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CHAPTER ONE




NIGHT HAD FALLEN AND ISARU and I waited, crouched low, on the outside of a desert village. By now, we had traveled far enough north that everything was outside my knowledge. We had passed a dozen similar villages since leaving Colonia, each more impoverished than the last. It was as if the Covenant was rotting from the outside in.

I had protested the stealing at first, but hunger had a funny way of trumping morality. The river was right next to us the whole way, but even so, it was hard to find anything more substantial than lizards, and we didn’t have the time to fish, or even a rod or line. Large game was practically nonexistent, so I hadn’t had a chance to practice with the Silverwood bow gifted to me by the Avekai.

“I don't think anyone’s in there,” Isaru whispered.

The windows of the hovel ahead of us were dark. There were no sounds coming from within, and most importantly, there were no dogs.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s move.”

We crouched low, our cloaks dark against the ground. Even if we had done this several times before, there was still no getting used to it. It was hard not to think of the people we stole from, how they were poor and that we were stealing food off of their table. I only got myself to do it by reminding myself of the reason. We had to survive long enough to reach Hyperborea and find the Prophecy. It was the only way we would save my parents.

We approached the outside of the hovel without challenge, resting our backs against the wall made from ill-fitting stones. The window above was covered by a thick, roughly woven curtain that fluttered in the gentle breeze. I lifted it back, slowly raising my head to peer inside. It was quiet, and completely dark.

I nodded to Isaru. He then stood and poked his head inside the window.

“It smells…” he whispered.

He waited a moment, apparently sensing something. In the end, he decided it was safe because he stepped over the windowsill. Once he was inside, I followed.

The smell hit me, too, and it couldn’t be mistaken for anything other than death.

“Someone’s in here…” Isaru said.

As I reached for my blade, my eyes had adjusted to reveal a form, cocooned in a bed in the corner of the house. The top sheet rose and fell, slowly. The person was alive, then. Alive, but dying.

Isaru fiddled with a lantern resting on a nearby wooden table, but couldn’t get it to turn on. He next went to stand beside the bed. It was a moment before he spoke.

“An old man,” he said. Then to the person in the bed: “Is anyone caring for you?”

I could now hear the old man’s raspy breathing. It was as if he was trying to speak, but couldn’t.

“We can’t take anything from him,” I said.

Isaru hesitated. “We have to take something from someone.”

“A man like this can’t feed himself,” I said. “Better to go hungry.”

“Perhaps he was abandoned,” Isaru said.

My stomach growled, betraying me. We hadn’t had a full meal for three days. “We’ll find something else.”

“Where, Shanti?”

Stealing from the poor was bad enough, but this would be a new low.

But then again, I was so hungry.

Without a word or decision made aloud, we spent the next few minutes scouring the larders. There was more than I expected; a couple loaves of bread, sun-dried fish, a few pounds of raisins. It was more food than we had found in any house.

“We can’t take it all,” I said. “We can’t.”

We left about a third of it behind. That wasn’t so bad, and it wasn’t like the man was long for the world, anyway.

Who am I becoming? I thought.

You’re becoming a person who would use any reason to justify filling your stomach.

Isaru went back to the old man, who now watched us, clearly lucid. Only, he was powerless, even to call for help. I couldn’t bring myself to look at him, or even apologize.

Isaru placed a hand on his forehead, causing the man to lean back.

“Go to sleep,” he said.

Obediently, the man closed his eyes.

Isaru then took a nearby pitcher of water, and filled a wooden cup next to the bed.

He turned back for the window, nodding toward it. “Let’s go.”

A minute later, we were outside, our packs filled and running north into the night.






































CHAPTER TWO




ISARU AND I WOKE IN the camp we had struck several miles north of the village, hidden in a copse of low trees. Within half a minute, our packs were on and we were making our way back toward the dusty road following the Colorado.

I tried to ignore the aches in my knees and legs. In fact, I was hurting all over, a testament to the almost week of hard travel we had been doing ever since Colonia. Without sufficient food and rest, muscles couldn’t repair. It seemed as if every day that passed, my sword, bow, and pack grew all the heavier. My boots were already wearing out, and were dirty beyond all hope of cleaning.

And always, there was the river and a thin, little-used road that never seemed to end. It had to end at some point, whether with the Red Wild or the Ruins. Of course, a distance as far as Hyperborea seemed unimaginable. As we were going, we'd be starved long before we reached it.

We paused around midday to eat some of the raisins. I tried not to think of the old man, but it was hard. Even if we needed the food, doing the wrong thing had a way of feeling like a rock in your boot that you just couldn’t get out.

Isaru got a fire going, over which he set a pot of water. It was better to be safe than risk getting sick from drinking bad water. Sickness was a very real concern, and our bodies would already be weak from lack of rest and nutrition.

While we waited, I closed my eyes and allowed the heat of the sun to enter my skin. I cleared my mind until only Silence remained. I had taken to this habit during any downtime we had, as a way of keeping myself sharp. Often, I would simulate sword sequences in my mind. It was almost as good as actual practice, which I tried to limit to preserve my energy. The deep meditation had a way of keeping the edge off my hunger, even if it didn’t go away completely.

Once the water was ready, we filled our canteens and moved on. The road was almost always empty. We had passed people in our first few days, but ever since the fourth day, we hadn't passed a single person. I guessed no one ever had a reason to come this far north. Boats and barges were a more common sight, and we passed at least one a day.

Only one time did we hide, and that was when a group of Peacemakers, with their staves and white cloaks, appeared on the top of a hill. We found a rock to hide behind just in time, waiting until they had passed and were out of sight. Mostly, when we did pass someone, it was a lone traveler, usually a man, who didn’t look to be in the mood for talking. In fact, most of them didn’t even look at us, and always, they carried some form of weapon, usually a staff and bow.

The Barrens were a hostile place, and not just in its landscape. Outside the few scattered villages that clustered to the banks of the river, it was practically uninhabitable. And those who did inhabit weren’t the sort you wanted to run into.

The day ended with the sun lowering in the sky until it was hidden behind a low mesa. Isaru and I went off the road to find a place to set up camp, after filling the pot to cook some lizards to supplement our evening meal.

We found a nice spot in the lee of a bluff, where the overhanging cliff provided shelter from the wind and the road. Isaru found some dry scrub to start a fire, and once it was going, I set the pot over the flame.

While dinner warmed up, Isaru lay on his back and closed his eyes. His pale face was dirty while being red from the sun. Even his hair seemed a paler blonde from all the dirt that had gotten caught in it.

“You’re going to have to cut that hair,” I said. “If anyone knows what you look like, you’ll be recognized from a mile away.”

He opened a single eye. “I’m not ready to let go of it yet. No one around here even knows Haven exists.”

He said nothing more, and his eyes grew distant. It annoyed me, because he always got lost in his thoughts and it made him impossible to talk to.

And maybe I was also feeling frustrated because, after one week, we had only traveled a distance Jorla could have done in a day, if not less. We had to be getting near the Ruins, which would be our first major milestone. We were in a strange, transitional place that was not quite the Covenant and not quite full-on wilderness.

“I think yesterday was the last village,” Isaru said, coming out of his thoughts.

“You’re probably right. I think this is where the Barrens truly begin.”

“And then there’s nothing until the Ruins.”

“And nothing beyond, if what I’ve heard is true.”

There was a long silence, broken only by a gust of wind and the responding flicker of the flames.

“We might find some supplies in the Ruins,” Isaru said. “It might be dangerous, but where there’s people, there’s food.”

“Colonia does some trade with the gangs living in the Ruins,” I said. “Even after four hundred years, strange artifacts from Precursor times will get unearthed, and the Covenant is their prime buyer. I think you’re right. If they have the time to do that, then they have the time to eat.”

“That’s a strange relationship,” Isaru said. He paused, considering. “Perhaps it isn’t so strange. It isn’t as if the Covenant is the most honest government there is.”

“Is any, really?”

“I guess not. Not even Elekai kingdoms are immune to it. Then again, rulers can get away with anything just because of their station. Take my father, for example.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s done a lot of morally questionable things over the years. I mean…maybe a lot of it was necessary – at least, that’s what he would tell you – but sometimes, I wonder. For example, he recently seized a lot of lands from some nobles he was concerned about. He always thinks everyone is plotting against him, and for all I know, maybe he’s right. Still, he can go too far and in such cases, it takes the Elders to bring him back to Earth. That was the reason they were all there together when I first took you to Haven. His schemes have even gotten Haven close to war a few times.”

“War?” I asked. “I thought Elekai didn’t fight each other.”

“It’s not supposed to happen,” Isaru said. “One of the Sanctum’s main jobs is to keep the peace. In the end, though, sometimes human nature wins over. There was a short war with Mongar and some of the mountain states about ten years ago. Haven against all of them.”

“How did that turn out?”

“The Elders stepped in with all the other Elekai states – Sylva, Laston, even Northold. Other smaller places, too, and told my father to step down. He had no choice but to call back his forces, and those villages remain under Mongar’s jurisdiction to this day, even if they are the smaller kingdom.

“What was the war about?” I asked.

“Some disputed land on the Xenoplain,” Isaru said. “The Xenoplain provides more than half of the food for all the Red Wild. The Makai own about half of it, the mountain states about ten percent, and the Annajen the rest.”

“Sounds like a recipe for disaster,” I said.

“It is,” Isaru said. “It’s worse because borders aren’t always clear, to the point where they confuse even the people who have lived there for generations. It makes it easier for mistakes to be made that could provide justification for a greedy noble to make a move on another. The only reason there isn’t war is because every time something happens, like with what my father did, everyone else will gang up on the attacker.”

“What if the pretext for war is justified? What if it’s in self-defense?”

“Any territory that is seized without the blessing of the Sanctum is not legally recognized.” Isaru frowned. “The only exception is the Makai, and relations between them and the Sanctum are strained because of it.”

“What did they do?”

“They’re smarter about it,” Isaru said. “They don’t really take land directly, but it’s known how strong they are, so pretty much all the minor lords in that area pay them tribute. Or else, the Makai might conveniently forget to send aid whenever the Novans make a foray into the Wild…which they do often.”

“That’s a bit underhanded.”

“More than a bit. Politics is never nice. It basically comes down to strength and making people do what you want. Everything else is just fluff.”

I actually didn’t have a problem with that definition.

“The truth is,” Isaru continued, “without the Sanctum behind you, it’s hard to get anything done. It’s both a good and a bad thing. The Makai are the only ones who seem to get away with it, but it’s only because they aren’t overt.”

Elekai politics was a whole lot more complicated than I had originally thought.

We ate our tasteless soup, along with some raisins. Once we were finished, we lay down and went to sleep.






































CHAPTER THREE




WE AWOKE, AND ATE THE last of the raisins before starting north again. We found the road after stumbling over some rocks that probably wouldn't have caused me trouble were I at my full strength.

Even with the excess food, we were still rationing. My stomach felt as if it were twisting into knots. My hands remained cold despite the growing heat of the day. I tried to ignore my sense of dizziness and how long it would be until we had another full meal.

As the day progressed, the terrain grew rougher with the road winding up and down cliffs and bluffs running alongside the river. There was no sign of civilization – just parched sand, cracked boulders, and red mesas. Despite the road sticking close to the river, there wasn't a single barge through the course of the day, making it seem especially forlorn and lifeless.

It was hard to keep going under such conditions. There were so many times that I wanted to stop, but I forced myself to keep walking. There wasn't anything I could do besides that, and each time I thought about giving up, I thought of my parents, who were suffering far worse than me. I hoped she knew that I was out here, doing everything I could to save them. Valance had promised they would be safe, and I supposed I believed him, if they were the bargaining chip to ensure I got him the Prophecy. Still, keeping them safe wasn't the same as making sure they were comfortable and well-cared for.

Then there was Isaru’s own motivation; he had grown unusually quiet and pensive in the week after Jorla’s death. There was no doubt that something about him had changed, and whatever he was thinking about, it wasn’t for me to know. One thing I did know was that he would follow through on Jorla’s final admonition to avenge her, and to find the True Hyperborea.

Her words had been turning over in my mind ever since that terrible night. The True Hyperborea. What was it, and where could it be?

I was broken from my thoughts when Isaru pointed into the distance. “Look.”

Some kind of structure lay about two miles out, in a small basin to the northeast of the winding river. It sat alone in the rocky desert, surrounded by scrubland. A small patch of crops grew back, watered by a thin rivulet running across the desert to join the wider river. It was about a mile off road, but clearly visible. Obviously, the person wasn't afraid of being seen, which was curious since the Barrens had a reputation for being dangerous. If the field was any indication, the shack was hardly abandoned.

“Could be a bandit's hideout,” Isaru said.

“This close to the road?”

Isaru nodded, conceding that I was probably right. “Looks like there might be food, anyhow. Anyone who can live out here has to have a means of supporting themselves.”

“I think we’ve already decided, then.”

We continued following the road along the cliff before it began descending into the basin. Morning passed into afternoon, and what had been a cool and pleasant day began warming up. It was nothing compared to summer weather, but still uncomfortable – especially for Isaru, who was used to the milder climate of the Red Wild and was sweating profusely.

We kept our gaze on the cabin until it was lost to view from the lowering of elevation. The sun was hot, but despite its heat, my skin felt cold and clammy. I drank from my canteen; water was something we'd always have plenty of as long as we stayed close to the river.

We stepped off the road and made our way across the desert flatland, past bare scrub and cacti bearing colorful fruit. We picked some of them, being wary of the thorns, before continuing on. I was beginning to wonder if we had gone the wrong way when we crested a low rise, which revealed the stone, single-room cabin not too far in the distance, just above the meandering stream. Unseen before, a thin stream of smoke rose from a short, stone chimney into the blue sky, where it quickly dissipated.

Despite its more than modest nature, the home seemed well-maintained. The stones were mortared and fit snugly together, and its red-tiled roof couldn't have been manufactured out here, and had to have been brought by barge. From the small stream, a simple sluice carried water to the field in back, where green crops were sprouting.

“I don’t believe whoever lives here is a bandit,” Isaru said.

“And it’s someone who bandits don’t steal from,” I said. “No signs this place has ever been attacked. There's not a roof tile out of place.”

Whatever this place’s story was, there was only one way to find out.






































CHAPTER FOUR




WE APPROACHED THE HOUSE’S WOODEN door. Despite the dustiness of the surrounding terrain, it was surprisingly clean except at the very bottom, likely where it swung out above the dirt. As Isaru knocked, dust swirled at our feet.

We waited only for a moment before the door cracked open, revealing a pair of blue eyes set in a wrinkled face. The eyes squinted, as if they couldn't see the people standing at the door. His brown hair ringed a pale, bald head riddled with spots, while his short stature, protruding nose, and single bushy eyebrow demonstrated that, even in his younger years, he had never been a handsome man.

“I don’t know your faces,” he said, gruffly. “What brings you here? Tell me quickly, and there will be no trouble.”

Though his eyesight wasn’t the best, he had taken note of our weapons and didn’t seem to worry over them.

“We’re travelers,” Isaru said. “We were hoping you might have some spare food, or even water…”

The eyes narrowed, seeming to peer deeply into us both. Something gave me the feeling that the old man was seeing something far beyond appearance.

“Travelers,” the old man said, testing the word. “Not many travelers out this way. North or south? Both are equally hard.”

“North,” Isaru said. “To the Ruins.”

The old man grunted. “Nothing there but wars and death.” Then, he looked directly at our swords. “You are both young, but something still tells me the two of you are well-acquainted with those blades. Well, perhaps one of the gangs will take you…should you prove my hunch true.”

“We don’t have much to offer,” Isaru said. “We can offer news of Colonia, and even the Red Wild.”

The man’s expression became interested. “The Wild, you say. Well, there’s a place I don’t hear news of often. Little slips past the Selvan. Colonia, I learn news of fairly often.” He grunted. “Far more often than I should like, at times.” He gave us an appraising glance, as if trying to decide whether we were worthy of trust. At last, he sighed. “Come in, then. I suppose if you were going to steal from me, you would have done so and not asked.” He opened the door wider. “Even if that was the case, I’ve food and water to spare. Not much, mind you, but enough to fill your bellies for another few hours; I count news of the Wild as fair trade for that.” Again, he looked at our blades, and an expression of curiosity crossed his features.

We stepped into the shade of the cabin while the old man shut the door behind us. It was only slightly cooler inside than out, as a small fire was set in a hearth in the room’s back. A black pot hung over the fire, from which an appetizing aroma issued. Two open windows provided a cross breeze that brought at least some relief. There wasn't much more: humble, wooden furniture, such as a small circular table, well-made if old, surrounded by three wooden chairs with no adornment. There was a small single bed in one corner, with a thin blanket and mattress, while the far wall contained shelves filled with wooden cups, plates, and wooden figurines. The figurines were probably whittlings: old men seemed to be good at those for some reason. One of the carvings was of a Radaska dragon in flight, which sat next to an elephant, which was next to a fish. A shelf along the opposite wall was filled with plants, lined up beneath one of the cabin’s two windows, various cacti and herbs. One plant on the end, the largest, drew my eye because it was like nothing I’d ever seen before, being almost tree-like in appearance, but bearing small, silver berries. It had to be a plant from the Wild I was unfamiliar with.

“Please, sit,” the man said. “Make yourselves comfortable.”

Isaru and I took our seats at the table while the old man remained standing and reached for a couple of cups, cleaning them in a bowl of water first. I supposed he didn't get much company. He next poured water from a pitcher, then handed us the cups.

“Thank you,” both Isaru and I said.

The old man then went to grab a bowl, which he filled with more water. He set the bowl on the table, along with two clean hand towels. Once done drinking, I cleaned my face and hands.

When we were both done, he took the bowl away and set it on an end table on the opposite wall.

“I was cooking just for myself, but I tend to cook large meals that last the whole day; this will serve as enough for the three of us. I hope you enjoy fish stew.”

“It sounds wonderful,” Isaru said.

 “I am glad to help in what little way I can.” The man sat down, blinking his eyes. “I am called Rasi of the Desert. Well…I was not always called such, but that is what the people who live out here call me.”

“I haven't seen anyone live out here,” I said. “Besides you, of course.”

“There are people if you know where to look. Most live far from the road to avoid trouble with the Covenant. There are good folk and bad…but mostly good. Even the bad ones don't bother me, preferring the riches of the barges that come downriver. I treat any well who treat me well.”

We had agreed, beforehand, to use assumed names. I doubted anyone would recognize us, but it was still safer. The man already knew we had news from the Red Wild, so Isaru using his real name might be especially risky.

“I am Elec,” Isaru said, “and this is Alara.”

“And you are married?”

Isaru shook his head.

I blushed for some reason, and this fact didn't go missed by the old man. “I see. Well, there is no judgment on my part. I've lived with several women over my many years, and took each to wife in an informal sense. Such is the way things are done out here.” That just made me go redder, but thankfully the old man didn’t pry further. “Your accent is like one from the East,” he said to Isaru. “Are you Wilders?” At Isaru’s obvious discomfort at having been found out, Rasi waved it away. “It is well, lad. All kinds of folk pass through here. Wilders not often, at that, but we still have all kinds. This far north of the Red City, one's standing with the Covenant is of little consequence. Indeed, most of my friends are defectors and malcontents of the Covenant who face nothing but the headsman's axe should they return. A Wilder is no different from a Colonian out here.”

“Are you Elekai?” I asked.

Rasi’s smile was missing at least half of his teeth. “No, child. I am simply Rasi of the Desert. I am a hermit, but I am not a misanthrope.” He nodded. “That, I think, is the best way to describe me. Upon a time, I traveled far and wide. From the Red Wild to the Eastern Kingdoms, and even to Nova itself.”

“Have you fought in the Covenant’s wars?” I asked. It was the only reason I could think of for why he had gone to Nova.

“You guess rightly. It was long ago, when I was a young man.” He didn’t elaborate on the subject. “While Elec speaks as if he is from the East, you, Alara, speak as though you are a Colonian born and raised.” Rasi once again took his seat. “An odd pairing, to say the least.”

“Alara and I have traveled far and wide as well,” Isaru said. “Not so much as you, I’m sure, but we have taken such jobs as we could, and we hear that there are many opportunities in the Ruins.”

Rasi nodded. “Aye, that there is. But the Ruins are a well – at the bottom you may find water, but that doesn’t stop you from drowning.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Those who enter the Ruins do so out of the direst need. Few who enter ever leave it again…even if most who enter intend to leave at first opportunity.” He looked at each of us seriously. “I advise you to consider carefully whether it is the right course. Yes, there is work in plenty, but there is also great danger. It is no place for a young man and woman with their lives ahead of them.” He considered for a moment. “Then again, you would not be traveling the road north if Colonia and Coloso were open to you, so I assume that your options are limited.”

Isaru nodded, to signify that was the case. Rasi had come up with his own story, and Isaru wasn’t going to do anything to discourage it.

Isaru and Rasi continued to speak about many things – the old man’s carvings, the plants on his wall, some of the old man's stories. I didn't really feel the need to speak, so I just listened…but sitting still in addition to the heat of the cabin was starting to have its effect on me.

I closed my eyes at intervals, leaning back in my chair and propping my head on the wall, until I stopped fighting it and found myself fast asleep.






































CHAPTER FIVE




I AWOKE TO FIND MYSELF in a forest filled with tall, silver trees that towered into the blue sky. Through the thick, numerous branches, sunbeams fell and illumined dancing dust motes, lighting the xen-covered glade that spread out before me. Within the glade was a crystalline pool, its blue water deep and pure. From the pool, a trickling brook ran over smooth, rounded stones, stones covered with both green moss and red xen. A thin trail snaked down the forested hillside, following the brook.

I lay basking in the sun with eyes closed, without a thought or worry. There was only the peace and bliss of being alive, the cool air on my skin, the fresh air crisp and thick with the aroma of trees, flowers, and earth…

“Mia!”

My eyes popped open to see a tall boy standing at the edge of the glade. No, not a boy. My brother.

And he was glowering at me.

“Gods, have you spent all day out here? Mother is furious.”

And like that, the spell was broken. As he walked into the glade, it was hard not to feel as if my space was being trampled on.

I stood, pulling on the blue shawl laced with sapphires that I had cast aside earlier. What did my mother care for where I was? It seemed as if the only time she ever noticed me was when I wasn’t there.

Isandru stood, a single eyebrow arched, his gray eyes stern and unyielding. He had the frustrated look of someone who had been tasked at tracking me down, and only after hours of effort, had finally succeeded at finding me.

He crossed his arms disapprovingly. “It turns out when you make a habit of skipping lessons, even our mother takes an interest.” Despite Isandru’s harsh tone, there was at least some sympathy. But it was only some. “Come on. I won’t waste a minute longer.”

I clenched my jaw, but said nothing. I knew I was in the wrong, but he didn’t have to be so harsh about it. He saw me as the spoiled princess who never got in trouble for anything. That wasn’t really true, because it always seemed as if I was doing the wrong thing, even when I wasn’t consciously going against what my parents had told me to do.

Isandru’s interruption was made all the worse, because I had felt so close to prophesying, that elusive state where the mind wanders someplace between wakefulness and sleep…to the place where the gods speak. I had been having a dream…a strange dream. It was of Annara, I was sure of it. There were other things, too, such as a red city, fires burning, and dragons in the sky. I had seen her face, if only for a moment, and she had even looked at me directly. I had been looking through another’s eyes, and such things only happen in prophecy.

Trying not to sulk too much, I grabbed the basket that had contained my lunch and joined Isandru. Together, we walked out of the forest glade, finding the trail that followed the brook. A heavy silence hung between us.

To the unobserved eye, it was easy to criticize the Prophets as the laziest of the Sects. After all, they did most of their real work while sleeping. Certainly, my parents weren’t thrilled that I had chosen to train with them, but it was the Sect to which I had been the most drawn. What was more, I had the Gift for it, which was rare enough. Elder Marius, the Elder Prophet of the Seekers, had been giving me lessons ever since I was thirteen —almost two years, now. Even if I was the daughter of the king and queen, he wouldn’t train someone without talent, and he’d said that my potential was greater than anyone he had ever instructed. Despite this, he always pushed me to work hard, saying that hard work was more important than raw talent.

Unfortunately, this retreat would be seen by my parents as yet another sign of my laziness, but I had come to the forest to seek a prophecy. I hated spending any more time in the Palace than I had to, and tried to find every opportunity I could to get away.

What was more, I had finally had a dream and I believed it meant something.

Even if my parents now believed that I did have the Gift of Prophecy, they still hoped that I would train for a different Sect – something they seemed to mention at every possible opportunity, especially my mother. It wasn’t as if I was bereft of other Gifts. I could speak to dragons, communicate thoughts with only my mind, and even hold my own in a duel, even if fighting wasn’t my specialty.

But I wasn’t drawn to those things the same as I was drawn to prophecy. To me, the Prophets were the most interesting figures in the Elekai’s history. They bridged past and future; Prophets often specialized in either Envisioning, the viewing of the past, or Prophecy, the foretelling of the future. And often, it was hard to tell one from the other. Prophets were usually a strange sort, solitary and taciturn, and often seen as misanthropic curmudgeons who preferred the company of trees to people.

That wasn’t far off, in a lot of cases, but Prophets also had the opportunity to shape history in a way other Sects didn’t. They were entrusted with the will of the gods, and served as guiding lights who saw the big picture when most people were concerned with the present.

Being a Prophet wasn’t easy, especially when it was so misunderstood. And yet, I had wanted to be nothing else my entire life.

Isandru and I had only been walking a couple of minutes when I had a strange premonition that someone…or something…was watching us. I looked out into the trees, but they looked as they always had. Still, the feeling lingered. Elder Marius has taught me that a Prophet follows their intuition, and that rational thought can be a hindrance to truths only revealed by instinct. It was a hard lesson to learn, because it was difficult to discern the difference between rational thought and instinct. Rationality said there was nothing in these woods save my brother and myself, because there was no evidence of another person. At the same time, Instinct told me someone was watching.

And yet, I said nothing. Of course, my brother was impervious to the feeling, concentrating only on getting me back for our mother’s judgment. My father would most likely be present for that, but my mother would be the one to dole out the punishment. Usually, it was nothing too troubling; for me, being locked in my chambers or forced to clean with scullery maids for a few hours was not really punishment. They were just opportunities for me to think without interruption.

My brother and I spoke not a word as we continued to walk. I hated the way Isandru walked; had it been any faster, I wouldn’t have been able to keep up. He was much taller than me, and besides that, I was wearing a dress. Such clothes weren’t really made for tromping in the forest, but I had hoped that by seeing me wear it, my parents would assume that I was at my lesson with Elder Marius.

Isandru was always one to follow the rules. I had never known him to break a rule or to go against anything our parents or instructors dictated. In that way, we were complete opposites. My parents always held him up as an example to emulate, and every time they did that, my soul railed against it. Isandru loved to read and learn, and worked harder than anyone I knew. He was better than anyone his age at sword forms, and the only thing I was better at than him was prophecy, something for which he had no Gift. Even if this had been my first real Prophecy, Marius had said my dreams and their symbolism pointed to the fact that Prophecy would be my strongest Gift. For all of Isandru’s Gifts, he didn’t have a drop of Prophecy in him.

He had also chosen a Sect that was, arguably, as far from the Prophets as one could get: the Champions. Unlike the Prophets, the Champions were highly respected, and it showed in the way my parents treated him.

After walking a couple of miles in further silence, the trees at last broke to reveal the city of Hyperborea spreading before us, its manifold towers rising into the azure sky, seeming more like trees than buildings. They shimmered in the early afternoon light under a bright, afternoon sun, their outer ichor shells reflecting the pink of Lake Makar that bordered the city’s eastern edge. Dozens of archways and bridges spanned the gaps between the many buildings, visible even from our current position at the edge of the forest over a mile away. Above it all, supported on the tops of the highest towers, rose the Cloud Palace, seeming to defy gravity and physics, rising even higher than the surrounding buildings. It looked like something out of a fantasy, even to someone like me who had lived there her entire life.

The Cloud Palace – so named because, in the morning, it was often wreathed in clouds – was the seat of the Hyperborean royal family. And it was my home.

Visitors, upon first viewing Hyperborea, are often struck with awe, not knowing whether to call it a city or a forest. Between the thousands of buildings ran not only streets, but canals of ichor that served not just as transportation, but irrigating conduits to feed the living city. It was the flow of ichor which sustained the buildings, which caused them to grow from the thick layer of xen that served as the city’s base for decades.

We walked across cleared fields, passing plantations with rows of ripe, swelling crops cast in hues of orange, pink, and purple. The autumnal air was crisp with the first cool breeze from the north, even if it was generally warmer in the Crater than above the Ragnawall. Already, the trees leaves were dying fiery hues of red, orange, and yellow. The tallest Silverwoods rose like towers in their own right, far above the rest of the forest canopy. The very tallest rivaled Hyperborea’s buildings, could be seen for miles. The land sloped upward from the city, which occupied the lowest point in the Crater. Outside the Seven Lakes which ringed the city, all composed of ichor, fields and small villages stretched in all directions for about two miles, where unfailingly the forest began, which thickly covered the Crater in all directions until the Ragnawall. If one were to keep walking the roads outside the city through the thick forests and groves, eventually the Ragnawall would come into view, a cliff three miles high at its tallest points. Beyond the Ragnawall stretched almost a hundred miles of lands controlled by Elekai lords who swore fealty to the Farl dynasty, who had ruled Hyperborea ever since its founding almost a century ago.

Though I had lived my whole life in Hyperborea, I was still struck by the Crater’s wondrous beauty, a beauty which had been nourished and cultivated ever since the first Samalites settled here at the end of the Exile. Ragnarok was a garden for humanity, a literal paradise where few wanted for anything.

As I’ve grown older, however, I’ve come to distrust that perfection. It wasn’t so much what I saw with my eyes, with which I could see no fault. It was more what I felt in my heart. Instinct again, perhaps.

My thinking carried us all the way to the crystalline shore of Lake Makar. Across its expanse, I could see the ichorstone docks of the city’s outer edge slipping into the lake’s smooth, pink surface. Several sailboats plied the ichor, catching wind with wide triangle sails and looking like toys from the distance.

Lake Makar, along with the six other lakes surrounding the city, were all possible because of the Xenofont. Each of the lakes fed the many canals lacing the city, connecting every building in a network of life.

“Do you ever just wonder at what has been accomplished here?” Isandru asked. “Soon, the city will be celebrating its hundredth year since the Exile. We went from that, to this.”

I looked at my brother, who was staring across the lake with light gray eyes.

Isandru’s hand swept and encompassed the entire city. “Hyperborea is our reward to enjoy until the end of time. A city of peace, prosperity, and happiness. Where anyone can be anything. Imagination is the only limit.”

That was truly the sentiment of the times. But part of me also feared living in a world where what was imagined became more important than what was real. Maybe more than a part of me felt that.

Isandru continued.

“The first and second generations worked tirelessly to make a paradise of Ragnarok, where before it had been a fiery hellscape. They created the Cleansing Towers, filtering the dust of the Ragnarok War from the air, giving us blue skies and bright sunshine. When you have already attained perfection, such as you can, in the physical world…where else can humanity’s hand turn but an imagined world?”

My brother here was referring to the Hyperfold, an alternate reality created by Rakhim Shal, Grand Advisor to my parents, the king and queen.

Despite the apparent perfection of Hyperborea, there was one problem that had been plaguing it almost as long as the city existed: the Fading. As the generations had passed, fewer and fewer were being born with inborn Gifts and the capacity to connect to the Xenofold. The reasons were unknown, although there were theories. The most popular was that the bloodline from the original first generation of Elekai had become muddied, making the manifestation of Gifts more rare. A minority turned to mythology itself, citing that the existence of Hyperborea was an abomination that went against the will of the Elder Dragons, who forsook humanity when it founded the city on a site they considered holy. In retribution, the Elder Dragons influenced the Xenofold to not imbue its Gifts upon humanity as often. Others believed the cause of the Fading was something else entirely, something yet unseen…

Whatever the reason of the Fading, it had caused a furor of Scholars to seek a cure that would allow Giftless Elekai to connect with the Xenofold, while strengthening the potential of Elekai who already did have Gifts. However, it was Rakhim Shal who had discovered an entirely unprecedented solution. By refining ichor into a substance known as Aether, and linking that Aether to an entity known as the Hyperfold, people who ingested Aether could now use their natural Gifts without restriction.

The Hyperfold was like the Xenofold – a mysterious power source and consciousness, only it operated differently, and completely separately, from the Xenofold. The Xenofold was bound by mysterious rules and laws that were unknown to humanity, but since the Hyperfold was a human creation, the rules were known in advance. In some ways, the Hyperfold was even more capable than the Xenofold, for the power of Aether was much greater than that of ichor. All the prohibitions of the Xenofold were absent within the Hyperfold.

Most, if not all people, didn’t understand how the Hyperfold worked, perhaps even Rakhim Shal included. All people knew was that as long as they had Aether in their system, the Hyperfold would imbue to them the same Gifts that the Xenofold would have.

Needless to say, Aether and the Hyperfold had completely changed Hyperborean society. Aether had been invented ten years ago, and Shal had drawn up plans for a new Xenofont outside the city – a Xenofont specifically built to refine vast amounts of ichor into Aether, Aether which would be used both to power the Hyperfold’s Point of Origin, along with Aether to be sold to the general public as a cure for the Fading.

Perhaps the most significant difference between the Hyperfold and the Xenofold was that it was possible to enter the Hyperfold itself by ingesting Aether and entering a prophetic trance. The consciousness within the Hyperfold existed as a dream world that appeared every bit as material as the real world. It was to this that Isandru had been originally referring when he said that imagination had the chance to make everything perfect.

“I overheard Father speaking to Rakhim.” I said, cautiously. “Rakhim was talking about creating a new Xenofold, one greater than even the Hyperfold, as a true cure to the Fading.” I looked at Isandru, to gauge his reaction, but there was no reaction. “Do you know anything about this?”

“I…have heard of it, but not the specifics. Such things are speculated upon, but how he plans to create something greater than even the Hyperfold is hard to imagine. Then again…imagination is the greatest kind of power, and with Aether, it is even greater. Rakhim Shal…is a great man.”

“But don’t you get the sense that something about it feels…wrong? It’s something I can’t exactly explain. Things just feel different from when we were children? The world seems…darker.”

“Maybe so,” Isandru said. “But is that the world changing, or merely our perception of it? We’ve grown up, Mia. We are still young, but not too young to see that the world isn’t perfect.”

Isandru may have been right, but at the same time, it felt as if I were the only one who was suspicious of it all. There was something missing, except I couldn’t articulate exactly what was missing. It was something only experienced in dreams, and so much of dreams, even for a Prophetess, evaporated soon upon waking. I kept a dream journal to catch most of what I could, but even so, it wasn’t perfect, and I often had trouble deciphering what I had written down.

“I don’t know what the answer is,” I said, speaking more to myself than Isandru. “I just know there’s something more. Something forgotten, or something never realized. I feel as if we’ve lost it – whatever it is – and I can only speculate as to what answers lie hidden. Hidden with purpose, or without?” I looked at him. “Do you not feel anything like that?”

“I think we all have, at one time or another,” Isandru said, hesitatingly. “I think it’s just a blip in human consciousness. Just because you feel something doesn’t necessarily mean there is something.”

Isandru did have a point. Maybe I was crazy for thinking these things.

Everyone hailed Aether and the Hyperfold as the cure to all of the Elekai’s ills. And on the surface, it seemed as if it was the solution. Very few openly opposed it, and they were often painted as old men who couldn’t get with the times.

I had personally never tried Aether – it was illegal for anyone under eighteen to consume it – and despite its mildly addictive nature, it was said to be no worse than alcohol or other recreational substances. And the fact that it was highly regulated allayed most people’s fears.

Then, there was me. I knew next to nothing, and I was so young that I knew even less than most. And yet…something about the Hyperfold, and Aether, deeply troubled me.

And the fact that I couldn’t pinpoint what that was disturbed me even more.






































CHAPTER SIX




I AWOKE WITH ISARU SHAKING me. I drowsily blinked, finding that a pot of stew had been placed on the table before me, its contents steaming.

It took me a moment to register where I was. The dream had been so vivid, and its contents had been shocking. Despite that fact, I couldn’t help but still feel exhausted while my mind was muddled. The most surprising part, of course, was that it had been a vision of none other than Mia Farl, who Elder Isandru had described as the prophetess who had predicted the downfall of Hyperborea.

Only, in the vision, Mia and Isandru were siblings, when the Elder had led me to believe that Mia had lived long before his time. It was altogether bewildering, and I didn’t know whether to trust the Elder or the contents of my dream.

“You passed out,” Isaru said. “We let you sleep because it looked like you needed it. But now, it’s time to eat.”

He pushed a bowl of stew closer to me. Part of me wanted to relate the dream right there and then, but I needed to wait until later.

“How long was I asleep for?” I asked, instead.

“An hour, perhaps.” Rasi said.

I tried to put the dream out of my mind for now, instead focusing on the meal set before me. The stew was filled with carrots, potatoes, onions, spices, and fish. Steam curled from the bowl, tantalizing me with its aroma. I couldn't wait for it to cool, but when I started to eat, I was surprised to find that the thick broth was already at the perfect temperature.

Isaru and Rasi continued to speak as I ate. The fact recurred to me that I had seen Elder Isandru as a teenager, probably about the same age as myself and Isaru. That means the vision must have taken place over a century ago, and what was more, Mia was his sister.

Isaru and I ate quickly and quietly. Rasi had to refill my bowl three times. He had cooked for far more than three people, so he had probably added more ingredients to the stew while I had been asleep. At the end of the third bowl, I was truly full. It was a feeling I hadn’t known in a long time.

Isaru and I settled back in our chairs. It was quiet for a long moment, before our host broke the silence.

“I know not from who you are running, and it is not my business. But if you truly seek to enter the Ruins, I would advise against it, if possible. However, this may prove harder in practice. The periphery of the Ruins is populated by many separate gangs, so getting around it isn't easy. The Red Wild and the Selvan flank its eastern side after a few miles, while the west is utterly barren and mountainous. You would need many days' worth of water and food to make it around, assuming you weren’t attacked.”

“We are more than capable of defending ourselves,” Isaru said.

“Perhaps so,” Rasi said. “But even two skilled mercenaries will meet their match against five to one odds.”

“If the Ruins are so bleak, then how does anyone survive there?” I asked.

“Long ago, very few could live there, but it was settled by the Elekai during the Second Century…during the time of Hyperborea. Many such colonies were founded by that kingdom, to the east and west. They had hoped to remake the city, and as such, created a marvelous contraption known as the Sphere – a wondrous machine that, miraculously, grows vast quantities of food that supports the city. Though Hyperborea is now ash, the Sphere continues to function, providing a steady supply of food without fail.

“How is such a thing possible?” I asked.

“The short answer is, no one knows. It is likely ichor-based, but most there believe it to be magic. Cults of worship have sprung up around it over the years, and the Sphere is run by a mysterious group of mystics, known simply as the Priests of the Sphere. They are tasked with its operation, and without bias, distribute the food in equal parts to all the disparate, and often warring, gangs. To attack a priest or take direct control of the Sphere is a crime so grievous that it has never been done; besides going against the fundamental precepts of the gangs’ worship, to do so would mean securing that gang’s utter annihilation at the hands of all the others.”

“I have never heard of this Sphere,” Isaru said. “Then again, I know little of the Ruins in general.”

I didn’t know about the Sphere, either, and even if the Ruins were no more than a hundred miles north of Colonia, they were still wrapped in mystery, to the point that one had to be skeptical of any strange thing they heard of them.

“In the Ruins, Food is the ultimate currency,” Rasi continued. “There is only a set supply of it, produced at the same rate, and the number of people is variable. Taking food from the Sphere when you don't have the right is the ultimate sacrilege, and its distribution is the prerogative of the Priests.” Rasi paused. "If there are too many people, there is not enough food. Then, there is war, until the population lowers enough for the Sphere to sustain all again…until the population grows again, causing wars to again break out. It is an endless cycle, almost like clockwork.”

