are not his only strength.


Harigar Rhim also has the ability to understand and pick apart any known piece of technology. He has even been successful when paired against Nharkim tech making him not only one of the best soldiers but also one of the best engineers any team could ever hope to have around.


Any life he might have previously owned is now shrouded in mystery – could he have been someone important prior to joining?


A prince or a thief perhaps? Did he come seeking, or running?


A story for him alone to carry.
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Celle Erbe


Height: 182


Hair colour: Red and Blue


Eye colour: Pale Blue


Weight: 37-2


Most of the things concerning Celle have always been kept a secret to all, even to those she serves with.


And what very little is known about her background is thanks to Dhanel Marce and his persistence in always wanting to know about those who are to work with him. It is even rumoured that Dhanel Marce first refuted the Human king’s direct order of having Celle join him and his men, regardless of her power and promise.


Truth or nay, only two can say, but the fact remains that to this day so much mystery still surrounds her.


The supposed last descendant of a bygone race. The Elvorides, once the guardians of many treasures of the ancient world, the preservers of older things now left forgotten, keepers of memory, but they were also the most gifted amongst all species when it came to the handlings of natural powers... or magic as the common folk once deemed to name it...


The Elvorides were at the very top, once, before all that technology and stolen knowledge came gallivanting into the hands of the lesser races effectively dethroning them until they were heard from no more.


As the last of her kind, Celle possesses unique strengths making her most formidable on almost all fronts. In combat, she carries with her a strangely designed staff, a weapon created by the best, working under Human rule and built following ancient schematics. A weapon to supposedly help her control and channel her inherited powers; a gift that unlike any other here is meant more for focus rather than augmentation.


Thus, unlike the rest, she is not mainly dependent on her weapon to charge into battle; she does not need it nor any other enhancements to call forth some of the more unnatural ways at her disposal. She can be just as deadly while battling completely naked for her power is herself and as such, she usually deems others as inferior.


It would seem then to most, after mere moments of witnessing her, that there is nothing that Celle cannot do.
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Lorian Kross


Height: 182


Hair colour: Pitch Black


Eye colour: Green


Weight: 45-4


Found a few years back as the sole survivor of a burning village to the West by veteran soldiers stationed in a nearby garrison. As reports go, the men spotted the sudden, tall fires from afar and came as fast as they could, but by the time they got there they found nothing but charred stones and burnt pieces of wood.


Corpses of animals and farmers too, plenty of them, laid strewn across the streets and rundown houses.


Still, following the mandates of duty they scouted and searched without hope with the ever-gnawing doubts always on their minds... questions like...


What were they supposed to do? How were they to report this?


Thoughts swirling inside their heads, but then all of that came to a stop when one of the men ahead began to repeatedly shout something – a survivor?


Impossible, and yet it was true.


They all ran to meet him; a confused and naked young man sweating profusely, without any clothes or memory, his body so cold to the touch. Thus, the quiet survivor was brought back to their garrison. They tried to question him while waiting for instructions from the castle, but one can only go so far with a man without voice or memory. By direct word of his majesty, he was to stay a few more years in that garrison, under the tutelage of captain Krass who was to instruct him in all sorts of ways until the time would come for him to be brought to the castle. As for the reasoning of such a mysterious fire, no concrete answer was ever found – those that were witness to it reported it as they saw it. In time most learned to toss it up as the doings of a phenom* or something else of an uncanny nature.


Due to his time under Krass’s tutelage – the man who would also name him – Lorian, developed many skills before he was summoned to the castle: he is a master tracker the likes the Hand never had, he is also an expert on biology and botany, as well as most capable of crafting, and healing, most known poisons.


In combat, he favours the usage of light armour sacrificing protection for a higher speed of movement much like Harigar Rhim, but unlike Harigar, Lorian is not a straight-out swordsman. Instead, he relies on a curved blade named 'kagra', a weapon that was usually paired with a buckler but now one very seldom seen as they stopped being produced since the last war.


When not hiding his face with a hood, Lorian displays short black hair with a few brown stripes in front that are longer than the rest, a somewhat stern face despite his relative youth and a pair of determined green eyes.


He never speaks; his voice was never once heard since he was found, never a word and whether this is by trauma or by choice, is to this day still undetermined.


*Phenoms are massive creatures usually believed to have been once mere animals, that just got too close to certain Centra remnants. Their massive bones can still be found without too much trouble, just by venturing into more forgotten landscapes; but as for a living and breathing phenom, well, those can only be found in scarce rumours and usually from lesser tribes in faraway places. Officially little is known about these rare creatures, but they do of course awaken the interest of many men of science. There is even the skeleton of one such colossus on display, in the main Human Museum, and it is as big as a house of a noble. But to even suggest it could have been one of these colossal creatures, the thing responsible for what happened the night young Lorian was found... no. Those are merely desperate attempts to bring back some peace to the victims.
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Dhanel Marce


Height: 188


Hair colour: Golden


Eye colour: Blue


Weight: 48-4


Finally in charge of them as it always has been, a hero-like figure through and through.


Blonde flowing hair and pale blue eyes escorting his fair skin that often can be seen stained with flowered scars.


Many are the tales surrounding Dhanel Marce and while arguably they are supported by some popular folklore, all of them share the same principle of being portents of great bravura. Stories growing so popular that they become almost like those epic tales one can find in the narrations of those with wilder imaginations, as they get passed across mouth and land.


Tales such as his latest venture where he singlehandedly went deep down into a cave of Zabduans – Human tribes that evolution seems to have missed and are renowned for their fierce, and some even say, cannibalistic ways – to save a dame left there for some sort of sacrificial rite. A cave deep in the Pedenke jungles a place far from any soldier’s orders.


And that is but the latest.


So, it seems that the undisputed leader of the five, the thumb in that kingly hand, is a man willing to go the extra distance to do what is right.


The instructions he gives might often not be his own but of his king’s, but he seems to always manage to deliver them with a certain power that makes him an easy man to follow.


Dhanel Marce is a man that irradiates confidence and assurance as only the leader of the Hervies’s Hand can and so, having told all of this, it must be noted that this champion has never failed his majesty... not once... not ever...




Chapter Four


“Desperate Measure”


Despite, however, of their unique, sometimes hard, history and all of their great accomplishments, both as individuals as well as a team, tonight they will be tested as none have ever before. Their hard-honed skills as well as their very bonds to one another will be put to the test. There will be no room for luck, or any sort of blessing, for fate’s hand cannot reach the place they are headed.