“What point of the cycle are the Ruins in now?” I asked.

Even as I asked it, I felt as if I already knew the answer to that question.

“There are skirmishes all the time,” Rasi said. “However, as far as a full-fledged war that involved almost all the gangs?” Rasi shook his head. “It’s been years. And the longer the interval…the greater the tipping point. Then again, it has been long since anyone from the Ruins has passed by my cabin. Over a year, in fact, so I’m ignorant of its current state. Then, however, tensions were high between the Red Suns, a northern gang, against the rest.”

“So our choices are to go around the Ruins or go through,” Isaru said. “I’m thinking the first one might be better.”

“As do I,” I said.

“Your path will be difficult either way,” Rasi said. “The Sphere is a strange thing. People are drawn to it by need, or perhaps by something else entirely. I’ve often wondered whether there is any truth to the claims the devout make. The land is like a funnel; all must pass through if they are to continue on, but for most, the Ruins are an end point. The Exiled Lands beyond are inhospitable, even more so than the Barrens in which we find ourselves. That said, the roughest sort of people live in the Exiled Lands. People even the gangs of the Ruins avoid.”

After the Ruins, the Exiled Lands was our next obstacle.

“To survive in the vastness of the Ruins,” Rasi went on, “a veritable maze of fallen civilization, one is forced to be part of a gang. Dozens vie for control in a maze of diplomacy that would bemuse even the most astute diplomat. Rivalries and alliances between the gangs stretch back decades, and even centuries. But if you do choose to go into the Ruins all the same, you must attach yourself to a gang. No one survives alone for long without one. You are either killed, or more likely, taken as a thrall.”

“A thrall?”

“A slave,” Rasi said.

“How do we prove ourselves, then?” Isaru asked.

“Nothing there is respected but strength. Be stronger than any who oppose you. Whoever pushes you…push back twice as hard. That’s the only way to survive.”

“We’re both good in a fight,” I said.

Rasi’s eyes went to our blades. “Pray that you are as good enough as you think you are.”

“You have told us much that is of use,” Isaru said. “I can only hope the news I gave was of equal value.”

“It was of great use,” Rasi said. “And on that point, helping you was its own reward.” He eyed us each seriously. “The Ruins are not far. You will begin to see signs of it just a day upriver. I can give you some food for the journey, but take my warnings to heart, though even now, I can see that you are resolute on your goal. As such, I can only wish you the very best of luck.” His twisted face became grim as he watched us both. “Gods know you’ll need it.”




* * *




Rasi filled our packs with as much food as he could spare, mostly dried fish and potatoes. It was enough to see us through a few more days.

He offered us the floor to sleep on for the night, but we decided we needed to get some more distance to our goal.

“Thank you,” Isaru said, once we were outside. “Words cannot express our gratitude. I tell you only that if you have need of anything, go to Haven and the house of my father, King Taris. Mention only my name to a man named Garvin, and my command that you be taken care of…and it shall be done.”

The old man’s eyes widened at that. “You are…Prince Isaru?”

Isaru nodded. “Keep my name secret, but tell Garvin that it is my command.”

“I…will probably not make use of that, but it is appreciated, Prince Isaru of Haven.”

“Goodbye, Elder Rasi,” I said. “And thank you.”

We turned from the house and made our way north once again.






































CHAPTER SEVEN




AFTER A FEW HOURS LONGER on the road, the sun set and the desert was plunged into darkness. The remaining heat of the day continued to emanate from the rocks, even as the surrounding air cooled.

I went off road to find a place to set up camp while Isaru fetched a pot of water from the river. By the time I'd gathered an adequate supply of firewood consisting mostly of dry scrub, Isaru found me in the narrow rivulet where I had decided we would strike camp. He unpacked his tinderbox to get a fire going. We threw the food Rasi had given us into the pot, making a hearty soup out of the fish, vegetables and spices the old man had given us.

Once it was cooked, we threw sand over what remained of the flames. With that action came full darkness, only pushed back by the thin light of the waning moon and multitude of stars.

With full bellies, the day’s work set in, and I was soon fast asleep.




* * *




We left at first light, gathering our things and headed back for the road. By this point, it was little more than a dusty trail, at times completely swallowed by the desert. We often lost sight of it altogether, and had to have faith that by following the river, we were still going the right direction. It would reappear sometime later, only to become absent once again.

By afternoon, the trail was all but gone. The landscape was starting to become more mangled – high hills lined both sides of the river, which now ran through a deepening canyon. Under a hot sun, we crested a high bluff running above the river. Once on top of it, I was surprised at how deep the canyon was becoming. It was nowhere as deep as the Grand Canyon, but beneath the current I could see massive blocks of ruins, which had apparently fallen from the sides of the canyon. My eyes went upward to the canyon’s side, where crumbling masonry still clung to either side of the canyon.

“There was a dam here,” I said.

Isaru nodded his agreement. “It must have fallen apart years ago.”

This seemed awfully familiar, though I couldn't have said why. Any time I got a sense of déjà vu, I always wondered whether it had anything to with Anna.

Just thinking of Anna reminded me that I had yet to tell Isaru about my dream…but now wasn’t the time for that.

I peered down into the canyon, where just before the former site of the dam, a thin, decrepit bridge stretched across the river, which rushed through the crumbled ruins.

“I guess that bridge is our way across.”

Isaru frowned, skeptical, but we had both known that we would have to cross the river eventually. Eventually, the Colorado would turn east, for the Red Wild, when our path was north, across the Exiled Lands. Even if going through the Red Wild by river would be easier and faster, it carried us too close to Haven, which was a risk we couldn’t take.

And so, we made our way down the bluff, finding a steep incline that took the better part of an hour to descend. Once we were standing at the canyon’s bottom, the bridge was more easily visible. It was not in good condition; at least half the planks were broken or missing, and the ropes holding it in place were frayed. Beneath the bridge, frothing current tore through rusting, metallic rebar and hunks of broken concrete, creating a perpetual din of rushing water that echoed off the canyon walls.

Falling would most likely guarantee death. The current was so intense that we'd be caught in the rubble and likely drown…if we weren’t ripped up by the sharp rocks and metal.

We could climb back out of the canyon and find another crossing, but we didn’t know how long the canyon would go. For all we knew, this was the only crossing.

“Bridge might be too generous a word to describe whatever that is,” Isaru said.

Standing close, the river was clearly much wider than I had originally thought. It had carved the canyon wide and deep, and even if the bridge was stable, there was the danger of falling through the many gaps in the planks.

“I think this bridge is far older than either of us realize,” I said.

Isaru looked at me curiously. “Why do you say that?”

“I don't know…it just feels as if I've been here before.” I paused. “I mean, as if she’s been here before.”

“You mean Anna.”

I nodded. “I think this bridge was here when she was alive. If so…that would make it almost four centuries old.”

“Don't know how I feel about crossing a four hundred year old bridge,” Isaru said.

“Well…one could make the case that if it's been here for four hundred years, it's pretty stable.”

“Well, who goes first?”

“I will,” I said. “In exchange, you take first watch tonight. We're getting close enough to the Ruins that we’ll need to start doing that.”

Not that we weren't ever in danger; we had just decided that we'd be too exhausted if we switched off watches every night.

Good as my word, I stepped forward. I gave the rope of the suspension a testing shake, but it didn’t really do much to move it. That was a good sign…or so I told myself.

The bridge was supported by thick posts driven deep into the rock. In the dry heat of the desert, I supposed there had never been any danger of it rotting, and it was far enough from the river not to ever get wet.

The ropes, however, weren’t the original. Apparently, someone had kept up with the bridge since Anna's days, even if it had been years since anyone had repaired it.

I made sure my pack was secure before starting across. I wished that looking down wasn't necessary, but I had to be sure of each of my steps; if the planks weren’t missing altogether, then they were likely unstable. Some of them even bent slightly as I stepped on them, but I quickly stepped off for the next before I could put too much strain on it.

The crossing seemed to take forever, and there was a discernible swing to the bridge with each of my movements, which made going over the middle particularly nerve-wracking.

When I made it to the other side, words couldn’t describe how much better I felt being on solid ground.

I looked back at Isaru, who waited a moment before starting his own journey across.

If anything, I felt more nervous watching him than I had felt for myself. Just seeing him go across made me realize just how dangerous it was, and it didn’t help that he was also a good deal heavier than me, being taller and more muscular, not to mention the fact that he was carrying more weight. Still, he was sure of his footing, and a lot of the weaker planks I’d been nervous about didn’t break, even under his weight.

I only relaxed when he was standing beside me, his face paler than usual.

“Let’s not do that again.”

“Looks like there’s a trail leading up,” I said.

Together, we turned from the bridge and made our way up.

When we reached the top of the canyon, it was our first sight of the Ruins.






































CHAPTER EIGHT




THE RUINS HARDLY SEEMED AN adequate description for what lay before us across a wide, desert plain. There were indeed ruins – hundreds of crumbling towers and buildings, far taller than anything I had ever seen in my life, besides Haventree. But between these ruins were more buildings, built on top and between the rubble, along with palisade walls, wooden turrets, coupled with flying banners of various colors. Wide, crumbling roads – so wide that I could hardly see the purpose for them – ran elevated on the outside of the Ruins, and in many places, were themselves collapsed. It was jarring and bizarre to even look at, and I couldn’t imagine trying to find my way through that maze.

And yet, the Ruins stretched across the entire horizon.

Going around the Ruins would be a long journey in and of itself, but there was no water in sight, except for the river behind us that was completely inaccessible because of the canyon.

There was nothing to do but start forward across the dusty plain and find a way inside. Where there were people, there was food, and we definitely needed to resupply ourselves with both food and water before setting off north. Whether we got that by stealing, or by other means, was still to be decided.

In due time, the ruins grew even larger in our view, and we passed under the broken, elevated road. We climbed over crumbled concrete and twisted rebar. On the other side, an entire half of a crumbling building looked to have been smashed by a giant fist. The building was surrounded with yet more rubble, which was difficult to traverse. We rounded the building's corner to find that a long platform of simple wooden planks ran along the sea of rubble, a deliberately made pathway for access into the city. It continued across the ruins, losing itself between dilapidated buildings, before it ran out of sight.

I realized then we were just on the outskirts. Ahead were yet more buildings, thousands of them, their monochrome dull grays and browns broken only by the dry blue sky and brightly colored canvases and pendants that were set up at various points. There were no people that I could see…not yet. The sun above was sweltering, and the heat baked the broken concrete beneath, just adding to the misery.

“That platform’s got to lead somewhere,” Isaru said.

“Probably right to people,” I said. “Remember what Rasi said about this place being dangerous.”

“We're probably safe for the moment. Still…we should be finding people soon. Those flags probably mark territory.”

It was a good thing to keep in mind. We climbed across the rubble until we reached the platform, which we followed deeper into the ruins. While most of the terrain was covered by collapsed buildings and a sea of useless junk, parts of it had been cleared, on top of which were buildings and even rows of growing crops. It was here that we saw our first people, dressed in shabby garb, working those fields. Slaves or serfs, most likely, but it was strange because there didn’t seem to be anyone overseeing them. I kept my hand close to the hilt of my blade, even if there was no one around to trouble us.

As we continued to walk, the Ruins began to look more settled. People were gathered in the shade of the larger, more stable looking buildings, watching us pass. They were still too distant to see clearly, as high as we were above the rubble, but I could tell they wore dirty clothes, were mostly thin, and undoubtedly poor. We probably made a strange sight to them, but no one even called to us. Maybe from our weapons they assumed we were part of a gang. Between the buildings, I could see wagons, shops, and stalls set up. None of them seemed to have much to offer, but the market seemed busy all the same. Intermixed with the people were roughly dressed men, looking more well fed and carrying weapons. Clubs and maces appeared to be the most popular.

Those were the ones we needed to avoid, if possible.

The platform diverged in various places, allowing access to the settled islands in the Ruins below. We were about twenty minutes on the platform when we saw our first person using it – a single man, rounding a building about a hundred feet away. When he caught sight of us, he drew a sword, causing Isaru and me to respond in kind.

Then, the man turned and ran, apparently not liking his chances.

“I think we might be somewhere we’re not supposed to be,” I said.

“I think you’re right.” Isaru sheathed his blade, but I was slow to follow his lead. “Maybe only certain people are allowed up here. If that’s the case, he might be going to find friends.”

“What do we do, then?”

He nodded toward the nearby market. “We can lose ourselves in that crowd. Figure out our next move.”

I didn’t have a better idea, so we took a ramp leading down from the main platform until we were standing between the crowded stalls. The stench of unwashed people clung to the air, and flies flew in clouds above bins displaying withered fruit and vegetables and stinking fish. Where that fish came from, I couldn’t guess. There wasn’t any water nearby that I could see except for the river.

We threaded our way through the milling crowd. Because of Isaru’s pace and bearing, people parted for us long before we reached them. Now close to the people, I could see that every one of them had a brand on their foreheads – a single mark running up and down. Fewer still had two marks, and these seemed to be more well fed while wearing higher quality clothes. Some sort of caste system, perhaps.

The fact that we didn’t have any just made us stick out all the more, but we were moving so fast through the twisted streets that no one had time to stop us. The market was far larger than I had originally thought, seeming to go on forever down various streets and alleys. It wasn't just shoppers and vendors; we were eyed with challenge by groups of ruffians, heavily tattooed and each bearing either one or two marks on their foreheads. If we didn’t have weapons, I had no doubt they would have challenged us.

Then again, it was only going to be a matter of time before someone got brave.

“You there! The both of you. You can’t come past here.”

A short, stocky man stepped out in front of us, with a head shaved bald, folding his arms and staring us down in challenge. Two marks were branded into his head and he wore a cudgel at his side, while a tall, lanky companion joined him a moment later, putting a hand on the handle of his club. He only had one mark.

“We need to get through,” Isaru said. “We don’t want there to be any trouble.”

The man raised an eyebrow in challenge, while the lanky man smiled. He was an ugly man, with a nasty scar, crooked nose, and watery eyes that seemed to always be on the verge of tears.

“They ain’t from here, Sen,” the tall man said. “I say we beat ‘em and take their stuff.”

The short man cracked a smile, but then frowned upon looking at our blades. “Those are katanas. The Hunters carry them, if I remember right.”

“That's right,” I said. “We're on Hunter business. It’s best you not get yourselves involved in that.”

The short man, Sen, eyed me shrewdly; it was hard to tell whether or not he bought the lie. “Hunter business. And what does a Hunter want to do with the Ruins? I think you’re bluffing.”

I drew my blade and assumed Windform; I fell into the basic stance, sword pointed forward, as easily as drawing breath. “Either we’re Hunters, or we were strong enough to kill Hunters and take their blades. Chew on that for a bit.”

Strangely enough, the tall man made a chewing motion with his fat mouth. He obviously was a bit of a dolt, and it was then that I realized that these men were nothing more than guards and probably couldn’t handle themselves well in a fight.

From the way Sen was now looking at me, his features tensing, it was as if he realized it, too.

“You have three seconds to stand aside,” I said.

A bead of sweat ran down Sen’s head, which he hastily wiped. “I…I can’t just let you through, though. Anyone who passes, any outsider…the Dragons could have my head!”

“Ask if we care,” Isaru said.

Sen was really sweating, now, and the tall man did look as if he actually was going to cry.

“Get moving,” Sen decided. “Hurry along! You didn’t talk to me, you hear? If they find out I let you through…”

Without even waiting to listen to his blather, Isaru and I stepped forward and the two bullies positively dove out of the way. Once we were thirty seconds down the empty street, clear of any sign of habitation, I turned to see that Sen and the other man were looking after us. He gestured for us to hurry along, obviously afraid someone might see what he had done and rat him out.

Isaru looked around the empty streets – identical to where we’d just left, only without stalls and without people.

“This place is abandoned. Why would they want to keep people out of here?”

“No idea.”

We turned a corner only to be greeted by a couple of rotting bodies, well into decomposing, laced with maggots and swarms of flies. I hacked at the horrible stench, and we steered wide of the corpses, running until we were a good distance from them.

“What’s happened to this place?” I asked.

As if in answer to my question, there was the sound of shouting, just around the corner, and the sound of steel on steel. There were battle cries and screams of pain.

“Turf war, I imagine,” Isaru said. “It explains why the streets are empty.”

Isaru said it so calmly that I could hardly believe it. “We need to hide.”

We found a nearby building, apparently abandoned, going in through the open door. We listened for a while, until the sounds of conflict had completely vanished.

By the time we emerged onto the deserted street, it was late afternoon. We made our way forward, slowly. We had lost all sense of direction, as the streets were a maze. While they were laid out in a grid-like pattern, the piles of rubble and collapsed buildings made getting around difficult, even more so once evening arrived. From time to time, we’d hear men shouting, but the voices were distant. Otherwise, it was completely silent.

The Ruins didn’t seem to be fully inhabited…rather, there were islands of settlement in a sea of abandonment. These abandoned parts were where most of the fighting was taking place.

Isaru and I decided to enter a nearby building to take shelter for the night. We found some stairs and climbed up to the second level, listening to make sure the building was truly empty. It was almost completely dark, and since there was no way to start a fire, and doing so would have just given away our position, we ate our food cold.

As we went to sleep, we could, in the night, hear the sounds of shouting and men screaming.






































CHAPTER NINE




I AWOKE WHEN A LOUD bang echoed through the hallway. I immediately reached for the hilt of my sword, but remained still; it was too dark for anyone to see me, but if I moved quickly, that would give our position away.

But my hopes that we would go unnoticed were dashed when an orange light appeared around the corner, flickering in the darkness. We had been tracked, and whoever was here had torches. Shouting filled the hallway.

“Up,” I said. “There’s no way out of this.”

Isaru and I stood. My hands shook as they gripped the hilt of my sword tightly, and I assumed Treeform. As I entered the position, calm entered me; I had done this so many times that entering Silence was natural, even in the most stressful situations. Isaru followed my lead, just in time for the first shadow to round the corner.

“Hurry!” he shouted gruffly. “We can hold out against them here. Two abreast, five deep…with luck…” He paused. “There's someone already here.”

“Boss?” one of the men said.

“Footsteps in the dust,” he said. “They lead this way.”

He hadn’t taken two steps before Isaru called out. “Hold!”

The man stopped, along with every other man who rounded the corner, about ten in all. Each brought their blades and clubs to bear. All were men, well-muscled, of various ethnicities. Some were darker skinned, while there was one who was so pale that I might have been able to see him without the torchlight.

“Who are you with?” demanded the boss.

“No one,” Isaru said. “We don't want to fight, but we will if pressed.”

My heart felt as if it would beat out of my chest, but I did nothing to betray that. On the outside, I was calm and still as stone, ready to defend at a moment’s notice.

“Don’t lie to me,” the man said. “Tell us who you are with, or we will be forced to kill you.”

“Dragons,” I said.

There was a moment’s pause, as the men looked at one another. It was an answer they hadn't expected.

“Well, Dragons,” the boss said, “prepare to die, courtesy of the Red Suns.”

The men came forward quickly – all too quickly. They formed a line as they forged ahead, clearly meaning to make fast work of us.

“Sorry about that,” I said. “I’ve always been a bad guesser.”

“Focus,” Isaru said. “Remember your training. We can get through this.”

Whatever the case, it was Isaru and I against ten gang members.

It was time to see what a Seeker’s training was worth outside the Wild.

The leader was the first to strike, flanked on either side by two more gangsters. He came for me, bringing a thick longsword down in a wide arc. I anticipated the move, and it seemed to move slowly as I stepped aside – right into the line of attack of the man on the leader's right, who was swinging a nasty mace laced with sharp spikes. I ducked, feeling wind whoosh over my head. With both men put off balance, I struck the maceman quickly, right in the gut, withdrawing my blade just in time to knock away the leader’s second swipe.

Isaru, meanwhile, was trading blows with the other attacker, even as more piled on from behind.

I stepped backward for breathing room for the chance to change forms. I needed something aggressive – something that killed quickly. Nothing but Flameform would do, and I had to make the bet that none of these men were trained in how to counter it.

I dropped my blade until it was low, and even as more men came at me, I didn’t waste time parrying, instead running forward between two of them, timing it just right so that their blades slashed only empty air – leading me right into the back ranks of fighters. Surprised, a man fell easily to a sharp slash on the gut, while another fell to a deep cut in the neck. Isaru used the confusion to dispatch his first attacker, going for the ones I bypassed to protect my flanks.

What followed was mayhem. Terrible screams filled the darkness, but wrapped in Silence, I only focused on what had to be done, giving no reign to emotion. I was surrounded by four men, but they were still shocked at seeing four of their number fall so quickly…but I couldn’t let up now. My blade became a whirlwind of aggression. Had I tried this against a Seeker, or even an Apprentice of the Sanctum, my flurry of attacks could have been easily countered, but these men have never had to face the unrelenting fury of Flameform.

Like an inferno in a dry forest, there was no defense now that I had warmed up; there would be no stopping me until I'd burned through every last man. They fought feebly, such as they could, but in the deep meditation of Battletrance, there was no move I could not predict. Due to darkness and the shifting of the torchlight, they fought like blind men.

And then, there were only bodies where once there had been living, breathing men. It was only now, as Battletrance slipped away, that I noticed the markings on their foreheads – all had at least two or three. It had happened in less than a minute. It had been slaughter, and the hallway that had before been a scene of mayhem was as silent as a crypt.

“Impressive.”

A deep voice resonated from down the hall, where a single man stood, arms crossed. There were more men lined up behind, who stood silently, waiting for their leader to continue.

“Please,” I said, my voice coming out, cracked, “don't make the same mistake they did.”

The man gave a deep, throaty chuckle. “I wouldn't think of it. After all, you've done my work for me, girl.”

He stepped forward into the darkness, and the other men followed.

“Stop there,” Isaru said.

The man stopped, just short of the pools of light cast by the two discarded torches. “Who are you with, to fight as such?”

“We are with no one,” I said. “We claimed allegiance to the Dragons, spurring these to attack.”

The man was quiet, considering. If I could have seen his face, I would have suspected he was arching an eyebrow.  “No wonder they sought to kill you. For they were fleeing from the Dragons. From us.”

The man stepped forward once again, kneeling to pick up one of the torches. With that action, his face was revealed – a man with strong, masculine features, thin lips, and a head shaved bald. His eyes were dark, but glinting with the firelight, and he wore an amused smirk. Three deep markings lined his forehead.

“My name is Nael Shalan,” he said. “I am a warlord of the Dragon Clan. Usually, we kill any stranger we find here, but seeing your work here…it would be most prudent for us to ignore that custom. In fact, we could use you. If it is true, that you have no allegiance…” He frowned. “How, then, did you come here? You can’t have been in the Ruins long.”

“That’s our business,” Isaru said. “We are passing through and don't wish to be bothered.”

“You're wrong,” Nael said. “If anyone passes through Dragonland, it is the business of the Dragons. We are only three here, but outside I have fifty men at arms. Perhaps you could dispatch ten with no problem, but I doubt you could deal with fifty. And I doubt you wish to kill yourselves trying to kill us.” His tone became commanding. “So tell me. What are you doing here?”

I couldn’t see a way to talk ourselves out of answering his questions, and I couldn’t think of a lie fast enough. I was as bad at lying as I was at guessing. Telling him at least some of the truth probably wouldn’t hurt.

“We are Seekers, searching for lost knowledge,” I said. “It can only be found here. We will speak no more of this, for we are sworn to secrecy.”

The man did, in fact, raise an eyebrow at this, but it wasn't him who spoke next, but one of his men: “There are no Seekers. They are a tale told to children. Do you take us for fools?”

I had to bite my tongue to not say, “maybe just you.” Thankfully, Isaru came to my support.

“You can choose not to believe us, but a Seeker can stand up to many times their lesser and come out victorious. The best among us could kill your fifty without breaking a sweat.”

“And I assume you are not the best,” Nael said, “or you would have mentioned that killing fifty would be easy.”

He had Isaru there. “Maybe we can’t kill fifty, but we can kill you. So what will it be? I suggest you leave us alone.”

“I can’t do that,” Nael said. “Perhaps if it were just me here, but you’ve already caused too much of a stir. My honor is to the Dragonlord; if I don’t kill you, then I must bring you to him for judgment.”

“We will not go,” Isaru said.

“Not to die,” Nael said. “If what you say is true…and something tells me it is…then the Dragonlord would be most interested in your mission. He might even be willing to offer aid.”

“Our mission is for no one to know,” Isaru said.

“Perhaps,” Nael said. “But what choice do you have? If anything…perhaps you could become Dragons. In fact, you fought better than any Dragon I know. The Dragonlord would be most eager to meet you.”

I was about to voice my agreement with Isaru, until I realized that this could be a great opportunity. Rasi’s words returned to me: no one survived in the Ruins unless they were part of a gang. Maybe Isaru and I would make it just fine on our own, but having the Dragons escort us through might make things easier if we could somehow get their help.

Besides, it didn't really look like Nael was giving us much of a choice.

“How far is this Dragonlord?” I asked.

Isaru looked at me, but I kept my eyes on Nael.

“Not far,” he said. “An hour through the Ruins. You will come to no harm. Of that, I assure you.”

“Why should we trust you?” Isaru asked.

“Why should I trust you?” Nael asked. “For all I know, you could attack me right now, while we are only three, and escape before any of my other men can help me. And yet, here I am.” He laughed. “What will it be, Seekers?”

I looked at Isaru – he seemed adamant about saying no, but if there was a way to get out of this without more bloodshed, I was going to take it. Isaru, at last, gave a terse nod.

“We agree,” I said. “But if you cross us…”

“We won’t,” Nael said. “You can follow behind us, at whatever distance you please. Dragonhold has the highest walls in all the Ruins, aside from the Sphere, and it will be far safer for you to rest there than here. There is food, water, whatever your heart desires.”

I wondered what was included in that last bit, but decided not to ask.

“Lead us, then.”

Nael gave a slight bow. “Then follow.”

He turned and walked down the hall without hesitation, using his torch to light the way. His two henchmen stood watching us for a moment before turning to follow.

Isaru waited while I went forward to grab the torch. I held it, and turned to face Isaru.

“I feel like this is what we need to do,” I said.

“I know it is,” he said. “And I will do everything to watch your back. You are far too trusting of these people, Shanti.”

“I trust no one,” I said.

“Not even me, apparently.”

“Don't be so sullen. Of course I trust you.”

Isaru gave a stiff nod. “We better get moving. But if I decide it’s too dangerous, we get out.”

Well, it didn’t feel good to have Isaru disagree with me, but there really wasn’t anything I could do about that. Nothing, except hope that he wasn’t proven right.






































CHAPTER TEN




WHEN WE REACHED THE STREET below, I saw that Nael was as good as his word. Some fifty Dragons stood waiting, eyeing us suspiciously with hands going to their weapons. With a single order, Nael could have Isaru and I killed – even if that came at the cost of a lot of his men's lives.

Instead, Nael made a placating gesture, causing everyone to take their hands away from their weapons. They weren’t going to kill us, then. At least, not yet.

“To Dragonhold,” Nael called.

Many of the men’s eyes were filled with relief as they turned and followed Nael down the deserted street. Isaru and I waited until everyone had gotten moving before we followed at a distance. I briefly thought about running away, but it would have been impossible. There were eyes on us at all times, and in unfamiliar territory, we'd be caught sooner or later.

The Dragons made a quick path through the crumbling streets. The empty windows of buildings stared like dark eyes as we passed between them. There was rarely a place where the street wasn’t covered either with the dust or broken concrete of a collapsed building, but trails had been forged ahead of time, which the Dragons seemed to know by heart. We even went through buildings sometimes, finding our way to the opposite side only to come out on yet another street.

We continued in this way over the next hour, as the moon disappeared behind a building that might have once been a warehouse. And then, we turned onto a final street, where at the end was a high mound of rubble with a dip in the middle, completely cutting off access beyond. It took me a moment to realize, with a tall palisade mounted at its top, that it wasn’t like the other mounds. Judging by the increase in pace of the men, I knew this had to be the final stretch to Dragonhold.

We climbed the slope of rubble, and the gate blocking the middle swung inside. Two watchtowers were built to either side of it, each manned, and furthermore, I could see men watching from the buildings rising above the street.

Nael Shalan stopped at the gate, waving the other men through, until it was just him and us standing outside of it.

“Follow me,” he said.

He went inside, and we only hesitated a moment before following after. No sooner were we in, the gates began to shut behind, creaking in the darkness.

We had entered a wide square bordered on every side by buildings, some of which were incredibly tall  perhaps as much as twenty stories. Most were collapsed, though  these had obviously been constructed over four centuries ago, before even the Ragnarok War. Only two seemed to actually still be intact. Even so, there were other buildings that were obviously newer, built around the perimeter of the square, mostly shabby in construction. Torches lit large portions of the area, which was kept clear of the rubble that so drowned the rest of the Ruins.

At this time of night, it appeared no one was awake besides various guards. The men we had traveled with were almost all heading toward one of the large buildings, but it wasn’t to this that Nael was leading us. Any point open to the outside was walled and had at least one tower for defense. Dragonhold seemed to consist of this fortified square and nothing more, but judging from all the buildings, there were probably a lot of people living here.

We became lost in the empty stalls and small buildings of what was probably a market, taking up the center of the square. Everything else was briefly lost to view before we exited to find ourselves before the largest of the intact buildings. Two torches were lit on either side of its double doors.

Nael approached, holding up a hand to tell us to wait. Then, he gave a complicated series of knocks that was obviously a password. He waited a moment before there came the sound of a bar being thrown back, followed by the door creaking open, revealing a large man in a plain white shirt and canvas pants, his thick, muscled arms etched with tattoos – two of which were Radaska dragons. His forehead bore three marks, like Nael’s.

“Dragons rising, Valan,” Nael intoned, flashing the twin dragons on his arms.

“Dragons rising, Nael,” Valan repeated, raising his own meaty arms.

Nael nodded toward us. “These are to be taken to the Dragonlord for an audience.”

Valan glanced at Isaru and me. “The Dragonlord is resting, and is not to be disturbed.”

“I thought as much, but can you see about giving these two lodging? They are great warriors from the outside; they killed the ten Suns we pursued before we even had the chance to wet our blades.”

Valan’s eyes widened at that, and he looked at us with respect. “Ten, you say. Yes, we can find a place for them here.”

It was hard to tell whether he meant he could find us a place for the night, or whether he could find a place for us here permanently.

“We won’t be staying long,” Isaru said.

“You can speak to the Dragonlord about it tomorrow,” Nael said. “For now, though, follow Valan to your room for the night.”

With that, Nael left us with Valan, who quickly took charge. “This way, outsiders. By what names am I to call you?”

“I’m Elec,” Isaru said. “This is Alara.”

Valan nodded, even as he led us inside the building. We were greeted by what had once been a grand lobby, with marble floors and a rich red rug that looked as new as the day it was woven. It was dark, lit only partly by torches. Perhaps a king had lived here in older days.

While there was a pair of curved staircases leading to a second floor balcony overlooking the vast space, we remained on the first floor, taking a corridor branching off from the main atrium. We passed no one save a lone guard making his rounds, who did not stop to speak to Valan, though he did look at us curiously.

We came to a stop at the first door. “This is your room for the night. A slave will bring you breakfast, after which I will escort you to see the Dragonlord…if it pleases him.”

So, I had been right about the slaves. That was of no surprise, but it still made me queasy. Even if Colonia didn't have slaves in name, many people might as well have been considered as much, given that they were bound to plantations outside the city and unable to afford little more than food and shelter to work another day. Perhaps the life of a slave here was not much worse than that.

“Thank you,” Isaru said.

“Your door will be guarded,” Valan said, on his way out. “Have a pleasant rest.”

He shut the door behind him, leaving Isaru and I alone in the dark room. Isaru’s torch was the only source of light, revealing a large pallet that Isaru and I would have to share. There wasn't much else – a pitcher on a small stool, though surprisingly, there was a mirror, but it was laced with cracks, and a chamber pot in the corner. There were no windows.

Isaru put the torch in a sconce, after which he cracked his knuckles. “Not even some water to wash with.”

“Well, I would have thought you were used to my stink by now. But maybe not, because I’m still not used to yours.”

Isaru chuckled at that. He removed his pack, setting it gently on the floor while I did the same.

“We better save our food,” he said. “Eat as much here as we can get our hands on.”

“That will have to wait until morning.”

We both stood there quietly, and in the silence, all my exhaustion returned to me.

“I’m not at ease in this place,” Isaru said, quietly. “I believe one of us should stay awake.”

“Neither of us can stay awake,” I said. “Even if one of us does, what good would it do? We are outnumbered.”

“We are in their hands, that much is sure,” Isaru said. “Whether good or bad, we will find out very soon.”

There was nothing left to do but sleep.

I took a deep drink from my canteen and with that, we settled down to sleep. The pallet was a little smaller than I would have liked, but it was far more comfortable than anything we had slept on thus far.

I was asleep after just a few breaths.






































CHAPTER ELEVEN




WE WERE WOKEN BY A loud knock at the door. We barely had time to get up before the door opened, revealing Valan standing there.

“You have been invited to have breakfast with the Dragonlord and his family.”

Something told me that this was less of an invitation and more of an order.

“Take a few minutes to straighten yourselves out,” Valan said.

We spent the next few minutes trying to improve our appearances as much as we could with the shattered standing mirror, but at least in my case, there was not much that could be cured. That would take at least three days of sleep and plenty of meals and water, along with a long, hot bath. Just thinking of that made me want to groan.

Well, we weren’t here to look pretty, anyway. We had a job to do.

Isaru finally nodded to Valan. “Lead us there.”

I was latching my katana to my belt when Valan shook his head. “Bring only yourselves. You are not in any danger here.”

I doubted that, but of course, I didn't voice that opinion. I supposed if the Dragonlord's family was going to be there, there was little chance of things getting bloody. Despite myself, I was curious what the family of a gang lord looked like.

We left the room, following Valan down the well-lit corridors. When we reached the atrium, high windows admitted a generous amount of light. The place was busier today than late last night, but was mostly just other gang members gathered in small groups. There was a sense of anticipation in the air that I just couldn’t place, as if something big was about to happen.

We followed another corridor, passing a large amount of guards, before turning into a wide room with people sitting around a table laden generously with food – eggs with peppers, ham, roast potatoes, toast with butter and jam, along with beans and tortillas. My mouth salivated at the sight, and there seemed to even be milk, coffee, and orange juice. The latter was something only rich people drank in Colonia – after all, who wasted an entire orange by squeezing out the juice? Only wealthy people could be so wasteful. Coffee, however, was something drunk by both rich and poor, in varying degrees of quality.

My eyes went from the food to the man sitting at the head of the table, who I guessed to be the Dragonlord. He was surprisingly mild-looking for someone in command of an entire gang. He was shorter than average, with a light, well-groomed brown beard and light brown eyes that had a peculiar hardness to them. His skin was light brown; he would not have looked at all out of place on the streets of Colonia. His facial features were sharp, reminding me of a hawk. His eyes were overly large and set too close together, while there was almost a feminine arch to his eyebrows. Three marks were branded into his forehead; apparently, there was nothing above three marks, since I couldn’t imagine a rank higher than his.

He was a strange-looking man, not blessed with looks, but none of that seemed to matter, because the woman sitting at his side was beautiful, with wavy brown hair and high cheekbones that made her appear queenly. Even the three marks upon her forehead did not mar her beauty. Her warm brown eyes, coupled with her smile, made me feel welcome, even if I knew that it was just for show. Her ears were studded with ruby earrings, and she wore a gold and diamond necklace, along with a rich, red dress with golden trim that exposed a generous amount of bosom, far past the point of modesty. There were also two young boys, looking a couple of years apart, not quite old enough to grow any facial hair – the older was like a miniature version of the father, perhaps twelve years of age, while the younger was softer and more delicate-looking. He looked more like his mother. Neither of the sons had marks, which made me think that they weren’t given until one came of age.

Curiously, there were two other women sitting at the table who I couldn’t place. They were both beautiful, but seemed reserved, not even looking up from their plates in greeting. Perhaps sisters of the Dragonlord, though both didn’t look much like him. Each bore two marks, which was telling in why their behavior seemed more submissive.

The Dragonlord nodded. “Be welcome, Seekers of the Sanctum. Please…be seated.”

There were three empty chairs at the end of the table. Isaru and I took the last two, leaving space between ourselves and one of the unknown women. Immediately as we were seated, slaves appeared from the woodworks and began to fill our plates – with thick slices of honeyed ham, fluffy eggs with jalapeños, peppers, and onions, black beans laden with spices and butter and bacon, with golden toast buttered and jammed thickly to perfection. Not engorging myself right there and then was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.

“Cream and honey for your coffee, my lady?” a female slave asked, pleasantly.

I was about to tell her there was no need, but then again, I really did want both. “Yes. Lots.”

Fresh coffee was poured, and the steam curled up from the cup, the aroma tantalizing. Once coffee was poured, a generous dollop of cream and three spoonfuls of honey were mixed in delicately. I had never taken either with coffee; it had never occurred to me to drink it with anything added to it. As bad as it was to be served by slaves, in my state, I only had an eye for the food.

The slaves stepped away, giving us space to eat.

The Dragonlord watched me with a small smile on his thin lips, seeming to know every thought that ran through my mind.

“Please…let us begin.”

For a gang lord, I was surprised at the man’s manners. Then again, he might have just been doing this because he thought we were Seekers and didn’t want us to think less of him. But judging by the fanciness of the dishes, as well as the quality of their clothing and their mannerisms, this was probably a daily occurrence. Indeed, I felt out of place in my shabby clothing.

Feeling out of place, however, was trumped by the need to eat. It was hard to make myself go as slow as everyone else. My stomach was positively screaming at me to scarf everything down before me as quickly as possible, as if at any moment it might be snatched away. Everything was delicious, but my favorite was the orange juice and coffee, mainly because I wasn’t used to sweet things. I had to get my glass refilled three times in the course of the meal.

In between bites, though, we answered the Dragonlord’s questions.

“Thank you for joining us,” he said. “You do our table great honor. I have never hosted a Seeker, though I have always wanted to meet one. It is my good fortune, praise the Sphere, that today, I have the privilege of meeting two.”

Praise the Sphere. Apparently, people thought the thing was some sort of deity.

“We are grateful for the invitation,” I said, not sure what else to say.

The Dragonlord nodded, as if that answer was as he expected. “I am called Avon Galice; I am not sure my name has been given, but I am called the Dragonlord by my men. This is my wife, Delrania…” The beautiful woman I had guessed to be his wife gave a gracious nod. “My sons…Camillo and Nathaniel.” He nodded across the table, as if making a side comment. “This is Penelope and Firenzia…two of my other wives.”

I tried to hide my shock at that, and thankfully was able to keep my face steady. Such things weren’t allowed in Colonia or the Red Wild for all I knew, but I supposed when you were the king of your own kingdom, you could make all the rules you wanted.

Isaru, however, seemed to be far more comfortable with the situation. As a prince, I was sure he’d had his share of fancy dinners with important people.

“We are pleased to make your acquaintance, Dragonlord. You do us great honor in inviting us to dine with your lovely family. We look forward to getting to know you.”

I almost wanted to laugh; there was no way Isaru actually meant that, but from his tone, it was as if he meant every word.

The Dragonlord smiled graciously, and even the Lady Delrania smiled with pleasure.

I decided there and then to be as polite as I could, but to let Isaru do the talking. Everyone else remained quiet, apparently knowing that it was not their place to speak. Even if the family was there, there was a sense that, among guests, it was the prerogative of the father to speak.

“Allow me to introduce ourselves,” Isaru said. “I am Elec, of the Champion Sect of the Seekers’ Sanctum, and this is Alara, of the same Sect. On behalf of the Sanctum, we thank you for this reception, which was most unexpected, but appreciated.”

Dragonlord Avon smiled at that. “But of course, Champion Elec…if I am correct in that title.”

“Yes, but please, call us simply Elec and Alara, should you please.”