First, they will reach the top of that mountain staring at them, as it has always stared towards anything smaller than it, always inviting the brave and the ordered whilst warning of the lesser. To its top they must go, and then as deep into the world as the path found there will take them. They are here under the command of those deeply afflicted by fear and greed, under the strict orders of their king, renowned for chasing magical butterflies but his five chosen do not care...


“Let us keep pressing on...” Dhanel Marce kept on whipping them “The clock is ticking, and we are already late. Deena, you take point and Rhim you watch our back.”


They continued pushing, steadily and in single file, always combat-ready and prepared for come what may. They cross a ghost town but each of these town’s ghosts doesn’t haunt any member of the Hervies Hand.


Not anymore.


This is a place like few others scattered across the known world and everyone pretty much knows of these, either by the travelling word or by the printing and publishing of stories and studies on the matter, with this one, the town of Brosse being the most famous of them all.


Something big happened here. More sinister than most can imagine, and anyone can prove. Once vivid homes and lively markets during night or day, alas the whole place is now but emptied. Where once crops stood proud, now mud and ash await, and where a strong and insightful river of sweeping blues and foaming whites with many a fish jumping high all year long used to run, there is now but a trail of red sandy mud and blackened weeds. All like dragged bloodstains, leftovers of now missing lives.


It is a sorrowful sight that easily demonstrates the celebration of death taking place all around this place for that is all that this town is now; dead but never forgotten.


The five keep moving through all this, another misty ghost town but this one is unlike so many others.


There have been studies about it, quite a few concerning the 'Beriheim Incident' or 'Sky Event' and of course Brosse being one of its most famous examples of collateral damage, it cannot be left out. Still, it is quite different when one gets to see it all in person rather than from behind safer pages.


“Most of our electronics are already on the verge of disablement,” says Deena “and who knows how long till the rest follow.” she keeps pressing all the buttons on that device strapped to her left wrist trying to verify what is still at their disposal.


“Aye...” Harigar Rhim adds from way back at the end of this five-man line “Already on the Bolt lander we could notice some of our systems failing. It started soon as we crossed the border into this region, and it has only grown worse ever since we made the jump.”


“It was also affecting the Bolt Lander remember?” Dhanel Marce looks back towards him with a smile “That is why we were forced to make the jump in the first place.”


A few steps of silence with Deena never taking her eyes from that gadget and then Celle took her turn in voicing a certain concern or anxiety towards certain facts...


“Sir, aren’t we supposed to be heading to one of our very own research facilities?”


“That is correct Celle, and you already knew that.” short answer from Dhanel Marce who was expecting what followed.
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One of the Zabduan...


image that was always prevalent deep in the back of the captains mind.


“Well I know a lot about our studies of magnetic energy and quite a bit, I might add, about our achievements with electric fields capable of disabling all sorts of electronics, but I never heard of any sort of EMP (electromagnetic pulse) quite like this.” she then looks up towards the clouds and continues.


“With all of the tests we performed, the basic principle was mostly the same; a mass amount of pre-set energy is released way up above at higher altitudes, that then spreads taking down electric devices in its wake. But the equipment we carry with us to the field is specifically designed to counter such effects, to resist any sort of disablement known to us and yet it too is mostly dying and with the rest of it soon failing. The same goes for the aircraft that brought us here, also designed to counter these sorts of attacks. This is like nothing we are familiar with and it came from one of our very own facilities?


I am usually allowed into not so easily accessible files often by his majesty himself and I have no knowledge of us having this type of technology. This is something different from what we currently master; it is a different technology, way more advanced, more powerful, and capable of affecting a broader variety of things.


This is beyond anything we’ve supposedly own and it seems to last longer as well – almost permanent – as its effects continue to fully disable even hours after its original release which brings me to my main point...” Celle puts her eyes on their leader and he stops in his tracks “whenever such a massive detonation occurs in the sky the obvious signs of such endurance linger, for miles around and many days to come, that is why our tests take place in faraway locales hidden from unauthorized eyes but here... there is no trace, there is no sign at all! The sky holds no evidence. Nothing almost as if...”


“As if no detonation ever took place...” adds Deena.


“Exactly...” resumes Celle “there is definitely energy and effect but no signs of the source.”


“That is because no detonation ever took place.” they all look at Dhanel Marce as this one continues unsurprised “Well, not up in the sky anyway... but deep underground...”


“What? How?” asks Celle.


“More important is the “why”... says Deena “Why did they do it?”


“So boss, what is the story here?” Harigar Rhim couldn’t help himself but interject as he so often does “Can you just cut to the chase? What is happening tonight?”


Celle first looked behind towards the black-cloaked tattooed man and his questions; her eyes then travelled through her other two companions till they finally landed to her left, on the leader of the five, on a captain with a pondering expression around him, even more so than usual.


The one who will soon brief them without even slowing his pace or looking back carries a heavy brow... “I am wondering how I should put the cards on the table.”


“Sir?” Celle asked him not hiding her share of confusion.


“Never mind...” Dhanel Marce let a short smile go and then his tone of voice changed into a more authoritarian one “Alright listen up, cause here it is..." he snapped his fingers twice as it is ritual by now, the signal for all of them to shut up and listen without interruption.


“I am certain you are all aware of the Beriheim Incident six years ago. You have studied it likely more than once during your long and arduous training; whether you did so in history class or science or both, there is no escaping it as even in theology classes it’s something brought up on a fairly basis. Everyone knows about it and naturally many enjoy all the discussions and speculation it brings. It is a great part of our history albeit a tragic one, a recent one at that which reinforces, even more, the appetite to talk about it... and so, of course, everyone does... everyone wildly spreads their opinions and hastily loosens their tongues... and they are all wrong...”


Dhanel Marce took second place closely behind Deena and the others will follow him closely for the duration of the briefing “I will tell you the truth about the top of that mountain for that is a crucial part of our mission tonight.”




Chapter Five


“Briefing"


"Every one of us here has a privileged position, as we all know; we are fortunate to serve our nation and our ruler to unparalleled levels, we are chosen and with our actions, we display the very best our kingdom has to offer. We are its strength and its cunning. We undertake what very few can even consider, and we always succeed.


That is what we do, who we are.


We are both the first arrow and the rumoured dagger. We are fortunate for we are thus allowed to see and know more than most ever will, but we are still far from seeing and knowing everything, of hearing all the secrets. We are not told of certain things unless urgency for our services demands it and so sometimes, most the times, all the privileged information is shared with us forcibly. Usually and unfortunately at the very last hour and always at the most basic level required for our success, and anything else that I come to learn must be importuned, but such a thing has never hindered us. Duty calls to us, our king bestows upon us the knowledge he deems necessary for us to succeed, and we always do.


Tonight will be no different. We will succeed regardless of how little we know. Always remember that is who we are. Now that’s out of the way...


I will now say something I do not usually need to tell you...


I want everyone here to be extremely careful tonight and to never, under any circumstance, underestimate the situation around you or even worse to overestimate yourselves. I have always been reminded that all things should be taken in moderation, even experience, for too much of it can also harm. These are always important words I think, but it is not my intent to bother your ears with them...


I will just leave you with this: I want every single one of you, tonight, to remember at all times why we succeed...


I ask you all to promise me and yourselves this. Indulge me, please.


Tonight, will be a vastly different mission from any we had previously been charged with, in both time and geography.


We are headed to a place like no other and never before has so little time been given to us to accomplish a mission. Never had I heard such urgency in his majesty’s voice. I was instructed to warn you that this is the most important mission the Hand has ever been charged with – these are words from King Hervies himself as he stared me in the eyes.


Be always mindful of this.


So, as I am sure you are aware by now, we are heading up there, towards the top of that mountain, into the facility established since the incident that killed this place. I was told that we are not to expect any encountered resistance hence we bring only our basic weaponry, I was also warned that this mission is not one of search and rescue no matter how dire the situation presented to us.


We are not to go out of our way to rescue someone if such a scenario, however unlikely, is presented to us. We are to move in fully prepared and expecting the worst possible situation as we always do, for they never call us in otherwise. All we know as of now is that all forms of communication between the palace and all those stationed up there were lost after six years of assiduity, cut off deliberately but not by our majesty’s command.


Those people stationed there come up with something, a discovery of great importance, unprecedented. Whether it was one of the many research teams that achieved it, or it was unburied by the digging team, this I do not know. I was not told about this.


It is irrelevant to us how it came into our possession. Our concern is to make it stay that way. As I said, this power cut that disabled the entire region, that cut off any possible communication with those people, was not an authorised action but instead, of someone going rogue.


The last transmissions made to the castle mentioned one of the researchers. It seems shortly after this discovery was made; he ran with it, sabotaging everything in his path. His final desperate act was this EMP before he locked himself with the discovery in the deepest parts of that place.


Could be a madness of sorts, but his majesty suspects that this man is not alone, and more could be on the way to take what he is holding.


Our mission is as simple as it is urgent, we are to get in there and get a hold of two things.


First and foremost, of said discovery and secondly, as per standard procedure, of the hexerterium; the crystal core where all of the information was recorded, all those six years of research, study and discovery coalesced into a single drop.


We have until sunrise to accomplish this.


The Bolt Lander will be waiting for us atop that mountain as soon as the first rays of sun pierce some of those clouds.


The EMP should have ceased exerting its effect over the entire region by then, and if not then, we will make sure that it is so. I was told that this new energy, as powerful as it is, is still a very much new and untested technology and so its effects are not quite reliable. Its duration was estimated to his majesty with unconfident words before he came up with this plan but that is our time to act. As I said, it will be down by the time of our departure one way or the other, we will make sure of that.


Apart from that, we should not have any problems finding our way inside the facility or whatever else we might come in need of. All the major points are well detailed in the maps available to us, and besides, the facility itself isn’t that large. We should be able to move easily at our discretion, and those up there can always come to our assistance. Border patrols are already being deployed and many more militias are already on the move. The entire northern continent is in a secretive state of emergency and all control over any passage to this region is being reinforced. Aircrafts are in the air and their lights are on the ground.


Nothing and no one are to cross our borders, no one comes in and no one goes out.


Not until we fulfil our mission and present our majesty with both prizes. By the time the sun comes out, we should be on our merry way and proper assistance to those people should be arriving.


Now... any questions?”
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The outskirts of Beriheim...







Chapter Six


“Sixth Finger"


They listened carefully for every step of the way until Dhanel Marce concluded, as he always does, with the already familiar question. They stared at each other for the next couple of steps, silently as if trying to decide who among them should go first, but eventually Harigar Rhim would decide for them. He took the opportunity before any mutual agreement came to be, but they all would have their chance regardless, if so willing...


“So, I’ll start with the more obvious question and not just to me, I hope" he smirks while looking around his companions “but the time to complete this mission seems awfully scarce considering how far away from reaching the top of that mountain we still are. I don’t care how small that facility might be, it is still way up there and well, we are still down here. A few hours?! The time alone required for us to get to that top will easily use them up.”


“That is true but what are you exactly asking me? If I am sure of the amount of time made available to us, or you just expect something like that to be overlooked?”


“You jest boss, but you know exactly what I am asking. How are we to make it up there?” Dhanel Marce smiles: “Yes of course. Well, there is a transport waiting to take us all the way to the top, right after we cross those soggy woods up ahead. A small train station rests amongst the stubborn cliffs overlooking the violent sea, and once there, we will take the train that transports any and all cargo towards that facility.”


“Excuse me... a train?” asked Deena. “Indeed, a train that will take us up the stream if you will. There is nothing electric about it when it comes to how it is powered so the EMP shouldn’t have any influence on it. Its engine is much like the trains of old running on steam so its motion should not be hindered. We will lack the electrics aboard but that tells little to us; no lights inside the cart and no voice to greet us, but that is about it. What matters is that it will take us up there and will do so at a good speed. Just picture it as a train that runs vertically instead of horizontally.”


“It cannot be just that...” Harigar Rhim stares at that mountain “Without any assistance of electrics how is it capable of moving alongside that mountain? I mean its tracks must stand almost vertical at times and there is no way it can run on them on metal wheels alone.”


“You will all see.” their captain continues “I have travelled in one of these before, long ago, and I do use the term loosely. Both of us, myself and the one I was with at that time, well we weren’t actually inside the train when we caught a ride on it. Hanging desperately to it is more like it. Anyway, it is nothing new by any means, but just something seldom utilized for how often does one find the need to travel both fast and vertically, in a way that an elevator won’t cut it. The ride should not take us more than twenty minutes at best.”


“So, this transport will deliver us inside the facility?”


“I am afraid not Celle, as per these schematics” Dhanel Marce shows them to her “it will instead drop us off in the second building, more explicitly inside the warehouse where loaders and other similar machinery take shelter. There are three buildings atop that mountain: the facility, but also the warehouse where all sorts of things are stored within, and of course loaded into the train or relieved from it. That is where we will step out. Lastly, the smallest of the three and built slightly apart from the other two; where all the main electric settings are, such as generators, conductors, that sort of thing. The train will drop us off and after that, once we step outside, things will surely be placed in a better perspective.”