“It would please me greatly. Lord Avon shall suffice for you.” He leaned forward. “So tell me, for I am curious; you are both so young, and yet Nael’s tale of your prowess cannot be doubted. Are all Champions so versatile, and so young, as the two of you?”

He was testing us. It was hard to tell how much he knew of the Seekers’ customs, but generally, they weren't well-known outside the Red Wild. Seekers were the subject of stories, but many – like the soldier who had protested to Nael when we had claimed to be Seekers – didn’t believe they existed at all. It was hard to tell which camp the Dragonlord fell into.

“The usual age of ascension is twenty,” Isaru said, carefully. “We are far from that, as you may have guessed. I myself am eighteen, while Alara is seventeen. Ascension before then is uncommon, but not unprecedented. Our Gifts are such that the Elders of the Sanctum found more benefit in an early ascension than a usual one.”

The Dragonlord leaned back in his chair, stroking his beard. “Yes, I see. I suppose you can't have been a Seeker long, though.”

“You suppose correctly, Lord Avon. Not long at all,” Isaru said. “A few weeks, as a matter of fact. Our business here in the Ruins will be our first mission, and it was judged to be something a newly ascended pair of Seekers could handle.”

The Dragonlord raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Few would be so brash as to speak of the Ruins in that way. I don't doubt your talent; but by a similar line of reasoning, you shouldn't doubt the danger here.”

“It’s been a long time since the Seekers have come here,” Isaru said. “It could be that the Elders were not as well-versed on the dangers here as they believed. Indeed, we had not expected to encounter such resistance.”

This statement seemed to mollify the Dragonlord somewhat. He hadn’t liked hearing that two teenagers had been able to cut their way through the Ruins like hot butter.

There was an awkward silence as everyone continued to eat. Several Dragons stood to the sides of the room, wary of any aggression on our part. Even if we didn’t have weapons, they were taking the security of the Dragonlord and his family very seriously.

“All the more dangerous,” the Dragonlord continued, “for we find ourselves in the midst of the greatest war that has ever visited itself upon the Ruins. Every gang is involved, and for the last year, it has been nothing but death and horror.” He looked at each of us pointedly. “I hope for nothing more than its swift conclusion, by almost any means necessary.”

By now, I was almost done with my second plate. The Lady Delrania was watching me with open horror, probably because the amount I was eating was rude. Lord Avon’s opinion was more important, and it didn’t seem as if he cared much. So, I ate on.

“My dear,” the Dragonlord said to his wife, “might you take the children to the nursery?”

“Come, children,” Delrania said briskly.

Without a word, both children rose from the table. Even if they weren’t spoken to, the Dragonlord’s other wives also rose, knowing the order included them; if even the first wife couldn’t stay, they obviously couldn’t either. I noticed that there was clearly tension between them and Avon’s first wife, who didn’t do well in hiding the dirty look she gave each of them as they departed. I guessed that it wasn’t custom that they eat at the same table, but for some reason, Avon had wanted them there today. Maybe to show off to us, or perhaps to put us off balance?

When the room was cleared, Lord Avon next nodded to the guards, who hesitated only a moment before vacating the room. They shut the door behind them, leaving us in silence.

The Dragonlord studied us both, seeming perfectly at ease with the long quiet that followed. “You both clearly haven’t had a good meal in a while.”

I didn’t say anything in response, instead waiting for Isaru to speak.

“The desert…hasn’t been kind, Lord Avon.”

“You traveled afoot, I presume,” Lord Avon said, leaning back in his chair. He grabbed a nearby candle while taking out a fat cigar. He lit it and gave it a few testing puffs.

“Fine tobacco. Imported from Chiapas, in southern Nova.” He reached for another, offering it to Isaru and completely ignoring me. Perhaps it wasn't deemed proper for women to smoke.

Isaru politely declined. Lord Avon took a few long draws, holding the smoke in for a long time before breathing it out.

“Now,” he said. “To business.” He tapped the ash from his cigar onto a small, empty plate. The smell was just now reaching us, and it was pungent. “You have just arrived in the Ruins, I presume.”

Isaru nodded. “Just yesterday.”

“I am guessing you know little of the…political situation.”

“Almost nothing. Our aim is our mission, and any relevant information was to be acquired on arrival. It's been years since Augurs have conducted a proper study of this place.”

The bit about Augurs not performing any study on the Ruins was probably correct, for all I knew. Isaru always had strange snippets of knowledge like that in the back of his mind that had a way of serving him well later.

“Then, allow me to enlighten you, Seeker Elec,” Lord Avon said. “The entire city has been in a state of war for the past few months. The Red Suns – ten members of which you've killed – are the largest and most powerful gang, controlling almost half of the territory and slaves. Their leader – a man by the name of Mithras – has declared himself as the Grand Prophet of Elekim. A man who was sent to clear the way for his coming, which is due any day now.” Avon chuckled darkly. “Of course, anyone with a brain can see right through it. Religion is used as currency here…currency that buys souls willing to die for that religion. The problem, however, is so very few in the Ruins have a brain.”

“What do you mean?” Isaru asked.

“The so-called Prophet Mithras is a brilliant tactician. He gained control of the Suns by overthrowing their former leader…a man named Virgo. And since then, he has led the gang on a series of conquests, taking over much of the prized territory of the city, mostly in the north. He promises freedom to any able-bodied male slave that escapes to his borders, only swelling his ranks, discarding with centuries of tradition, uprooting communities. Any in his path who do not join him are defeated and put to the sword. If nothing is done, they will take over the whole of the Ruins.”

“Why should this matter to us?” I said, cutting in.

Avon looked at me, annoyed by the interruption. He had not had the same reaction to Isaru. This man did not see women as his equal, but I continued to stare him down.

“It matters, because we can help each other, Champion Alara. Ever since the beginning of Mithras’s conquests, I have endeavored to form a coalition of gangs to stand against him. Such things are not easily done.”

Isaru nodded, as if he was well-aware of that fact.

“However, the Red Suns have done something so vile, so despicable, something never seen in the history of the Ruins…that the coalition has formed, and we stand ready to attack.”

“What have they done?” Isaru asked.

Lord Avon leaned forward meaningfully. “They have taken control of the Sphere itself. They allow no food to leave, nor do they even allow the Priests who live there to leave. For this outrage, they must be crushed, every one of them slaughtered, and the Priests freed from their tyranny.”

I remembered what Rasi had told me about the Sphere; it was the only place that was off limits to attack. It was seen as holy, and its priests inviolable, so it was easy to understand how it being taken over was enough to get the gangs to unite against the Suns.

“A battle will soon be fought,” Lord Avon said. “A surprise attack upon the Sphere itself, which is surrounded by three layers of walls. Should the attack fail, the Red Suns can starve the rest of us into submission. The Twelve Gangs are usually unable to set aside petty rivalries in the face of a greater danger, but this is not the case now. This very night, the final attack will begin.”

“Where do we come in?” Isaru asked.

“You are to aid in the attack,” Avon said. “Not in the main charge, of course – that is for the rank and file. You are to attack Mithras himself.”

I could hardly believe what Avon had just told us. He wanted us – two perfect strangers – to risk our lives doing his dirty work.

“And why would we do this for you?” Isaru asked.

“You came to the Ruins at a very bad time,” Avon said. “Even if you tried to escape from here, you would likely be killed on your way out. Mithras’s patrols are everywhere in force, and it’s not likely you would get out alive.”

“We got in alive,” I said.

“You also entered from the only area that we control, in the south,” Avon said. “I know that, because otherwise, you would be dead.”

“Killing Mithras will not be easy,” Isaru said. “Generally, commanders are in the back of battle, surrounded by guards.”

“And yet, you killed ten without even batting an eye,” Avon said. “It can be done. The hardest part will be going around the battlefront and into the back ranks without being noticed.” Avon gave a small smile. “But we have devised a way.”

“How?” Isaru asked.

“The Sphere is the key to most of Mithras’s power. If it’s in our control, he won’t be able to feed all of his troops. This means he must defend it. It is his weak point.”

“But is it not already heavily defended?” Isaru asked.

“Very much so,” Avon said. “Yet, we have the advantage of numbers. Another attack will occur far from the Sphere, but not too far to arouse Mithras’s suspicion that it is a feint. The Drakes are going to be attacking into some of their territory, and since the leader of the Drakes, Caralis, is brash, it is believable that he would do such a thing. Mithras will be forced to respond, leaving the Sphere weaker. That is when the real attack begins.”

“What does the Sphere even look like?” Isaru asked. “I will be blunt – it is exactly what we came to study, being interested in old Elekai technology. We know very little of it at the Sanctum, as the records somehow wound up in Brevia years ago, which, as you probably know, none have access to.”

“I see,” Avon said, considering. “Then this is even more fortuitous.”

“How so?”

Lord Avon lay down his cigar, having finished with it. “Because your sneak attack will go into the Sphere itself. The Sphere is considered a holy place. None are permitted inside, save the Priests who maintain it, drawn from every gang and selected by the Priests themselves. Not all are born with ability to work the Sphere, so those who do form a special caste – one which is not allowed to bear any weapon, nor ally with any gang. Their sole purpose is to run the Sphere, according to their secret art. None are permitted inside on pain of death.”

“What’s to keep us from getting killed, then?” Isaru asked.

Avon looked at him levelly. “A guarantee by all the gang lords to spare your life should the attack succeed. Because none are allowed in the Sphere, it is likely the base from which Mithras is operating. Mithras is a man without scruple, as has been seen in his wanton aggression. And that is why we have to eschew tradition, just this once. Perhaps we are going against the will of the Sphere itself, but the price of not doing it is far worse.”

“Does anyone even know what it looks like inside?” I asked.

Avon shook his head. “None, save the Priesthood. If this isn’t attempted, then the evil Mithras threatens will be far worse than invading the sanctity of the Sphere.”

“Considering that it was our aim all along to enter the Sphere…it is useful to have license to do so.”

“The Sphere lies in the center of the Ruins, and is true to its namesake. It is a perfect sphere, its outside composed of a substance not found anywhere else in the world.”

“Ichorstone, no doubt,” Isaru said. “That, or something like it.”

Lord Avon continued. “There is but one entrance to the Sphere. The objective is to drive every last Sun from the Sphere, and kill any who remain. There are three walls that surround the Sphere. They were meant to prevent the unthinkable, but so long had the Sphere gone unchallenged, they were left almost deserted when Mithras made his move. It shall not be so easy for us. We have constructed siege engines to circumvent them – ladders, towers, battering rams. There is not a section of wall that is undefended, but our numbers are such that it will not matter.”

He sounded confident of that. “How are we supposed to get through, then, if our job is to get behind enemy lines?”

“You are to enter on the side that the main army is not assaulting,” Lord Avon said. “You, Elec, and some of my best men, including Valan and Nael. You will have a ladder, which you must use to pass through the three walls. You will likely meet resistance; after all, no matter how hard we’re hitting one section of wall, Mithras will at least leave a token force defending. They have torches in the towers that signify when a section is being attacked. Those torches must never be lit, which is why you must work quickly. Thankfully, Valan is the best bowman the Dragons have, and likely the best in the entire Ruins. It is our hope that he can take out any lighters from range. He is effective, even in darkness.”

“After the walls?” Isaru asked.

“You enter the Sphere and begin your search for Mithras. He may be in the Sphere itself, or somewhere in its vicinity. If you encounter a priest, you are not to harm him under any circumstances. Your job is to aid Valan, the leader of the strike force, in whatever ways he deems fit. Most notably, this will involve killing as many defenders as possible.”

“Why would we even do this for you?” Isaru asked. “It is not a Seeker’s way to kill with reckless abandon.”

“Because the Sphere will be open for your unrestricted study. Until Mithras is driven from it, this is something you cannot have. Besides this, I can give you whatever your heart desires.”

All we really wanted was as much food and water as we could carry on our backs. A priceless bargain for Lord Avon, but saying as much would make him suspicious. Risking our lives like this was too heavy a price to pay.

Then again…what choice did we have? It was unlikely that Lord Avon would let us go at this point. The only way we could have avoided all of this was by spending the night in a different building, and even then, things wouldn’t have been guaranteed.

If the north of the city was as dangerous as Lord Avon let on, then perhaps this was the only way.

“And if we refuse?” Isaru asked.

Lord Avon shrugged. “Then you are outlaws in Dragon territory.”

There was no need to explain what happened then.

“Besides the opportunity to study the Sphere,” Isaru said, carefully. “We will also require supplies. Food, water. As much as the both of us can carry.”

Avon looked mildly surprised, his eyes widening slightly. “Going somewhere?”

“Our research has us searching other places, too. Ruins to the north. That sort of thing.”

“I see,” Lord Avon said. “Of course, you shall have whatever you require, even if that is extra men to ensure your safety. The Exiled Lands are a dangerous place.”

“If this is your offer,” Isaru said, looking to me for confirmation. I nodded. “Then we agree.”

“Excellent,” Lord Avon said. Some of the tension went out of his face; apparently, he did feel a lot better knowing that we were part of the strike force. “Unless you have any other questions, I suggest you get as much rest as you can; you will need it, as the attack will be happening upon sunset. Valan, the mission leader, will brief you several hours before you are to begin. He will come for you when he is ready.” Avon gave a sigh. “Well. There is much yet for me to do today. I thank you, Champions Elec and Alara. With luck, by this time tomorrow morning, the battle will be over and all three of us shall have exactly what we want.”

We had no idea what we were getting ourselves into, but at the same time, it seemed as if there was no way out.

Whether we wanted it or not, there was only to be more fighting ahead.






































CHAPTER TWELVE




SOMETIME LATER, THERE WAS A knock at the door. I had been awake for a while, practicing forms, while Isaru had continued sleeping. I sheathed my sword a  nd answered the door.

As expected, Valan stood outside, waiting. He was dressed in dark brown pants and scuffed leather armor that left his muscled, dragon-tattooed arms bare.

“Wake Elec,” he said. “It’s time.”

Isaru was already stirring at the interruption, stretching his arms and legs.

We gathered the things we would need – for myself, it was my canteen, bow, and cloak, while Isaru latched on his sword and knife, hiding both when he threw on his cloak. Seeing the faded, dark green cloak, which had once belonged to my father, reminded me of the reason why I was doing this.

We have to survive tonight, for their sake.

Once ready, we followed Valan until we reached the atrium, where a group of three men, each in leather armor and dark cloaks similar to Valan’s, stood waiting. They regarded us without comment, sizing us up and seeming not to be too impressed. The only one I recognized was Nael, who stared at us without expression with his dark eyes. The other two I had never seen. The one on the left had shoulder-length blonde hair, and sharp, hawkish features – an older and edgier version of Ret from the Sanctum. Like Valan, he carried a bow, while having a straight longsword sheathed at his side. The other man had dark skin, with wide shoulders so broad and muscled that he probably was strong enough to lift his own bodyweight overhead. He glowered at us with baleful eyes. If he reminded me of anyone, it was Alaric from the Sanctum, whom I had defeated in a duel. The main differences were the color of his skin, his heavy tattoos, also of dragons, and the fact that his weapon of choice was a large, cruel mace. Of everyone gathered, he was the most heavily armored, with metal plate mixed in among the leather, including greaves and bracers. He scowled upon seeing us approach. Each of the men bore three marks upon their foreheads. They had been accorded the highest status possible, something which seemed to be reserved only for warriors.

“This is Pashte and Sarien,” Valan said, pointing to the blonde man first, and then the black man. “Two of the strongest warriors in the Dragons, personally selected by me for this mission.”

“These are the mighty champions of the Seekers?” Sarien asked in a deep bass. “They are children!”

“These children killed ten Suns, as I've told you,” Valan said, quietly. “On orders of the Dragonlord himself, they are to accompany us.”

Sarien didn't offer a rebuttal, instead sinking into silence.

“I saw it with my own eyes,” Nael said. “The end of it, anyway. Ten men dead in less than a minute.”

“Let us hope, the Sphere willing, these children fight as well tonight.”

“I would like to see them fight for myself,” Valan said. “I need to know what I'm working with.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Any takers?” Valan asked, looking among the others with a crooked smile. “What of you, Sarien? Care to teach these children how a real Dragon fights?”

For all his bluster, Sarien didn’t seem to want to challenge either of us – even me, and I was half his size. Apparently, he did believe the tales, despite his earlier speech.

Valan’s smile widened slightly. “Very well. Perhaps they can spar with one another, since none here claims to be their equal.”

“I will fight them both,” Sarien said, hotly, reaching for his mace.

Pashte gave a shrill laugh. “Not here, Sarien. The barracks.”

“And no real weapons,” Valan said. “I would not have my men killing each other before the Suns have their chance to do so.”

Regretfully, Sarien holstered his mace.

“We haven’t much time, but half an hour to test the new recruits’ abilities should suffice.”

Without another word, Valan turned for a corridor leading out of the atrium. Everyone followed.

The sparring room wasn’t far. As we neared, I could hear the familiar sound of the thwacking of wooden blades before we had even turned into the room. Once we entered, I could see five courts where the sparring took place. Three were already occupied by duelists while the other two were still open. A white line had been painted vertically across each, creating two halves to each court. As with the Sanctum, dueling was a sport here, but unlike the Seekers’ duels, the field of play was rectangular instead of circular.

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that; it would be far easier to get cornered, meaning every mistake was all the more costly. It was good for when you gained an advantage, but might make it hard to come back from a blunder.

Various wooden weapons were held in racks along the wall, along with blunted metal ones. These weapons included staves, maces, gladiuses, and longswords, along with bucklers. Unsurprisingly, there were no katanas, which were rarely used outside the Red Wild or among the Hunters.

Sarien reached for a wooden mace, giving it a few testing swings, but kept his own shield, of thick wood fitted with iron supports.

The wooden longsword would have to do, and to my relief, the one I chose was similarly balanced to my own blade. After taking a few swings by running a simple Treeform sequence, it was clear that it would take some adjustment to get used to. Even so, I was confident it wouldn’t affect my performance too much.

Isaru reached for a similar blade.

“How are we to do this?” I asked.

“Me, against the both of you,” Sarien said, a tight smile tugging at his lips. “That should be fair.”

Valan, Nael, and Pashte nodded their agreement; apparently, they regarded Sarien’s skills and strength high enough to consider that a fair fight. If they were going to give us such an advantage, then I wasn’t going to discourage it.

Shortly, Sarien was squaring off against us both from the opposite side of the court. I had noticed all the other duels had stopped; everyone wanted to see this.

“Normal rules,” Valan said. “Any touch on the chest, abdomen, or neck is counted as kill, and being grounded is counted as a kill. Nothing to the head; I don’t want anyone taken out of the fight. This is merely so I can test the Seekers’ abilities.”

Sarien smiled. He seemed to not be concerned in the least that his mace had been a poor choice, given the set of rules. Maces were best for battering heavily armored opponents, knocking them off balance and crushing them once they were defenseless. Sarien would not be able to do such things in a practice fight.

All the same, he appeared confident. If someone was confident, it was usually worth giving them the benefit of the doubt. With Isaru at my side, however, there was no doubt in my mind that we would win this.

“Begin,” Valan said.

Sarien raised his wooden mace in a defensive posture. It seemed as if he was going to stay right where he was. That was no matter to me; I was confident Isaru and I could handle him, whatever his tactics. Isaru entered Flameform, and I followed his example. I didn't care how strong or skilled Sarien was; there was no way he could stand up to both of us, even if he managed to strike one of us.

Isaru and I fanned out, approaching each of his flanks. No matter who he attacked, he left his other side exposed to the other. Sarien realized what we were doing, backing away until he was standing in the corner. He was giving up all of this space, but that was the only thing he could do. Even if he was pinned, he seemed utterly confident. His stance was low and heavy; it reminded me of Treeform, and given his size, it wasn’t likely that either Isaru or I could win by forcing him off the court, as he was firmly rooted.

Isaru and I could still stick to the plan and attack simultaneously, so this is what we did. Isaru approached from the side of the court, while I walked along the end.

Isaru and I both paused, just out of range of Sarien’s mace. Sometimes, in the moment before the actual fighting broke out, your opponent could make a mistake out of nerves. Sarien remained still, however, even after Isaru adjusted his form to something more defensive. There was no reaction on Sarien’s part.

He had a plan, and he was going to stick to it no matter what we did.

I quickly saw that Flameform would be risky in this situation. A lot of space was required for it to work well, at least in the beginning. The beginning moves of Flameform were almost always weak, and it only grew stronger as time went on and the opponent became unbalanced. Without sufficient space, we wouldn’t have that luxury. We needed something that thrived in compact space, and would be sufficiently strong from the beginning.

Like Isaru, I shifted into Treeform before starting forward, confident that whatever Sarien had planned, he couldn’t touch us as long as we were both defensive. With my and Isaru’s attacks combined, even Treeform would overwhelm.

Together, Isaru and I invaded Sarien’s space, and it was here that he lashed out. First, he kicked Isaru as the mace came down, at the same time twisting his large body to avoid my attack with surprising alacrity. Except, I hadn't attacked yet; I wasn’t going to attack where he was, but instead, where he was going. This caught Sarien off-balance, even as Isaru's swipe missed and Sarien’s club grazed Isaru’s shoulder.

Isaru, like that, was out of the match.

But already it was too late for Sarien. I thrusted my blade right at his exposed side, but suddenly, Sarien's mace was there to parry. I blinked. He was moving unusually fast, or faster than seemed possible. I recognized my miscalculation, and like that, he was charging me like a bull, battering my blade with relentless aggression. I could feel the shock of each strike in my hands, and knew that the blade could very well break from those attacks. I ignored the numbness in my hands, the spreading pain, and entered fully into Silence, noting in the side of my vision that Isaru had withdrawn from the court and was nursing his shoulder, his face a mask of frustration.

Even in Treeform, I felt outmatched. Treeform was a strong defense, but it was direct. Using it against an Initiate or Apprentice of the Sanctum was one thing, but against a giant of a man like Sarien, it would just shatter me, no matter how perfectly I executed it. I needed breathing room to switch my form, but Sarien wasn’t giving it to me – and combined with the unfamiliar shape of the court, I found that I was quickly running out of room to maneuver. The Silence in my mind threatened to slip away as I realized I had grossly underestimated Sarien.

It was, perhaps, more than a fair fight.

The other Dragons began to cheer Sarien on, even as Isaru shouted encouragement for me. I felt bad for that; I had essentially used Isaru as bait to get in an easy hit. It hadn’t been a bad plan, but it had been hasty.

Sarien smiled almost gleefully as he batted my sword away from my body. I stubbornly held on, despite the fact my hands were ringing with pain. And that was when Sarien kicked…hard. I stumbled backward, only barely keeping my feet. The only thing that allowed me to ignore the sharp pain was the deepness of my Battletrance.

However, the damage had been done. I now stood in the corner of the court. One more step, and I would be out of bounds and disqualified.

Sarien had me where he wanted me. “Yield, little girl. It’s all but over.”

If anything, that taunt gave me the fire to continue. His hesitation at finishing the job gave me the chance to switch forms. I needed something I could attack and defend equally well, and something that would be highly unfamiliar to Sarien. Waterform would do perfectly; it was a manner of fighting that was bewildering to look at, something that seemed to not make sense on the surface, because it often left one open to attack. It was also a form that was exceedingly difficult to execute, and was energy-intensive because it necessitated constant movement. But like Flameform, it was a form that strengthened the longer it went on, eroding an opponent’s strong position as a river might erode rock.

One false move, however, would be my end.

I lifted my blade completely above my head, exposing my entire chest to attack. It was a cheap trick, but it was a trick that Sarien had probably never seen. It was a move taught to Initiates to illustrate just how illusive Waterform could be – it was often called a form of opposites that, performed quickly enough, was designed to utterly confuse one’s opponent.

Those unfamiliar with the overflow sequence did one of two things – they saw the opening as an opportunity to strike, or they grew suspicious of a trap and held back needlessly. Sarien did both, hesitating a long moment, before shrugging and swinging wide with his club, horizontally so that I had no chance to step out of its way or to even duck since my sword was high above my head.

That was exactly what I wanted. Aided by the concentration of Battletrance, I picked the exact right moment to leap as high as I could, grabbing onto Sarien's thick wrist with my left hand, even as it moved in front of me. I was effectively standing on him, except gravity had yet to pull me down. Even as the mace continued to swing, my sword came down from overhead – the overflow – even as my feet vaulted over his wrist on the other side of his arm.

The wooden blade was now held at the back of his neck.

It took a long moment for anyone to react or recognize what had happened, all save Isaru, who was now whooping and hollering. Sarien’s eyes were wide with disbelief. When he recognized his defeat, his eyes became clouded with fury, and he pushed me, hard, to the ground, which caused me to drop my sword.

But it was over. No one could have not seen what had happened. In a real battle it would have gotten me killed, but the point here was simply to win.

And I had won.

Isaru ran toward me to help me up, even as murmurs broke out from the sidelines, and as I looked around, everyone was looking at me…other members of the strike team, as well as the duelists from the other courts. Their eyes were suspicious more so than impressed, and for a moment, I wondered if I had broken some unspoken rule.

The only exception was Valan, who looked at me with a delighted countenance, as if I were a circus dog who had just performed a backflip.

“Impressive!” he said. “Your style of fighting is…unorthodox. But of course, there is no doubt. I declare the Seekers the victors.”

Sarien flashed an angry look at him. “I grounded her!”

“Ah, but the blade struck you first, Sarien. You know it, and so does everyone else.”

Sarien ground his teeth, growled, and stalked away for the sidelines toward Pashte; he was also looking at me as if I had cheated.

Nael walked up to me. He spoke quietly. “He doesn’t lose often, Champion Alara. In fact, I can’t remember him ever losing. He regularly defeats two or three people at a time, so this must come as a shock to him. As it has for us.”

“The Seekers are unequaled in combat,” Isaru said. “There is nothing for him to be ashamed of.”

“You do not understand Sarien’s pride. He prided himself on being the best, and now, he knows that is no longer true.”

I looked over at Sarien, who was all but pouting, staring at his mace as if it were to blame for his loss. Pashte was trying to placate him, but it didn't seem to be doing any good.

“Everyone,” Valan called out. “To me.”

Everyone walked toward where Valan stood on the court, Sarien and Pashte last of all. Sarien stared at me balefully, while Pashte didn't seem to do much better.

“We can be assured of the skills of these Seekers,” Valan said. “They are who they claim to be, and I now find everything Nael told me a bit easier to accept. It is easier to believe what one sees with his own eyes.” He next fixed Sarien with a steely gaze. “There will be no sulking, Sarien. I did not expect you to lose, for you are still the greatest warrior I know. You have killed more Suns than any of us standing here today, and no matter how many the Seekers kill tonight, that will still remain true. And on the battlefield, that is where mettle truly matters.”

Sarien’s face nodded, and softened just a bit, though his features were still like stone.

“Come,” Valan said. “Let us eat, and discuss our plans with the Seekers. After that…it will be time to begin.”

We followed Valan out of the training room.






































CHAPTER THIRTEEN




WE WENT TO A MESS hall where long tables had been set up, filled with men eating their meals. The tone was somber, which was to be expected for the eve of an important battle. Mixed in with the Dragons were those from other gangs, bearing different tattoos and even types of clothing. Dragons seemed to favor the color red, but there were also shades of yellow and orange. Almost all of the warriors bore three marks upon their foreheads, while the white-robed slaves serving them all had one.

After we sat, slaves brought our meals and scurried away.

“How are slaves taken here?” I asked. “Are they born into it, or are they taken from outsiders?”

Sarien and Pashte smiled, apparently amused that I didn't understand something so simple. Nael took it upon himself to answer me.

“They come from many places. Yes, some are born into it, but it is not a permanent status, unless one has committed a crime.”

“How long does it last, then?” I asked.

“It depends,” Nael said. “Slaves have one brand on their foreheads. Freedmen have two, while warriors have three. A warrior that is taken a slave has his three brands crossed by yet another, and he must be released after one year and one day to join the gang which captured him. He must do this, or lose his honor and die. This man is marked by having three brands and two crosses on his forehead.” Nael looked at me levelly. “Here, in the Ruins, almost everyone begins as a slave…though the children of warriors or freedmen begin at that stage. There are other brands, as well, universal to all the gangs. Except the Suns, who have their own version, who seek to upset the natural order of things. But as to your original question…it is common for a child slave, should he show an aptitude or skill, to be released as a freedman at his master’s discretion to pursue that skill, or to become a warrior if he grows strong.”

“What about women?”

“Women cannot be warriors,” Nael said, without apology. “They are to be protected. They are slaves and freedwomen, and can never bear more than two marks.”

“There was Ashael,” Sarien said, with his deep voice.

“Ashael?” I asked.

“A woman warrior,” Nael said, “with a skill equal to a man's. She died with three marks, but she is the exception. A woman must work twice as hard to prove herself.”

“That's not fair.”

Nael chuckled. “Perhaps you would be accepted, but I doubt you wish to take the brands. For if anyone challenges your brands, you are obliged to duel them. Honor is gained in this way.”

“To the death?”

Nael nodded. “We do not fear death, as most men do. If you are a warrior and you fear death, you are not worthy of the name and are no better than a slave. That is why most men aspire to be nothing more than freedmen; not all are born with a warrior’s heart, and such is the will of the Sphere. But freedmen, no matter their skill, will never have the honor of even the least warrior. Likewise, for a slave to earn his or her freedom, they must prove themselves worthy. Until then…they remain slaves.”

That would explain why I had gotten so many strange looks. If it weren’t for our swords, or our ability to fight, someone would have been glad to make slaves of us. Anyone who came to the city ignorant of its ways would have found themselves a slave to the first gang that came across them.

“Enough of this,” Valan said. “We must discuss tonight.” The table grew quiet as it waited for Valan to continue. Valan looked at Isaru and me. “What has the Dragonlord told you? Explain quietly, that none but us may hear.”

The hall was fairly loud, so there was little danger of anyone overhearing, yet all the same, Isaru spoke as softly as he could to still be heard by all. He mentioned the ladder, the three walls, and entering the Sphere. Before he could get too far, though, Valan held up a hand.

“That will suffice. You know as much as we do.”

That surprised me. “Are you saying that you don’t even have a plan? Does the Dragonlord expect this to actually work?”

“The Dragonlord expects his orders to be carried out to perfection by the Dragonguard,” he said. “We are but a fraction of that group, but were chosen because we are the most capable.”

If Pashte and Nael came anywhere near Sarien’s skill, then I could believe that.

“But tonight will be our greatest test yet. Both of you are replacements for two fallen warriors. That he esteemed you both above two of my own choices speaks much for his faith in you. Perhaps that faith is not misplaced after your performance in the practice court.”

“Is there anything we must know before we set out?” Isaru asked.

“Only follow my orders. The ladder is hidden in the Ruins, and the journey to the north wall of the Sphere will take some time. After that, you know as much as we do. Find Mithras. Kill Mithras.” He took a bite of his food and chewed pointedly. “If the Sphere favors us, it really will be that simple.”

We ate the last of our food, and Valan looked at each of us, signifying that it was time to go.

He stood, and there was nothing we could do but follow. For better or worse, we were about to risk our lives just for the promise of some food.






































CHAPTER FOURTEEN




WHEN WE LEFT DRAGONHOLD, IT was evening. The central square was far fuller than it had been yesterday, but mostly with triple-branded men preparing for battle. The scene was one of organized chaos – the men were gathered into groups of twenty or thirty, all listening to their commanders, who were most likely relaying orders from above. It was hard to get a sense of the scale of the attack, but there were probably at least a thousand men, and perhaps even more. A lot of the men were eating, and a lot of the tents I’d seen from last night were, in fact, the lodgings of the members of other gangs. Banners flew in the wind; a golden serpent that slithered in the breeze, a black eagle with red eyes, the twin dragons of the host gang.

We were let through the gate without preamble, exiting on the long, deserted street. Seeing it forge ahead into emptiness was a bit surreal after all the commotion of the square and Dragonhold. After the thick wooden gates shut behind us, the silence was almost absolute.

Valan set a quick pace, not sticking to the crumbled streets, but rather finding a path through decaying buildings, over collapsed walls and fences, and through long ditches half-filled with rubble. As darkness came, there were no torches used. He knew his way even in the dark. Perhaps he had walked this path many times in preparation of tonight, and for all I knew, so had the other chosen members of the Dragonguard.

The sun set as we entered a maze of alleyways. From time to time, we’d hear screams – even the clash of sword on metal, incredibly distant. Wherever we were, it was far from the actual fighting. I had lost all sense of direction shortly after leaving Dragonhold, and part of me wondered if this operation was some elaborate ruse just to kill us somewhere out of sight. It certainly would have been easy for the others to do that, if the others were similar in skill to Sarien.

However, we made a final turn and, lying at the end of the alleyway, was a long ladder built from thick wood, about thirty rungs tall.

Without comment, each of us lifted it up, five rungs apart. Even with us all, it was quite heavy, until we lifted it onto our shoulders. I was of little help since I was so short, but I did what I could to help, even if the five men bore the majority of the weight.

By the time we got moving again, it was very dark. I might as well have been blind, as I couldn't see anything more than five feet away. When the moon became visible above the buildings, it helped a bit, but not much.

No one spoke. There were no breaks, and any time someone tripped, they got right back up and continued to march on.

I could only wonder how long it was until we reached the wall, but I didn’t want to ask.

The buildings came to an abrupt end, to be replaced by a wide, dusty field, where bricks and the metal frames of buildings lay half-buried. The space was wide open, and the perfect spot to get surrounded. I didn’t know why that thought entered my head, because the city was completely empty. At least, it appeared so. Walking became easier, and for the first time, I wasn't tripping or stubbing my toe on any obstacles.

But it was only a temporary reprieve, because we were back in the ruined city once again. My arms were beginning to ache, and I could hear the heavy breaths of the men around me. If anything, Valan set the pace to be even faster. Maybe we were behind schedule.

And then came a veritable mountain of rubble, dark against the night sky, halfway between two buildings. It couldn’t have gotten there from buildings collapsing naturally; it had been purposefully placed there. When the Dragonlord had said “wall,” this was hardly what I'd had in mind.

But, as soon as we were halfway up and secure on one of the rubble mountain’s “ledges,” if it could be so called, Valan waved his hand, prompting the rest of us to heave the ladder up, laying it on the rubble mountain’s side. It was just long enough to reach the very top.

I peered into the darkness, looking for any human shadow standing out against the star-filled sky. There was nothing. If everything was going according to plan, the other side was being attacked, and this side was mostly empty. It almost seemed as if we had gone to the very perimeter of the city, just to go right back in, though not being familiar with the Ruins, I couldn’t have said for sure if this was the case.

We started climbing. Valan held onto the bottom of the ladder, and Sarien went first – apparently this was part of the plan, while Isaru and I went last. When we joined the others at the top, they were lying prone so as not to be seen. As I joined them, I looked out ahead, getting my first sight of the Sphere itself.

It was far larger than I had imagined, even if the Dragonlord had told me exactly how big it was. It shimmered pink in the night, letting me know immediately that it was made of solidified ichor – or ichorstone, as Isaru had called it. There was no doubt that it had been built by the Elekai long ago. It was true to its name, a perfect sphere, to the point where it looked as if it might roll away were it pushed hard enough. But obviously, there was something keeping it firmly rooted to the ground. Beyond the mountain or rubble we found ourselves on, there were two other wooden palisades that looked to have actually been built. Even in the darkness, I could see people below scurrying around like ants, yet there was far too much in the distance and in the way to see anything happening on the Sphere’s opposite side, although the sounds of horns blaring sounded in the air.

“The battle’s begun,” Isaru said.

Sarien put a finger to his mouth, staring daggers at Isaru.

Valan appeared at last from the ladder, and with his arrival, Sarien rose to crouch, along with Nael. Together, they heaved the ladder up. Even as strong as they were, it was clear it was a tough job for them. When it had come up enough for us to lend a hand, Valan motioned us to keep it as low to the wall as possible. A ladder high in the night sky would not only be easy to see, but might become unbalanced.

Slowly, we lowered it to the other side – a flat strip of land that looked empty from up here. But for all we knew, there were men patrolling down there and watching it closely from the walls above. No one had seen us – not yet— but the longer this went on, the more likely we were to be spotted.

There were several watchtowers attached, rising along the next two sets of walls, all of which were dark. I remembered the Dragonlord mentioning beacons – so long as those towers remained dark, we were still safe. Surely, though, there was someone in each of them, watching for any sign of attack. It might have even been possible for the nearest ones to see us, had they really looked for us. With luck, they were too busy looking the other direction.

With the ladder lowered, we began to climb down, with Sarien first. I waited until it was my turn, after Pashte and Nael. Halfway down the ladder, I was just beginning to think there might not be any watchers at all, when a gong sounded, followed swiftly by several arrows hitting the wall just a few feet to my side.

“Now!” Valan called.

Everyone started sliding down the ladder. The wood scraped against my hands, highly painful, but a little pain was better than dying.

I hit the dirt hard, and still arrows were flying. However, Valan and Pashte were already firing back, at a speed and accuracy which were shocking to see. Even as the rest of us grabbed the ladder to advance across the dirt, a few screams from ramparts of the second wall let me know that some of the Dragonguard’s arrows had found their marks. What archers were left fled to the safety of the tower, allowing us to run forward with the ladder. It was so much heavier with just four of us carrying it, but we needed Valan and Pashte to provide the cover fire. One of the enemy archers came back out to fire again, but two arrows from our side changed his mind quickly, and he ducked back in.

We pushed the ladder, hard, to get it into position, and as soon as it was, Sarien scrambled up much faster than it seemed a man of his size should go. I knew he was trying to reach the top before the rest got any ideas of pushing the ladder back. Nael followed soon after, then Isaru, then me, while Valan and Pashte continued to provide cover.

Sarien reached the top, and with a bellow, charged into the tower. Men screamed as he unleashed his terror, and he was soon followed by the rest of us. By the time I reached the top, it seemed the battle inside the tower, in a few short seconds, was already over. The only thing I got to witness was the sickening crunch of Sarien’s mace slamming into a hapless defender. The defender had dropped his torch just inches from the woodpile. Its pungent odor told me it had been soaked with pitch.

Nael kicked it away, where it would be no danger. Even if the fire here had been stopped, they would surely be lighting them in other towers.

“Take cover!” Pashte shouted.

I hid against the wall and out of the doorway, just in time for several arrows fly in and stick to the woodpile. We had to get rid of the men who shot them, because the ladder was still out there and we still had another wall to climb over. Worse, if they pushed the ladder back, we’d have no way of making it over the last wall.

“Elec, Alara…” Valan ordered. “Go!”

So, this was what we were here for: to lead the charge and operate as a human shield.

“Let’s go,” I said to Isaru.

I wasn’t an idiot, though. I sidled the doorway, and took a quick look. Three Suns were standing about thirty paces away, bows drawn and ready. One of them let loose, and I pulled my head back.

“Three bowmen,” I said. “Should be simple enough.”

I gestured to Sarien, who had a bloodied shield. “I’ll need that.”

To my surprise, Sarien passed it to me without resistance. I tried to avoid the bloody bits on it, instead putting my arm through the straps. It was much heavier than I had expected, but I could handle it.

I looked at Isaru. “Ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Find Silence. Trust your training.”

Isaru nodded. We each took a moment to calm ourselves, until nothing was left besides all the forms and all the sequences we had learned.

Tree might have seemed an obvious choice. It had the most shield variations, but admittedly, I wasn’t too experienced with shield combat. Avoiding ranged attacks was a specialty of Windform, given its flexibility. I might not even need the shield, but it was still nice to have it as insurance.

“Enter Wind,” I said.

Isaru nodded his agreement. He didn’t have the advantage of Anna’s memories and training, but he did have years of his own training, having practiced since boyhood in the court of Haven.

I rarely acknowledged Anna’s existence, at least consciously, because acknowledging the fact that another person’s mind existed inside your own was not a comfortable thought, even when it was true.

However, now I was hoping that Anna would come to the fore, because I needed her help more than ever.