“Sir if I may... unofficially... I mean off the record; do you have any idea about...”


“Deena, wait!” Celle extends her right arm making her stop “Someone else is here...”




Buried Planet


A cloaked and quick shadow jumps from a dark corner to another; seconds pass and then there it is again, it is very fast, easily as fast as any of them...


“Could it be?” mumbled Dhanel Marce as he was the only one keeping his more relaxed approach, while the rest quickly assumed a much more prepared stance. Harigar Rhim drew his sword as fast as his eyes travelled through that dark, while standing right next to him, Lorian already had his weapon at the ready. Dhanel Marce did not even consider holding his blade once. A few more unsettling seconds of silence and then a rising flame would lure them into a more open area; it is a most familiar flame to some of them, even if it is one not seen in quite a while.


A peculiar flame, a different kind of burn, an eternal fire that was hard to earn but worthy to master that currently inhabits the shapes of an also familiar sword. It is known as the Malaguis Fire, for it is named after some sort of 'deity' worshipped by some elder tribes in the eastern depths of the world. Named after such divinity for it is a fire that does not hurt its wielder and also never runs out. Folklore maybe? Perhaps.


Regardless, that red glowing stone was long ago recovered by a couple of young adventurers and once it was confined to a blade of their choosing, it allowed its wielder, after much hardship, to secure himself a great power. Now in front of them, waiting with his back turned, is said wielder, a large and familiar man to some of them here, for his fire also served the Hand once.


With his back turned to them but in an inviting manner, as if he was almost waiting for them, as he too faces that mountain. The fire on his sword burns up one more time as if calling them once again...


“Red...” said Deena as she slowly puts her weapon to rest. Harigar Rhim also sheathed his blade but the remaining two did not. Lorian looked back at Dhanel Marce, and only after this one nodded did he do the same. Celle however would stay armed and ready.


“Red.. .not entirely unexpected I suppose. ” Dhanel Marce takes a few steps forward as the hooded figure gently turned around.


He is not wearing any mask. The fire he carries on his back diminished as he took some steps towards them. Both men met halfway, under rain and lightning, and now fire too; they stared at each other leaving the rest in quiet contemplation. Short words were exchanged between them that no one else was able to hear and after that, the two approached the rest of them.


Greetings took place among the already familiar faces, but they were not overdone.
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Contemplation in shadow.


Just like me, the man with the sword of fire waited patiently fir what was to come...


Harigar Rhim offered a quick pat on the shoulder and Deena a short smile but one that seemed like it had a long time coming. She had a harder time than the others in holding her posture.


“Celle, Lorian... this is Red.”Dhanel Marce introduced him in such a short manner.


“He is an old friend of ours and a former member of the Hand." The new figure was a bigger man; slightly taller and larger than any other here and as he pulled his blue hood back, he revealed his red hair and his red beard. Both coloured in vivid, almost flaming tones as if they were trying to match the very flames on his back.


“What are you doing here? Answer me.” Celle takes a few steps forward.


“You could say I still live here...” his voice matches the rest of him, deep and steady...





“No one lives here...” she insisted.


“That is enough Celle.” Dhanel Marce requested.


“Down girl.” Red did not care how much he could infuriate her; instead, his eyes were now turned to Lorian, the quiet and more aloof of the group “And you?”


“..." the silent companion looked instead towards that mountain...


“Not much of a talker I see...” Red looked at him from hood to boot “I like that.”


Celle insisted: “Sir who might this haphazard figure be?”


“Disobedient and rude...” Red barely ever looked at her, and he didn’t seem fazed by any of her words or stares either “So is this what you drag behind you these days?”


“Everyone here has definitely earned their place” Dhanel Marce manages to halt Celle right before she can sneak in another word “just as they did in your days...” he smiles “that hasn’t changed my old friend. Nothing has really.”


“I am not so sure about that.” Red keeps looking around at them, one by one...


“Sir I must intercede, we should not...” but Dhanel Marce cut her off once again...


“Celle, please...” he asked... “Celle here became your replacement Red, after... well, you decided to take your leave of absence, and she has been exerting the same position you did from day one. Needless to say, she is most capable and very much worthy of such responsibility as my second in command. She holds my utmost confidence.”


Perhaps the captain of the Hand said these words with ambiguous intent, so at the same time safeguard himself against any further implications from Red, as well as to prevent any falser steps from Celle. Or perhaps he did not see that far ahead and simply told the truth, regardless of it worked both ways even if only for a short while. Red looked around once more and then his eyes stopped on the other two; Deena and Harigar Rhim whom he has been friends with for a very long time, he looked straight at them...


“No promotion for any of you I reckon. Not a single sample of acknowledgement to those serving long before this one came to join. She just tagged along and immediately started running things? I wonder if your king might have found himself a new favourite...” he pauses a bit as he easily reflects Celle’s harsh stare “So how do you two fancy any of it?”


“We all have our orders Red...” Dhanel Marce concluded before any of the others could toss in the slightest contribution. A short but still awkward silence followed.


The storm still has them, over this entire region those clouds, always ruthless, do not know the meaning of relent and ever do they allow anyone under their gaze to stay dry or warm, for even the slightest amount of time. Closer to the edge of what was once a lively Brosse, now six instead of five, are experiencing the local weather, an ongoing storm that shows no signs of dispersion or the slightest weakness.


“You are not wearing your mask.” Deena pointed out.


"You don’t need that type of mask here Deena...” Red looked around once again as if he was looking for something, and every time he did, one could tell he did not see this place like any of the others “Besides I like to see the world as it really is, experience it as it really is...”


“Boss,” says Harigar Rhim “we need to get moving.”


“Wait a moment” Red then widened his eyes “Where is Elistia?”


“After you left, she was never the same again Red, she changed...” Dhanel Marce ignored Harigar Rhim and kept on talking, as if the sun was shining and his own voice wasn’t being muffled by his mask or the heavy rain “...her focus and her strength were no longer there as she started to often endanger the success of our missions and most importantly, her wellbeing. More than once either I or another, had to step in for her sake; we suddenly began finding ourselves intervening often in inexplicably made dire situations, and whereas before she could have just handled them easily and gracefully all by herself, now, now if not for us, she would have surely lost it all. Everyone here, except for Lorian who took her place, has saved her life more than once, and me more than I would like to count.