As prepared as I would ever be, I raised the iron shield and stepped into the doorway, where immediately, three arrows flew. To my astonishment, there were even more men waiting behind the archers in formation, bearing swords, shield, and mail. There might have been a dozen of them… Perhaps even more.

I ran forward, and all three arrows got stuck into Sarien's shield. Isaru was right at my side, and as more arrows came, he easily dodged, as if anticipating their flight path. He was in Battletrance, too; there was no other way he could react that quickly. But the more Battletrance was used, the more one’s energy was consumed…especially when outside the Red Wild, where the Xenofold was weaker. We had to win this as quickly as possible.

The archers’ eyes widened as they saw we were close, and they fell back, only to be replaced by a rank of warriors with grizzled, battle-hardened faces. If they were surprised at Isaru’s or my youth, they gave no sign of it. Some had swords and shields, while one held a bastard sword, as others still bore maces and metal clubs, which seemed to be the most common. Only one had a spear, which was paired with a buckler. I noted all these things in the space of a second, and more, such as the fact that the three men directly in front of us were now forming a line and advancing. Behind them all, the next tower was bright with a recently lit fire, even as more men poured out of the tower. This section hadn’t been left as defenseless as Lord Avon had hoped.

“For Mithras!” shouted the lead warrior, charging forward with abandon. His attack gave the others courage, and there were so many that Isaru and I were forced to step back, Battletrance or no. I cast my shield aside, as it would only be a hindrance and it had already served its purpose. Without it, I had more freedom to move and take advantage of Wind’s flexibility.

I easily dodged the first man’s attack, stabbing quickly at his exposed neck and hopping back as two more swords swung at empty air. As the first man collapsed, Isaru dodged several blows, before swiping at one of his attacker’s legs. The press of men behind him, added to the injury of his leg, caused him to fall over the edge of the rampart. He shrieked as he dropped to the ground.

And the bloody melee continued. Arrows flew past my head, not from the Suns, but from Valan and Pashte behind us, who were lending their aid. If we could just hold back the tide and let the expert marksmen do their work…

Isaru seemed to be of a similar mind, and even with Battletrance, it was all we could do to keep everyone at bay. Every time one was felled with an arrow, another still replaced him, stepping over the dead bodies to continue the assault. Despite seeing five of their number fall in just the space of a moment, they were undeterred. One of the men in the back, taller and stronger than the rest, had a fierce light shining in his eyes that unnerved me.

Aether, I thought. Apparently, some of these Suns were capable of using it. When it came time to fight him, I would need to be extra careful.

The spearman stabbed at me, nearly gutting me entirely. This put me off balance, and I bumped into Isaru, who was forced to take a step back, leaving me exposed. A Sun immediately entered the space Isaru had vacated, meaning I was surrounded on two sides.

I dodged a quick cut of the newcomer, stabbing him quickly, and ducked by sheer instinct – just as an arrow flew over my head from behind to take care of the spearman.

And then, joining us in the middle, was Sarien and his bloody mace, dripping with blood. He was heaving and his eyes were frenzied; he hadn’t been sitting back from the battle, as I had previously thought, but instead had been defending an assault on the other side of the tower. That was where Nael must have been, since he was absent here.

With the three of us, we finally held the tide. A wall of dead was beginning to form, but still, they didn’t cease attacking, urged on by the glowing-eyed man, whom the Suns seemed to fear more than even us.

Trust yourself, a voice said in my mind. Focus on the task at hand.

My trance deepened, and I gave a primal scream that seemed to come from outside myself. I broke from the line and began a flurry of strikes. Still in Wind, I was able to anticipate every attack against me long before it ever happened. The forms these men used were familiar to me – almost a parody of Seeker forms, and all of them seemed to be using some variation of Flameform. They had received some form of training from one who did know forms.

However, having recognized what it was, I knew exactly how to fight against it. I knew when to strike and when to dodge, and my mind was completely separated from butchery. Moving was merely action; I wasn't killing, only moving the blade in certain motions that allowed me to breathe just one more time. All of my movements seemed preordained, and one after the other, the Suns fell.

Until I was standing before the glowing-eyed man. Bearing a katana and a cruel smile, he stepped forward and engaged. While his attack was furious, it wasn’t something I had to face alone. Sarien and Isaru soon joined me, and while the glowing-eyed man focused on me, he couldn’t long keep up his aggression. Soon, his blade was battered aside, falling to the ground below. He closed his eyes, having recognized his defeat. Sarien did the honors, clobbering him hard in the gut, causing him to stagger and fall from the ramparts.

And with that action, the rest of the defenders broke, as Valan and Pashte continued to fire arrow after arrow, slaughtering them even as they fled.

Only then did I break from the Battletrance, feeling completely void of energy. I kept myself standing, though, not allowing myself to be shocked by the scene of slaughter before me. Bodies upon bodies upon bodies. Blood everywhere, running off the sides of ramparts in veritable bloodfalls. I was covered in blood from head to toe. My blade was slick with it and wet, and I was breathing so hard that it felt as if my lungs would burst.

There were at least several dead men lying before the entrance of the tower, and the fight had only lasted five minutes.

Valan and Sarien were already hauling up the ladder from the other side while Isaru and Pashte lent a hand. I cleaned my blade, such as I could, before sheathing it. I focused on helping with the ladder; I couldn’t let myself think about all the lives I had ended.

“Keep your head clear,” Nael said, as a reminder. “They were out to kill you, just as you were out to kill them.”

Despite those words, my heart still felt heavy. “I know.”

“A warrior’s actions,” Sarien said, “but a slave’s heart.”

I didn’t have the energy to respond; he was welcome to think whatever he wanted. By now, the ladder had been lowered to the other side. Archers were still taking shots from the final wall, but there were much fewer here. Pashte and Valan were continuing their work.

“It’s ready,” Sarien said. Despite Sarien’s earlier comment, he was looking at me with respect. He had fully expected me to die. Perhaps Isaru and I had been recruited to take the risks in situations like this.

But I had no plans of dying, or of letting Isaru die.

We hurried down the ladder, and after that, it was just a short jaunt to the final wall with minimal resistance, thanks to Valan and Pashte’s deadly aim.

The ladder was raised for a final time, and we began to climb.

The resistance on the third and final wall was little. There were only two kills before the rest threw their weapons in surrender. We quickly disposed of the weapons over the ramparts, in the space between second and first walls, using the stairway in the tower and leaving the ladder behind, as going down the stairs was quicker and easier.

We exited the tower to find ourselves in the bare courtyard, which was empty save for a few panicked men running toward the other side, where the main fight was. If they saw us, they gave no sign that they perceived us as a threat. We couldn't test that for long, though. I was glad we hadn't killed the defenders on the wall above, but they could easily warn any passing Suns that we were a threat.

Closer now to the Sphere, a subtle hum could be heard reverberating in the air, and cutting through that sound was the roar of the invading army on the Sphere’s opposite side. Every beacon on that side was lit, while most on our side were lit as well.

We ran forward, coming at last to the Sphere’s entrance. The giant construction rose above, dwarfing everything around it. Its light up close was bright, but not overbearingly so. A small stairway led into its side, where a tunnel could be seen leading deeper within.

Even as Isaru and I started forward, the others hesitated. By the time we reached the stairs, we turned around to see what was going on.

“Are you guys coming, or are you just going to stand there?”

Even Sarien seemed a bit spooked looking at the Sphere. I had, until this point, never seen him scared of anything. If there was one thing I had learned so far, people acted strangely when religion was involved. These people’s beliefs said that the Sphere was holy, and only Priests were allowed inside.

I looked at Isaru. “I thought warriors were not supposed to fear death.”

Sarien looked at me indignantly. “We do not fear death, but we do fear the Sphere. As soon as we go in, we will have committed untold blasphemy…”

“We have agreed to do this mission, for the good of the Ruins,” Valan said. “I know this is the hardest part…but we must keep moving.”

He made good on his words, advancing toward the stairs where Isaru and I already stood. Reluctantly, the others followed.

With that settled, we climbed the stairs and entered.






































CHAPTER FIFTEEN




THE CHANGE IN AMBIANCE FROM battle to the serene quiet of the pink-lit tunnel was bizarre. Our footsteps echoed dully in the confines of the narrow tunnel, which curved slightly up and to the left. We were clearly running along the outside of the Sphere, and looking through the semi-translucent ichorstone on my left, I thought I could make out the smoke and fires of the battle outside. But I couldn't hear a sound.

I wondered if we were wasting our time here, but Lord Avon had said that Mithras was probably here, because he didn't have the same qualms about entering the Sphere as others did. But something unsettled me, and it wasn't the fact that we might be confronting him soon. I was thinking of that Sun who had been under the influence of Aether – where had he gotten it, and were there more like him?

And then, the tunnel made an abrupt turn to the left, going a short way before opening into a cavernous space. This vast space was filled with rows upon rows of plants and crops, each plant bearing a bountiful yield of produce that should have been impossible. The roots clung to thin pipes, made of ichor, pipes which ringed the entire space. The plants were so thick that I couldn’t see far, but looking up I could tell that the plants filled the entirety of the Sphere, with the exception of ichorstone walkways that plunged into the thick, green depths.

No one spoke. I noticed that Valan wasn’t moving. I looked at him, but he seemed to be watching Isaru, who was forging ahead into the unknown. Somehow, someway, the leadership had shifted to him, which wasn’t surprising if Valan was scared witless.

“There is something we Seekers do, to master our emotions,” I said, quietly. “We seek Silence. We clear our minds, until nothing is left…nothing but Silence and calm. It is from this foundation that everything else comes. Movement, Stillness. Resistance…and Acceptance. Anything you can accept…you can endure.”

I couldn’t tell if my words had any effect, because the Dragons said nothing in response.

“Just focus on your breaths,” I said. “Know that even if there is fear, or any emotion, that it will pass through you. It is a phase, and it is not part of the equation. And when that fear has gone through, only Silence remains.”

I tried to make my own words as calming as possible, but it was hard to tell what effect, if any, I was having.

We followed Isaru and were soon immersed in a tunnel of green. It was hard to tell where the light was coming from, until I realized that it was coming from the pipes connected to the roots of the plants. They were actually quite bright to look at, but by the time the light made it through the greenery, it cast a verdant shade on the walkway below, making it feel similar to walking in a forest. The air was thick with the aroma of vegetation, while fruit growing from trees shading the walkway was ripe for the picking.

“This…was not as I imagined it to be,” Valan said, quietly.

After a bend in the walkway, we stopped dead in our tracks. Ahead of us, kneeling and reaching through some of the plants, was a man in a plain brown robe. He was thin, making his robe seem all the more billowy. The way his skin clung thinly to his sharp jawbone reminded me of a skeleton. His hair was long, as if it had never been cut in his life, and despite the fact that he should have heard us coming by now, he was intently focused on whatever he was doing.

I was the first one to speak. “Hello. Are you a priest here?”

At the sound of my voice, he recoiled, as if struck, but did not break his attention from the plants. If anything, he redoubled his efforts, reaching even deeper within.

“The priests are not like normal men,” Valan explained quietly. “They are taken from their families at a young age, when it is determined that they have the talent. It is the only reason any priest leaves the Sphere…to find others of their like. And it is said they are not allowed to speak to any, save those with the gift.”

Valan saying “gift” triggered the basic fact in my mind that Elekai had Gifts. Could Valan be talking about the same thing?

I cleared my mind until only Silence remained. I concentrated outside my mind, reaching for any sort of connection. There was something in the man.

“They are Elekai,” I said. At first, I felt wonder, which was quickly followed by horror. Something about the connection felt off. I felt an emptiness deep in my heart.

Isaru stepped beside me, apparently performing his own test. It was now that the priest finally turned, his wild, shaggy head and pale skin making him seem like a ghost. His eyes were bright and glowing.

“He has been given Aether,” I said. That explained why the connection felt wrong. “Can you speak to me?”

The man shook his head, sharply, and began to back away.

“I say we leave him here,” Sarien said. “He isn’t what we're here for.”

“We won’t hurt you,” I said. “We are what you are. We are of the same blood. We are Elekai.”

As soon as I said Elekai, the man shook his head even more emphatically. Apparently, saying he was Elekai was just making things worse, even if it was true.

And suddenly, everything made sense. The priests were Elekai because Elekai were needed to run this place. This place of old Elekai technology that no one in the world understood, with the exception of these priests.

Somehow, they had access to Aether. It explained how one of Mithras’s soldiers had been using it. That soldier probably hadn’t been Elekai; even Shara was able to use Aether, and she wasn’t Elekai. I still wasn’t quite sure how that worked.

I looked at Isaru and could see the wheels turning in his head, too. There was so much knowledge to be learned here, if the priests would ever want to reveal it.

“I know this is your interest,” Valan said, “but we have to move on.” Then, to the priest: “You cannot speak at all? You can’t tell us where Mithras is?”

The man’s eyes widened, and he shook his head sharply. His pale face went even whiter, if that was even possible.

“He’s in here, that much I know for sure,” Sarien said.

“How do you know that?” Pashte asked.

“The man would not react in that way, were he not.”

“Let’s move on, then,” Valan said.

We followed Valan past the priest and around the next bend. I was the last one, and I turned around to look back, but the priest was gone.

I caught up with the others.






































CHAPTER SIXTEEN




WE WANDERED THE GREEN LANES for the next half hour, running into no one else. It was hard to tell where we had and hadn’t been – and combined with the stairways leading up and down to different levels, spaced at seemingly random intervals, it was practically a labyrinth. Valan led, apparently now more at ease. Either this place was so large that running into other priests was a rarity, or they were hiding.

We passed yet another intersection, looking as far as we could down the curved lanes before continuing on. I paused for a moment even as everyone else continued.

Isaru stopped, looking back my way. “See something?”

Everyone else pulled to a stop and looked at me curiously.

“No,” I said. “But I think we need to go this way.”

“Why?” Valan asked.

“Just a feeling,” I said. “Like there’s something there.”

Isaru frowned contemplatively. “What?”

“If these priests are Elekai…it’s possible that Mithras is as well.”

Isaru immediately saw what I meant. If Mithras was Elekai, that could very well give him license to come in here. And if he was Elekai, then that meant he could be detected by another Elekai with Insight.

“Do you feel anything?” I asked Isaru.

He was quiet for a moment, looking down the lane. “Maybe,” he said. “But we might as well go that way as any other.”

“What is this nonsense about feeling?” Sarien asked.

“It’s something Elekai can do,” I said. “Some of us can detect the presence of another Elekai, if they are close. I have a suspicion that this Mithras might be Elekai.”

“Impossible,” Sarien said. “If he’d had the talent, he would have been taken by the priests long ago.”

“Maybe he was missed,” Isaru said. “What do you know about Mithras? From what I understand, it’s very little.”

“It’s true not much is known about him,” Valan conceded. “It’s hard to imagine the priests passing him over as a child. They are…very thorough. All children are tested, even ones brought in from outside the Ruins.”

“Is it possible that he moved to the Ruins as an adult?” I asked.

“Hard to imagine that,” Nael said. “No one would follow an outsider.”

“Even if that outsider proved himself very capable?” Isaru asked.

“This is pointless talk,” Sarien said. “Do you think he’s that way, or not?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “If my hunch is right…then he is.”

“That’s good enough for me,” Valan said. “Lead on.”

I walked ahead, trying to appear more confident than I felt. Now these men expected me to find Mithras, and I definitely wasn’t sure about my hunch. Instead, I cleared my mind, finding Silence.

And to my surprise, there definitely was a feeling, a tugging at my mind. As I continued walking, the feeling grew stronger – so much stronger that it almost took me aback.

“I think he is this way,” I said. “Do you feel it, Elek?”

I had nearly called him Isaru.

“Nothing,” he said.

There was a note of skepticism in his voice; Isaru was particularly gifted in Insight, so he was probably perplexed as to why I felt something and he didn’t. Even so, I couldn't doubt my intuition.

I went up a set of steps leading to the next level, the pull only growing stronger. I led everyone ahead confidently, completely sure that I was going the right way. I went up another set of stairs, and upon arriving at the new level, I noticed that the turns in the walkway were becoming more pronounced. This had to be because we were getting higher in the Sphere, and without a doubt, I knew that Mithras – or whatever it was that was pulling at me – would be at the very top.

I drew my sword at yet another stairway, feeling that I might need it by the next level. Everyone else followed my example.

And then, we were going up a long set of stairs that curved around and around in a tunnel of green vegetation. We kept going until it was a proper spiral stairway. I was starting to wonder how high it would go when it finally ended, depositing us on a platform on the very top of the Sphere, with the night sky high above. Below, I could hear the sounds of battle – swords clashing, men screaming and dying, the thundering of what might have been a battering ram. The wind blew cold, and carried with it the acrid smell of smoke.

The platform was large and circular, and completely ringing it were some dozen white-robed men, staring eerily inward toward us with glowing eyes. We quickly formed a circle, facing out, and I realized that the thing that had been pulling wasn’t Mithras at all, but these priests, who were somehow pooling their power, connecting their minds with Telepathy – another Gift of the Elekai that was so rare as to be almost unknown in modern times.

But one of the men stood out to me, for he was the only one who displayed any emotion. An amused smile stretched across his thin lips. He was tall, with broad shoulders, and high, regal cheekbones. His body was well-built, and he was clearly very strong physically; a stark contrast with the nearly skeletal priests. But like them, his blue eyes glowed, and were even brighter than the others.

“I’ve sensed your coming,” he said, slowly. “And I have foreseen your deaths, just as I have foreseen the deaths of anyone who challenges me, the Herald of Elekim.”

“Mithras,” Valan said.

Mithras chuckled. “That is what my enemies call me. But here I am simply the Herald, or the Prophet. The Red Suns are my chosen, those who are to cleanse the Ruins of heathens – to make the Ruins a city of the light. Hyperborea will rise again!”

“What do you mean, Hyperborea?” Isaru asked. “Are you Elekai?”

“I am…something else,” Mithras said. “What has been revealed to me cannot be revealed to the world…not yet. Such are the sacredness of a Prophet’s dreams. But Elekim intends to use me to kill those who refuse to help me prepare the way for his return. When he returns…we will not fail.”

“Somehow, I doubt that,” I said.

“And who are you, to know such things?” Mithras said. “A heathen who dares to challenge the Herald!”

And suddenly, he had drawn a blade – a katana, no less. Unless he had forged it himself, he could have only gotten it from the Red Wild or from the Hunters

Following his example, every priest drew his own blade, staring ahead with glowing, yet vacuous, eyes. They, too, bore katanas. Apparently, the weapon was more widely used than I had originally thought.

“A priest is not allowed to bear a weapon,” Valan said, unbelieving.

“Outside the Sphere, yes, but inside, you will find a different place. A different world.” Mithras took a single step forward.

And then, I perceived the truth. I didn’t know who this man was – not really, but there was no doubt in my mind that he was Elekai, and he could have only gotten that blade from one place. Furthermore, he claimed to be a Prophet.

“You trained at the Seekers’ Sanctum,” I said. “Don’t deny it.”

The man’s lips twisted, and I knew I had hit the mark. “I see by your blades that you are Sanctum-trained as well.” He gave a cruel smile. “But you are not Seekers. You are far too young. You will make easy prey.”

“Your mind has been twisted by Aether,” I said. “You have forgotten who you were. What were you called, Prophet? If I described you, would Elder Isandru know your name?”

The man positively spat. “Don’t mention him. Don’t…you don't know of what you speak.”

“Why are you doing this?” I asked. “You say you have followed prophecies, but they are false prophecies. Something has grabbed hold of you. Something evil, and Aether has convinced you of it.”

“I have seen the truth!” Mithras shouted. “The world shall burn, and any who don’t stand with us will be destroyed!”

Something about what he said bothered me, more so than his obvious derangement. It went beyond his insanity. I believed that he had prophesied, or at the least, he believed he had. If someone had spoken to him, then it couldn’t have been Elekim, but perhaps something posing as Elekim.

I couldn’t be sure, but Mithras was obviously convinced of the truth of it.

“Who were you before you became known as Mithras?” I asked. “You’re right about my friend and I. We have trained at the Sanctum, under the tutelage of Elder Isandru himself. I need to know your name.”

Mithras dropped his blade, and I noticed that the priests mirrored the motion. Was he controlling them directly?”

“I lived in darkness,” he said. “Why I was chosen…I can never guess. Elekim, though I do not presume to know for certain, has taken the lowest of men to achieve his aims…”

He wasn’t even listening to me, which was obvious by how he had gone off on his maddened rant. I saw then that he would never answer the question, and it was only something I could ask Isandru later…assuming I ever saw him again.

The tension in the air only grew. Mithras was about to call the priests to attack me – I felt it in my bones. But waiting outside my consciousness was the pull, same as before. It wasn't coming just from Mithras, but from the circle of priests.

And to my surprise…I found myself joining that energy.

As soon as I did, there was a moment of psychic shock. I became privy to their thoughts, and there was a feeling of panic. At first, I thought the panic was my own, but in an instant I recognized that it was Mithras’s.

Somehow, some way, I had taken control of the circle. I saw what the Aether had done – Mithras had somehow used it to gain control of these Priests’ minds.

You don’t have to follow him anymore, I thought.

Right then and there, the priests’ eyes ceased to glow, and the circle of energy was broken. They blinked in confusion, as if coming out of a deep trance. They looked around in befuddlement, seemingly unaware of what was going on.

Mithras looked around the circle, as if in disbelief that his hold had slipped. “You…what did you do?” He looked at me, his eyes wide with fear. “Who…who are you to do such a thing? What manner of power is this, and where did you find it?”

I had no idea what I had done, but whatever it was, it meant Mithras’s power had completely evaporated. He grabbed his sword, his eyes glowing and mad, and his hands shaking. The priests now focused their attention on him, picking up the swords they had previously discarded.

“There is only darkness in your mind, Mithras,” one of the oldest of them said, with surprisingly calmness. “Once, I might have forgiven you. The Sphere knows I have done that much.”

Mithras quivered; tears had come to his eyes, but if anything, the grip on his hilt tightened. “Father Markas …please.”

As Markas advanced, in solidarity, the rest of the priests stepped forward. They did not lower their blades, even if some of them seemed uncomfortable holding them. I realized then that these men had known Mithras from before, that there was an unknown story, the conclusion of which I was bearing witness to.

“And now,” Markas continued, “judgment comes. You returned to us in tears, begging forgiveness…which I gave, yet again. I had thought, in your time away from us, you had learned. At long last, I thought you had learned.” Tears now filled Markas’s eyes as well. “I esteemed you my son; even as others reviled you, I was blinded by the darkness that had taken you. Only I had faith in you, Mateya; I alone.” Markas shook his head. “Nonetheless…you have defiled the Sphere, and you have defiled yourself. You have inflicted your poison upon us all, in utter deception, to advance the darkness that clouds your mind. I don’t know how you found that darkness, but I believe that you sought it when you first left us. Were I to forgive you, even now, even after all of this…”

Mateya lowered his head. He was now weeping openly, and I saw that the tears were glowing.

“Even his tears are a deception,” one of the Priests said. “Let us strike now, before he finds some means to escape.”

The Dragons shifted uneasily at that.

“Do what must be done, Father.” Mithras looked up at the Priest, Markas, his eyes curiously cold, even as they shed more tears. The way he said “father” suggested a double meaning – both as the Priest’s title, as well as to ironically acknowledge the fact he had thought of him as a father in the true sense of the word.

“You once taught me that forgiveness is a deep well with unending depths – that so long as the water was given, twice more would be returned to you.” He lifted his sword, and his hands steadied. “Thank you for this final lesson, Father. I now see the truth, and your previous deception. There is no well. There is no forgiveness. There is only pain.”

“The deception is yours, Mateya,” Markas said. “I said twice more would return to you, yes. But you have also taught me a lesson, and about pain, you are correct. For the twice more you have given me, the ten thousand times more, has been nothing but that.”

At this, Mateya screamed, and ran forward. I stepped forward to intercept, but aided by Aether, Mateya’s movements were like lightning. Markas’s movements were lethargic in comparison. It didn’t seem as if he would defend himself in time.

But, instead of defending himself, Markas merely stepped aside, his face tear-filled and sorrowful. Only too late did the Herald Mithras, once known as Mateya, realize his mistake. He could not stop himself in time before hurtling over the edge of the platform, screaming in terror as he tumbled down its side. At the point where the Sphere began curving under itself, he fell through empty air. I could not see where he landed.

There was heavy silence following this; none made a move. There was a sense of grief, if anything – not for Mateya, but for Father Markas, who, even after all the pain Mithras had brought him, still considered him as a son.






































CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




THE SILENCE WAS AT LAST broken when some of the Priests began to talk quietly with one another. The whispering ceased as Markas broke from his thoughts, turning to face me.

“Thank you for what you have done,” he said. “You cannot know the full story of what has happened here, but it would seem fate has made our paths cross, whatever the reason. To have broken Mithras’s hold on all of our minds, such as you did…” He looked at me, curiously. “Who are you, child?”

“I am…simply Alara. An Elekai of the Red Wild.” I decided I needed to keep the focus off myself. “How did he take control of you like that?”

“I don’t know what to call it, but it is not one of our Talents. It comes from the darkness in his mind…a darkness that has no place in our traditions or teachings. And it would seem Aether is an aid to it, or perhaps makes it possible.”

That reminded me of Shara, who had obviously been given Aether – though to my knowledge, she was not Elekai.

“Did Mithras have the Talent?” I asked.

The priest nodded. “Yes. Mateya was strong – far stronger than any of us. But his tale, as you have seen, is a long and sad one. Suffice it to say, he craved power, and took control of the Red Suns, giving any with the slightest potential doses of Aether, which he was also able to control directly. These men became his lieutenants, and he has used them to do terrible things.”

It was like the man I had seen on the rampart. As I had guessed, there had been others like him.

“Now that he is…gone, are they still dangerous?”

“When the Aether wears off, they will wake, as if from a dream. But they will continue to need Aether for the rest of their days.”

“And what about you?” Isaru asked.

Father Markas nodded, his face sad. “And us.”

“There is a source of ichor here?” Isaru asked. “And I suppose a way to refine Aether?”

“Yes,” the priest said. “Long ago, the city was part of the Red Wild. Many do not know that…but xen overtook the Ruins, and it was an enclave of the Elekai. It was during that time that the Sphere was built.”

“By the Hyperboreans,” I said.

“Yes,” Markas said. “Though not many remember the Hyperboreans – only the Sphere, a consciousness of its own.”

“You say consciousness,” Isaru said. “You consider the Sphere a god, then?”

“A god is a mind which is immeasurably greater than a man’s, to the point of being incomprehensible. Any who studies the Sphere quickly discovers this fact. And like a god, the Sphere cares for us and feeds us, without fail. Without it…we all perish.”

“Is the battle over, then?” Isaru asked.

“See for yourself.”

Markas stepped out of the way, clearing a way for us to walk to the outer railing. Things had seemed to quiet while talking to him. Isaru and I, along with the rest of the Dragons, walked to the railing. Below, men milled within the inner wall, seeming to go nowhere in particular. Large groups appeared to be on their knees while others stood around them. And still, more of the coalition forces were climbing over the walls with ladders. An entire section of the second wall was in flames.

“It really is over,” Valan said, his voice expressing his disbelief.

“Though the battle may be won,” Markas said, “it is still far from over. But it is now time for you to leave this place, for I have much to say to my brethren in private.”

“Of course, Father,” Valan said, with a bow.

“Merely follow each set of stairs you come to, and go straight. You will find the entryway without fail.”

Markas then looked at me, a curious light in his eyes. “I thank you again, Seeker. I have more to discuss with you and your friend, but that will have to wait. Go now, and may the eternal peace of the Sphere guard your steps.”




* * *




When we arrived at the bottom of the Sphere, there was a large gathering of about a hundred soldiers. It took me a moment to figure out what it was they were gathered around: the body of Mithras. The crowd parted as we approached from the entry tunnel. There was no hiding it, now; everyone in the Ruins would know that we had entered the Sphere, and this was why everyone’s eyes went wide while their faces were white with shock and fear.

Through the crowd, closest to the body of Mithras, stood Lord Avon, dressed in leather battle armor and a blood red cape, watching us approach with a calculating gaze.

By the time we stood before him, he waited a long moment before speaking. At last, quietly, he said, “Follow me.”

He led us away from the crowd until we were in the nearest open area. A contingent of some dozen guards followed him, whom he nodded toward. The guards then formed a perimeter around us, so that none could approach or hear what was being discussed.

“Tell me,” Lord Avon said. “All of it.”

And so, Valan explained everything we had gone through.

“I don’t pretend to understand it, my lord,” Valan concluded. “However, the Priests have said it was so: Mithras was using this Aether to control his lieutenants, which allowed them to fight beyond the capacity of normal men. Even Mithras himself was taking Aether. I suspect that this is part of the reason for his success; and if the Priests were under his control, that made it easy for him to conquer the Sphere.”

“I know nothing of Aether or the ways of Priests,” Lord Avon said.

“We have seen Covenant Hunters do the same thing,” Isaru said.

“So killing Mithras broke the control over his army. That he controlled the Priests as well…it is unfathomable. You said they all survived?”

“They seem to be no worse for wear, Dragonlord,” Valan said. “A bit confused, as if waking from a dream.”

“I see,” Lord Avon said.

Valan nodded toward me. “Champion Alara used her Elekai magic to break the spell.”

“Then I must give credit where it is due,” Lord Avon said. “Truth be told…this attack was a gamble. A terrible gamble. My very best men for the slimmest of hopes. And yet, against all odds…we have prevailed.”

Isaru and I looked at Lord Avon expectantly. He was publicly acknowledging that we had fulfilled our end of the deal, so now it was his time to fulfill his. This was where we found out if he was going to keep his word.

“Of course,” Lord Avon said, “you must be duly compensated.”

It was all I could do to not sigh with relief. Out of the corner of my eye, I could also see Isaru visibly relax.

“Whether the Sphere is open to your study, however, is not my call,” Lord Avon said, firmly. That had been part of the original deal – what he thought was the most important thing to us. “That is the purview of the Priests. Traditionally, they have allowed no one in, but I will do my best to persuade them to let you study the Sphere. If they refuse, then there is very little I can do.”

“And the supplies?” Isaru pressed.

“The supplies, you may have,” Lord Avon conceded. “Once you are finished with your studies, should the Priests agree to them.”

“And we may need to go north before we begin with the Sphere. Food, water, medicine, if you have it…”

Lord Avon nodded. “Yes, you shall have it. But I prefer you remain here, in the city, for now. And it may be some time before I can secure for you an audience with the High Priest Markas. These things take time, but let there be no doubt: never let it be said that the Dragonlord does not pay his debts.”

At this point, High Priest Markas approached the group, apparently having slipped past the guards. Everyone looked up in surprise, but Markas only looked resolutely at Lord Avon.”

“I must speak with these Elekai,” he said.

Lord Avon stared dumbly for a moment. I could tell he was not used to being so directly confronted, especially in front of his men. And yet, a High Priest was a High Priest.

“Of course, High Priest. They are yours to command.”

Markas then ignored the flustered gang lord. “Come, Seekers. We have things to discuss.”

Immediately, Markas turned and began walking back to the entrance of the Sphere. Isaru and I only had time to look at each other, bemused, before following.






































CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




WE FOLLOWED HIGH PRIEST MARKAS back into the Sphere. Of course, I was curious about what he wanted, but something told me he was only going to tell us what that was when we reached our destination.

Before long, we were back in the maze of green tunnels. We followed him for a long time, the path slightly curving. We turned to the right, down a spiraling staircase.

At first, there were still plants, but they were soon replaced by a plain tunnel with metallic walls. And still, we went down, until I got the feeling that we were deep underground.

I was about to ask how much further when the stairs came to a sudden end, revealing a small cave lit only by a bright pool of pink ichor. Delving right into the middle of the pool was what appeared to be a tree trunk, only it disappeared right into the ceiling.

“This is the Xenofont,” Markas began. “It powers the Sphere, and without this ichor, the Sphere would be useless. The Sphere sustains us; is there any reason to wonder why it is worshipped? Why even a Dragonlord bows to a humble priest?” He turned to face us. “Without the priests to maintain the Sphere, the Sphere itself would die. It's strange, to think of a building dying, but the Sphere is not a building, but something else entirely.”

“You draw priests from the population,” I said. “They are all Elekai, aren’t they?”

Markas nodded. “Yes. This is one of the deepest memories of our order, only revealed upon an initiate’s ascension to the Priesthood. The young priests do not always…accept it. Not at first. But in time, they come to know and believe. They dream, and they manifest.”

“There are no women priests?” I asked.

“No,” Markas said. “No doubt, there are women with the Talent…but they do not live among us. Outside, they have their own orders and places in the community. They occupy an important role…perhaps the most important, ensuring that our blood does not die out. We men come here to live, to tend the Sphere and to take it as our wife rather than a woman.”

“You have no choice?” Isaru asked.

“Why would any refuse the highest honor our society can bestow? A man who comes here need never worry about food, about becoming a slave, about dying in an endless series of pointless wars. There is only one thing a warrior fears, and that is a priest. No one dares challenge us. No one, at least, until Mithras came. And he grew up among us.”

“How did he take control of this place?” Isaru asked.

“Mithras…was always troubled. He was not always called such, as you might have already guessed. Among us, he was Brother Mateya. From the beginning, he was a rare case; powerful indeed, but an outsider. What is more, he was deemed by all the Elders as being too old for training.” Father Markas smiled bitterly. “All deemed so but myself. But we will get there in due time.

“At the age of sixteen, he arrived. Such was his power and ability that I was averse to turning him away. Besides, he would only become a slave, and without training, his power might be enough to undo him. And so, we took him in, gave him training, taught him our precepts. Nearly four years passed, and even so, it was difficult for him to accept our ways. He left the Sphere ten years ago, after receiving a mysterious revelation, the contents of which he would not reveal to me.” Markas looked every bit his age saying that. “I did not learn this until he had returned, much later.

“You see, all priests, at the time they turn twenty, make a final choice whether or not to commit their lives to the Sphere. If they choose not to do so, they must leave the Sphere and the Ruins entirely – a brand is placed upon their forehead, a brand unlike any other in the form of a perfect circle.”

That explained the curious marking I had seen upon Mithras’s – or Mateya’s – forehead. I also couldn’t help but notice the coincidence that, traditionally, Seekers also ascended at the age of twenty.

“Few make the choice to leave, but it happens a time or two in a generation. Most of the priests come to accept their role within the Sphere. It is not as if it is a hard life. In fact, most are grateful for the opportunity, for there is no other occupation in the Ruins that guarantees such a long and blessed life, though it might be argued that we are made to pay in other ways. We can journey outside, on occasion, and there are balconies along the Sphere, so that we can look upon the Ruins and desert beyond. Such sights are barred from all others, for none but we can enter here.” He gave a small chuckle as he looked at us. “So many traditions broken. A priest is allowed to visit his family once a year, until he grows too old, like me, and no longer has one. In time, a priest comes to see the brothers here as family. There is happiness, there is sadness, just as there is in any life. But it is a different kind of happiness, and a different kind of sadness – two kinds that are not understood by anyone living on the outside. It is a life only a priest can understand. The greatest crisis that every young man has is coming to the realization that, if he commits to the Priesthood, he will take no wife, have no family, nor ever experience what is considered a normal life. Even knowing such things, even being taught to prepare for them, most priests choose to dedicate their lives to the Sphere, for when taken young, they know and desire nothing else.

“Mateya, however, was a different case, since he came to us not in the innocence of youth, but having already lived a long life, even for one sixteen years of age. Our Searchers had missed him for all those years, and for good reason; he claimed to have wandered from the Red Wild, and spoke little of his past – not until later.”

“He was from the Sanctum, wasn’t he?” I asked.

Four years in the Sphere, combined with ten years away, meant Mithras had arrived here fourteen years ago. I would have only been three, then.

Markas nodded. “It is so. He claimed no family, and it was only later that he related that he was the survivor of a Colonian purge.”

There had been a minor purge when I was young – too young to remember such things clearly. My parents had told me that it was a small thing, that only a handful of people had been executed at the hands of the Hunters. Such purges happened every ten years or so, even if they weren’t necessary. It was a way of reminding the populace that the enemy was always within, even if that enemy had to be manufactured.

“Even given the circumstances, there was resistance to admitting Mateya, despite his great potential. I strongly supported his entry. I even prophesied that Mateya would rise to become the leader of us all.” Markas smiled ironically. “Often, prophecies do not turn out in the way you expect them.”

“You said there was a darkness in him,” I said, after a long silence. “What did you mean by that?”

“Mateya was unusually bright. It might sound strange to say that, for I have said there was a darkness. He asked questions few think to ask, in perfect innocence, and while some might say that might lead to darkness and clouded judgment, I believe the hard questions are necessary to ponder. To run from the hard questions is to blind oneself from reality; if your faith can survive even the darkest of nights, then it has proven itself. But of course, not all are of a similar mentality.

“There was nothing within Mateya that I could definitively place as darkness, or even evilness. Not while he lived here, for I was only able to see that which Mateya wanted me to see. And yet, all the same…it was something I often felt, in my heart of hearts. I discounted this feeling, but I did take note of certain things. He had very few friends; this is a common quality of those who live a hard life, for if one is never loved, then they never learn how to love. This, perhaps, is the greatest tragedy of the world, but it is not insurmountable. Love, of course, is the only cure, but it is the hardest kind of love to find within oneself, because you may never get anything returned to you but further grief. But I digress. What friends he did make, I would not even call as friends. He was always feared, both for his power and his innate ability to influence. No tool was out of bounds for him; he might just as easily be cruel as kind to achieve his ends. I am sure you have seen such people, even as young as you are, but this strategy rarely works, in the end, for once a person no long fears you, they have no reason to be beholden to you. This, after a time, is what happened with Mateya. He had no friends at all, even in name. I did not see this at the time; it was only during his ten year absence, in my mediation, that I perceived things thus. At the time, I had believed it was his intelligence and ability that isolated him, and that the other initiates were merely blinded by envy. And perhaps there was a bit of that.” Markas paused, considering. “However, even when we perceive ourselves to be wise, we have a tendency to be the greatest of fools. And, even if the darkness was writ right before my eyes, my heart sympathized with Mateya all the more.

“He never complained, working harder than the rest…and yet, with each passing year, his otherness became all the more apparent. Few were surprised when, given the choice, he decided to leave. Some priests were even relieved, and when he left, a palpable tension left the air…a tension that had been with us so long that it was as if it were never there.”

“The darkness left you,” Isaru said.

“Looking back, it would seem so. The only question is, what was this darkness? Why did it linger within Mateya? Did he choose it…or did it choose him? Such questions have haunted me these last ten years, but now that his story has ended…some of these answers have at last come to light, though others, still, remain in darkness.”

Markas turned back to face the pool. It was as if he expected to find answers there.

“Mateya would often come here,” Markas continued. “He was drawn to prophecy, and nothing captured his imagination more than some of our tales passed down from the oldest priests, who in turn learned them from the Priests of Hyperborea. Tales of prophets who had seen the future, had predicted the coming fall of the city, only to be scoffed at by the court in all their glory…glory which was brought to nothing in the form of the Shen invasion.”

Markas’s words stirred my memory of Mia, who Elder Isandru had told me prophesied the downfall of Hyperborea. What the Elder hadn’t told me was that Mia was his own sister, even if he had said he had lived long after her. Maybe the lie had been his way of putting some distance between himself and something that had caused so much pain.

“Mateya received revelations of his own,” Markas went on. “The other boys would laugh at him, when they were bold enough to do so, and Mateya soon learned to keep his viewings to himself. He would tell me, of course, for I was his mentor. But even so, some of the things he revealed to me were…disturbing, to say the least. And yet from the content of his dreams, I could see that he was not making things up. He knew things he could have never known. Things lost ever since the Ragnarok War.”

“What things?” Isaru asked.

“Demons. Monsters. Great vessels flying between the stars. An ancient mind, buried beneath the Earth, sleeping, plotting to kill all. Swarms of dragons, forests burning. Warfare, disease, and strife. These things, and worse.”