We slowly started noticing, all of us, that she had lost something shortly after your departure; either her heart or her mind or maybe both. Something just wasn’t there anymore after you left which is, I think, understandable.


After all, you Red were the main reason she got to join us in the first place all those years ago. Do you remember? Anyway, one day she just decided to leave without a word to anyone and we have never heard from her since.”


The clouds and everything below them are yet again flashed with white, as another thunderous scream echoes way up above their heads. Red lowered his brow and would take a deep breath before he would dare raise it back up again... slightly...


“She disappeared?”


“It is not your fault Red,” replied Harigar Rhim.


“Yes, she has always made her own choices,” added Deena.


“It was just like that huh?” Red insisted while staring back at them.


“She was gone?” he asked again, this time facing Deena, and although he may have been staring at one or the other, the truth in its rawest form, was that his questions confronted everyone here “What really happened. Can any of you at least tell me that much? Marce?” It was obvious that the captain did not want to continue with this subject and so he immediately decided to bring this to an abrupt conclusion, as his final words on the matter began around the same time as his newfound footsteps brought everyone starting to follow him...


“One morning we all woke up to her disappearance. She was just gone. We had decided to spend the night in an inn amidst the frozen lands, way up to the far north as we were, of course, yet on another mission. We were forced to seek refuge from a sudden storm, and what a storm it was; the flying snow raging, the howling winds alone seemed like they could cut any part of you left uncovered if you dared to promenade outside, you remember the aggressiveness of the north don’t you Red?


Anyway, conditions were met that forced us to a stop and so we did. I won’t vouch for anyone else, but I am certain that few, if any of us, had any sleep that night. Not in that cold, not with those raging and screaming winds outside every window. The storm came to pass, and a warm morning took its place, but besides the relief of a sunnier vista, that rising sun also brought us breakfast and its carrier, the innkeeper who approached us with dire news. Such a sweet old lady she was. She approached us with the news that the woman in our party, the tall and pierced one – I’ll never forget the way she described her – had left during the night and had instructed her not to say a word to any of us. We were to be left unaware of her departure till it was too late to try and stop her...”


“That tall woman in yer party captain, the one with her skin pierced all over and a big spear behind her back, she just wandered into the night. Why, she disappeared as if absorbed by the storm. Off she went into those raging white blizzards, the likes which I’ve never seen in all my years living here. She left behind only the coin to pay your bill and the instructions for my silence. Not to say a word I was, not until morning came.”


“The innkeeper did as she was told Red, and so only by morning time, did we learn of what had transpired during the night.


We were all so very exhausted from the hardships we had faced up to that point, that none of us were in any condition to notice someone as skilled as Elistia taking leave. We were too tired to notice most of the things we usually do, too tired to keep our eyes open whilst at the same time too tired to sleep as well. It was a strange night for all of us. We were left behind, speechless around that small table, while Deena went out after any signs, but no tracker would have been able to find a clue. Not after that storm. Elistia was one of us after all, and one of the Wurad, so no one would ever be able to pick up her trail; not unless she wanted them to.


So, what else was there for us to do, rather than mourn?


We had our time of silence for the loss of one of our own, one that left us by her own accord, and then shortly after we got back to our duties. I guess we all deep down felt or at least hoped that being one of the Wurad, she had just gone back to her tribe but in all honesty, to this day, none of us can claim to know for sure where she was headed and what intentions drove her.
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First time he noticed him.





Not really.


And that Red, is how we lost Elistia.”


Red soaked it all in for a short moment, but there was no time for more, as it was now the turn for Harigar Rhim to interrupt...


“Boss!” Dhanel Marce looks at him “We really need to get going now.”


... the sky goes white once again... lightning strikes with the most thunderous of roars... this time at the very top of the fearful mountain... so hard that they could swear some pieces of rock were cleaved right of it...


“What do you mean get moving?” asked Celle “What about this situation? We are here brazenly wasting time talking with this riffraff, indulging him instead of coming to terms with how to handle this. Is any reminder needed that we are on a mission? Acting on secrecy?”


“Celle is right.” Deena took up the word “I guess we cannot proceed without addressing this.”


“Why are you here?” Celle persisted...


“Red can often be found here.” Deena looked at Dhanel Marce as if asking permission to proceed with every word offered “He is originally from this town and more often than not, he comes here to walk these empty streets, so us finding him here tonight is not that out of the ordinary nor coincidental. Ever since tragedy befell this place he has been coming here, and none of us has ever asked, as we could understand the reason somewhat.”


Deena continued reluctantly, as she now looked at the red-haired man “Sometimes he would disappear for days and in the end, we would always find him here when duty called. It is not that uncanny to find him here tonight. I think none of us is all that surprised...”


“Aye, I’ll admit to that.” Harigar Rhim looked at them all, as he scratched the back of his head.


“That may be” Celle took a few steps “but there is still the “detail” of the inconspicuously of our presence here, and this man regardless of his past or bond to any of you, is not with the Hand anymore. He is but a civilian now, and to be treated as such.”


“Yeah, that part is also correct,” mumbled Harigar Rhim.


Dhanel Marce paced back and forth almost like teasing, till he came to a slow stop and with his back now turned to all of them he asked: “What would you then suggest Celle?”


“We are all aware of our instructions; we are not to be seen under any circumstance during our stay in this forsaken area, and if such thing comes to pass then those unfortunate enough to gaze upon us are to be dealt with. To not be left in any condition where their mouths could tell what their eyes saw. As often must be Sir – the payment of few to keep the many safe.”


“Are you suggesting then that we should take care of Red right here and now?” asks Harigar Rhim while looking at Dhanel Marce “I doubt he will go down as a civilian, but hey, you have the rank so go on ahead” the black-cloaked swordsman then turns his back to Celle and moves closer to Lorian.


“Now this should be something.”


“This is ridiculous...” Deena exhales “captain?”


“Our orders were clear were they not? Perhaps they were orders for me alone to carry?” Celle had on her face that typical smug expression of hers, something already too familiar to all those inhabiting her circle “I will make sure to bring these issues to his majesty more often.”


“You are such a bitch sometimes” Deena spoke openly while Red just stood there, in the middle of the whole scene, surrounded by the five, with Dhanel Marce slightly farther away than the rest.


He stood and watched with his feet deeply rooted into that scarred soil, for his eyes alone could do all the necessary movements this moment required.


“You used to serve the Hand, yes?” Celle asked, “So you know how it must go.”


“Impressive.” Red finally said, “You really gobble up all that kingly shit, don’t you?”