“And you think it was all true?” I asked.

“At the time, I doubted. But all the same…I was fascinated by his apocalyptic viewings. And yet, it was clear such prophecies were worsening his condition; his behavior became more erratic. He would terrify the other initiates, often cornering them when they were alone, bullying and hurting them. Such was his fearful presence, that these horrible things only came to light once he had left. And yet, I was his confidant. One of the things that troubled me was why the Xenofold would give such dark prophecies to such an impressionable boy. It was as if it wanted him to fall into darkness.” Markas paused, apparently lost in thought. “In the end…I believe his prophecies may have been what caused him to accept the brand and leave.”

“Him leaving was a good thing though, right?” I asked.

“Yes and no. For I may have unwittingly planted a seed that would, one day, transform Mateya into Mithras…the very same who went on to rule the Suns and the priesthood by force of will.”

“What happened after he left?” I asked. “Where did he go?”

“That, I do not know. He was gone for ten years before returning to the Sphere. I had been raised to High Priest by then, where before I was an Elder. Some days, I did not even think of him.”

Markas was silent for a long time. I didn’t want to press him, because it was obvious that what he was going to say was weighing on him heavily.

“Until one day…he returned, no longer a boy, but a man. He came in tears, begging forgiveness, saying that he had made a grave error. Even as the Elders were skeptical, and as others opposed his return…it was I who made the decision to allow him back in, believing that forgiveness would cure all. And I was so convinced, but often, what we want to be true, invariably, becomes the actual truth. And so it was with me.”

 “What happened then?” Isaru asked.

“He guessed one of our secrets,” Markas said. “Perhaps it's something he learned while he still lived among us. Perhaps he learned in his dreams. But the Elders all use Aether. It’s necessary to connect with some of the machines that work here. Always, we have used it in secret, never allowing the initiates or priests to see us. Without it, however, the Sphere would cease to function. Since Aether is so dangerous, it’s restricted only to the Elders…and of course, the High Priest, who oversees the ritual that allows the Sphere to continue operating.”

“Because you were using Aether, Mithras could control you,” Isaru said. “But what about the other priests, who didn’t use Aether?”

“It…wasn’t hard for Mithras to convince the younger priests to ingest Aether as well, once the Elders and High Priest were his to command. Meanwhile, Mithras was also taking control of the Suns. This is the part which confuses me most, for he was able to take control of some of the Suns directly with Aether – perhaps they were men we had missed, or perhaps their Talent was so miniscule that it had passed undetected by us. Whatever the case, he was able to take control of some of the Suns, and with their complete loyalty, was able to take control of the gang itself.”

“All for…what?” I asked. “What was his goal?”

“I don’t know,” Markas said. “His mind was twisted, but I believe that he was being spurred by something outside himself. Perhaps a vestige of the darkness the Elekai battled in the Ragnarok War remains…and if so, perhaps it was enough to influence his mind. Of course, perhaps the simplest answer is the correct one: Mithras might have simply been mad. But I do not think so. Whatever darkness the Mindless stem from…wherever reversions come from…that is where I believe Mithras received his dark prophecy.”

“But it was a false prophecy,” I said. “We killed him, so it was never fulfilled.”

“Prophecies are not always predictions of what will happen, but merely what could happen. Had things been different, perhaps Mithras would have seen its fulfillment. And, perhaps there are aspects of his prophecy that are already fulfilled, or remain to be fulfilled. That, we cannot know, for the only one who could tell us now lies dead.”

“We know some,” Isaru said. “Forests burning, vessels between the stars, swarms of dragons. Sounds like what we would expect of the Second Darkness.”

“What did Mithras mean by vessels between the stars, anyway?” I asked. “I’ve heard the stories about flying ships, but can they fly as high as the stars?”

“I am only relating the things Mateya spoke to me during his time here as a priest. He is the only one who knows his own prophecies, but of course…he is dead. And it could not be any other way.”

There was a long silence, and at last, I knew that Markas had said all he had meant to. However, there was still a feeling in the air that this wasn’t it.

“Why did you bring us here, Markas?” I asked. “It wasn't just to tell us about Mithras, I’m sure.”

“It was to ask a question of you. It has been long since a Seeker has come to the Ruins. The last I knew of one arriving, I was a young man who had just taken the white. Naturally, I was curious as to why two Seekers would find their way here.”

“We had hoped to study the Sphere,” Isaru said. “However, seeing that it is a sacred space, we will respect your wishes in this matter, if you do not wish to have us.”

Markas chuckled. “I could humor you and ask specifically what part of the Sphere you are interested in, and talk to you about it for hours. Days, even. But I don’t believe you are here to learn about the Sphere. I don’t know why you have come, but I brought you here for the intent of finding out. I would know the truth of it, and not merely what you have told the Dragonlord.”

Something in his voice told me that we weren’t leaving until he did find out.

“You’re right in that we’re not here to study the Sphere,” I admitted. “That was something contrived for Lord Avon. What we’re really after is food and supplies.”

Markas’s eyes looked at us curiously. Of all the things he’d expected me to say, that wasn’t one of them. “Food and supplies? For what purpose?”

“We are bound to secrecy in regard to that question,” Isaru said. “But we are traveling to a place that is very far.”

“I would say,” Markas said, his eyes considering. “Far enough to be Hyperborea, perhaps?”

Well, I guessed that was the only interesting place for Markas to guess. Each of us said nothing, because denying it would have been pointless.

“We’re seeking the Prophecy of Annara,” Isaru said, at last. “We believe it is in Hyperborea.”

“If that is where you are headed, then what are you doing here, of all places?”

“That’s a long story,” Isaru said. “But we came from Colonia, with nothing but our packs, a small bit of food, and our weapons. We had hoped to find food here for the journey north, but got caught up in the war. In exchange for helping, Lord Avon promised to give us food for the journey.”

“He did seem to be hedging a bit by the time you interrupted us,” I said. “He said it might take a while. We don’t really have time to wait.”

“Not surprising,” Markas said. “Food is currency here. And a lot of food for two people is of more value than you might suspect, especially in times like these. Likely, the Dragonlord would like to use his share of the Sphere’s food to feed his own people before giving out extra.”

“Well, that’s the reason, anyway. We need food, so we got enlisted in the war.”

“I’d always imagined Seekers to be above such things,” Markas said, not disapprovingly. “And I never expected them to be so young.”

Markas seemed skeptical that we were even Seekers at all; Mithras himself had said that we weren’t. But I wasn’t about to try and prove myself. It seemed like a Seeker would be “above” such a thing, after all.

Markas continued. “Certainly, you are both powerful enough to be Seekers.” He then looked at me. “There is one more matter I wish to discuss with you. What you did to sever our connection with Mithras…to overpower him even as he was enhanced by Aether…”

“What about it?” I asked.

“Well, frankly, it seems like something that should be impossible to do. It would require a strength unseen since the first generation of Elekai. Surely, such strength has never been seen in generations.”

I wondered how close Markas was to guessing the truth.

“I have thus far not told you the Priesthood’s true purpose. Yes, we maintain the Sphere. But we are also the guardians of an ancient truth, revealed by the Great Prophets of Hyperborea. That, one day, Annara will return, and it is our sacred duty to await her return and aid her, in all of our power. It is for this reason we still practice the blade, even should we have to wait twenty more generations.” Mithras eyed me with uncanny perception. “If ever Annara did return, she is the only one I would expect to have power such as yours…power enough to have broken the link Mithras had forged.”

I was so shocked that I couldn’t even speak. Isaru seemed to be having a similar reaction.

“I’m sorry, I did not mean to offend,” Markas said.

“No, it’s just a very shocking thing to hear,” I said.

“I see,” Markas said, disappointed. “Then I suppose we priests will continue to keep our watch.”

I almost told him right then and there, but something held me back. Maybe I just wasn’t ready to reveal that. Not yet. It was hard enough admitting it even to myself.

“Of course,” Markas said, “I will make sure you have everything you need for your journey…as well as an escort of priests to ensure that no one raises a finger against you. They will see you to the northern edge of the Ruins, with all the food you can carry.” Before Isaru or I could even thank him, he pressed on. “And of course, you’ll need lodging for what remains of the night.”

“Thank you, Markas,” Isaru said.

“I daresay that it is I who should be saying that to you. Consider the food and the rest as a small way of repayment. And of course, should you ever return, for whatever reason, the Sphere will be open to you.”

Markas then led us from the pool until we were back in the main part of the Sphere, walking down the plant-covered tunnel. It was only then that my exhaustion hit me in full force. Markas led us through the empty lanes, turning and taking some stairs downward. To my surprise, among the trees and plants, there were some hammocks strung up. All of them were empty, but I supposed the priests were sleeping elsewhere.

“You won’t be disturbed here,” Markas said. “When you wake, go to the top of the stairs, turn right, and keep walking. Before long, you should find me.”

He then wished us good night and took his leave.

Isaru and I were too tired to say anything further. We each found a hammock to crawl in. The area was not dark, but it was decently shaded by the trees, which cast shadows from the light cast by the pipes.

I closed my eyes and was asleep within moments.






































CHAPTER NINETEEN




WHEN I AWOKE, IT WAS hard to tell just how long we had sleep because the lighting was exactly the same. I had the feeling, though, that it was a long time.

While we were sleeping, a table had been set up nearby, upon which was a pitcher, two cups and plates, along with plenty of bread, fruit, and nuts.

I nearly tripped getting out of the hammock in my haste to get to the table. After taking a drink of the cool, pure water, I didn’t even bother to fill my plate, instead stuffing my face with all the food in front of me. I ripped off a hunk of the bread and dipped it into the jam rather than using one of the provided knives to spread it. The crunch of the bread’s crust and its inner softness was beyond heavenly, and the sweet, blueberry jam tasted so good that it made me smile.

The commotion was enough to wake Isaru. As soon as he caught sight of the food, he scrambled out of his hammock to join me.

We ate until we couldn’t anymore, to the point where it felt as if I was dragging myself back to the hammock. I intended to just lie there for a while, until I didn’t feel so stuffed, but somehow, Isaru and I fell asleep again.

It was some time before we were both up. Even if all my aches and pains weren’t gone, I still felt far better than before. I noticed that our packs were lying nearby; apparently, Markas had seen to getting them back from Dragonhold while we were sleeping. We must have been out for a long time.

After eating another time, we took up our packs, which were far heavier than before, and left the hammocks behind. Once we reached the stairs, we took a right, as Markas had directed, following the path until we found ourselves at the entrance.

There, we waited.

It was some time before Markas appeared. He was flanked on his either side by three white-robed priests, for a total of six.

“I know you are probably ready to be on your way,” Markas said. “Your packs have been filled, and this is the escort of priests that will see you to the northern edge of the Ruins. With this guard, I can guarantee that no one will challenge your passage.”

“Thank you, Markas,” Isaru said.

“It is little we can offer in exchange for saving us,” he said. “As I’ve already said, the Sphere is always open to you. And if you hear news of Annara’s return, make haste to here at once.”

I tried not to shift my feet at that, but I still felt as if I’d made the right decision. Our mission was to get to Hyperborea and find the Prophecy. There was a time and place for telling the truth, but right here, right now, wasn’t it.

“Thank you again, Markas,” I said. And, I couldn’t resist adding: “There is a prophecy, in the Sanctum, by one of our Elders, that says Annara would return before the last Prince of Hyperborea passed from the Earth. That prince has been found, quite recently.” Isaru looked at me, shocked that I was even saying this. I went on all the same. “Something tells me that you will live to the fulfillment of the Priesthood’s duty.”

Markas closed his eyes then, but it wasn’t just from relief. There was a sense of acceptance as well, and curiously, even pain.

“All is as it must be, Seeker Alara,” he said. “What will come to pass, will come to pass, and the Priesthood is ready to fulfill its role…to the very end. Whenever that end comes.”

Something about the way he said that nearly gave me chills. It was as if he was talking about being willing to die.

The truth was, I wasn’t a Seeker yet. Seekers were not supposed to fear death, and usually I didn’t. But for some reason, death seemed all the more likely in that moment. Not just for these Priests, but for Annara, whom they had sworn to defend.

No…for me.

They probably knew things I didn’t. Things lost perhaps even to the Seekers. I would have to return, someday, but for now, my and Isaru’s path led north.




* * *




When we exited the Sphere, I was surprised to find that it was dawn. Not only had we slept through the day, but the night as well. It was hardly surprising, seeing how little sleep we had gotten since leaving Colonia.

The sun rose red above the shattered towers of the Ruins. It did not look like a morning sun, such was its redness, which imbued the surrounding clouds with bloody hues. We walked on the dirt of the Sphere’s inner courtyard, which was bare save for a single guardsman warming his hands by a fire. Several more guards patrolled the walls high above, but not as many as I would have thought. I guessed most of the Coalition army was off in more important areas, and Lord Avon and the other gang lords were probably far from here. Smoke still rose here and there, and likely wouldn’t fully dissipate for days.

The priests led us to a gateway and we received no challenge from the guardsmen as the thick, wooden doors swung open, revealing a beaten path that forged straight ahead to the second wall. This gate, too, opened, and we passed through it, along with the last one, to find ourselves back into the thickest part of the Ruins.

Though at times we were forced to scramble over rubble, the path was mostly clear. By midmorning, we had found a wide, cleared street that we followed directly north.

Towers were replaced by shorter, crumbling buildings, interspersed with tracts of wind-blasted sand and rocks. Streets and roads had long been buried. Soon, I could see far out to the north, which was an unbroken stretch of cracked sand and low hills sweltering in the morning heat beneath a pure blue sky. I had to squint my eyes, it was so bright.

The lead priest spoke when we came to a halt. “The easiest water is the Colorado, which you should reach by evening with fast walking east. After that, it becomes more difficult, but in spring, it’s possible to find streams near the higher hills and peaks. The river, however, will lead directly to the Red Wild, where there is water in plenty.”

I realized then that these priests knew nothing of our journey north; Markas had kept our secret to himself.

“Thank you,” Isaru said.

And then, readjusting our packs, Isaru and I set off alone along the northern edge of the city. We had found our food, and while not enough to see us all the way to Hyperborea, it was enough to, with luck, see us through the Exiled Lands.






































CHAPTER TWENTY




TO MY SURPRISE, THE REST of the day was quiet and uneventful. We paused to eat around midday, near the outer edge of the Ruins, and continued trekking across the hot desert until sunset. As the priest had said, we came upon the river around that time. Just a few miles north of where we had left it, the river seemed thinner, snaking its way between high canyon walls. There, we refilled our canteens, and followed the river’s edge upstream.

We set up camp in a nook in the cliff that was well-hidden behind some brush. As we ate our dinner, Isaru began to discuss our travel plans.

“It’s been over a week since Colonia,” he began. “At this rate, we’ll reach Hyperborea in two months, not one. The Ruins ate up a lot of time, and we have so much more to go through. We have the Exiled Lands, followed by the Dagger Peaks, which form the western border of the Northern Wild. They are not much traversed, and while the areas around places like Northold have been surveyed, the northwestern extremes of the Wild, right below the Northern Reversion, are a dark spot. It’s mostly thick forests and mountains, and there’s little human settlement. Some Wilder tribes, here and there, maybe. The Invi, the tribe my mother was from, are the most well-known, although even they were driven out a few years ago by reversions.”

“Wait,” I said. “What’s this Northern Reversion you’re talking about?”

“I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it yet. It’s sort of seen as common knowledge, but yes, there’s a proper end to the Red Wild, and it’s with the Northern Reversion. The land turns foul, basically, and that goes on all the way to the North Pole for as far as anyone knows. Anyone crazy enough to go that far north has only been met with an untimely death. It’s part of the reason why Hyperborea is just as dangerous; it’s literally a few miles south of the Northern Reversion, and a lot of cartographers place it as being inside the Reversion. And of course, Elder Isandru believes it’s the very source, due to it being the start of it all.”

“I see,” I said. “I imagine we’ll be getting very close to it, then.”

Isaru nodded. “Certainly too close for comfort. The forest itself should provide some cover, but even in the Northern Wild, minor reversions can pop up. Some might go untreated for years – either because people don’t know they’re there until too late, or the Seekers’ resources are spread too thin. The Samalites have their own Sages, but their numbers are so few that it’s all they can do to stem the tide.”

All that made me wonder how it was even possible to live in the north. It sounded like a rough life. Apparently, people did live up there, though. I knew Isa was from a village not too far from Northold.

 “Anyway,” Isaru said, “The Northern Wild is hard to traverse outside of what few roads there are. We’ll cross the Dagger Peaks around the Salt Lake, which is as far north as anyone knows about in the Exiled Lands. There should be a pass in those peaks that leads into the Red Wild. Unless we find a way past the Selvan on our way there, which I don’t really expect. It has grown to be tall, thick, and an impossible barrier to cross. A relic from a time where the Covenant was actually an entity to be feared.”

“Aren’t they still?”

“Not like they used to be. After the Exile, before Hyperborea, they were pretty much the strongest power outside of Nova. Ever since then, they’ve just been hanging on.”

I knew that Colonia used to be more powerful, but growing up there it was hard to imagine anything being stronger than the Covenant, which dominated all aspects of life. I’d learned quite a few things since leaving, though. Seeing new places had definitely caused me to see my former home with new eyes.

“We should get back to the planning,” Isaru said. “To follow Valance’s timetable, we have one month to get there, one month back, and one month to search the city ruins, which are likely to be massive.”

“It seems an impossible task.”

“Once we have the Prophecy, though, we have the power. He has to hold on to your parents safely until then, despite what he says. We should do everything we can to hurry, but even if it takes longer than that, they probably aren’t in any danger.”

“Probably?”

“Valance can’t do anything to them if he doesn’t have the Prophecy,” Isaru said. “It’s that simple.”

“And if it isn’t there?”

Isaru didn’t have an answer for that. That possibility was all too real. It was a mad quest, but Valance had reason to think it would be there…perhaps that was worth something.

“Valance believed the Prophecy was taken by the Exile. That would have been over two centuries ago. We have no record of that. We have few records from that time, actually, that were actually written during that period. It was a hectic time. The Wild was…different then. It’s been tamed a lot by humans since then, but back then, very few actually lived there. It was almost as hostile for us as it was for the Covenant. It’s said that many people died. They didn’t know what food was good to eat. For example, people back then didn’t know about the Twelve Gifts the way we do now. Back then, Colonia was everything, the only real center of civilization north of Nova. So with all that…maybe it’s not surprising that we forgot something so important.”

“You’d think it would be preserved somehow,” I said. “Have people memorize the important things to pass down, exactly, to the next generation. If songs and stories can survive from before the Ragnarok War, then why can’t something that important survive for even less time?”

“Yes, but those stories have surely changed in their details. Do you really believe that men used to fly to the moon? Or that there was a tower so tall that you could peer into the sky and not see the top of it? What about flying ships and motor-coaches that could zip across the horizon in three seconds flat?”

I sighed. “Yeah, maybe you have a point. Maybe some of that stuff is true, though, like with the ships.”

“That’s the point exactly. If it’s not written down, on paper or tablet, there’s no telling the exact words. As such, we have our traditions, legends, and stories. The story of the Exile is even popular among us; that the Prophecy was taken to Hyperborea. Isandru didn’t believe this was true, and for good reason; he lived in Hyperborea, and he knew it wasn’t there. And yet, Valance is sending us there again, because he knows it’s not in Colonia.”

“We’re wasting our time, then,” I said. “It’s Isandru we should be going to.”

“Except Valance has told us not to talk to anyone, and that if we did, he would know about it.”

“How? We’re the only ones here.”

“You got me there. One thing I do know: there is so much more to this than either of us realize. We’re missing pieces still. I think some of those pieces might be in Hyperborea. Isandru himself is guarded about his past; he seems to never tell us anything until we have already figured it out for ourselves.”

“Which is most inconvenient.”

“Perhaps, though, there is a reason for it,” Isaru said.

“Inscrutable, Seeker, reasons.”

“The point is, no matter how we hash this out, we have three months. Three months will have to do,” Isaru said. “We should move faster now that we’re out of the Ruins. Assuming we go along the edge of the Selvan, like we’re planning, there should be water. The Wild locks a lot of the water for itself, which is part of the reason why the Exiled Lands are so bad. But there might be streams to be found.”

“If that’s where the water is, there might be people, too,” I said. “If we’re going for miles and miles up that way, we’re going to run into trouble.”

“Maybe so,” Isaru said. “And I don’t like what Rasi told us about the people there. He said they made the gangs in the Ruins look soft.”

“Why not go through the Red Wild, then? I know you said there’s a good chance of being discovered, but not if you cut your hair, and perhaps dye it.”

“Even so, it’s too risky. You only saw Haven, but there are way too many people that would recognize me. I know it’s called the Red Wild, but a lot of the land is actually very well-populated. Unless we bushwhack through the thickest part of the Western Wild, someone will see me and recognize me. And guess what? You stole Annara’s blade, perhaps one of the holiest relics of the Elekai.”

 Isaru chuckled at the irony of me stealing what was rightfully mine. Well, kind of rightfully. I doubted my “evidence” of having a prophecy that I was actually Anna would hold up in any court.

“What does this mean, then?” I asked. “We’re just…going to have to avoid people for the rest of our lives?”

“Let’s just get the Prophecy first,” Isaru asked. “Survival is the only thing that matters right now. I’m more worried about keeping ourselves fed for hundreds of miles than anything like that.”

Isaru had a point there. It reminded me of something my mother once told me: so long as you had a full stomach, you had settled the most important question of the day.

“How long will it take following the Selvan?” 

“Assuming nothing slows us down, perhaps two weeks,” Isaru said.

“We'll be crossing desert, but as long as we can find water, our food should last us until we can forage in the Wild.”

I didn’t like that he’d said “should,” but I supposed it was true. I knew next to nothing about edible plants in the Red Wild, but I knew most of the animals that existed outside the Wild also lived inside it, and in greater numbers. Some of them were a bit different, but it was mostly the same.

“I expect we’ll need to turn north at some point and leave the river behind.”

“We’ll use it for as long as we can,” Isaru said. “We need the free water. As soon as we come to the border, we’ll need to find a way out.”

It was then that I realized I had never told Isaru about my dream. It had been days since I’d had it, and I’d been so exhausted on our way to the Ruins, and too busy during all the fighting, to even think about telling him.

Now, though, was my opportunity, after only one day of travel and plenty of food in my belly.

“I forgot to tell you about a dream I had,” I said. “It happened when I fell asleep in Rasi’s cabin, but I was so tired after that I didn’t think I could tell it to you properly. Then we got mixed up in the Ruins, and…well, this is the first opportunity I’ve had to tell you.”

“What did you see?” Isaru asked. “A prophecy?”

“A vision,” I said. “It was so clear that it was as if I was there myself. As if I were this person.”

“Who was it?” he asked.

“That’s just it,” I said. “It was like I was inside the mind of Mia Farl.”

Isaru’s eyes went wide. “Mia Farl? The Prophetess of Hyperborea?”

I nodded. “Yes, it has to be the same. But that’s not even the most surprising part. You know how Elder Isandru said that Mia lived before him…almost a full century before him?”

Isaru nodded. “Yes, of course I remember.”

“Well, at least in this dream…that’s not true. Elder Isandru was her brother.”

I waited for that to sink in. It didn’t seem to register with Isaru; not at first. And then, he just appeared worried.

“Shanti…are you sure this was a vision? Perhaps…”

“No. I know it was true. Every bit of it. I was seeing something exactly as it had happened in the past.”

“You saw Hyperborea, then. Even if you were exhausted, how could you fail to mention this?”

His tone wasn’t rough, just incredulous.

“I’m sorry, I know I should have told you sooner, and there was no reason not to, except for the fact that I knew you’d have a lot of questions, and I wouldn’t have the time to answer them.”

“Well, I guess that’s true. What happened, then?”

So, I told him. About how Mia had been trying to prophesy in the woods and how Isandru had found her, and that somehow she was going against the will of her parents. Then, I described the city for him, exactly as I had seen it. I’d had a vision of the city before, but only from a distance. I tried to give him all the things I remembered, including just how big it was, how many towers, how one of the lakes was named Makar…pretty much anything I could think of.

I told him about what Isandru had said to Mia, as well as her own thoughts on the Hyperfold…whatever that was. From what Mia had said, it was a creation of a man named Rakhim Shal, who had made it as a way to cure the Fading, and apparently it had worked.

When I was at last done, Isandru contemplated for a very long time. I was surprised he wasn’t bombarding me with questions.

“What do you think?” I asked.

“It bothers me that Elder Isandru lied to us,” Isaru said. “He wouldn’t have done so unless he had a reason.”

“The one time he mentioned Mia to me, he seemed to get really sad,” I said. “Sadder than one would expect from two people separated by one hundred years. I think the vision is true. It has to be.”

“The question is, why?”

That was the question, but it wasn’t one that could be answered. Not for a long time, and only assuming we survived everything to come.

“What do we know about Mia?” I asked. “From our own history.”

“History knows little of her, other than the fact that she died young, and that she had prophesied the destruction of Hyperborea long before it ever occurred.”

“Is there a firm date on when she was born?” I asked. “Isandru mentioned being fifteen when Hyperborea was actually destroyed by the Shen.”

Isandru had looked older than fifteen in the dream, but perhaps he had simply looked more mature.

“It’s not known for sure, but according to what I’ve read, it wasn’t too long after the Xenofont was constructed. That would be long before Isandru was born. But if your vision is right, Mia would have been born much later. Was she younger or older than Isandru?”

“Younger,” I said.

“What did she look like?”

“I don’t know. Like I said, it was like I was inside her mind, but it felt as if I were in control. Only…it was she that was in control. She seemed unaware of my presence.”

Then again, there had been that bit where she felt as if she were being watched. Could it have been myself doing the watching?

“Too many questions, and too few answers,” Isaru said. “My guess is this: Mia and Isandru were siblings, and her birth happened during the latter part of Hyperborea. Yet, the prophecy for which she is famous no longer makes sense. Saying Hyperborea will be destroyed while the city itself is under siege is no prophecy, it’s just pessimism. Even if it becomes true.”

“The prophecy was about the Sea of Creation being the undoing of the city,” I said. “Perhaps that is still true. Perhaps the Shen could have been held off had the city not used the Sea to excess.”

“Perhaps,” Isaru said. “And it could be that it wasn’t an actual prophecy, but a warning. Over the years, maybe that warning was remembered as a prophecy. The Mindless Wars were a troubling time. A lot of cities were destroyed and a lot of records lost. It’s possible that things have just been misremembered over time, and it isn’t as if any written accounts of Hyperborea are to be believed on their face. It’s so questionable that there are even people who are skeptical of the city’s very existence, and almost all historians contest some of the more fantastical details, which they think of as myth. In fact…”

Here, Isaru suddenly stopped and his entire body went stiff. It was as if he saw something.

Immediately, my hand went to my blade and we were both up with katanas out. I peered past the darkness and brush, but could see nothing.

I drew a deep breath, seeking Silence. Even so I felt my heart pounding. When I spoke, it was very quietly.

“Do you mind telling me why we're doing this?”

“Someone’s out there by the river. I’m sure I saw someone.”

I stared into the darkness. It was hard to see anything through the brush, but if there was, they had probably heard us speaking.

“I don’t see anyone,” I said.

”He's gone, now.”

“What do we do?” I asked.

“One of us stands watch tonight,” Isaru said, after a moment.

“And what if he’s dangerous, and just left to get reinforcements? Maybe it’s best if we ran and confronted him. I’d rather go out there and deal with the problem before he gets too far.”

“You sound confident of our chances.”

“Why be the prey when you can be the hunter?”

Isaru didn’t really have an argument against that, so we eased out of the brush until we were walking toward the river. The only light came from a thin sliver of moon hanging in the star-filled sky above the high canyon walls.

“How far, you think?” I asked.

“That stand of trees is the only place he could be hiding. He can’t have gotten that far.”

A small thicket of stilted trees grew on the riverbank. As soon as we made our way toward it, a burst of movement shot out of them. The man was running downriver.

We sprinted after him. If he was running, he couldn’t have been up to anything good. Either that, or he was scared witless.

Or maybe worst of all, and something I couldn’t discount…he was leading us into a trap.

We had run half a minute when it was clear that the runner was breaking away. We weren't going to catch him. He disappeared around a bend, and Isaru and I stopped when we got there, breathless.

“Turn back?”

Isaru hesitated a moment. “We have to move camp. We won’t be getting any sleep tonight.”




* * *




We returned to camp and packed all of our gear. Within a couple minutes, we were back on the riverbank and following it cautiously east. Our path was leading us in the opposite direction in which the man had run, but we were still going as fast as we could. We ran some and walked some, putting as much distance between ourselves and who it was we saw.

After a half hour of this, I was utterly exhausted, especially considering my full pack and how hard we’d pushed ourselves throughout the day. There was nothing driving us except the need to get away.

Throughout the craggy canyon, our path veered and climbed. From time to time, we’d look back to see if we were being pursued, but always, we were alone. Maybe we were doing all this for nothing.

Another hour later found us still following the river. I remembered Isaru and I flying over all of this in a matter of minutes when he had saved me from my failed execution. A few hours by air would see us to Haven from this place, but going as we were, it would take a week or more.

We waded into the shallows of the river to skirt the remnants of a rock slide. By the time we returned to the stony riverbank, I paused to take a break.

“No more,” I said. “We need to sleep.”

Isaru didn’t answer, probably because he was too busy trying to catch his own breath.

I looked around for a place for us to take shelter for the night. The canyon wasn’t too promising, but in the rock slide itself, there was a slight depression. Enough, perhaps, to keep us out of sight, which was all that mattered.

“There’s a hollow in those rocks,” I said. “That’s probably best.”

At last, Isaru conceded. “All right. Let’s hurry, then.”

We walked up the rocks until we reached the depression. As I suspected, once inside, I could see that the rim was high enough that we would be completely hidden from the canyon below.

We both sat inside, and Isaru closed his eyes immediately to go to sleep. I closed my own eyes. Hopefully, this put us far enough from potential danger.

It was my last thought before falling asleep.






































CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




WHEN I OPENED MY EYES, it was still dark and every bone and muscle in my body ached. I didn't know why I was awake with my exhaustion, but that became clear in the next moment.

There were voices outside the depression.

It hadn’t been far enough, apparently.

I shook Isaru’s shoulder to wake him. He opened his eyes slowly, and looked at me questioningly. He became more alert when the voices came again, louder.

I could hear rocks shifting, more movement, and more voices.

Our worst fears were coming true. They were walking straight toward us, and apparently, it was easy to follow our trail up here.

He reached for his sword, pulling it slowly from its scabbard. There would be no running, here. We had to stand and fight.

It was hard to judge how many men there were. We wouldn't know that until we stood and climbed out of the depression, making ourselves targets. Besides the several voices filling the night, there was nothing else to do. With luck, they didn’t want to attack us.

“If we take the top, we’ll have the high ground,” Isaru said, quietly. “That’s all I can guarantee, though.”

If we waited much longer, they would fall upon us, so we had to move now. We stood quickly, and I followed Isaru until we were standing on the rim of the depression, looking down.

We were met with the sight of twenty or so men scrambling up the incline. I had already entered Treeform, and Silence had taken hold of my mind.

“Kill them!” the man, who must have been the leader, ordered.

Isaru and I were already moving in tandem toward the lead climber, who was isolated from the rest of the group. He tried to back up, even as he reached for his cudgel, but it was too late. Isaru stabbed him through the stomach before he could even defend himself.

There were still a few others who were isolated, but we’d have to move quickly before they rejoined the rest. Our best chance was to pick off as many of those as we could. If they ever worked together, it would be too much, even for Isaru and I both.

The two men who were each alone, recognizing their danger, backed up to form ranks with the rest. There would be no more easy targets, but I took the opportunity to shift into Windform, as its flexibility was well-suited to fighting on an uneven surface. Isaru, being of a similar opinion, followed my move.

The heaviness of Treeform was replaced by the light-footed grace of Wind, allowing me to dance down the rocks and initiate combat. The men were now formed in a line, eight or so men across and two deep. They raised their round shields in tandem, with spears out.

Well, they were more coordinated than I had counted on. But we had the high ground, and the benefit of Seeker training.

And with luck, Anna’s talents at the blade. I needed everything I could get if we were to survive this.

There was nothing left but to attack the men; the longer they waited, the more they’d be able to prepare. So, I feinted as if to attack directly into the line, but instead skirted toward the formation’s right flank, even as Isaru moved left. The man at the end of the line had allowed himself to become slightly separated from the group, but before he could react, I was upon him. He raised his shield as I attacked, but instead of hitting the shield, I swung above, cutting into his neck and into his jugular. His scream gurgled with blood, but already, I was trying to find my next target.

The leader shouted some more orders, lost to the din of shouts, but it appeared the men were shifting tactics. What was once a single line had formed a V, one side of which faced me while the other faced Isaru.

I backed way; if I allowed the ten or so men facing me to engage, there was no way I could win that fight. The men came forward at a steady pace. On the other side, I could see a similar thing happening, with Isaru backing away from this advancing line. I needed to rejoin him so we could work together, because together we’d be able to accomplish so much more. Separating ourselves had been a mistake.

“Lay down your arms,” one of the men called out, who was the same one who had given out the orders.

“What do you want?” Isaru asked. “You attacked us first, and now you want us to lay down arms?”

The leader raised his hand, and the men came to a stop as a single unit. Despite the two deaths so far, they seemed to be a disciplined troop.

Several of the men parted, revealing one of them carrying what appeared to be a crossbow.

I saw then that his talk was merely a distraction, enough time for him to get the crossbowman into position to take his shot. But before I could do anything else, there was a loud click followed by a whoosh; the shot had been fired. Only, it didn’t seem to come from the crossbowman in front of me. In fact, he was screaming as he clutched a bolt sticking out of his own chest.

What in the world was happening?

But my answer came as the men looked at the cliff above us.

“There’s more!” one of them said.

“A trap!” another said.

Neither Isaru nor I had time to question. This was our chance to take advantage of their confusion. I moved to engage the flank of the formation in front of me. Caught off guard, the troop backed up, raising their shields in preparation for the battle, the men pointing their shields toward the canyon wall as much as at me.

I skirted further to the right, until I’d circumvented the formation and was facing the last man in the line. He was shouting for help, but there was no way the others could help him without exposing themselves to whoever was shooting them from above.

Remaining in Wind, I fell upon the man. His wooden buckler met my first slash, and he countered with a jab of his spear, which I easily sidled. While he was recovering, I swung my leg out, sweeping his shins from under him. As he crumbled, two men in the line came to his aid.

A quick downward stab in the downed man’s abdomen was enough to get him out of the way right before I backed up. More men were now moving to engage me, despite the danger from above, which I couldn’t allow myself to look at. I had to trust that this person, whoever they were, were trying to help Isaru and me and weren’t just taking shots at anybody they could.

At the increased number of attackers, I shifted back into Treeform, just in time for two men to engage me from the high ground. In Treeform, I was able to hold my own as bucklers, clubs, and spears fell on me from all sides. I edged around until I retreated upslope rather than down, having to watch my steps for rocks almost as much as each of the attacks that threatened me. I saw that they kept trying to surround me, but I could prevent that as long as I backed away and used the larger fallen boulders as barriers. The focus I needed to do all of this would have been impossible without Silence, but outside of it, I could sense my energy quickly ebbing.

A quick glance in Isaru's direction revealed him taking on the three fighters of his own, and it was all he could do to fend them off. He was also in Treeform, which was his best, but even that would only last so long. The rest odd dozen were coming after me, while an additional two were forming up behind the three fighting Isaru. Meanwhile, more bolts flew down from above, but so far, none had hit a mark besides the original crossbowman.

That was when another whoosh sounded, felling one of the men that was closest. I stopped backing up, allowing another man, who was isolated and not aware of it, to engage me. He raised his shield to bash and thrust with his spear, a snarl on his face. I dodged right, and moved past the shield far enough to stab him in the side. As he screamed, another man came in from the left side with a slash of his spear. The execution was sloppy, and not hard to dodge. Worse, it left his flank exposed, and slashing his abdomen brought him down immediately.

What men were left – which were still a lot – slowed down, recognizing that if they didn’t work together, they were just going to lose more. That was when another bolt fired down, but this one missed its mark, the man who was closest to me. If I could just survive long enough for this crossbowman to do the work for me, it just might win us the fight. Without their own crossbowman, they had no way of contesting him, and given time, they would recognize that there was no way they could win.

Isaru was still fighting against his five, only managing by constantly backing away and defending for everything he was worth. I had to help him, or else he might not have been able to hold out long enough for the crossbowman to do his work.

I used the distraction of the bolts to sprint in his direction, leaving my attackers behind. I was just a few feet away when Isaru’s attackers noticed I was coming, but it was too late for the one closest to me, who fell to a backstab, even while he had his shield raised toward Isaru. I quickly checked behind to see that my pursuers were coming after me, but only halfheartedly; by chasing me, they were exposing themselves to whoever was firing from above.

With my aid, some of the pressure was being taken from Isaru. Now, we both just had to survive.

Unfortunately, this meant that, even working together, there were about fifteen fighters left. All we could do was knock the spears away. My lungs burned from exertion; every moment, Silence threatened to slip away. Battletrance allowed a fighter to use every resource they had, which made feats of incredible strength and dexterity possible, but it came at a price, since the body was not designed to work at such a capacity. Already, both body and mind were screaming for me to release my hold.

Not yet. We must survive.

A few more minutes, I’d be too worn down to fight any longer. Dropping dead from sheer exhaustion was a true danger if one stayed in Battletrance too long, and it was only in a life or death situation like this where it was necessary.

But the bolts from above kept coming – bolts which were me and Isaru’s only hope. They sometimes found their mark, and they sometimes didn’t

“Her eyes!” one of them shouted.

“They are the demons of the east,” one said. “They fight like they are fifty men!”

They were breaking. My mind wanted me to use this as an excuse to release Silence, but I held on stubbornly – even dangerously. Without Battletrance, I would not be able to fight off ten or so men, even with Isaru’s help. His eyes, too, were glowing now, which only happened when one reached deep meditation. Usually, it only happened with highly skilled Champions, or those with especially strong connections to the Xenofold.

And I didn’t know how, but Isaru and I managed to hold as, one by one, men were pierced with bolts from above. Within the space of minutes, they were half as many as they were at the beginning. I had killed four myself, and the sniper from above had at least a few kills.

“Retreat!” the leader called out. “Retreat, damn you, run for your lives!”

The men needed no further encouragement; they were only too glad to back away with shields raised. Now, they only focused on the sniper from above, and now was my chance to look up and see who it was.

But the only thing I saw was a shadowed figure aiming down.

“Retreat!” the leader called out again. “Orderly, now, shield wall raised. Stay together, we survive.”

I could only speculate as to who the men were; some gang out of the Ruins, likely, who had spied us and hoped to enslave us. But now they were routed. I looked at the cliff above to see the figure, still standing like a silent sentinel, though now his crossbow was lowered. He only watched.

Below, I could see how the men had caught up so quickly; four large canoes were on the riverbank. The men filled them, even leaving one of them behind in their haste to get away.

It was only here that the mysterious man turned away, before I could even call out to him.

“He’s gone,” I said.

“He saved our lives,” Isaru said.

Even though it was an obvious statement, it felt good to hear it acknowledged. Though Isaru and I could easily best even a group, under such conditions, we would not have lasted long without the sniper’s help.

“We have a guardian, I think,” I said. “How else could he have just happened on us?”

“I don’t know,” Isaru said. “We need to get down to that canoe, however. It’ll take us far upriver and away from them. I doubt they will try again, unless they come in even greater numbers. They would truly have to want us dead to do that.”

“What about getting out of the canyon?” I asked. “The Red Wild can’t be far from here.”

“We need to make sure we’re safe first. We need someplace to lay our heads for a while. That battle…took a lot out of me.”

Just Isaru mentioning that fact made me realize my exhaustion. If I wanted, I could lay down right there on the rocks and be asleep instantly.