“Be silent. I would suggest you think very carefully about your next phrase for I might not allow you to even finish it.”


Celle drew her weapon, and for the first time since this mission began, someone was taking an aggressive stance. Dhanel Marce however, remained silent the whole time, as he kept on watching from outside the circle. He was likely pondering about more than just this scene happening in front of him.


“Come then, speak one more word.” she smiled “Please.”


Red never moved, even though he was the target of such a threat; perhaps he was not aware of the magnitude of the opponent in front of him, or perhaps he was confident in his own abilities. Or maybe he just knew his old friend too well, and was certain that he would never lose control of this situation. Red kept his feet rested and a calm head, perhaps more so than any other present here. The others however, seemed agitated for they knew Celle for quite a while and how she could be. All apart from the leader of this party, who so far had been completely absent despite how much the tensions were rising...


“I just did.” said Red as Celle’s eyes grew more furious “And I will do so again. Pay close attention now, as I resume my questions knowing you will do nothing.”


“Red you are not helping,” said Deena but Red would continue freely...


“Marce, isn’t it time for you to put this puppet back on her tight leash?”


Celle did not even have the time to raise her weapon properly before Dhanel Marce finally stepped in to bring an end to this situation. “Celle that’s enough,” he said very calmly, very confident in both his authority, as well as in the discipline of those under him.


She did, as always, as she was told, and once her weapon was sheathed on her back, she took a few steps away. Infuriated but always disciplined.


“Nothing but a puppet,” Red added gaining in this way one last look of the Elvorides woman, as this short but somewhat intense introduction, finally came to a close.


“That’s enough out of you as well.” Dhanel Marce pointed at him, he was serious and after a few more circling steps he would then continue...


“Am I to assume then Red, that you are here now for the same old reason? Am I to assume you just can’t let it go?” the captain continues “I will also assume then, that you haven’t forgotten our history and conduct, of how we operate and are thus fully aware of what a predicament this is. Now I know both Deena and Rhim over there would have no problem in us simply ignoring you and continuing with our mission. Lorian, well, he is like me, he is indifferent and whatever I end up deciding is fine by him. But Celle, she likes being somewhat of a stiff and as such, she seems not too comfortable in ignoring you. So, what to do Red? What to do?”


The leader of this outfit keeps asking himself as if waiting for an answer, a solution he already knows is coming “Red this is serious. This is the most important mission ever assigned to the Hervies Hand, way more important than anything you or I have ever had to pull off in our days, and one with time growing ever scarce.”


“You are going to the facility atop of that mountain, aren’t you? What else would bring the five all the way here? Then you know my answer” Red said, “take me with you...


If anyone anywhere could ever say that they once saw Dhanel Marce chuckle, then this was the moment they would all be referring to.


“You jest?!" Celle asked.


“No.” Red continued as he looked in the captain’s eyes “You know all too well what my reasons are.” a small pause “You also know that you owe me...” Red concluded...


Silence then followed from everybody, and maybe Harigar Rhim and Deena knew what Red meant as they had worked together for an exceptionally long time, or maybe it was something even before all of that. Maybe they did or maybe they didn’t.


Still, none around those two dared to break that moment, as even Celle’s upcoming frustration was put on a halt for the time being, for even she had curiosity towards what just had been said and was hoping that more words would follow to quench it.


“Are you going to play that big card on me?”


“If that is what it takes.” Red replied, “I cannot afford to miss this chance.”


Dhanel Marce listened as he had never listened before, for this decision and the outcome that can come from it seemed to echo in his mind, and then he gets close to Red. The two were now almost at a kissing distance and for the second time in front of the rest, they whispered to one another.


Words clearly not meant for anyone else to hear...


“Very well...” Dhanel Marce finally, reluctantly, accepted – quite the shock to everyone here and to none more so than the Elvorides...


“What? No...” she let out...




Chapter Seven


“Shadowed Leaves"


Celle shook her head despondently as the party, now slightly larger, resumed its march in a single file towards the woods awaiting them, just outside of what used to be town. “Celle that is enough." Dhanel Marce refuted her every argument “I don’t want to hear any more about it." He then addressed everyone “I know this is a mission of unprecedented importance and so perhaps, unprecedented ways are in order. Anyway, we’re not just adding a random element, but instead a former member of our own, so it is not like we are going to be dragging ass. For the duration of this mission, Red is hereby reinstated and will have the same obligations and privileges as any of us here present, and he knows full well what those are."


“Sir I must insist” Celle is on his ear again “are you sure about this?”


“What would you have me do Celle?" the captain speaks to her in low tones now “He was here, so what other way was there to handle it? At least this way we have our eye on him."


“That is not the only reason.” she retorts.


“What is that supposed to mean?"


“There were other ways to handle this... Sir” she is not so good or subtle at trying to change her ways of engagement “I mean we could have just..."


“You are still going on about that?"Dhanel Marce struggles to hide his disappointment


“It would seem that after all this time with me you still have not learned a thing.”


“Sir I..."


“Celle, he comes with us and that’s final." her captain looks up and sighs “Look, we bring him with us and that way you are free to have your eye on him at all times. When this is over, the ones at the castle can decide the outcome. Now let us press on."


“You assume full responsibility for this?” Celle asked as she is still on his heels.


“Yes, yes don’t you worry..." Dhanel Marce didn’t even look at her this time “Your record sheet will remain immaculate. I won’t make you or any other stand for me."


“I phrased it wrongly Sir... I mean... I apolog..." she is not so good with feelings either.


“I said I take full responsibility."


Now outside of that used to be town, mighty trees await them instead. A strong and always threatening vegetation that seems to have always existed there, between Brosse and the cursed mountain where they are headed. Celle both deliberately, as well as silently, allowed herself to slowly take one of the last spots, as she is still pondering on that decision her leader just made, and much more so on her inability to speak what matters. These woods will be a cross that at their usual pace, shall take them about thirty minutes to complete, give or take.


Thirty minutes is however, a very long time to be within what awaits them hereon; an unnaturally assembled forest, woods like no other and filled with all sorts of aggressive vegetation, some of which soon to be deemed by Lorian, as quite unnatural in both time and space, but there is no other path for them to take. This is the shortest way from where they were dropped off and that makes it the only way.


It will be a walk between some of the mightiest and scariest trees one could have ever hoped to encounter, and whose abundant foliage and spread treetops do not allow for any sort of light to make it through to the ground. No sort of light or any other gift the heavens above this forest might decide to bestow, can ever hope to reach its soil or those walking through it. No light ever reaches such a place, and yet shadows seem to linger there constantly.