“Let’s move, then,” I said. “As far as either of us can stand.”






































CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




WE PADDLED UPRIVER UNTIL THE sun broke over the eastern cliffs. Despite our sheer exhaustion, the only break we allowed ourselves was to eat a quick meal. We pushed ourselves beyond what we thought possible, knowing that stopping could mean death. We didn't want to risk anything; we thought we had gone long enough last time, and it had been the worst mistake of our journey so far.

At the forefront of my mind was the sniper. I racked my mind for someone it could possibly be, even wondering if one of the priests had come along, hiding his presence. That didn’t make much sense, and I was much too tired to think coherently, anyway.

“Look,” Isaru said, ceasing his paddling and pointing ahead.

At first, I didn’t know why he was pointing. But when the sun’s morning rays slanted through the clouds and cast the canyon in a fiery glow, I knew the canyon, on its own, wouldn’t have been able to produce such a color.

It was xen.

“We're nearly home,” Isaru said.

I wouldn't have used the word “home” to describe wherever it was we were at the moment, but it was at least something more familiar. I allowed myself a smile; even if we weren’t planning on going into the Red Wild itself, it was good to see signs that we were getting closer to it. I immediately felt safer. Outsiders often had a fear of the Red Wild, and that fear might keep any potential attackers away.

“How deep in the Wild are we going?” I asked.

“I don't know. If we were to pass the Selvan fully, we’d be deep into Annajen territory.”

I got the feeling Isaru meant we’d be too far in, but I was too tired to keep talking. We paddled in silence as the sun rose ever higher, until it was several handbreadths above the rim of the canyon. With its ascent, the sky transitioned from pale pink to blue, and the air started to simmer with heat.

Still, we kept going, and were rewarded when we began to see larger patches of xen as the river wove back and forth. Soon, small twisted plants grew from the larger patches, which formed networks that carpeted the ground thickly. It wasn't long before there was more xen than there was rock. The river took on a silvery sheen, which I realized was coming from the xen growing beneath the current. I couldn’t have said why it made the water appear silver, though; I noticed the same phenomenon in the Red Wild.

“Too bad we can’t go the fast away,” Isaru said. “With this canoe, we could be in Laston within a couple of weeks, even going upriver. From there to Mongar, across the mountains, and straight north to the Crater. Probably a month if we go as fast as possible. But we’d have to make it past the Roots.”

“The Roots?”

“The bottom of Haven. It’s a system of docks that are built from the roots, and trust me, nothing goes by without paying the toll. It’s a huge source of Haven’s income.”

“I see,” I said.

“You didn't see it when we were there, but the river is where most of Haven's traffic filters through. There's no question that traveling upriver would put us into contact with too many people. It isn’t worth it.”

We fell into silence after that, and kept paddling. The human body can only be pushed so far, and we reached that point by early afternoon. Without a word, we paddled for the right riverbank, and as our canoe slid onto the xen, we stepped out and pulled the craft out of the water. It seemed to take all my strength to do that. My legs were stiff and weak while I could hardly even feel my arms.

“There’s some shade under that cliff,” Isaru said. “We can eat and sleep.”

First, we dragged the canoe further up the xen, hiding it behind some rocks where it would remain out of sight. Then, we sat in the shade behind those same rocks, drinking our water and not holding back on the food that Markas had given us; after the battle, and all the running, we needed to eat before we slept. Without that, we wouldn’t be able to recover our strength properly.

And when I finally did get to sleep, it was as if I were dead.




* * *





When I awoke, it was dark and cool. There was no sound save the low wind and the gentle flow of the river, not too far from us on the other side of the rocks. I kept my eyes closed, not wanting to move. If my pain yesterday had been bad, today I was in agony. I could barely move any of my muscles with sharp pains shooting through my arms, legs, and lower back. Even my neck was stiff.

I turned on my back, despite my aches, to see that a thin sliver of moon hung high above, along with a multitude of bright stars and familiar constellations – the Hunter, the Gourd, the Lion, and the Hydra. Jupiter and Saturn were both clearly visible.

I got up quietly and left the outcrop of rocks behind, heading for the river. I had nothing with me but my sword and the clothes on my back. My legs felt as if they would collapse under me at any moment, but after all the sweat, blood, and fighting, nothing sounded better than immersing myself in the river.

I stood at the riverbank for a moment, looking up and downriver to make sure it was clear. I even took hold of Silence, tentatively, to feel if there was anyone nearby. I detected Isaru, but no one else. I let go immediately; even trying to hold it for a few seconds felt draining.

I removed my boots and socks and stepped into the river. The water was pleasantly cool, and the xen underfoot was soft and pleasant on sore feet.

I waded in further, the silver water rising until it was up to my neck. I lowered my head beneath the surface, and was soon surrounded by refreshing coolness. Besides the feel of the water, there was also a curious warmth, an aura, that I could sense being projected by the billions upon billions of silver particles dancing in the river, as dust dances in sunbeams. These were not like dust; they were organisms that lived in symbiosis with the underwater xen. They seemed to be drawn to my skin, collecting on it until it was glowing silver. At the same time, I felt the burns given to me by the harsh sun, go away.

I lay suspended underwater for as long as I could, looking at an entire world probably no one had ever seen. From the xen below grew clumps of multicolored kelp waving in the river's gentle current, while bioluminescent schools of fish swarmed through networks of multihued coral. The water's clarity made it easy to see far up and downriver, the view only broken by the river's meander. Though the water wasn’t too deep, it was enough to hide wonders.

The need for air sent me back to the surface, and I was surprised to see Isaru standing beside the river. As I caught my breath, he seemed to hesitate for a moment before removing his own boots, after which he walked into the water himself. He came to a stop not too far away, dipping his head below water, before reemerging a moment later. The color of his hair blended with the river water, seeming to become a part of it. Like me, the silver “motes,” or whatever one would call them, gathered around his form, causing the area around him to glow brighter.

“What are they?” I asked.

He glanced my direction before returning his attention to the motes. “Aquaras. They are said to reside in remote parts of the Wild, where human activity hasn’t killed them off. They are hardly ever found near Haven, and certainly not like this.”

“I seem to feel better,” I said. “Less aches and pain. Even my sunburns are going away.”

Isaru nodded. “They are capable of rejuvenating those of Elekai blood. Other forms of them live in ichor itself, though they can’t be seen because ichor is too bright and packed with other organics. Aquaras are fragile, however. Just to think they are dying, even as they heal us.”

“They're dying?” I asked.

“It's not a problem as long as more are being born than there are dying. With the two of us in here for just a few moments, it’s not bad. It’s why they can’t survive in areas with lots of people. Of course, it’s not just people they heal. It’s the plants and animals who live in the water, who in turn provide the nutrients for new Aquaras to be born.”

“They are selfless, then,” I said.

“No one knows what directs them to do this, what they gain from it. They have been studied, of course, but no one knows why they kill themselves to heal others.”

A sudden darkness overshadowed the river. A multitude of shadows were flying across the sky.

“Dragons,” I realized.

Instead of running for the riverbank, Isaru quickly swam over and pushed me underwater. I hardly had time to draw breath before we were both suspended underwater. Given the clarity of the water, and the brightness of the aquaras, it was hard to imagine how the dragons wouldn’t be able to see us, especially when they were famous for their eyesight.

Still, it was better than not hiding. Isaru pulled me deeper underwater, until the pressure was thick and we were covered by some thick, red kelp.

And there we remained for at least half a minute, though to my burning lungs, it felt much longer. I was the first one to break, pushing off the riverbed and shooting for the surface.

Once there, I drew several deep breaths while looking above. There was nothing but the starry sky and no trace of the dragon swarm. Had I remained sleeping, I would have never known they had passed.

Isaru and I swam to the riverbank. We pulled ourselves from the river, grabbed our boots, and walked back to the outcrop where the canoe was hidden. Among the rocks, we lay down, trying to stay out of sight as best we could, in case they got the idea to come back.

“I think they missed us,” Isaru said. “Had we gone straight here, they would have seen us for sure.”

“There were so many…” I said. “At least a hundred.”

“Yes,” Isaru said. “But what worries me is where they’re going.”

Wherever that swarm was going, people were going to lose their lives. Lots of people.

“Those dragons looked to be heading due south,” I said. “That would take them to Colonia.”

Isaru nodded. “More or less. Haven is east, the Ruins west. Colonia is the only thing south that’s of any interest.”

The thought made me sick to my stomach. Even if Colonia was the seat of the Covenant, it was also where I had grown up. My parents were there. Naomi was there. Shara – even if she had changed – was also there, not to mention thousands of innocent people.

“And no time to warn them,” I said. “The Dragnonriders can’t stand against that. They are not so numerous.”

“There’s nothing we can do,” Isaru said. “This is unprecedented. The Mindless seem to be growing in strength and organization. They attacked Nava Village with three, but this is a concerted effort, possibly drawing dragons from multiple Aeries for an attack hundreds of miles away. If they are indeed going to Colonia, then nowhere is safe.”

“What does it mean? Why is this happening?”

It took a long moment for Isaru to respond. “Nothing good. This might be the start of a second Mindless war.”

If all the Mindless organized and attacked as one, it was hard to imagine anyone being able to stop them.

“Maybe they weren’t Mindless,” I said. “Maybe they were Generationals.”

“This far south?”

Isaru had a point, but I still wanted to hope.

My parents would be in the Red Bastion, and ironically, that was the safest place for them. Others, like Naomi, were in danger. The Subura itself was the first place the dragons would run into, not counting the villages along the river.

It wasn’t easy, but we went to sleep. All I could think about was how long it would take a dragon to cover the distance from here to Colonia. Two hours, or three?

Please be Generationals, I thought.

Even if I couldn’t think of a reason why Generationals would travel in such numbers, I told myself that they were Generationals all the same. Perhaps they were avenging Jorla’s death?

Whatever the case…within hours, Colonia would be the scene of a slaughter, and there was nothing we could do about it.




* * *




When we woke, we ate another large meal and I couldn't help but notice, this being only the second day from the Ruins, that our packs were already lighter. I was ravenous, and I knew it was from the battle yesterday and all the work we had done paddling, not to mention the energy I had burned with Battletrance. Even if the trance allowed your body to burn fuel more quickly and efficiently, it was hard to tell from where we had gotten all the energy.

It wasn’t comforting, knowing how quickly we were going through our food, but we didn’t hold back. If we couldn’t walk, then we couldn’t get to where we were going.

Once done, we dragged the canoe back to the river. Shortly after, we were paddling east once again, staying on the lookout for a place to scale the cliff.

The mood was grim, because the dragons were still fresh on our minds. All I could think about was the battle that must be going on right now. I still held out some hope that the dragons weren’t Mindless, but Generationals.

All I could do was let go, and try to take comfort in the fact that, being in the Red Bastion, my parents were probably safe. I tried to think of our own mission, scanning the northern cliff face for any possible route up.

The terrain transitioned, slowly, from one of xen-covered desert to one which hosted thickets of trees interlaced with creeping vines and thick undergrowth. The trees grew in both number and thickness as the morning went on. It got to the point where the cliffs were mostly hidden, except at the very top. Half of the trees had green leaves, while the other half had the characteristic silver and pink foliage of xen-based life forms. The trees were not only thick along the river, but also along the tops of the cliffs on both the north and south sides. We were in the midst of the Selvan, and yet, we continued on.

Even the river's flow seemed slower here, as thick gnarled roots and vines crisscrossed the water, some reaching as far as the center of the river, visible beneath the clear water.

Even so, neither of us suggested turning around. I felt a rising hope that Isaru wanted to keep going, despite the risk of discovery. Assuming we could get past Haven and disguise ourselves well enough, it would be much easier…and likelier safer, than going through the Exiled Lands.

We took a short break for lunch and continued on our way, rounding a bend…only to find that there was another canoe heading downstream.

It was distant yet, but fast approaching.

“Plan?” I asked.

“There’s no reason to act strangely,” Isaru said. “Not yet, anyway. Just paddle to the right side and let them pass.”

We did as Isaru suggested, but clearly, the person had a mind to talk, because they shifted course to intercept us.

“What if you’re recognized?” I asked.

“We’ll get there when we get there,” Isaru said, though his voice seemed concerned.

The canoe was closer now, and its paddler was easier to make out. It was a man, short of stature with narrow shoulders, who wore a wide-brimmed black hat that shaded most of his narrow face in deep shadow. As he got closer, however, I realized that the shadow obscuring was too dark. At first, I thought the man was dark-skinned, but his face was darker than even that. It took me a moment to realize that it was paint, as black as night. Despite the heat of the day, the rest of his body was covered thickly – he wore long pants, a dark brown cloak with wide sleeves, and his pale hands were slender, almost feminine, but he strongly handled the craft with a strength which belied his build. He didn't seem in the least bit fatigued.

Isaru and I stopped paddling when his canoe was just a few strokes away. The strange man turned his own craft horizontal in order to bar our progress.

Which was when a crossbow on his back was revealed.

Isaru and I just stared in shock as the man lifted his face, ever so slightly, which did little to reveal his features. There was something very unnerving about him that went beyond his strange appearance.

I decided to make an attempt at conversation. “You’re the one who saved us, aren’t you?”

“You must turn back,” he said, ignoring my question.

There was an awkward moment before Isaru responded. “Why?”

“This is not your path,” the man said, ominously. “Turn back.”

“And who are you that we should listen?” Isaru asked. “I know you saved us and everything, for which I thank you, but I need to know why we can’t go this way. Who are you? It would be good to speak to you, if you have a moment.”

“You don’t need to know anything about me.”

“Did you follow us here?” I asked. “How did you get ahead without us noticing?”

He had probably passed us while we were taking our long sleep – a sleep that had lasted for a good portion of yesterday afternoon as well as last night.

“Why are you following us?” Isaru demanded, again.

The man said nothing. His point was clear; he wasn’t here for conversation, and he had said his piece. We weren’t going any further this way, and if we tried, he would contest it by force.

“Tell us why this isn’t our path,” Isaru said again, more calmly. “Please.”

I reached out with my mind, to sense whether he was Elekai…only to find a wall. It wasn’t as if there was nothing there to sense, but at the same time, I felt my reach being repulsed. If the man was Elekai, he had guarded his mind against such things. I didn’t have a mind to try pushing any harder.

We stared at each other across the short stretch of water. There would be no contest; situated as we were, there was no way to fight, and he could land a bolt in either of us within seconds if it came to that. Even if either Isaru or I could get to him, one of us would die in the process.

The question still remained, though: why had this man saved us in the first place? Something told me that any amount of asking, or even pleading, wouldn’t get him to say another word.

“We’ll go back,” Isaru said. “We’re trying to cross north, and we’ve probably gone too far in, anyway.”

The man nodded, not in a gloating way, but in a way that could only be described as businesslike. “You have gone too far. Downstream, several hours, you should come upon a place where the cliff is passable. Go there now.”

Then, he used his paddle to quickly turn and go back upriver. Isaru and I watched for a long moment before we ourselves turned.

Once safely out of earshot, Isaru cursed. “Who does he think he is, ordering us about like that?”

“He’s the man who saved our hides, and the man who told us how to get out of this canyon.”

“We must have missed it in the darkness last night,” Isaru said, grudgingly.

“Whatever the case, and whoever he is…we know our path now.”

Our progress was a lot faster than I had expected, going downstream. By sunset, we were well out of the Selvan and had found the spot the strange man had mentioned, recognized only because it was the only part of the cliff that looked like it might be possible to climb without falling to our deaths.

We pulled the canoe on shore, hefted on our packs, and topped off all our water, including the reserves we had in our pack. We then drank until nearly bursting.

We then turned our attention to the cliff. There was light enough still to make it to the top. The slope was steep and composed of loose rock, likely where the original cliff had collapsed. Going up would be tricky, but very much doable.

So, we got started. Several times, my foot slipped and I had to catch myself. The last fifty feet or so became steeper, but there were plenty of holds that allowed us to keep going. The hard part was climbing with the heavy pack, which also shifted my balance. I stayed as close to the rock slope as I could, making sure my grip was tight and the holds steady. I followed Isaru’s lead, since he seemed to be more experienced in climbing.

By the time the sun completely dipped below the horizon, we were out of the canyon and out of breath. We rested a minute and looked down. The only sign we had ever been there was the canoe, which would likely sit abandoned for a long time, if not forever.

Then, we looked out to the north, where the last remains of sunlight revealed a scorched desert flatland stretching all the way to the dark horizon, where some of the earliest stars were beginning to emerge. The cracked terrain was only broken up by rocks, boulders, mesas, the odd dune, and mangled cliffs, but for the most part, was flat. There didn't look as if there was any water in sight.

“I thought we’d be able to see the Wild from up here,” I said.

“I did, too. That just means we should head northeast. We’ll hit the Selvan eventually, which we can follow all the way to the Salt Lake, like we talked about.”

Isaru sounded sure of our path, so I could only hope it was as simple as that.

“It’ll be a clear night,” Isaru said. “There should be light enough to head to that mesa. It’s only a couple of miles off, if I had to guess.”

We traveled in silence, setting a fast pace. It wasn’t long before we were stopping in the shadow of the mesa, which was much larger up close than it had seemed from the top of the canyon.

There, we prepared a stew, throwing in the last of the fish Rasi had given us. I took inventory of our stock – between Isaru and I, we probably had at least sixty or seventy pounds of food, precious little of it being meat. The priests seemed to mostly eat plants, which made sense considering where they lived. Still, it would have been nice to have some fish or even chicken. I could only hope for some good hunting, which, given the barren terrain, didn’t seem all too likely.

“I’ve been thinking,” Isaru said, after dousing our fire. “It might be better to travel by night if we can manage it. It would save on water, and the moon is waxing, and the skies always seem to be clear out here.”

“We might be harder to see, too,” I said. “If anyone’s watching. We can start doing that tomorrow. We’ll just continue walking until sunrise.”

Isaru was in agreement, so we settled down for the night.






































CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




ISANDRU AND I STEPPED INTO the entry hall of the Cloud Palace, and as we did so, a line of the Royal Guard regaled in black, shimmering Hyperplate and curved Hyperswords stood to attention, flourishing the weapons with deadly grace. Isandru and I continued on as though they weren’t even there; why my mother insisted they do that any time a member of the royal family passed was beyond me.

The parishioners filling the Dome of the Clouds bowed and curtsied as Isandru and I made our way to the Cerulean Stairway, composed of solidified ichor that gleamed blue under the high windows. The Cloud Palace’s main hub was meant to evoke its namesake, and the light, fluted columns had an airy quality, seeming far too thin to support the three balconies that tiered the dome itself.

It was on the second floor, at the top of the Cerulean Stairway, that the entrance to the throne room could be found. When we arrived at the top, it was to the sight of a throng of people, speaking in hushed tones in front of the open throne room doors. Yes, apparently word had gotten out that I had been doing something I wasn’t supposed to be, and their whispers only intensified as Isandru and I passed the intricately engraved doors that led into the throne room. Already, I could see that both of my parents were holding court, could see them sitting on their high thrones. Already, even across the distance of red carpet, I could see my mother fixing her gaze upon me.

I resisted the urge to swallow the lump forming in my throat. It was best to get this bit of unpleasantness over with as soon as possible.

Even if I was fifteen, relating to my parents in front of their court was a precarious balance. Something told me that, for this summoning, I would be treated more as a subject than a daughter. I wasn't supposed to be in the forest and shirking my lessons, and I had gotten in trouble for it far too often to have a good excuse.

But viewings and prophecies from the Xenofold were more important than getting in trouble, and even if I hadn’t had a direct prophecy, I had all the same felt Annara’s presence. Even now, I felt as if she were watching over me. The more time I spent in the forest, the glades, and the groves, the emptier the majestic buildings of the city seemed by comparison.

Though it was Annara’s visions that I sought, it was to Samal and Retha that House Farl attributed its rights of office. Farl was among the oldest and most prestigious houses, and the only house that could, at least directly, trace its lineage to those gods. Our crest itself was a powerful one: two dragons, one Askaleen and the other Radaska, facing each other on a crest shaped like a Silverwood. There was no symbol more powerful or evocative of everything Elekai.

“Prince Isandru, of House Farl, and his sister, Princess Mia!” the nearby herald called.

The few parishioners and nobles within the throne room immediately ceased their murmurings, instead turning to face my brother and me. They maintained respectful silence, though their eyes were anything but. As heir to the throne, Isandru commanded a certain level of respect I was not often afforded, and certainly not in this situation. I tried not to focus on them as Isandru and I walked up the carpet, a walk that seemed to take an eternity. I locked eyes with each of my parents, and despite feeling anything but confident, I walked with a straight back and a high chin. Even if I was nervous, no one else here had to know that.

 My parents watched as we approached. My father was a strong man, with a wide face and trim gray beard, and handsome features despite the fact that he had gained quite a bit of weight over the last few years. It looked as if a smile was tugging at his lips, which wasn’t a surprise. In comparison to my mother, my father wasn’t one for discipline. He was dressed in colors of purple and silver, while the Glowing Crown, composed of ichorstone and studded with gems, rested on his head, and the graying of his hair on his temples lent an extra dash of majesty. Though my father was fifty-nine years old, there was a smoothness to his face that belied his true age. Because of his ichor treatments, he didn't look a day over forty.

My mother sitting next to him was a woman of great beauty – younger than my father, at fifty-five, but she appeared half that age. Unlike my father, her face was severe, and her eyes were angry. Her eyes were striking, because they were violet, like two amethysts, which often had a slight glow. Her power was great, not only in authority, but in her command of her Gifts. The only ones she lacked were Prophecy, Envisioning, and Dragonspeech, and it was said that her Xenohealing was as good as any doctor’s, and some said it was even better. Her hair was long, wavy, and silver, and her face a perfect oval of queenly beauty. Her dress, wavy and ethereal, was like water itself, luminous and sparkling.

She was of a minor house, and it likely hadn’t just been her looks that caught my father’s eye, but her raw strength. It was important for the royal family’s heir to be of great ability, and King Farl had gotten that in abundance with Isandru.

No one in the empire could match my mother’s connection, and when she used Aether, she had even more ability. Though my father was the link to House Farl, people often forgot that fact.

Isandru and I knelt before them both, waiting for what seemed an eternity before my father spoke.

“Rise, my children.”

We rose, and slowly, I met his eyes. They seemed even more amused now, and I couldn't stop my own eyes from widening when he winked. Several of the parishioners chuckled, which was quickly stayed by the growing fury in my mother's violet eyes.

When she spoke, her voice was tense. “Everyone, leave.”

There was a moment of indecision before, as one, everyone practically scurried out of the throne room, guards included. Not half a minute later, a final pair of guards shut the two doors from the outside, which was followed by a thunderous boom.

Curiously, that sound caused some of the tension to ease, but I didn't make the mistake of relaxing. My father, however, visibly slouched in his throne.

“Where did you find her, Isandru?” my mother asked.

My brother bowed his head in deference. “She was in the Eastern Glade, Mother. It wasn’t difficult to find her with my Insight.”

“I see. Yes, that Gift has always been strong with you.”

Isandru nodded graciously.

My mother then sighed, and she gripped the sides of her throne as if at any moment it might fly away from her. It was as if she was bracing herself for what she was about to say to me.

“I can only speculate as to why, my daughter, you would so directly disobey me. Again.” The word thundered out of her, making me even close my eyes. “Look at me, Mia! I am at my wit’s end. I have tried every form of discipline, but nothing works. It’s as if you forget who you are. What am I to tell my subjects when it is whispered that even my own daughter won’t obey me?” She shook her head. “What will it take, Mia? Constant disobedience is not becoming of you. Not with your age and promise…and yet you waste time tromping off in the woods, getting sticks in your hair, with no prophecies to show for it!”

The stick in my hair had actually happened once, and was likely what she was referring to. Isandru and my father had a good laugh about that, but neither were laughing now.

“How many times must we go over this? What must I do to teach the lesson you refuse to learn?”

I tried not to, but I ground my teeth. I tried to tell myself she was right, but then again, my mother never listened to me when I told her why I had to go to the glade. Prophecies didn’t come to people who spent all their time in the city. The strongest connections to the Xenofold happened in nature.

I was about to remind her of that, against my better judgment, when another, unseen voice spoke.

“Queen Liandra,” it said, pleasantly, “if I may.”

Not all had cleared from the room, apparently, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. My parents’ Chief Advisor, Lord Rakhim Shal, had been practically hiding behind my mother’s throne like a loyal dog. His smooth expression was sycophantic and eager, while his soft and pudgy cheeks, coupled with his bald head, made him look like a fifty-year-old baby. His light blue eyes were helpful and unusually bright as he looked to my mother for confirmation. That brightness could only come from one thing: Aether.

“Speak, Rakhim,” my mother said. “What would the wisest of my advisors say of my daughter’s impudence? Does your learning extend to matters of family?”

I looked to my father for help, but he remained silent, seeming to allow this. There used to be a day where he might have helped me out and diffuse the situation, but he sided with my mother more often than not, especially in matters like this where she was technically in the right. I knew she was trying to humiliate me in order to teach me a lesson, and something told me that the coming punishment was going to be more severe than ones in the past. To me, being locked in my room for a few hours was not much of a punishment, and maybe my mother was starting to figure that out.

“I advise you…not to punish her,” Rakhim said in a melodious tone, and to my mother’s surprise. “They say spare the rod and spoil the child, but I say there is nothing spoiled to begin with. It is common for the young – especially the young of ability – to be drawn to the power of the Red Wild and seek prophecies. They grow out of it, eventually, your highness, but it should not be discounted. Such strength of Inherence, such as evidenced in your daughter, has not been seen in many years.” Rakhim cleared his throat, making a slight bow toward my mother. “Except within your majesty, of course. I say that rather than punish her, that we might put her talents to good use.”

“What do you mean?” my mother asked, intrigued.

“I mean this, your majesty. I have been having a bit of a problem I’ve been trying to work on, concerning the Hyperfold.”

“A problem?” she asked.

“Nothing serious, mind you, but it’s a theory I have. As you know, it was created, originally, for the express purpose of allowing Faded individuals access to their Gifts. And it has worked wondrously, as we all know. However, non-Faded Elekai have also seen great benefit.” Here, his eyes turned upon me. “I know she is young yet, but I would like to have a bit of Princess Mia’s time to test the Hyperfold’s capabilities, with someone of her raw potential. Tomorrow morning, if at all possible.”

“No,” my father said, speaking for the first time. “She is too young, Rakhim. Far too young.”

“I fear I may have been too bold,” Rakhim said, “however, in someone of her Inherence, Aether poses very little risk at all, even at her age.”

“Go on,” my mother said.

“That’s all, your majesties. I would merely like to have a bit of Mia's time to perfect some of the details of my current project. Call it punishment, if you will, but really it is an opportunity that I won’t get to have for a few years yet. And depending on what I may learn, the possibilities are truly exciting.”

“What possibilities? One of those new applications for the Hyperfold you were telling me about today?”

“Plenty have volunteered their services already, with fantastic results,” Rakhim said. “But so far, I haven’t found one of the princess’s potential. The royal blood of House Farl is among the most powerful of the Three Tribes. I would never presume, of course…such a difficult thing to ask. However, unorthodox methods are oft-required to tackle particular problems.”

My mother looked at me, seeming to consider. I couldn't believe she was buying this. Then again…maybe I could believe. She listened to Shal when he spoke, and there was a reason he was confident enough to remain behind, even as the rest had scattered.

“I don’t want to,” I said.

It was the absolute wrong thing to say, because my mother gave a small, prim smile. She looked at Shal, her face containing the serenity of solving a problem that had long plagued her. “There are no risks?”

Rakhim shook his head. “Good gods, no. The details I have already told you, but I would require merely an hour of your daughter’s time each week. That should suffice.”

“Each week?” I nearly shouted. “Please, Mother…I will never go to the grove again when I need to be somewhere else.” I was beyond all dignity at this point. I even considered begging on my knees. I disliked Shal that much. He was weird, and he had too much of a hold over my parents, and he gave me a slimy feeling every time I had to be around him, which was far too often.

“Let it be done,” my mother said. She looked at me, her eyes no longer angry, but victorious. “It will only be this once, Mia. I am tired of not being listened to. I will not stand for it. Not another day. Whatever I must do to have you respect me…that is what I will do.”

My father looked at my mother. It was hard to read his expression, but he seemed troubled. And yet, he didn’t say anything.

“Forgive me for interrupting,” Isandru said, “but if you need a volunteer, allow me to help.”

My mother and father looked to Rakhim for direction.

“Of course,” Rakhim said. “But I would still need one of greater potential than you, Prince Isandru. Meaning no disrespect, but Princess Mia’s connection to the Xenofold…it is a once in a lifetime opportunity.”

Shal looked at me with an expression that could best be described as hunger. I suppressed a shudder, and I felt the urge to throw up. My father looked at me, his expression even more worried. But not enough to stick up for me and cross my mother.

Isandru bowed graciously, but only I could detect the strain in the movement. “As you wish, Lord Shal.”

I kept my eyes to the floor and tried to keep the tears from coming. It wasn’t fair. I had been doing nothing wrong – not really – and I had gotten the worst punishment imaginable. I couldn’t explain my misgivings about Shal – it went beyond his creepiness and thirst for power. He had served my parents ever since my youth, and owned sizable holdings in the northwest. And the counsel he gave was almost always wise. Over the years, my parents had come to trust him in almost every respect, to the point where they rarely questioned him.

Perhaps that was the main source of my trepidation. In some cases, people went straight to Shal rather than my parents, knowing of his efficacy, and it seemed each passing year, more and more power slipped into his hands.

I purposefully tried to avoid Lord Shal as much as possible, but of course, this was hard to do. He was part of the reason why I liked to get away from the city so often. Perhaps even most of the reason.

And, sometimes, I could swear there were people watching me. A servant in the kitchen, or even a noble. And instead of their eyes, I always felt like they were his. It was whispered that Shal had a vast network of spies, and if anything new happened, he always seemed to be the first to know and capitalize off the situation.

“You are dismissed,” my mother said. Her violet eyes rose above us, and somehow, the guards on the other side knew to open the doors. People began to filter back in, at a much slower speed than when they had left.

Once Isandru and I were outside the throne room, he turned to me. “That went better for you than I hoped.”

I resisted the urge to correct him; eyes were upon us, and you never knew what one of the nobles might overhear and repeat to the others. If I were truly unlucky, everyone would know about my punishment by nightfall. They would find out, anyway, but it was better to not show how much this was hurting me.

We circled around the Dome, taking a stairway which lead to the highest tier, near the ceiling. From there, the royal apartments could be accessed. Upon reaching the top floor, we found ourselves before a vast spread of magnificent, clear windows which covered the entire floor. Called the Heavenly Windows, they overlooked the entire city, offering the highest inside view from all angles. Below, we could see the Highstreet which led to the Palace’s gates, and beyond, the high towers interlaced with bridges and more streets. We were even high enough to see beyond the city to the Southern Grove.

“Princess Mia.”

I jumped, and hastily turned to see Chief Elder Marius, the tutor whose lesson’s I’d shirked. Embarrassed, I curtsied quickly, a habit as engrained as breathing. There were few the Princess of Hyperborea had to show deference to, but an instructor who also happened to be the Elder Prophet was definitely one of them. Like all Elders, his face was wrinkled and his beard gray – and while his face was stern, his brown eyes were not unkind.

“Elder Marius…forgive me for missing my lesson. I felt the call of Annara, just like we talked about, so I hurried to answer it.”

He raised a skeptical, bushy eyebrow, his face a maze of wrinkles. His eyebrows were so thick and dark that they looked like caterpillars, nearly connecting in the middle. “Annara has called you often of late, Princess Mia.”

“I felt her presence today, Elder,” I said, ignoring his skepticism. “I have no doubt that it was her I felt.”

He watched me, neither encouraging nor discouraging me. That wasn’t his way. In his view, telling them what was or wasn’t possible in the realm of prophecy would only serve to hinder, as the Gift of Prophecy was little understood even by those who practiced it.

“That is good, Mia. I encourage you to write everything you learned – not only what you felt, but what you think of them now. We can discuss them when next we meet.”

Isandru remained quiet though all of this. Though he said nothing, I could feel his skepticism, though it wasn’t of me. Like so many, Isandru was skeptical of the Gift of Prophecy itself, believing it had little practical application. Admittedly, the Gift did have a reputation for delivering false prophecies just as often as real ones, and the real ones just as often could have been lucky guesses.

Elder Marius gave my brother a friendly smile, even as my brother gave a terse bow.

“Elder Prophet,” he said.

“Prince Isandru,” Elder Marius said. “Your studies with Elder Darei are going well, I trust?”

Isandru nodded. “Yes. Just yesterday, he showed me some sequences of a new form he is developing.”

“Really?” Marius asked, intrigued. “What is this for?”

“He calls it Shadowform. It is only possible with Aether, of course; without it, a Seeker wouldn’t have the required flexibility or strength.”

“I see,” Elder Marius said. There was a note of disapproval in his voice; Marius was among a minority of Seekers who distrusted the use of Aether.

“Are we still meeting tomorrow?” I asked.

“Of course,” Elder Marius said. “I will be in the Highgrove, as usual. And I expect you to be there as well even if Annara returns tomorrow,” he said, to let me know he was joking.

“I’ll be there,” I said.

He gave a small bow before turning for the stairs. As the Elder withdrew, Isandru watched his going with suspicion. After a moment, Isandru turned once more to the Heavenly Windows, looking at the thousands of towers interconnected by arched bridges, some so slender that it was a wonder that they didn’t collapse. The ichorstone buildings sparkled in the sunset. While Isandru gazed at the buildings, I was watching him.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

It was a long moment before he answered. “He…has changed, Mia.”

I had never heard Isandru say anything disparaging about the Elder, so I was a bit taken aback.

“What do you mean?”

“Surely, you’ve sensed it. The other Seekers laugh behind his back; he is old-fashioned beyond belief.” He looked at me, his light gray eyes seeming all too serious. He continued. “If you follow his advice, you risk being left behind as well. His views may have been right, once, but we have come a long way since the Third Generation. Aether has shown us just how limited we were. And here you are, getting to test something new in the Hyperfold…and nearly crying about it!”

“Isandru, if I could let you, I would…”

“That just makes it worse,” he said. “You truly don’t know what an opportunity you have. And yet, you’d rather go off dancing in the trees!”

“I don’t dance,” I said.

“You know what I mean. You go around acting like you have some sort of higher purpose just because you’ve chosen to study prophecy.”

“No, I don’t! Why are you talking like this?” Then, I realized. “I get it; you’re jealous I have to help Shal, aren’t you?”

“No,” Isandru said. “You’re just young. You don’t understand what’s valuable and what’s not. Anytime I’ve told you about Hyperfold, about Aether, you don’t give it any credence. You’re letting that old codger shape your opinion before you even give it an honest look.”

“Old codger? That’s the Elder Prophet you’re talking about!”

A couple of people passed us at this point, which made me aware of just how loud I was talking.

“Besides, like you know anything about it. Haven’t you noticed it changes people, Isandru? Haven’t you noticed Father is different ever since he started using it? And Mother?”

Isaru shook his head, vehemently. “You just don’t get it, do you? Well, you’ll be getting your first taste tomorrow.” He smiled at this. “Then, you’ll see the truth of things.”

“Well, you’re right about that,” I said. “The truth I arrive at might be different than what you expect.”

“You’ll see that the Elder is wrong. There is nothing bad about Aether, Mia. It’s been tested. We’ve been using it for ten years. And nothing has happened!”

I remained silent, knowing arguing with Isandru would do no good. I had to admit that it did do some good. Faded people could use their Gifts, and without it, most Prophets couldn’t even prophesy.

Despite its uses, Marius never used Aether. He never openly criticized it to me, but I got the impression he didn’t like it. The Elder had never used Aether himself, or at least, so he claimed. However, pretty much everyone of age used it, at least on occasion, while a few were heavy users. Isandru was on the way to becoming a heavy user, defined as at least once a day.

Maybe Isandru was right in that I didn’t know enough to form an opinion, and maybe Marius had shaped my view. And the fact I didn’t like Lord Shal only intensified my distrust of Aether.

“I better go,” I said.

“Think on what I said, Mia,” Isandru said. “I know I can be harsh at times, and brash…but I only say this because I want you to see the truth.” His eyes were serious, now. “I…well, forget it. I’ll talk to you later, all right?”

I nodded, stiffly. I wanted nothing more than to be on my own.

Isandru turned and continued to stare out the window, brooding.

I walked the long corridors toward my chambers by rote, passing silver-robed servants with the Twin Dragons sewn on their breasts. They stopped, bowing or curtsying as I passed. I didn’t stop until I’d reached my rooms. With a light touch on their surface, the doors swung open of their own avail, revealing the entry hall inside.

The doors gently shut, and despite that gentleness, the sound echoed through the cavernous space. The opulent hall, for all of its needless space and its ceiling of murals, still felt confined in comparison to the treetops of the Eastern Grove. I used to feel guilty about not being grateful for all the luxury of the palace until I realized that such opulence was needless. The towers of Hyperborea, which had once so awed me, now seemed more like trophies of excess. And with each generation, we strayed further and further yet from who we once were. Were we still the same children of the Red Wild as we were during Annara’s time on Earth? Something told me that the time of miracles was over. It was all about Aether and what could be done with it.

The Xenofold was seen more as an annoyance than as a gift to be cherished. Some, like Shal, even saw it as an enemy.

Yet, here I was still, in the Cloud Palace built by my great-grandfather. And the Palace had only grown wider and higher since his days by at least twice as much, if not more.

I followed the main hallway until I found my bedroom. A set of wide marble steps led upward to a circular space surrounded by windows. It was one of my favorite places; surprisingly small and comfy, and it had a great view of the Northern Forest. The northern edge of Lake Makar wrapped around the northeastern perimeter of the city, while the smaller Lake Ashte flanked the city’s northwestern edge.

The Northern Forest, beyond the cleared fields, was different from the others – not at all maintained by the Sages, it was allowed to grow free and wild. There was a boundless energy that could be sensed when one walked there, and its famous ichor springs were beautiful to behold. Even now mist could be seen collecting above the pink and silver canopy; mist almost always gathered in the evening over the Northern Forest, for reasons unknown, but it never ventured past the last trees, as if restrained by some unseen force.

I went to my bed and lay down, feeling more troubled than I had in a long while. I knew little of Rakhim Shal’s personal story, but he had known my father since before I was born, and it was Shal who had found the way to prevent Fadings by inventing Aether.

Aether was expensive, but Hyperborea was wealthy enough to subsidize it, so anyone who had need of it could use it. The rich, however, were the only ones who could get it in ample quantities.

I had never had Aether myself, and despite what Isandru said, I never planned to try it. Tomorrow, however, I probably would have to try it.

At the thought, I covered myself in my bed and closed my eyes.






































CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




I OPENED MY EYES TO find the orange-tinted dawn streaking the eastern horizon. Isaru was still asleep, and even if I didn’t want to move, it was time to get going. We had a long day ahead of us, especially if we were going to continue walking into the night.

I woke Isaru, ignoring the pain in my legs and feet. We had a quick breakfast and were on our way north within minutes, just as the sun crested some eastern hills.

The mesa was soon left far behind as the dawn sky transitioned from light orange to bright blue. The sun climbed until the air sweltered under its infernal blaze. Heat rose off the cracked earth below. There was no shade for miles, and there was little water left in my canteen.

I wrapped my cloak around my neck to keep it from getting burned, because already I could feel my skin cooking. During my short time in the Red Wild, I had grown used to its milder climate. I knew, because it felt so hot and this heat was nothing compared to what summer would be like. Granted, it was unseasonably warm for spring.

The land sloped downward to meet a dry stream-bed. The only time it likely saw water was during the rare storm. We took a short break there, drinking measured gulps from our canteens. I could have drained the whole thing easily, but there was little knowing how much longer it would last, and I didn’t want to tap into our reserves until it was absolutely necessary. Isaru was right in that it would be wiser to start moving at night. The sun was already wearing me down, and it was far worse for Isaru, whose pale skin was reddening beyond belief. He hadn’t complained once about it, but he must have been in pain. To make things worse, the blue sky above was empty of any clouds or moisture.