Even darker things seem to be running now through those accursed shapes, unless their sight betrays them.


Not a single sign of thunder nor a single drop of rain that those clouds still insist on punishing anyone under them with, will be able to reach the six once they are deep into that forest.


They can already foresee all of this, and it brings them no comfort. It will be a walk through the thick and often poisonous bush and edgy blades of grass as tall as a man’s waist, across through a dark forest itself, darkness woven by interlacing threads of time and devoid of any recent memories. A fitting introduction perhaps for all that is to come, for the remaining fate of these six, and for what awaits them on top of that mountain.


One by one they entered those woods as they now choose to get themselves engulfed instead in wild greenery and vast shadows, and so both storm and rain, as mighty as they can be, must relinquish their hold over them, for not much can ever hope to penetrate the shelter that this forest provides. Few things seem able to.


They proceed inside and it is like they are in a different place now, as if covered by some invisible dome, a place that cuts off its invaders from everything they had previously been familiar with. Like the price to pay for trespassing is the loss of everything else previously experienced, a most fitting preparation indeed, for in this cursed place it is more than just water and light that gets lost amongst the wide leaves above. There are no signs of anything else besides plant life, and even these looks dead, hardened, and sharp but dead.


Most of them with strange greyish colours making them seem petrified. The lack of animal life has been something learned about this region for quite a while, it adds to the creep factor and fuels most superstitions, and although it has been like this for a long time, it is still hard to get used to. This lack of natural wildlife is just one of the severe symptoms of whatever struck this part of the world. No one will ever get used to the lack of life, not really, not in this place and certainly not after knowing and remembering what all of this used to be. What it used to be and has now become.


No, nothing about this place now will ever be accepted, let alone welcomed. The animals that had the chance to leave did so to never return; the haunting reminder that even they know better than to come here. This alone proves that one would do better than to find him or herself contemplating these vistas. This feeling of unease gets enhanced tenfold between these darkened and surreal trees.


Twisted and sculpted like whoever decided upon their form was no longer himself. There is nothing here, but shadows and green, not even sound seems to subsist here for long; no running wind can be heard or sensed and not even their very breath can be noticed. They can barely hear their own voices now unless they speak loudly or even shout and it will soon be promised to only grow worse herein.


“No sound has ever been heard in the centre of this maze since it first came into being, nor will any other ever be heard again as long as such place remains unlevered.” Deena quoted with a nervous like smile “It is a quote from the book “The Oddly Offertory” by Sir Darsiam.”


“Great,” said Harigar Rhim “so you think he came here for inspiration?”


“That is enough.” says Celle “Although I have to admit it does seem to suit this place quite perfectly at times,” she added in a lower tone.


Such words were easily comparable to this situation by anyone taking steps here, and just as easily it could be believed that this place served indeed as the basis for the said quote in that beloved novel. Not much else will accompany them until the end of this crossing besides this ever-growing awkward and unnatural silence long left behind. Something that they perhaps could try and use to forget, if just for a moment, and only if they would allow themselves the luxury, that there is a fierce storm just above all of this.


The worst of weather is above all of them, a storm that seems ever persistent that supervises over all that is around here. This powerful storm that easily soaked them just an instant ago alas now, but a force rendered invisible, unnoticeable by yet another of Beriheim’s traits, another of its orphan strengths.


One might be suppressing the other but both with always the same purpose; that always resilient pushback against anything that tries to make its way towards that mountain.


And up until now, for the most part, these twisted and unnatural forces have always succeeded.


Despite it all, the six were the ones that chose to penetrate these woods and this land, to take their steps through this dark, and they are not going in blind, none of the six present here ever makes a move unprepared despite so often seeming relaxed.


In fact, it is their great skills and constant preparation that allows for such relaxation in the first place, one could easily assert. A group of always prepared and always able people, extremely hard to catch off-guard, as all of them are due to their extensive years of training and countless experiences; many of those on the more incredible side of an already farfetched world, and just as worthy of making their own way as stories into any rural tavern.


They are the very best any of the world’s rulers could ever hope to have under his service, and while this latter addition might now be retired, such skills are never lost and their training is never forgotten. As one of the Hervies Hand, you never get to forget certain parts of your life. Neither the good nor the bad, for when frightened, they are trained not to show it. When lost, they are trained to move as if with purpose, and when watched, they are trained to be seemingly defenceless. These dangerous woods they are now traversing, scarring with their strides, are already filled with thickened barriers of dangerous vegetation and it is only the beginning. This display of savagery and wilderness here may impress and keep away the lesser men, but this group most often has an answer for everything. Their captain will call it out to serve soon enough...


“Any issue anyone here may have, I want it gone. Is that understood? I am trusting all of you to not jeopardise this mission with petty judgements and attitudes worthy of lesser people, is that clear?” harsh words Dhanel Marce uttered as he stood there watching them pass him, one by one while waiting for his last place on that line “Although an unprecedented call to this unit has been given, in the end is it such a big deal? Five, six or even fifty. We always get the job done and that is the only constant to our record that matters, wouldn’t you all agree? Celle? Red? I don’t want any shit from you two to come between us and our goal, understood? I don’t expect you two to get married, but I expect you to cooperate for the greater goal.”


Dhanel Marce stares Red as this one passes by him “Now Red has already accepted our terms; he is here to accomplish our mission and nothing will make him deviate from that, he has been waiting and wanting to go inside that place for a long time to confirm or remove certain suspicions, and we are providing him with the opportunity to do so, and in exchange, he will serve with us one more time. And once we obtain what we came for, he will return with us to the castle. That is the price for his access to that facility and the truth he so wants to find. Now I know how much Red has been longing for this, so I am certain he won’t screw this up. I also know I can always count on the rest of you, so I am not expecting any disappointments...”


He looks straight at Celle now as this one passes him last, their eyes meet but for moments and his gaze seems to pierce her “I know you won’t fail me either.”


While none of the others; Harigar Rhim, Deena and even Lorian seems to mind it that much, yes this is an unprecedented situation; they still accept it like any other order by Dhanel Marce. Harigar Rhim and Deena had previously served with Red for a long time and a part of them is, one could see, happy to be working with him again.


Lorian however, is somewhat more secretive of his thoughts and emotions as any expression he decides to make is always under that hood that so well shadows his face, in case his mask wasn’t already enough. That, coupled together with the lack of any words, makes him a hard figure to read.