“I would give anything for rain right now,” I said.

Isaru laughed bitterly. “It’s been months since this land has seen any rain. It wouldn’t surprise me if it’s been years.”

“I can see why they call it the Exiled Lands. No one in their right mind would come here unless they were exiled for some reason. Are we headed the right direction at least?”

“More or less.”

Already, my lips were cracking, and my tongue felt heavy in my mouth. I ran my hand along the skin of my arm; unlike Isaru, I tanned easily, and I was no stranger to working hard under a cruel sun.

Still, I had never worked quite this hard, even on the hardest days my mother and I had worked the fields.

“We have to keep moving,” Isaru said. “This stream-bed is hotter than the surrounding terrain, and sitting here will just make things worse.”

We stood and resumed going north, this time at a slower walk. Moving helped a bit, but it was still dreadfully hot.

The landscape had changed little since yesterday. The ground was still cracked, and rising from its flat surface were cliffs, mesas, and dunes. The only plants were parched scrub and stands of prickly pear cactus, some of which grew fruit that Isaru and I stopped to pick whenever we came across them. Anything we could find in the wild was food we could save in our packs. Soon, we probably had a few pounds of the fruit between us from just a little bit of picking.

As morning gave way to afternoon, the heat only intensified, to the point where it was as hot as any summer I could remember. I was too weary to even explain my dream to Isaru. We definitely couldn’t travel like this; night was the only option, or else we’d be cooked alive.

“Do you see that?” Isaru asked.

He pointed ahead, where on the horizon a pool of water shimmered. It was hard to tell if it was a mirage or if it existed in truth.

“Most likely a mirage,” I said.

As we continued forward, the mirage wavered and faded, disappearing beyond a distant rise.

It seemed there was truly nothing here but rock, sand, and sun. I closed my eyes, trying to pretend I was anywhere but here, but that was difficult when each step sent stabs of pain up my leg, when my throat and tongue demanded more water which I denied, and when my lips were cracking to the point where moving them at all was painful.

I reached for my canteen to drink the last of it. I gulped it down in just a few seconds.

That’s all I get until evening.

The sun, at least, was now descending in the west, but the day was as hot as it had been since noon. Perhaps even hotter. We continued trekking northeast, knowing that we had to hit the border of the Red Wild at some point, and with the Red Wild came the prospect of water.

Somehow, we made it until evening. We stopped to eat and refill our canteens from our reserves, half of which was gone the moment the canteen was topped off. It was hard to imagine that this was just half our day. The last thing I wanted to do was continue on, but it was necessary if we were going to transition to nighttime travel.

And, as good as our commitment, we continued walking after dinner, guiding ourselves by the stars rather than the sun. In the far distance, a glow could be discerned. The Red Wild was nearing.

We headed toward the leftmost part of that glow, making it our goal for the night.

It remained warm for several hours after sunset, but the half-filled moon and stars provided plenty of light, and approaching midnight, at least by my estimation, the air was actually cool and pleasant. There was far less need for water, and the land was clear enough that we could actually see a good way into the distance. There were few obstructions, but tripping over the odd rock was preferable to being in an oven.

By early morning, however, my exhaustion was threatening to make me call a halt early. The glow of the Red Wild in the distance became brighter and larger, to the point where we could see the high wall of the Selvan forming a bold line. It had been teasing us all night, because it looked just over the horizon, only to have several more horizons in between.

As the first light of dawn tinged the eastern sky, we began passing patches of xen clinging to the undersides of large boulders, and the pinkish glow on the horizon was far brighter and taller. The border was lost to view as we approached a high dune which, upon cresting, revealed the towering border of the Selvan not more than half a mile away. It seemed like a cliff more than a forest, and only after looking at it for a moment could I see the thick tangle of branches, trunks, and vines that had served as the impenetrable wall designed to keep the Covenant out.

And flowing outward from the Wild, as I had hoped for in only my wildest dreams, was a thin stream that was probably more aptly described as a trickle.

Isaru and I descended the dune and made our way across the final stretch, our pace markedly increasing. We paused at the edge of the rivulet, filling our empty canteens. I drank until I felt near to bursting, and then I refilled again.

And now came the time for sleep. The stream made a small opening inside the Selvan, almost like a tunnel. We were forced to crawl inside to explore it, and once seeing it, we decided it would work perfectly.

The tangle of plants was so thick that it was impossible to go more than a few feet in, and there was just enough space for Isaru and me to sleep along the stream and not get wet.

Sometimes, mixed in with all the bad luck, you get a bit of good.




* * *




When I woke up, it was to the sight of the glowing plants of the tunnel. The desert outside was dark. There was no telling how long we had been asleep.

Isaru woke then, apparently stirred by my movement. We ate quickly, just enough to fill our stomachs, before crawling out of the tunnel. I washed my hands and face in the cool stream, which was the most I could do; at its highest point, it barely covered my shins.

We drank as much as we could before topping off our canteens and reserves. We had about three days' of water now, hopefully more than enough to come upon another source. If we stayed closed to the Red Wild, we might run across another stream similar to this. Then again, if there were people out here, they might be drawn to the Wild for the same reason. We would have to stay alert.

We resumed our journey north, following the border of the Red Wild which rose on our right, lighting the surrounding desert with a mild glow. As the night wore on, the terrain roughened, transitioning from desert flatland to a landscape scarred by boulders, fissures, and forlorn peaks. We crossed a dry riverbed emerging from the Wild that likely hadn’t seen a drop in months. Always, to our right rose the towering Selvan, a constant barrier that wouldn’t end for several hundred miles.

The night was quiet, and the land empty. It felt as if Isaru and I were truly alone.

We camped that morning inside a shallow cave in a canyon which had once hosted a stream, now also dry. The stream we had come across last night seemed to be the exception rather than the rule; the Red Wild seemed to want to retain any water it found, and did not lightly give it up to the thirsty desert.

A week passed in this manner; we traveled by night and slept by day. On the third day of that week, after being without water for twelve hours, we came across an even thinner stream that found its way from the Red Wild, a stream which was completely absorbed by the sand before it could make it ten feet out. Getting our water from that was maddening, and it took several hours before our canteens were full of the filmy water. Even so, my thirst made it seem like the purest water I had ever tasted.

As our packs lightened we began to ration more severely. We began catching lizards and insects again, where we could find them, along with picking cactus fruit. We couldn’t get enough to fill our stomachs, but it would hopefully stretch our supplies long enough to reach the Red Wild. I always had an eye out for game, but aside from the occasional desert hare, there was nothing. The land was truly forsaken.

Isaru estimated that we had followed the Selvan some hundred miles north at the end of our first week of following it. I didn’t know how he came to such an estimation, but we always pushed ourselves hard, and while the terrain could sometimes be rough, for the most part it was flat enough to traverse without a problem. When it was flat, our pace was staggering – on our best days, I wouldn’t have been surprised if we had done thirty miles. If we didn’t have to stop and gather food, we probably could have made it even further.

Our stews at night consisted of the lizards we had caught, along with beans, nuts, some of the spices Rasi had given us, potatoes, and rice. There was no harmony in the ingredients, and if I were to eat such a concoction back at the Sanctum, I probably would have refused it. But every night, there was not a drop left, and I always felt as if I could eat more.

I tried not to pay attention to how my body was thinning. My arms had become more slender, and my bones were protruding more. Strangely, I was probably eating more food than I ever had in my life… but when you’re walking and climbing for up to twelve hours a night with a heavy pack, none of that matters. I suspected that if we had continued walking in the day, it would have been worse. Particularly, when we had gone without water for a long time, we would have surely died of thirst.

Isaru and I rarely spoke unless it was necessary. Speaking was wasted energy.

I was beginning to think the entire journey was going to be like this, until one night, we crested a dune to find something far from expected.




* * *




Below, around a stream as wide as the one we found our first night in the Exiled lands, three tents were clustered around a small fire. A man sat by that fire, apparently keeping watch.

Isaru and I immediately ducked. There, below the dune, we waited for what seemed an eternity. There was no need to go in with our swords drawn. I had killed far too many men already, and I didn’t want to have to kill any more.

Isaru was the first to make a move, and that was crawling backward in the direction from which we had come. He nodded toward the west, where the gibbous moon shone brightly. His idea was clear; we needed to strike out as far in that direction as we could and circumvent the camp. With luck, the stream would reach out that far and we could refill before moving on.

Once low enough, we stood and walked along the edge of the dune. But then, appearing at the top of the dune, a figure appeared, silhouetted against the night sky. Isaru and I stopped immediately, but it was no good. He raised a sharp cry, one which would likely carry for a mile or more.

Then, he threw something at us. I had time enough to see that it was a javelin.

Isaru and I dove to opposite sides – without the meditative state of Silence, my reaction wasn’t as quick as it could have been. I was reluctant to enter it, knowing just how draining it could be, but as I saw the man readying another javelin, I didn’t think I had a choice.

So, I cleared my mind, and dropped my pack to the sand so I could move more easily. The man readied another javelin, and when let loose, it arced straight for Isaru, who easily sidestepped it. Apparently out of projectiles, the man was lost to sight as he ran down the opposite side of the dune toward the camp.

The question now was whether to run or fight.

Isaru made that decision for us. He ran back to where we’d dropped our packs, and it was clear he planned to make a dash for it. After putting them on, we ran down the remainder of the dune.

I didn’t want to fight, either, but there was little chance we could outrun whoever was in that camp with all the weight we carried. The best we could hope for was to find a better location to take a fight. A hill, perhaps, where we could have the high ground. There was no telling how many there would be, but I had seen three tents, and that could be anywhere from three people, or as many as a dozen.

I could only hope it wasn’t as many as that.

As soon as we reached the bottom of the dune, piercing cries sounded from above. A quick glance back revealed four men racing down the dunes with spears, bucklers, and yet more javelins stashed on their backs. Two more appeared, making for a total of six. Six javelinmen, who had spears and shields to boot.

There was a whistle in the air, and I stepped to the right as a javelin pierced the dirt on which I would have stood. I hadn't seen it coming, but my Battletrance had allowed me to know exactly where it would land from the sound alone. More javelins rained down, all of which missed.

But we couldn’t keep our backs to our attackers. Here, on this moonlit dryland, we’d have to stand our ground and fight.

We turned and I entered Windform; it was the only form that could counter the javelins, although on flat ground like this, something like Tree or even Earth would have been suitable. I tightened my hold on Silence, until my entry into Battletrance was complete. All feeling faded, and there was nothing except the battle.

The javelinmen stopped some fifty feet from us, and in tandem, launched another volley. Six spears flew through the air, each falling at various points; while some had been aimed right for us, others still were aimed behind. Thus, the only option was going forward. I pulled on Isaru’s sleeve to make sure he was on the same page. A moment later, the javelins stuck in the ground, and then another volley was thrown straight at us rather than high into the air. Isaru and I ducked low.

The men were closer, now…perhaps ten paces away…but only two had javelins left. The others readied their swords and shields, beating them and making shrill war cries. Their bare arms were covered in tattoos, and they were dressed in animal hides.

They approached as a single force, three to take on Isaru and the other three to attack me.

I switched to Treeform just as the first attacker fell upon me. Unlike the Red Suns in the Ruins and the men who had attacked us in the canyon, these men were far more experienced. Only my training and the surety of Battletrance allowed me to keep all three of them at bay.

Isaru, however, was struggling, and if either of us was going to break first, it would be him.

I needed something else. Treeform was not going to cut it, and if Isaru fell, it was all over.

I grunted as a jab forced me to back away, even as another spear swipe nearly slashed my side. Worse, I felt my energy draining, even as my muscles obeyed the imperatives of Battletrance. The men weren’t even fighting their hardest – their object was to tire me. What for, though? If they weren’t trying to kill me, then what was their goal?

The men attacking Isaru, however, seemed to want nothing more than his blood.

They aren’t trying to kill me, I thought. They’re trying to capture me.

This thought alone seemed to heighten my desperation, a desperation that was immediately burned in the clarity of Silence. I felt a surge of energy, and with a flurry of motion, I battered away their spears, knowing that they weren’t trying to kill me, which allowed me to join back up with Isaru. With he and I working together, the men shifted tactics by backing away and completely encircling us.

This would have been where most people would surrender, but surrender was not an option. I had one last move left, and it was a terrible gamble.

I lowered my sword and walked forward. From outside Silence, I heard Isaru shout my name. The three men in front of me were confused as to what I was doing, but in the end, decided that there was no hope of trying to spare me for whatever purpose they had in mind. They were going to fight.

As they moved to engage, I quickly assumed a sword form that felt intimately familiar to me; even so, I knew its sequences had never been practiced in the Sanctum. I completely ignored the men in front of me, instead falling back to the three men behind, who were now moving to engage Isaru. I turned with wide sweep of my blade, catching one of the attackers in the side.

On a sudden premonition, I fell to the ground, narrowly missing a stab from behind. I stood back up, sidestepping another stab, even Isaru stepped into the space in front of me, cutting my attacker down.

That left four. They were gathered together, and they spoke to each other again in their strange language, apparently deciding on a plan right there in front of us. It sounded like no language I’d ever heard. Even as Isaru and I moved forward, they formed a row, one of them focusing on Isaru to keep him occupied, while the other three focused on me.

So that was how it was going to be, then.

Even three against one, the men pressed forward cautiously. One of the men sprang forward, and I easily nicked him on the arm. He yelped and stumbled backward, fighting to keep his feet. I left him alone for the moment, because the other two were now fanning out to strike at my sides, even as the other one nursed his wound.

As the other two men fell on me, I dashed forward and stabbed the injured man in the gut, finishing him. I pivoted just in time to knock away the strike of another man while side stepping the final man’s spear.

I was in Flame, now, but curiously, I was defending, not attacking. It wasn’t as if defense was impossible with flame, because my defense ended up being me keeping them off me through sheer aggression.

Isaru, meanwhile, had gotten the better of his opponent, with a quick stab in his abdomen. Before the man had even hit the ground, Isaru was running to help me.

With us against the remaining two, they didn’t stand a chance. They fought hard, and well, refusing quarter. If anything, the intensity of their fight only increased, but in time, they both crumbled. They showed no fear as they died. Several times, Isaru and I slowed our attacks, to signal that we didn’t want to fight anymore, but they never let up. Not once.

As soon as it was over, I loosed my hold on Silence and collapsed to the sand. Everything rushed at me at once – my exhaustion, my pain, my sadness at having had to kill again. I choked out a sob, which was intermixed with gasps for air. Blood trickled into the sand from the bodies around us, each with lifeless eyes staring into the dark sky.

When Isaru put a hand on my shoulder, it made me jump. “We did what we had to do, Shanti. I know it’s hard…but we had no choice.”

I made myself nod, and forced myself to stand. I wouldn’t cry over men who, if they’d had their way, would have made me wish I were dead.

It was hard, but we walked through each of the bodies, looking for things that might be of use. There was nothing outside of their weapons, however, which we left behind.

We made our slow way back to the dune where we’d left our packs. By some miracle, we came out mostly unscathed, aside from some bruises I’d earned. I had never known such thirst, and when we reached our packs, I drank until my canteen was completely drained.

And then, we climbed up the dune to see the empty camp before us. The fire was still burning. We walked among the tents, and it was here that we found items of value. There was food, mostly in the form of dried jerky, and there was also some crusty, very dense loafs of bread, each weighing as much as a stone. I took a bite out of one, and it was almost as tough as a stone. A tough bread for tough people.

Though it was strange to, we slept each in our own tent, well into the next day. It would have been pointless to ignore the resources we had available just because they had belonged to our enemies.

But what I had hoped to be a deep and refreshing sleep turned out only to be another window into the past.






































CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




THE NEXT MORNING, I MADE my way west through the city alone, bringing a plain white cloak over my head to hide my face. I wasn’t too optimistic that I’d go unrecognized, but if I traveled alone, perhaps it was possible.

Instead of walking the Highstreets, the network of bridges interconnecting the city’s many towers high above the main roads, I walked on the ground level. I didn’t come down here often, which was part of the reason why I wanted to walk the streets. The other part was that I didn’t exactly want to reach where I was going in a timely fashion. Just thinking of being stuck with Lord Shal for any length of time, let alone an hour or two, made me sick to my stomach.

I had never been to the Thought Dome, the nexus of the Hyperfold, mainly because I’d never had any reason to go. It wasn’t a place people physically went, usually, but rather it was where one’s thoughts connected while under the influence of Aether. If one went further, a trance could be entered that allowed the user to enter the Hyperfold itself, like a waking dream.

The Dome’s energy needs were so great that a second Xenofont had been grown just to accommodate it, almost as large as the one that powered the city.

Other than that, though, my knowledge of the Thought Dome was next to nothing, and if it hadn’t been for Shal, there was no way I would go there of my own volition. Not in a million years.

I had pleaded with my mother, of course, but if anything, that only made her surer of herself. The only thing I could do was get this over with as quickly as possible.

I tried to clear my mind as I walked through the crowded streets, where I passed completely unnoticed — just another soul among thousands.

Rakhim Shal was probably up to no good, and here I was, forced to take an unwilling part in whatever it was he had planned. I didn’t know what he needed me for; apparently, it had something to do with my raw ability to connect with the Xenofold. While my Gifts were not well-developed, I’d been told ever since I was young that I had the ability to use all Twelve Gifts. In the past, it’s said that such people were more common, but with the dilution of Elekai blood in general, they were now increasingly rare.

What I feared most of all was that Shal was going to want me to connect to the Hyperfold itself. Of course, to do that, I had to take Aether, something that was technically illegal for someone my age. Then again, with my parents’ blessing, that law could easily be overlooked.

I continued walking down the Gods’ Way, one of Hyperborea’s main thoroughfares running east to west. Not only was it a street, but a canal. A channel of pink ichor ran down the center of the wide avenue, while arched bridges spanned it at intervals. Barges and gondolas floated up and downstream, filled with either goods or passengers. Along the streets on either side, stores were thrumming with shoppers. I jostled through a particularly thick crowd forming outside a theater.

I broke through the throng and continued walking west along the Way, following the street as it curved past various towers. The streets and canals split fairly often — there were almost as many canals as streets in Hyperborea.

I didn’t catch my first sight of the Thought Dome for a half hour more, as the towers lowered and I approached the western end of the city. The street straightened and narrowed, leaving the Gods’ Way behind. Past the last of the buildings, I could see the Thought Dome rising on the horizon, pink and semi-translucent in the morning light. True to its name, it was a massive half sphere, so large that it had to be built outside city limits.

Getting to the Dome by ground would take the better part of the day, but recently Shal had convinced my parents to have a Highstreet built to it, even if it was rarely used. This particular Highstreet led for several miles west, connecting to the Thought Dome itself. In fact, it was the only way in.

I found a platform nearby and stepped onto it. Sensing my weight, it shot upward. The street fell away, and within moments, I was stepping onto the Highstreet. It went straight west, past a few of the city’s final towers, in a single, lonesome line until it connected to the Thought Dome in the distance.

Reluctantly, I began to walk, and the surface of the street rippled, moving in time with my steps. Though I was moving at no more than walking pace, the moving street allowed me go as fast as sprinting. The wind rushed through my hair as I sped down the Highstreet, and I stopped walking altogether, allowing the circle beneath me to ripple through the surface. While the platform stayed solid, the street immediately surrounding the platform softened, allowing the platform to glide over it.

Another person passed going in the opposite direction on the other side, going so fast that I couldn’t get a good look at him. Even if it seemed like the xenoforest below was passing slowly, I could perceptibly see the Dome grow larger in my vision.

As I slid through the opening into the Dome itself, all too quickly, the platform slowed until I was completely still. Now inside, I could get a sense of the place. It was enormous. The ichorous surface from the inside was like a pink sky, through which the sun still shone, while below the street was an entire lake of pink ichor, glowing brighter and brighter as it reached the center, where tendrils of energy coalesced into a massive siphon, at the top of which shone a bright orb, blazing like a miniature sun. It was bright, but not too bright to look at –still, it cast a pale aura that made it difficult to see the area around it. That orb shone in the exact center of the Dome, exactly where the street ended.

And exactly where a man stood, silhouetted. It had to be Rakhim.

That concentration of energy was the Point of Origin of the Hyperfold. Just as there was a Point of Origin at the meeting of the Seas of Creation and Destruction, the two opposites that combined to produce the consciousness of the Xenofold, here there was also a Point of Origin. Only this one was powered by only one substance – Aether. Because of this, it was said the Hyperfold was not as stable, or as powerful, as the Xenofold. And it was why Aether had to continue being taken and fed into it in order for it to continue functioning. At least, that was how Isandru explained it to me.

Looking at that bright light, it was hard to believe, within all that energy, that hundreds — and perhaps even thousands — of people’s thoughts, memories, and imaginations were contained within.

I made myself walk forward, having delayed long enough. As I approached the shining light, I expected it to get warmer, but curiously, the temperature remained the same. The air was cool, but sterile. The only sound came from the light itself, like a slow and constant breeze, barely perceptible. It sounded altogether unnatural.

As I neared, the silhouette turned, and I recognized Lord Shal’s face. He watched as I walked forward before turning his attention back to the nova of light. I stopped, leaving a good distance between us.

After another moment, he turned back around, and his eyes were glowing so brightly that they were white. As an Elekai, I was used to seeing that, especially when watching duels when strong Champions entered a deep state of Battletrance.

But something about Shal’s eyes seemed…wrong. Their glow was far too intense, and it could have only been an effect of Aether.

Slowly, his eyes reverted to their usual pale blue, and he gave a tense smile.

“Princess Mia.” He gave a respectful bow. “You honor me with your presence.”

He said it as if I had decided to come here of my own volition, but pointing out the fact would have been pointless. There was little honesty in Shal. Sometimes, I suspected there was no honesty, and to even speak with him, you had to pretend like you didn’t notice.

“What did you require of me?” I asked.

“You honor me with your willingness to help, Princess,” Rakhim said, without a touch of irony, “for I am having great difficulty finding any one strong enough to test the limits of the Hyperfold.”

“What limits?”

“That is what we will discover today.”

“It sounds dangerous.”

“If it were, you would not be here, Princess,” Shal said, with a touch of impatience. “The Hyperfold works by molding itself to the person using it. It does respond differently to those of strong blood, but different does not mean dangerous. Your brother has done things with the Hyperfold I had previously believed impossible.”

“Like what?”

Isandru hadn’t told me about any of that. Then again, he and I didn’t talk as much these days; yesterday had been an exception, mainly because he’d been sent to track me down.

“In the Hyperfold, Isandru is as a god. Whatever he wills, comes to pass. Those of strong blood have a similar potential, so you can see how I would be most curious as to how the Hyperfold will mold itself to you.”

“I don’t want to do this, you know,” I said. “If you’re wanting me to take Aether, then you can forget it.”

“I know there are laws,” Rakhim said, carefully, “but in this one instance, as previously agreed…”

“It’s not about that,” I said. “I just choose not to use it.”

Shal nodded gravely. “Aether is what forges the link from your mind to the Hyperfold. Observing you while you’re using it will allow me to make adjustments.” He turned back to face the Point of Origin. “In a time where Fadings are commonplace and threaten to extinguish all power within the Elekai, you are an anomaly. It makes one wonder why the gods forsook us, if the fable of our disobedience to the Elder Dragons has any merit.”

It surprised me to hear Shal say that, since he considered himself a man of science. The tale of disobeying the Elder Dragons was widely considered a fable. But as Fadings had grown more commonplace, many people had begun to wonder if there was actually something to the story. Even so, most people believed the Fading was a matter of blood and had nothing to do with curses.

Whether I liked it or not, this was something that was going to happen. I could run away if I wanted to, but if necessary, my mother would take me back here herself.

“What do you need me to do?”

Shal reached within his cloak, producing a vial of glowing pink Aether. “It’s simple. You’ll drink this, and find Silence, as if you were to connect to the Xenofold.”

I didn’t like the sound of that one bit, but then again, it was probably best to get this over with as quickly as possible. Aether probably wouldn’t do much harm in such a small dose.

Still, I couldn’t help but look at it as if it were poison.

“What will it do to me?”

“This vial is not highly concentrated,” Shal said. “It should be enough for a first time user. It will feel much the same as if you had entered normal meditation, only the trance will take you into a dreamlike state. It is completely safe, and I merely want to observe whether it still works on someone with as strong a natural connection as you.”

“Why did I need to come here to do this?” I asked. “Why not the Palace?”

“Because there might be fluctuations with the Point of Origin itself, and if there are, I don’t want to miss it.”

“If you’re lying about any of this…”

Rakhim Shal smiled graciously. “I assure you, I have spoken the complete truth. The king and queen have placed their full confidence in me, and I would do nothing to betray that.”

Before I could respond, he held out the vial further. I just looked at it, feeling queasy. My problem was that I couldn’t trust Rakhim, and I didn’t care if he knew that.

At the same time, though, I knew I wasn’t getting out of here until I ingested it. I was afraid of getting addicted, more than anything else. I knew addiction wasn’t an issue unless you did it often, but still, it was something that worried me. There were Aether addicts who lived for the drug in its most concentrated form, called Hyper. Hyper was illegal, but that didn’t stop dens from forming all around the city in the last few years.

I reached out my hand. Shal handed the vial to me, and I just stared at the liquid. There wasn’t much, but it glowed brightly and had a hazy quality. I could see swirls eddying within it.

I unstopped the vial and tilted it toward my lips. I hesitated just a moment before drinking. It had no taste, but it practically crawled down my throat. I almost coughed it right back up, and it felt like a living thing inside my stomach. It finally grew still.

I handed the empty vial back as I tried to ignore my nausea. I wished I didn’t have to take this here, far away from anyone who might be able to help me. However, Shal had turned his attention to the shining Orb, as if it were of the greatest interest.

“All right,” he said. “Find Silence. You should begin to feel a connection soon.”

Perhaps a minute passed with nothing happening. I felt the same as before. But then, there was a curious tingling in my fingers and toes. I became intensely aware of every sensation — the coolness of the air, the smell of the soap I had used for my bath, the hypnotizing brightness of the Orb. I smiled, though I couldn’t have said why.

The euphoria, I thought. It wasn’t as strong as I had expected, but still there. That made it less scary. It was hard to be afraid when all you felt was peace and contentment. I might as well have been by myself, walking in the forest.

I did as I was told, finding Silence easily enough. The trance deepened, and I found myself looking at the Orb. It brightened and brightened, and I couldn’t look away. I didn’t want to look away. The whiteness separated into different colors — green, blue, brown — and those colors started to take shape. Trees, the sky, a stream…

I was no longer in the Thought Dome.






































CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




AS EVERYTHING CAME INTO FOCUS, it was clear that I was in the forest outside the city. The sweet scent of pine, alder, and Silverwood filled my lungs, stronger than I had ever remembered. Birds sang in the trees and despite the cool autumn air, the sun above was warm and bright. Bright sunshine came down, warm on my skin. It was the very definition of a perfect day.

I walked across the xen meadow, toward the line of trees where the forest began again. I paused, kneeling beside a Silverwood sapling, touching one of its twig-like branches. I felt a connection with it such as I had never felt before. Energy left from my fingers.

Before my eyes, the sapling grew, its trunk and limbs thickening until it had grown as high as my waist.

I stepped back, breaking the connection. What I had done should have been impossible. Even the best Sages could only double the speed of a growing plant, and the effects of Agronomy were never visible to the naked eye.

But here in the Hyperfold, things seemed to work quite differently. The proof was in front of my eyes.

Looking around, however, there was nothing to indicate that this was a dream. If anything, it seemed as real as anything. Perhaps even more real. Colors were more vibrant, and my skin more sensitive to the cool air than it would have otherwise. The sounds of the forest — the birds, the wind, the running of a stream — were all sharp in my ears. More than that, I could feel the movement of the forest on a spiritual level. As if I were one with it.

It was a communion I had never experienced, not even in the real world. The feeling in the real world was a pale imitation of what it was like here.

Despite all of my previous trepidation, I found myself rapt, wandering into the forest ahead. I roved up a xen-covered hill while weaving between trees. I took note of the dress I was wearing. It wasn’t like the plainer clothes I usually wore: it was shimmering, pearlescent, and the three layered skirts were light and airy, almost floating on the air as I walked. It was something my mother would have worn, but for some reason, it didn’t trouble me.

All the same, I wanted something more suited for tromping in the woods, and suddenly, the dress was replaced by a pair of well-fitting, sturdy pants and a loose cotton shirt, both of earthen tones that would blend in with the surrounding foliage. A pair of well-worn boots replaced my slippers. I looked down in disbelief. Apparently, changing one’s outfit was as simple as a thought here.

I knew the Hyperfold was essentially a dream world. Despite the fact that it felt realer than a dream, it still behaved like one. There were the clothes, and there had also been the plant. What else was possible?

It was said that the only limits in the Hyperfold were one’s imagination. All the same, my mind had trouble accepting that, even after seeing what I had been able to do. I was afraid of experimenting, but maybe that was what Shal wanted me to do.

All the more reason to not do it, then. Besides, it would be better to find my way around here before doing anything else.

I moved forward through the trees, cresting the hill and making my way down the other side. I was in a portion of the forest I was unfamiliar with. I knew most of the woods surrounding the city, but I didn’t go north very often, so perhaps I was in the Northern Forest. Certainly, its growth was wild, and had clearly been allowed free reign. Or perhaps this was not a real place at all, and my mind was simply making it up as I moved along, just as would happen in a dream.

Thousands of people used the Hyperfold daily, so I was starting to wonder if I would run into any…if indeed people could share the same world. I reached out with my mind, trying to see if there was anyone nearby. Detecting someone with Insight was only possible when they were strong enough to be detected. No feeling of confirmation returned to me, so I concluded that I was alone.

And just as that thought crossed my head, I sensed someone nearing. I walked forward toward a break in the trees, where there was a meadow. In that meadow stood a man, dressed in similar earthen tones. He didn’t notice me, as he was facing away, but he looked very familiar. If he were Elekai, he should have detected my arrival, but he seemed attentive to something out of my vision. He gave a sudden laugh, a laugh which sparked instant recognition.

It was my father. I hadn’t recognized him because of the clothes, which he would have never worn in real life. I stopped to watch, even if all I wanted to do was run forward. I hid behind a tree, and from my new position, I could see what he was laughing at, or rather, who. A beautiful woman with long, silver hair sat in a tree, and she wore a radiant smile that reached her bright, violet eyes.

It was my mother, only it was the mother I remembered from my childhood. Before I could even think about it, I laughed as well, only too late realizing my error.

My father suddenly turned and caught sight of me. He looked surprised at first, but then his face beamed. I had nothing to fear.

“Mia, there you are!”

It felt as if this was the first time I was truly seeing my father in a very long time. To my surprise, tears had formed in my eyes. It wasn’t just physical sensations that were stronger here, but emotional ones.

I ran forward and my father held out his arms. When I ran into them, he held me in a tight embrace.

“What’s the matter, Mia? Did you get lost again?”

“No,” I said, through my tears. “I’m just…glad I found you.”

My father chuckled, surprising me by lifting me high in the air. I giggled with glee. It was as if I had gone back in time.

When he set me down, I heard something fall to the ground, and I looked up to see that my mother jumped from the tree and was now dusting off her dress. How she had climbed in that thing, I couldn’t guess, but she was watching us with a smile. The fact she was even in a tree, much less jumping out of one, was so contrary to her nature that I couldn’t help but laugh. She laughed, too, as if sharing the same thought. I couldn’t remember the last time she had walked in the forest. Not since I was a child, certainly.

Not only were they acting as if they were younger — they both looked younger, and in a natural way that had nothing to do with ichor treatments.

An uncomfortable thought passed through my mind: was this really them, or just my imagination?

My mother walked up to join us, taking my father’s arm. Her eyes were bright and happy.

“Are you really here?” I asked. “Is it really you?”

My father laughed. “Of course, what kind of question is that?”

“Is Isandru here?” I asked.

“He’s run off to see a girl,” my mother said. “I told him not to, but he did all the same.”

“What?” I asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him with a girl.”

My mother laughed. “Well, that’s what he told us before running off.”

“Who is it?”

“I asked, but you know how your brother is,” my mother said. She turned to my father. “Perhaps we should sit down and eat?”

“Of course.” He smiled at me, and winked. It felt just like old times, and that made me happy…even if I knew this probably wasn’t real. I wanted it to be real, to pretend for at least a few more minutes.

I followed my parents to the base of the tree my mother had climbed, where there was a basket waiting. I remembered, a long time ago, we had done this as a family, and it had been a very happy day. It was a little different from this situation, because my mother had been afraid of wild animals, so she had guards stationed on the meadow’s perimeter. And of course, she never climbed a tree. But here, there were no guards, of course, and she wasn’t nervous in the slightest.

My mother passed out food — sandwiches, fruit, and there was also a silver pitcher filled with clear water, its outside beaded with condensation. I wondered where that had come from, because it seemed a strange thing to carry and there was no running water nearby that I could see. My mother smiled at me, and I couldn’t help but smile back. It was a beautiful day, and the blue sky was pure and clear, save for a small cloud floating above

My parents talked between bites while I stared into the forest. Deep in the trees, I could see a deer grazing, with a silver coat covered with brown spots. It looked in my direction for a moment, as if considering whether to come beg for food, before going back to its own meal.

I reached for an apple, but didn’t take a bite, because my attention was drawn across the meadow, where a silver arch stood. I hadn’t noticed it before. In fact, I was sure it hadn’t been there at all. It appeared to be some sort of ruin. Sometimes, old buildings could be found in the forest that had been long forgotten, but none of them were ever as ancient-looking as that.

Then, the interior of the arch began to shimmer, and the land beyond that shimmer became invisible, obscured by a shining, white plane.

“Father?”

Seeing the direction of my gaze, he turned, but didn’t seem to see what I was seeing. “What is it, Mia?” His blue eyes were concerned, as were my mother’s. She turned to look as well.

“Do you not see it?” I asked. “That arch!”

My mother looked at me, her eyes amused, as if I were playing a trick. “What arch? Are you making up stories again?”

“Across the meadow. It wasn’t there before.”

Suddenly, I had a bad feeling about that arch. Or perhaps it wasn’t the arch, but the situation I found myself in. I felt myself tense.

 “Mia, you’re acting strangely,” my mother said, her eyes concerned. “Here, have some of this cake. I had Laki make it just for you.”

“Laki,” I said. She hadn’t been the chef in the Cloud Palace’s kitchen in years. She had been replaced long ago, and I remembered being sad about it because I liked her.

“When is this?”

The question sounded strange to my ears, and yet…I did want to know when it was.

My father laughed. “It’s your birthday, Mia. How could you forget that you’ve turned eight?”

My birthday. And then, I remembered everything. This was a memory, but slightly altered. One detail that was the same was that Isandru had missed it for a girl he thought he was in love with, despite him only being eleven. This had all happened before, only it was being replayed now, for some reason. I looked at my hands, noticing for the first time that they were smaller.

Now, I wanted nothing more than to get out of here. And with mounting fear, I realized I didn’t know how to get out. Shal had never told me.

“I have to go,” I said, already getting up.

My mother’s eyes seemed concerned. “Mia, you haven’t even tried…Mia?”

I walked at first, but then I started to run.

“Mia, come back!” my father said. “Where are you going?”

I turned back to look. Both of my parents were now standing, and my father was running after me. He was so much faster with his long legs.

That was when they both transformed right before my eyes, so suddenly that I screamed. Their eyes glowed white as their skin became like jagged scales, while insect-like legs grew from their torsos. Their faces melted and darkened until they no longer resembled people; their heads were angular and reminiscent of a lizard. They scuttled across the meadow as high screeches pierced the air.

The light of the gateway seemed to be fading. I now realized what it was: my means of escape. I didn’t know how, but going through it would get me out of this place. But its light was fading, and within moments, it would be completely gone. The archway itself was now translucent, slowly fading. Just a few more feet…

Just as it was about to wink out of existence, I dove headfirst into the arch, so faded now that I could hardly see it. There was a sudden brightness, and then, nothing.






































CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




I OPENED MY EYES TO find myself lying on the ichorstone surface surrounding the Hyperfold’s Point of Origin. I blinked several times before the world returned to focus. My heart was racing like mad and I felt as if I’d been kicked in head. Perhaps more than that.

“Just wait,” Shal’s voice said, as if from another world. “The aftereffects should pass quickly, after which, you can stand.”

Even as Shal said that, my head began to clear. My vision sharpened and the dizziness faded, allowing me to sit up.

I stood as soon as I felt ready, feeling my hands shake. I took several steps back from Shal. It was hard to remember what had happened, but all I felt was fear.

“Can you remember anything, Mia?” he asked. “What did you see?”

He didn’t know what I saw, and now he was asking me. I tried to remember, but there was nothing.

“I remember nothing. Nothing, except fear.”

Rakhim actually seemed concerned. “Fear? Why fear, Mia? What happened?”

I felt a sudden flash of anger, though I wasn’t sure why. I had the sudden impulse to run, but immediately tempering this feeling was a numbness, followed by a wave of nausea. My skin grew cold, and then felt as if it were on fire.

“I…don’t feel well.”

“It will pass,” Shal said. “Your symptoms are common for a first time user, so there is nothing to fear. Take your time recovering.”

Part of me suspected that Shal might have given me a much larger dose than what I should have taken, but I found it difficult to be mad, for some reason. I knew I should be mad, but I was so miserable, so afraid, that the sickness was all there was. How could anyone take Aether if this was what it was like?

At last, the foul feeling seemed to pass for good. Like a cloud, my head cleared and my memories of the Hyperfold returned. I could still see my parents turning into those monsters – monsters which perfectly fit the description of crawlers.

What were they doing in the Hyperfold? Crawlers had been hunted to extinction for decades, but apparently, they still existed in the Hyperfold.

If that arch hadn’t appeared, I might have never woken up. Surely, Shal wouldn’t have sent me into the Hyperfold if he knew that would happen.

Then again, I wasn’t so sure of that. Could he really have been trying to kill me? I didn’t think it was possible, but the only other option was that Shal was completely ignorant that this would happen.

“I thought the Hyperfold was supposed to be safe,” I finally said. “But obviously, it isn’t. Either you lied, you are ignorant, or you are trying to kill me. Which is it?”

Shal’s eyes widened. “Kill you? Mia, what happened? I swear, by all the gods…”

“My parents turned into crawlers and attacked me. This arch appeared, and I ran through it, and it got me out.”

“I…” he ran a hand over his bald head. “This is…unprecedented. Princess…please forgive me. If I had known…you are sure? This really happened?”

“Why would I make this up? Do you know me as a liar? Why should I believe you?”

Shal fell to his knees. “I swear to you, I did not know this would happen. But I must know more, if I am to diagnose what happened. Please, I must hear everything you remember.”

For some reason, I believed him. Of course, I knew it was possible he was lying. My parents would hear of it for sure, along with Isandru and Marius.

But if Shal was telling the truth, then knowing the entire episode might help him.

So, I told him, everything that happened from beginning to end. He was quiet for a long time after, deeply troubled.

He finally spoke. “No one can know,” he said, quietly. “No one at all.”

“What?” I asked. “You can’t let people use this when it nearly killed me!”

“You are the only one,” Shal said. “I believe your power might have made the Hyperfold react…unpredictably. I have never heard of such a thing occurring. I am glad the failsafe worked, though I didn’t realize it would come in the form of that arch.”

“Failsafe? What do you mean?” I fought to keep my voice under control.

“The Hyperfold is directed to provide an escape in case anything should become unbalanced,” Shal said.

“Why would there be a failsafe if you were so sure it was completely safe? And you didn’t think to tell me that before I went in?”

“I had no reason to think this would happen,” Shal said. “And if I told you about it, it would have upset you, which would have caused further complications. One’s emotional state can affect how the Hyperfold manifests itself.”

“So now you’re blaming this on me?”

“Please, just listen! Of course, there is some imbalance to work out. It…will require more testing.”

“No. Absolutely not.”