Celle on the other hand is the odd one out. She was left at the breaking point of her discipline with that decision, but she would not fail him. She has always secretively valued the words of Dhanel Marce way higher than those of her king and so this order, this request he just made, she knows deep down she isn’t going to break it no matter what.


She has never failed her captain, not ever, and that is something she is most proud of, even more so than of her immaculate service sheet. Even if she does not always display her thoughts and emotions towards their leader as she would love to, her actions have always spoken for her and shown her devotion to him.


No. She will not fail him, not tonight.


“Lorian you will be point man and you will cut us a path through this mess. Try and aim towards that way, straight north from where we stand would you please?”


“...” Lorian took the lead immediately with wide strides as if saying “I am on it”.


“Rhim you follow second and you will be his voice to us. Move it.” Dhanel Marce joined them in their march after such words by again taking the last place on this line “I will whip you all from the rear. Now I want double-time so come on people, get a move on.”


"Man, this is some tough bush...” Harigar Rhim confessed as he proceeded behind Lorian, and right behind him was Deena, followed by Red and then Celle.


“Come now Rhim, we must keep pressing on” Deena then turned back to Red “I guess he is more of a sandy type of lad huh?” this one smiled.


Alas, such steadfast progress was not meant to last for a couple of hundred steps after that, and they were forced to come to a halt. The appointed guide Lorian came to a sudden stop that subsequently made all the rest stand their ground immediately, and after a short moment looking around as if looking for something he knelt... shortly after that Harigar Rhim cautiously started approaching him... just a bit closer to read him better...


“What?” asked Dhanel Marce as he found his steps suddenly interrupted.


“That quiet guy stopped just ahead.” said Red “We are all waiting on Rhim now.”


“Everyone in formation, Rhim talk to me.” The captain’s low tone can barely make it across.


“Lorian is just standing still Boss...” a short silence then some more “He is saying it will only grow darker the more we advance... and the sound...”


“Keep talking.”


“The sound, any sound will go away.” and Harigar Rhim continued “Soon we will be both blind and deaf. Also, he says the air seems funny... whatever that means.”


This was the first time Red saw that type of communication, how they did it amongst themselves and the quiet member, how they all communicated. It is sign language but nothing as he had ever witnessed before, so fast and its movements so short and contained, barely noticeable unless one is really looking for them especially in this darkness.


“So, what’s the plan?” asked Deena, as she looked forward “Rhim? Anything else?”


“He says... he says he finds it best if we all remove our masks..." The tattooed man turned back at all the others, and then back at the point man “and any other gear we may be wearing that might obstruct our senses.”


“Our masks?!” Celle’s bewilderment is not hers alone.


“Yes.” Harigar Rhim continued to speak for Lorian “The air is also going to get worse the more we keep advancing; thicker, heavier and harder to inhale but never poisonous.”


“If our sight is to be greatly diminished and our hearing lost, it only makes sense, yes?”


“Indeed.” Dhanel Marce then instructs the rest “Well you heard the man...”


Dhanel Marce didn’t have to ask them twice for as fast as it was possible to anyone, they removed all hindering gear they might have been carrying up to this point, anything that could impair their senses of sight and hearing. It is as dark as it can get already, yet here it was; a promise of an even darker veil to come, unbelievable.


They resumed their crossing as soon as Lorian decided it was time to head-on, through the darkness that once made its home here, and the thickness of the old air still lingering all around. Both belonging to one another like old lovers, still dancing between these trees, between them, both with their reign secured over this place for a very long time. Air so thick that one could easily mistake it as fog, if one could even see it that is, all most unsettling for sure, but they must proceed...


Once again on the move, single filed and led by the mute member across some of the harshest bush ever assembled on this continent, they keep pressing on, but soon they will find themselves in the deepest part of the woods where a promise is about to be kept. Somehow it is getting darker and harder to breathe as well. The few scary sounds, whether they were imagined before or not, behind a tree or moving shrubbery, are now missed as they were replaced by the worse of all sounds.


Complete silence.


Nothing.


Not a single small sound as if the entire group had suddenly turned deaf. They cannot even hear themselves, not the voice next to them or even their own.


Their sight is almost completely lost as they can barely see the one walking in front of them, and their sense of hearing is completely deprived as if the whole world had gone mute, and now it was time for the air to grow even thicker. Harder to swallow, and when it did manage to enter their noses or wide, desperate open mouths, it tasted much as those toxic smokes from the more heavily industrialised areas of the world.


“This is the deepest part of this infernal forest, its womb, and once we start moving away from it, things will get better again." this is what Lorian would have told Harigar Rhim if this one could see his hand gestures.


Regardless, the five kept following him and they would soon find it out by themselves. Slowly their hearing came back and slower than that, did that darkness returned to its previous state, still pushing their eyes to their very limits, but nothing as imposing as before.


Their voices would return also and as they kept moving away from that darkest part, the louder their own voices became.


“Never have I seen anything like this. The air here is so different, dry, and almost toxic but also dense and moist at the same time. It felt as if we were crossing a swamp, yet this soil... it is hard... almost as a bare rock.” says Deena.


“Can’t even see a damn thing...” says Harigar Rhim as he looked behind him “No wonder he thought it was best to remove our masks. Can barely see anything as is...”


“This place is a pain to cross no matter the time of the year you pick” Red added, “let alone tonight of all nights, without even the aid of a single flashlight.”


“So, you know of the EMP?” asked Celle.


“I do carry equipment of my own.” Red aimed these words at her, and then he kept looking forward as he decided to continue “Besides, I am not blind. I was already in Brosse when it happened. Not that far from where we met, so I saw the whole thing.”


“You saw the EMP go off?”


“That’s right Marce, I did. First, a gigantic ball of green appeared atop of that mountain and then much like an electric bubble, it kept on swelling till finally, it burst. It burst and spread its green across the land. I took shelter and stood there watching that shower of green particles wash the whole town. It was not like any EMP I had ever seen.” Dhanel Marce stopped his train of thought for a while, quiet, contemplating...


“Boss? Boss?” Harigar Rhim would bring him back again.


“What is it?”


“Lorian is saying we should be almost out of this forest.”


“Alright Rhim, tell him to hustle it then...” the captain looked behind him one last time.


Lorian started a more accelerated march, almost like a run between that darkness as his legs moved both fast and elegantly, skipping and jumping over stones and roots and other sorts of nastiness, seemingly trying to get a hold of him and the others. He kept on treading with Harigar Rhim right behind him and the remaining others slightly behind.


They should be out of there in no time and Red would take the remaining time to engage in a more private discussion with his old friend Deena, they used to be quite close...
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