Shal pressed on desperately. “The crawlers were a product of your imagination. Most wouldn’t have been able to conjure them out of thin air like that. It necessitates further research. Of course, you won’t go alone next time. I will do everything I can…”

“Sorry, it’s not happening. Ever. I nearly died.”

That raised another question: was it possible to die in the Hyperfold? Something told me that even Shal didn’t know that.

“Princess Mia, please believe me. This has never happened before. Not once. And next time, the proper precautions will be taken.”

“My parents will hear of this,” I said. “Of that, I can assure you.”

Shal looked at me, almost sternly. “Before you do that, just know: the king and queen know full well that you would say just about anything to not have to do this again.” He looked at me questioningly. “Is that not so?”

“Perhaps your hold on them is not as great as you think. Are you the daughter of the king and queen, or am I? Who do you think they will really believe?”

Shal looked at me placidly. The begging, the pleading, the apologies…they were all an act. I realized then just how dangerous he was. He probably realized that it was risky for me to go in, but he still deemed it worth it.

“I am sorry this did not go according to plan,” Shal said. “Truly. I hope you can understand that the Hyperfold is still a work in progress. It will always be a work in progress. But nothing…and I mean nothing…can bar that progress.” He looked at me, his eyes murderous. “Do I make myself clear?”

“You forget yourself,” I said. “You might be close to getting what you want. But you’re not there yet.”

He had the audacity to smile. “Of course, Princess. Of course.”

I didn’t speak another word. I turned and walked out of the Thought Dome, concentrating on keeping my steps calm and measured, even if all I wanted to do was run.






































CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




THAT AFTERNOON I AWOKE, KEEPING watch as Isaru slept on. It was another vision from the Xenofold, and so far, all signs pointed to it being a continuous story. Not only was it another vision of Mia, but a vision within a vision. For the first time I had gotten a glimpse of the Hyperfold itself.

I still didn’t know why I was having these dreams, but perhaps it would all become apparent soon.

As we ate, I told Isaru about my dream. He listened quietly, and had some of the same questions I did. Just how was I seeing the world exactly as Mia had seen it? As we talked about it, Isaru had a theory that I would have never considered.

“You said Mia sought visions from Anna, right? Well, what if she got them?”

“What do you mean?”

“Assuming she did, there would be some form of connection between you and her, because of your past. Perhaps there was a link then, and that link remains within the Xenofold itself.”

It was a startling thought, and crazily enough, it made some kind of sense. How that would give me access to all her thoughts and memories, I couldn't have said. It seemed a bit intrusive, yet then again, there it was.

We dropped the subject as we packed all the food into our packs. There was far more than we could carry, and it was good to have our packs full again. We ate as much as we could before setting out at the onset of evening, heading north with the Selvan rising high on our right.

As the night wore on, it was all desert and dunes…little surprise there. But after a few hours, we did see a bit of a transition. Some high hills caused us to break away from the Selvan, veering west, but along the slopes there was actually some growth – scrub and cactus for the most part, but we even crossed several streams – in short, more water than we had seen in over a week. It could be that we were at last approaching the end of the Exiled Lands. If that was true, we were probably days away from catching sight of the Salt Lake.

We picked prickly pears when there was enough of it to warrant stopping, eating it while we walked.

We came across a shallow stream running down from the hills, so we took the opportunity to fill our canteens. We followed it since it was the easiest way to break through the hills, and by happenstance, it was also going north. We made it through the hills a couple of hours before dawn, where we were again on a dry flatland. Dry as it was, there was more vegetation.

The stream widened as smaller rivulets joined it from the surrounding hills, and it was almost wide enough to be called a proper river, now. Just as the gray of dawn tinged the eastern sky, we made for a stand of trees growing along the riverbank. There, we waited out the day and went to sleep.




* * *




I didn't sleep well. I was used to the ground by now, but sleeping in full daylight was hard to do. Isaru was having trouble with it as well, because I heard him turning and grumbling several times.

In the end, we decided to set off that afternoon. The sun wasn’t as hot as it had been further south, though it was still warm.

We ate a quick meal of some jerky and the rock-bread before setting off north once again. Looking east, the Selvan was no longer in sight. Either it had veered away from us, or we had veered away from it. Instead, there were snow-capped mountains, quite low, but mountains nonetheless. Trees and vegetation grew thickly along the riverbank, to the point where we had to stay well out of its way to make any sort of progress.

As we crested a rise in the land, I saw movement at the edge of the trees along the river. I put a hand on Isaru's arm, pushing us both down. He hadn't seen it, so I pointed straight ahead where, in a patch of scrub, a brown hare was munching on something. It was a long way off, but with luck, I could sneak closer and land a good shot. This was the first animal we had seen in well over a week, and just thinking about rabbit stew, as scrawny as this rabbit was, made my mouth water.

“Wait here,” I said quietly, reaching for my bow.

I stayed low to the ground and slunk forward, veering right so that I would be out of the hare’s vision. I headed for a patch of scrub that would hopefully provide the cover I needed. Shooting rabbit was hard since they were so small. Trapping was the way to go. As inexperienced a shot as I was, I was hoping that by reaching for Silence, it would give me the edge I needed.

By the time I strung an arrow to the Silverwood bow and aimed, the hare was in the same spot, completely oblivious to my presence. It wouldn’t stay that way for long, though.

The hare moved a bit closer to the tree line. I drew until my hand was even with my ear; this arrow would fly fast, and I might have time for one more if I missed this first shot. The first shot would have to be the one to make it, though. I wouldn’t have time to make a second one fly as true as the first.

I let my mind empty until all that was left was Silence. Everything else faded from view but my target. There was nothing but concentration; even the tension in my arm felt distant. The hare stiffened; did it know it was being watched? I lowered the bow, ever so slightly while letting out a breath, and released.

The arrow seemed to fly in slow motion, arcing through the air. The hare shot away, dashing for the trees, but seemed to trip over something. I reached for another arrow, nocked it, but didn’t shoot. There was no need.

The hare lay dead about two feet into the underbrush.

I let go of Silence and the world returned to focus. The warm wind blew, the wind shifted in the trees, a hawk circled above.

I could hardly believe it. I had killed my target.

I left the cover of the trees. I wanted to laugh, but for some reason decided to restrain myself. I walked forward even as I heard Isaru hooting and hollering behind me.

I came to a dead stop just twenty paces from where the hare lay, because something big was moving in the trees ahead. I reached again for my bow just in time to see a lumbering black bear rush from the trees. At first, I thought he was coming for me, but instead, he nabbed the hare and turned back for the trees.

I felt red-hot fury burn my cheeks. “Hey! Get back here!”

I sprinted forward, drawing my katana at the same time. The bear bawled and darted further into the thicket, squeezing through the underbrush with ease, despite its size. I could hear Isaru yelling behind me, but I wasn’t going to let that bear go without having my say.

By the time I made it to the tree line, the bear was nearly out of sight. Just through the trees, I could see the narrow river. I lifted my bow, but didn’t fire because there was no way an arrow was making it through the thick growth. As the bear reached the stream-bed, it looked back with the hare hanging limp in its mouth, cocking its head. It then turned around waded into the stream, swimming to the opposite shore.

Isaru slid to stop behind me. We were both quiet for a while. All I could do was stare into the trees, as the dinner got away.

“I have no words,” I said.

“It wasn’t that much meat, anyway.” Isaru said. “And we got plenty from the camp back there.”

“It’s the principle that counts,” I said. “I shot it. Against all odds…”

Isaru chuckled. “That bear only cares about his stomach, the same as you.”

I crossed my arms, and that was enough to keep Isaru from saying another word. Maybe letting it go was better, but it was hard to accept that. I could chase the bear, but then again…it was a bear. That wouldn’t be very smart.

“I can’t believe my bad luck. Hopefully, it’s all good from now on.”

“After that, it has to be. We have plenty of food, so what’s the harm?”

“Anything to stretch our supplies further,” I said. “Well, there’s no use sulking over it.”

“We’ll find another one,” Isaru said. The way he said it, strangely, made me believe it was true. There did seem to be an abundance of animals around here, probably because of the river.

Finally, I looked away from the trees. “All right. Let’s move on.”

If I saw that bear again, though, things were going to be different.




* * *




To my astonishment, Isaru was right. We didn’t just find another hare, but three. I managed to even repeat my success by shooting one out in the open, far away from where any bears might be lurking. The shot had been even more difficult because it was an hour or so from sunset. Words couldn’t describe how vindicated I felt as I tied its hind legs to my pack. Within hours it would make a tasty stew.

If anything, the onset of evening brought out more wildlife. I could hear it, mostly – birds, the chattering of squirrels and other small mammals, the buzz of insects. Life teemed around the river, which had only widened as we made our way north.

Neither Isaru or I doubted it now; we had to be close to Salt Lake. With Salt Lake, that meant we would soon be turning east. That being the case, we decided to switch back to sleeping at night, a change I was more than ready for.

We stopped just below a rocky outcrop to set up camp, at the base of which was a copse of pine where thick needles coated the ground. There was plenty of dry wood to start a fire, so Isaru got one going. Meanwhile, I skinned the game, making a mess of it because this is something my father would have done. Deboning a hare is a huge pain, but Isaru’s knife did wonders; the ichor-infused obsidian cut through sinew and bone almost as good as sharp steel. Every time a piece of meat was torn free, I threw it in the pot.

Meanwhile, Isaru went off in hopes of finding wild onion or other edibles. I didn’t have much hope, given the dryness of the land, but Isaru surprised me by returning with not only wild onion, but pepperweed, wild carrot, and yucca root. 

Isaru handed everything to me to chop up and throw in the pot. Once everything was cooking, Isaru covered it.

We both settled back and watched the flames as the very last of the daylight faded. I wasn’t worried about anyone being out here, though maybe I should have been. If there was a stream nearby, it might mean there were people nearby, too. But Isaru and I had seen no sign of human life in the past few days. Maybe we should have been more cautious, since we knew firsthand what human life acted like around here.

We gave the stew just under an hour or so before taking the pot off the coals. We lifted the lid and the smell was intoxicating. We hardly waited for it to cool before dishing it out in our wooden bowls.

Nothing in my entire life tasted as good as that stew. The meat was chewy, and probably wasn’t choice, but that didn’t matter. The yucca root made the broth thick and creamy while the onions and pepperweed added a lot of flavor. My tongue and the roof of my mouth were both burned slurping it down, but I couldn’t make myself slow down.

Half an hour later, the entire stew had been eaten. It was good to feel so full, and I just sat there enjoying the feeling.

I was starting to doze off when I noticed a shadowy shape materializing from the darkness.

“Isaru!”

He was up in a flash, katana drawn, and the animal bawled and lumbered away through the underbrush.

I’d recognize that bawling from anywhere.

“It’s him!”

Isaru sheathed his katana and stared off into the trees. It was pointless, though – that bear’s black fur made him impossible to see.

Isaru chuckled. “I guess he’s a fan of your cooking, too.”

“Ugh,” I said. “He probably smelled the food from a mile away.”

Deep in the shadows of the trees, I could see a pair of eyes glinting from the firelight.

“Go away!” I yelled.

The eyes just stared back, unmoving.

“Maybe we should throw him the bones,” Isaru said. “It’s not like we need them.”

“He’ll just choke on them,” I said.

Isaru laughed. “You’re starting to get attached.”

“No, I’m not.

“He might make a nice pet. Do you think he would carry some of our stuff?”

“Not unless there was food in it. Maybe one of us should stay awake with him out there like that.”

“When he figures out we have nothing more, he’ll go away.”

I wasn’t so sure of that, given this particular bear’s determination.

“It’s strange,” I said. “Most animals run away at the first sight of a person. There must not be too many people up here. He doesn’t know we’re dangerous.”

“He’s just curious,” Isaru said.

“Well, his curiosity might get him killed.”

I sat back down, not truly worried about the bear, but there was something about the way he was following us that bothered me. It didn’t seem like normal behavior for an animal, even if he was hungry. I doubted he was desperate enough to attack us…not a black bear, anyway. At most, he might get too close, in which case we’d have to scare him off.

“I’m throwing out the bones,” Isaru said, finally. “We need to get anything that smells like food out of the camp.”

“We have food in our packs.”

“Good point. Well, I guess we’ll just have to be careful, then.”

Isaru gathered our leftovers, which consisted only of the rabbit’s stringy bones, and went off into the trees. I heard him toss them out somewhere in the distance. Half a minute later, he rejoined me at the fire.

“We should keep this burning,” Isaru said.

I couldn’t have agreed more. I looked back at where the bear had been, but his glinting eyes were gone.

This thought was shortly followed by some chomping and munching. He had to be hungry if he was trying to get to the marrow of such a small animal.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Animals are built to survive, right? That bear is old enough to be able to find his own food.”

“That’s an interesting point. Either this bear is really bad at doing his own hunting, which isn’t likely if he’s lived this long…or maybe there’s something else in the area that’s really good at it that’s eating all of his food.”

Now I could see what Isaru was talking about. “A bigger predator, you mean.”

“Maybe.”

“In that case, maybe we should set a watch,” I said.

We drew sticks to see who would get it first. It was Isaru. For which I was thankful, because I was about ready to pass out.

I turned with my back to the fire, wrapping myself in my blanket.

My last thought, before falling asleep, was that the bear could have been hanging around us as much for protection as for food.






































CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




WHEN ISARU WOKE ME FOR my watch, there was actually a bit of dew on the ground. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen the stuff. The Sanctum, probably.

As Isaru settled down for sleep, I got the feeling that he had stayed up longer than he should have. It couldn’t be more than a couple of hours until dawn. It was nice of him, but I would rather for things to have been fair, but men like to prove how tough they are. Sometimes, you just had to shrug and let them, because it’s usually to your benefit.

I fed the fire, knowing that the extra sleep I had gotten wasn’t enough. I forced myself to stand on my aching legs, or else I’d nod off.

I peered out into the trees, but there was no sign of the bear. Apparently, it had lost interest. I could only hope. I didn’t know too much about bears except that they liked to give me a hard time.

The rest of my watch passed uneventfully. I practiced sword forms to keep myself moving, and as soon as dawn was discernible, I woke Isaru.

It was hard going back to the rock-bread and jerky after last night’s meal, but it was food, and much needed food at that.

Soon, we had set out from the pine copse and back into the drylands west of the river. The terrain was rolling and empty. Aside from the wind swirling dust, Isaru and I were the only moving things in sight. All the animals seemed to be hiding today.

And though we hadn’t seen people yet, it seemed strange that we had not come upon signs of them. There was more water here than anywhere since the Colorado. My thoughts went back to what Isaru had said yesterday – there might be something in these parts big enough to be eating all that bear’s food. I didn’t know if that was the case, but the thought put me on edge all the same. I was more alert than usual; my hand never strayed far from my sword.

By midmorning, following the narrow river north, we came upon the ruins of a building – what might have once been a house. It was half-buried in dirt, and scrub grew along its broken walls, where there was shade. Its roof had long collapsed, and only a few feet of its stone walls were visible. We came upon more houses like this, half-buried. Sometimes, two of them would be right next to each other. Others were easy to miss, signified by nothing more than a few bricks or a cracked foundation. Others sat off alone on the tops of hills, or were lost among the tangle of stunted trees and scrub.

“There was a city here once,” Isaru said. “Long ago. Four hundred years seems to be long enough for a desert to swallow a place.”

I had to agree. There were often ruins like this in the desert, when they weren’t completely buried. Beneath our boots could be ancient streets and more ruins.

Isaru’s theory was confirmed when we crested a final rise to see a vast spread of broken buildings and fallen towers, all coated with dust, at the edge of a large lake – or what might have been a small sea – ringed by snow-capped mountains, the end of which could not be seen over the far, mountainous horizon. The sight struck me silent. I had never seen so much water in one place, and combined with those mountains, the scene made me lose my breath for a moment.

Isaru seemed to have a similar reaction, and despite all we had to do and how much further we had to go, we had to stand there for a moment and admire the view.

I then looked east, across the muddy river, across a vast expanse of broken buildings which ended in a dryland that was broken by a line of mountains. Their sides gleamed like burnished bronze, glowing like flames on the horizon.

It was the edge of the Red Wild.

“This is where we turn east,” Isaru said, with a nod that seemed final. He pointed toward the eastern mountains. “Those are the Dagger Peaks. Where the Selvan ends and the Northern Wild begins.”

Looking at those peaks, it was hard to imagine how they would be easier to cross than the Selvan. “It’s just a straight shot east now, right?”

I meant it jokingly, but for some reason I sounded more serious than I intended. It was a straight shot if crossing mountains and the Northwood, and yet more mountains could be considered a straight shot.

Somehow, I got the feeling we just got done with the easy part.

“Maybe there’s something we can find in those ruins,” I said. “Food, tools. Something.”

“Maybe,” Isaru said. “There will be a place to cross the river in a city like that, surely. Looks like no one’s lived there in decades.”

“More like centuries.”

“That as well, but I meant more recently. Even Elekai haven’t settled it. We would have seen signs by now, new or old.” He nodded again. “Let’s head down there. Once in the city, we’ll find a way across the river. I’ve read about there being a pass, here, but with all that xen, I’m afraid the signs of it might be gone.”

“We’ve made it this far,” I said. “We’ll find a way or we’ll make one.”

I would accept no less for the sake of my parents.




* * *




By the time we made it inside the ancient city, it was high noon. The heat baked the dusty earth, and the only signs of life were the dry scrub and grass growing among the ruins. Isaru was right; people had not lived here in a long, long time, and there was no sign that people had been here even recently. There was nothing here but wind, dust, and crackling heat.

All the same, the surrounding land was hauntingly beautiful. If it weren’t for the river, which we still followed, it would have been entirely destitute. Beyond the ruins in the east, the Dagger Peaks shone red in the bright sunshine, almost seeming to bleed from being so covered with xen. Their shape, combined with that color, made them aptly named. There didn’t seem to be much of use in the city itself, though the toppled towers, crumbling walls, and rusted bits of scraps of metal did provide a change of scenery.

We stopped in the shadow of what must have once been a tall building, now collapsed in a heap of twisted steel bars and shattered glass, to drink some water and get out of the sun.

“Do you know what this place was called?” I asked.

Isaru often knew such things, so it was always worth asking.

He took a long pull from his canteen. “We know a name of a few Old World cities. There’s Angeles in California, which is called Shenshi now. It’s written that there was a war between Angeles and Colonia, back when the Elekai ruled it; the two cities were fast rivals. In the end, though, Colonia prevailed and Angeles was sacked.” He took another drink. “I don’t know about this city, though. It isn’t as large as Angeles, or even Colonia, but it was a big city in its own time. Certainly a regional power that controlled a lot of territory. It may have even been part of the First Novan Empire, if it was still alive during that time. Certainly, it existed before that, during the time of America.”

America was the almost mythical country that was said to exist before the Ragnarok War, stretching from the Sunset Ocean to the Eastern Ocean. It was hard to imagine any one country being that large, and was often dismissed as a legend, but ever since leaving Colonia, I had seen many strange things I could have scarcely imagined. Perhaps that was true, too.

We set off again, filling up our water as we approached the river. We crossed a bridge, over which a pair of iron rails were held together by wooden planks. It looked as if carts might have rolled along them at one point. That was a clue to how old this place was, because such metal should have been scavenged by people a long time ago. Once we reached the other side, the rails were lost to the dirt.

We passed more buildings, but the desert wilderness buried most traces of civilization until the distant Dagger Peaks. Walking straight there, we would be in their foothills by sunset.

“Where to cross…”

“Wherever it’s easiest,” Isaru pointed. “We’ll try there, where it’s lowest. Failing that, we’ll just have to backtrack and try somewhere else.”

As I had guessed, we were entering dry, mangled foothills by the time the sun was setting. We set up camp beneath a bluff which provided some shelter. We had caught several lizards, so we put them, along with some yucca root and prickly pears, into a stew which I was sure would taste awful. It was best to eat what we could gather, and to save the food in our packs for the rough days where we didn’t find much.

As the sun dipped beneath the western hills, we ate quietly, each too tired to find a word to say. That was how it usually was.

There had been no bear tonight, but then again, there hadn’t been much of anything. Even the wind seemed to have died.

In the end, we settled down to sleep.






































CHAPTER THIRTY




I FOUND MYSELF IN THE Highgrove long before my session with Elder Marius was scheduled to begin. I stood by myself in the middle by the ichor pool, surrounded by low Silverwoods and mountain flowers. The Highgrove was built in the Cloud Palace’s upper reaches, an elevated courtyard that served as a place of relaxation and repose.

I sat by the shores of the pool, seeking Silence. Though Silence was not easy to find, because I was troubled by my conversation with Rakhim Shal, and worse, the Aether seemed to linger in my body like a poison. Every time I reached for Silence, I was instead flooded with emotions that made Silence all but impossible to find. Instead, I left my mind blank, returning to my breaths every time a new thought assailed me. Despite my years of training, I couldn’t slow my beating heart. Every nerve in my body was fired with anxiety. I felt as if someone were creeping up on me, and it took all of my willpower not to open my eyes and turn around…

“Mia. You’ve arrived early.”

I drew a sharp intake of breath as my heart felt as if it would beat out of my chest. I forced myself to relax before rising and turning around to greet Elder Marius.

Before I could say anything, though, his eyes widened. “Mia. Your eyes!”

I touched them, as if that could give me any sense of what they looked like. “Why? What’s wrong with them?”

“They’re…” He looked at me, concerned. “You have taken…?”

I nodded, slowly. It felt as if I were at fault for it, even if I wasn’t. I felt shame, even as I tried to explain. “I had to. My mother made me help Shal with one of his experiments. I…didn’t want to. But it had to be done.”

Elder Marius nodded his understanding, but in the next moment, there was another expression: anger.

“Things have changed greatly in Hyperborea,” Marius said, “but most not for the better.”

“Will this make our lesson impossible? I have been trying to find Silence, something even a child can do. But the Aether is making it difficult.”

“Aether excites the mind while Silence subdues it.” He looked at me, concerned. “How much did he give you?”

“A vial,” I said. “Although I know the amount can be deceiving, as some are more concentrated than others.”

“And the purpose?”

“He wanted to test the effects of my entry into the Hyperfold.”

“He what? And your mother allowed this?”

The vehemence of Marius’s reaction was shocking. I had never seen such an outburst from him, and had never heard him speak an ill word of my mother.

“She did it as a punishment,” I said. “For skipping lessons.”

 “How long ago did you take it?”

“Three hours, maybe,” I said. “Why?”

“It should not be holding on this long,” Marius said. “I suspect you were given a far larger dose than you could handle.”

I frowned. “Why would Shal do that?”

Marius scowled. “Who can guess the motives of the Grand Advisor?”

“He said it was for testing how the Hyperfold would react to my presence.”

I next told the Elder exactly what had happened: finding myself in the forest, the picnic with my parents, and how they had turned into monsters.

When I was finished, Marius was quiet for a long while.

“Have you told your parents?”

I shook my head. “They would think I was making it up to get out of doing it again.”

Marius sighed, and his shoulders fell. “It may be too late, then.”

“What do you mean?”

“As soon as you left, I’m sure Rakhim found his way to your parents and made his own version of events. His story is the first, so it is what they will believe. It is…a sad state of affairs.”

I thought very carefully about what I was going to say next. I knew what I wanted to say, and outside of my brother, Marius was the person I trusted the most.

“He needs to be stopped,” I said, quietly. “Only, I don’t know how it is possible.”

Marius didn’t say anything for a moment, and it made me wonder if I had gone too far. I was about to say as much, when Marius nodded.

“It runs deeper than you know,” Marius said. “It all goes back to Aether and the Hyperfold. It goes back to the very foundation of Hyperborea itself. But the irony is, to save the city…it must also be destroyed. At least, destroyed as we know it.”

“What do you mean?”

“As you know, the Sea of Creation is smaller than it was at the founding. Much smaller. It is said that its rate of depletion and regeneration are now balanced, only this is no longer the case.”

It was something I had always been taught. Hyperborea’s power relied on the supply of ichor in the Sea of Creation. It had been noted early in the city’s history that the growth of the city was a drain on the Sea’s resources – but as that growth slowed, the Sea was able to regenerate. As such, it was believed that the Sea would always remain in balance.

That was the case until the last ten years, and for ten years, people had been waiting for it to regenerate.

“What happened ten years ago, Mia?”

It suddenly clicked with me. “The invention of Aether.”

“Precisely. Aether is not ichor. It destroys the memory within ichor, and as such, the Xenofold “forgets” its existence. It does not re-create anything, because to its mind, nothing has been lost in the first place.”

It made sense, but I didn’t know how Marius had come to this conclusion. “If this is true, then how did you figure it out?”

“It might be a coincidence, but I don’t think so,” Marius said. “The Sea has only lowered so drastically in the last ten years, perfectly coinciding with the invention of Aether.”

“Could it not be something else?” I asked. “Something yet unseen?”

“There is more to it. The Hyperfold itself demands more energy than any other thing in Hyperborea, to the point where it had its own Xenofont constructed.”

“So, the Sea isn’t regenerating and it is being depleted at an even faster rate.”

Marius nodded. “That is the idea. I…have no way to prove this, but it will become increasingly clear in the coming years. My main worry is that it will be too late by then. There is a point of no return, where the Sea will become too small to regenerate at a fast enough rate to support the city. The production and consumption of Aether must be stopped immediately, for it is completely destroying the memories vested in the Sea of Creation. As a result, all things that depend on the Sea – the strength of the Xenofold, the city itself, even the very ability for Elekai to connect to it – all of these things are threatened.” He looked at me seriously. “The death of the Sea, is effectively, the death of Hyperborea. More than that: the Xenofold itself.”

I could see exactly what he was saying, and yet it felt so overwhelming. How could one stop it when everyone was already addicted to Aether, and the man who had created Aether was the most powerful man in the kingdom after the king and queen?

“How can he be stopped?” I asked. “Is it possible to convince the people? Perhaps if we wrote some sort of treatise…”

“We cannot go down that road,” Marius said. “As it stands, it is only you and I, Mia. And we have to be very careful about who we say this to.”

“Isandru must be brought to our side,” I said. “As the future king.”

“I agree. Already, though, he uses the Hyperfold on almost a daily basis. And any change in attitude on his part would arouse Shal’s suspicions immediately.”

“He seems…lost, sometimes. He was telling me the other day that the old way of communing with the Xenofold was old-fashioned. I don’t know how I can convince him.”

“You must bide your time,” Marius said. “Do not take too much of a burden upon yourself. Learn your craft; that you know the truth of things at such a young age is remarkable. If we follow our hearts and stick to our principles…a path often is shown. Whether of the gods, or of ourselves, the fact remains. That path is truth.”

I nodded. “I understand.”

After that, we continued with our lesson. Silence was a bit easier to find; what was left of the Aether had apparently left my system.

I left the Highgrove after, finding myself wandering the Cloud Palace’s halls. Even if I passed plenty of servants and black-armored guards, the place seemed empty.

I found myself outside on the Highstreet, walking alone. Various people bowed and curtsied as I passed; I had not taken care to make sure I looked like a commoner and not the princess. My white dress was bejeweled and would draw every eye. Knowing as much, I returned to the Palace and to my chambers, where I stayed, reading a book. I put the book down around evening, staring across the city and the red-stained sky, troubled by the events of the day.

As I went down to dinner, it was hard for it all not to seem so overwhelming. All I could think about was what Elder Marius told me.

I didn’t have the faintest idea of what to do.






































CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




THE NEXT MORNING, OUR MISSION was to find a way through the mountains. We quickly got going, getting well into the foothills of the Dagger Peaks by late morning. Along the way, I talked about my dream as Isaru listened. The day promised to be hot, as usual, and there wasn’t a trace of a cloud in the sky, and yet a soft breeze coming down from the mountains made it a bit cooler. The mountains themselves provided shade through the morning, until the sun had risen high enough to drive it away. A hawk circled lazily above. It was the only animal we’d seen since the insufferable bear.

Isaru and I found ourselves in a cleft that plunged deeper between the peaks. We thought that this might be the pass, and the cleft seemed to have been carved out by a thin rivulet running through it. There were several sizable fish in the stream, surprisingly, and Isaru tried to catch one with his bare hands, but after a quarter of an hour we realized we were wasting too much time.

The cleft turned into a proper canyon. Mountains towered on our either side, most of which were half-covered with snow that would probably not be fully melted until early summer. The air had cooled significantly with the rise in elevation. Grass even seemed to grow in the canyon, while moss clung to rocks over which the water ran. The water was clear, cold, and good to drink.

The land was beautiful, but a stranger beauty replaced it when we started to see xen. There was no gradual transition. It was as if the Wild decided that the border was going to be right here, and suddenly, the last of the desert was replaced with spongy red turf. The stream still ran through it, though it took on the hue of blood from the xen growing beneath it. The xen left very little untouched, besides some of the sharper rocks that poked through and the highest elevations of the peaks.

As morning gave way to afternoon, clouds began wreathing those upper peaks. Those clouds seemed abnormally low; it was either that or we were abnormally high in altitude. By midafternoon, the air was cool and damp on my skin, and later afternoon saw a thick fog descending upon us. I couldn’t see more than fifty feet ahead.

All we could do was follow the stream – but it became clear it was leading nowhere when it ended in a falls, with no clear way out of the canyon.

We paused there, filling up our water and eating a cold meal. There wasn’t much in the way of firewood. Very little but scrub grew in the canyon where the xen didn’t grow, so we went without a fire. Isaru tried to catch some fish in the stream again, but he returned empty-handed as darkness fell, which was earlier than usual because of the height of the canyon walls.

We discussed what we would do – whether to try and climb out in the morning, or go all the way back. We let the conversation die, since there was no point in speculating in the darkness.

When I fell asleep, for the first time in weeks, I was actually cold.

Things were definitely changing.




* * *




When I awoke the next morning, Isaru and I were lying next to each other. The morning was frigid – surprisingly so – and I didn’t want to move. The sound of the falls was the only thing I could hear. A veil of mist clung to the canyon, and given the amount of light and the fog, thicker than even yesterday, it was probably an hour after dawn.

Finally, I forced myself to move and get some breakfast. There was some prickly cactus fruit and some red paint flowers we’d gathered yesterday – that, together with some jerky, would make a good enough breakfast, even if all I wanted was eggs, sausage, and toast with lots of butter, cinnamon, and sugar.

I forced myself to stop thinking of food. There was no point in torturing myself, not when I wouldn’t eat well for a long while.

Isaru was up shortly after. Together, we ate while watching the stream, barely visible through the fog. We were both probably thinking about the fish we wanted to eat but weren’t skilled enough to catch.

Once done, we walked closer to the falls, trying to find a way up. The canyon’s sides were probably a good fifty feet high and there didn’t seem to be any easy way up.

“What about there?” Isaru said.

He was pointing at a series of clefts. The way up seemed doubtful to me, to say the least. The first three quarters of the way looked easy enough, but that last fifteen to twenty feet was sheer cliff face. Perhaps if we got closer, we’d find a clearer way up. It was hard to tell with all the fog, which was only now beginning to lift.

“Let’s try,” I said. Even as I said it, though, I felt the weakness of constant travel deep inside my limbs. Climbing was hard work, and I would have been nervous to try this in the best conditions.

We made our way to the cliff’s side. Isaru examined the wall for a bit, then nodded.

“This is our best chance.”

I would have laughed, except I realized how very true Isaru’s assessment was.

“Maybe we should just backtrack.”

“No. We can do this.”

“Are you sure?”

Without answering, Isaru approached the rock face. I supposed that was answer enough.

I watched very closely where he placed his hands and feet. He made his way up the rock at a fast clip, and even with his pack on, he made it seem easy. The fact that he even brought his pack showed that he was determined to make it work. The rock seemed a little slick from the fog, but thankfully, Isaru found himself safe on the highest cleft, where he started examining the cliff.

“What do you think?” I called.

It was a moment before he answered. “It will do.”

It wasn’t very convincing. I almost protested right there, but I really didn’t want to lose two days – one day to get out of the canyon, and another day to make it as far as this again.

Then again, being two days behind was better than being dead.

But I steeled myself, taking a deep breath, before grabbing the first hold. My pack was too heavy to be doing this safely…there was no way this was happening for the almost vertical stretch at the end. Still, I pushed myself up steadily with my legs, gripping as tightly as I could. Soon, I found myself standing beside Isaru. He gave me a moment to rest before speaking.

“This part, it’s low enough to where I can climb without a pack, then you can lift it up to me.”

I looked at Isaru’s pack. It had to be eighty, maybe even ninety pounds, and I’d have to press it as far over my head as I could for him to grab it.

“You have to be kidding me.”

“I can’t carry it, as much as I would like to,” Isaru said. “I know you can do it.”

Lifting that much over my head would be difficult even in the best conditions. I had never tried to lift anything that heavy, that high. Three-fourths of that, at most, as part of my strength training at the Sanctum. Aela at the Sanctum could probably do that much, or even more, but she was also bigger and stronger than me.

“It would just have to be for a second,” Isaru said. “It’s the only way.”

I sighed. “All right. I can try.”

“You must.” Isaru looked at me seriously. “If not, then it will be difficult, if not impossible, for me to get back down here.”

I could see his point. And this was all assuming he didn’t fall in the process.

“I can do it.”

He nodded. He undid the rope off his pack, stringing it around his waist. Every little bit of weight off his pack would help me when it came time.

With that out of the way, I looked at the cliff itself. It wasn’t vertical, but it was still quite steep. I’d have to lift Isaru’s pack – not to mention mine after – very high indeed for Isaru to be able to reach it. And for him, one false step, or one place where the rock gave way, it would be a long fall down.

Of course, the same thing applied to me. Only I’d already be quite fatigued from lifting over half my bodyweight overhead.

It was probably a mistake, but I turned around to see how high we were. I couldn’t say whether the mist almost completely obscuring the canyon below was a good or bad thing. The sound of the falls made a constant whooshing sound, although the falls itself was hidden.

Isaru hesitated only a moment longer before stepping up to the cliff, placing his hands and feet carefully. I took note of where he went; he seemed to make it halfway up easy enough. He hugged tightly to the wall, knowing that a bad fall could spell the end of our journey. 

Then, he stopped, unsure where to go.

“I thought there was a hold to the left,” he said. His voice was calm, but I felt the tension beneath.

“There is,” I said. “The cleft is blocking your view. You have to trust that it’s there.”

Trusting it was there meant he had to leave his current position behind. If the cleft wasn’t there, then he would fall twenty or more feet, right in front of me. Enough to do him serious injury.

“I promise it’s there, Isaru. I can see it clearly.”

Isaru reached, shifting his weight dangerously…but his left hand found it and he swung into the position. He steadied himself before standing on the cleft and turning around. There was barely any room for him to squat and reach down to pull up the pack. From that position, it would be just as hard for him to pull the pack as it would be for me to lift it.

I let Isaru rest a little longer as I got into position.

“I’m ready,” he said.

I lifted Isaru’s pack as high as my waist. It wasn’t too heavy like that. I grit my teeth, squatting down, grabbing the pack by the bottom and pushing up with my legs while tensing my torso.

The pack was high above my head, my arms shaking to hold it up. I felt slight pressure pulling it up, but precious little. And then, it was out of my hands and I collapsed to the rock below me. Looking up, Isaru was pulling the pack slowly up, and soon, it was sitting on the cleft beside him.

After taking a break, I lifted my own pack up – still heavy, but much lighter compared to Isaru’s. How much had he really been carrying? It was easily twice as heavy as mine.

Once both of the packs were on the cleft, Isaru climbed the rest of the way up easily enough – a mere ten feet. When he reached the top, he disappeared for a moment, probably surveying his surroundings. His face reappeared.

“No fog up here,” he said. “There seems to be a pass. I can’t see any further, though.”

I watched the rock wall, feeling truly afraid. This was the hard part. I wasn’t afraid of heights…not usually. But this fog, the dampness of the rock, and my own weakness all added to my chances of falling.

Don’t think like that.

I took a deep breath, grabbing the first hold Isaru had used. The rock was cold and wet beneath my fingers. I tried not to imagine landing on rock like that from thirty feet up…having to be left behind while Isaru went on.

Isaru would never do that, even if I begged him to.

“You can do this,” Isaru called from above. “Just one hold at a time. It’s not as hard as it looks once you’re climbing.”

I knew he was just saying that…but maybe he was right. The rock seemed rough enough to give a good deal of traction, but that didn’t stop me from wanting to curse myself for agreeing to this.

Silence was hard to find at the moment when my fear was so strong. I was tempted to use it, but I also knew how much energy it would use.

Then, I came to the spot that had given Isaru pause. I knew where the hold was, yet looking over there didn’t help. I could see why Isaru had been so hesitant – a little ridge within the rock made it impossible to see the safety lying on the other side. Even if I had seen it with my own eyes, it was hard to believe it was still there.

“You got this,” Isaru said. “Just reach to your left and shift over, then it’s a straight shot up.”

I felt myself start to shake, either from nerves or fact that my strength was giving out. I couldn’t just stay here, waiting.

I had to get moving.

I reached, stretching my hand to find a hold, but I wasn’t finding anything. There was just sheer rock.

“Move your hand up,” Isaru said. “You’re almost there.”

I was already stretching as far as I could go. My legs and right arm were shaking with effort.

Then, I felt it, grabbing on and shifting over. My limbs were stretched out as far as they would go, until I pushed up and found myself touching the rock face with my left hand while the rest of my body shifted through the air, toward the ledge I was praying was still there.

Then, my left foot hit solid ground. I wanted to cry in relief.

It wasn’t over yet, though. Just inches from where my foot had landed sat my pack, while Isaru’s was on the other side. I took a short rest, and lifted my pack up into Isaru’s waiting hands. I didn’t have to lift it as high, but all the same, it was just as hard as the first time.

Then came his pack. I gave myself a good break before picking it up. I would have one chance to do this. If I failed to get it overhead, I’d be way too tired to try again.

I took a deep breath, then pushed with all I had. I felt my spine struggling under the weight, but Isaru hastily grabbed it.

Both packs were safely above, along with Isaru.

Now, it was just me.

“Just a few more feet,” Isaru said. “You’re almost there.”

I was breathing heavily, my throat rasping. It was a good five minutes before I started to climb. My legs were so tired that it felt as if they’d betray me at any moment.

Not yet. You can rest when you reach the top.

I was so close. Isaru knelt, ready to pull me up, but I still had a few feet to go.

I reached out my hand, as high as it would go, and Isaru grabbed it, pulling me up the rest of the way. I lay on the rock at the top, panting from exertion. The sun was bright while the air was cool. I opened my eyes to see a snow patch just several feet away.

“You had me scared for a second,” Isaru said.

I blew my hair out of my face as I sat up. “You think you were scared?”

Isaru smiled. “To tell the truth, I was worried you might not be able to do my pack there at the end. I was ready to leave it behind.”

“Well, was this worth saving two days?”

Isaru peered down the snowbank, which ended in sheer cliff. “I doubt we could have gotten up here any other way.”

“Getting down is important, too.”

I reached for my water and took a long, well-earned drink. I looked toward the west, where indeed there seemed to be a pass between two snow-capped peaks jutting into a pure blue sky. The sides of the mountains were just as much red as they were brown or snow-covered. After that pass, we would be in the Northern Wild.

Once I was ready, we walked up the slope, at times trudging through snow piles. The air was thin, crisp, and dry up here, and the wind sharp. I drew my cloak tighter; usually I left it in my pack because the desert had been so hot. It appeared as if that part of our journey was over.

I looked behind to see the late morning sunlight basking the desert below in bright, golden hues. From up here, the ruins of the city were more apparent, but if it weren’t for the taller, crumbled towers, one might not have even known it was there. On the edge of the horizon stretched the Salt Lake – from up here, it was more clearly a lake than it was from down there. The river we had been following was nothing more than a thin line snaking north through the ruins and into the lake.

I turned around, following Isaru’s steps up. We soon reached the high pass, and instead of finding flat plains beyond, as I had expected, there were only mountains and hills, covered with xen and snow, while the many valleys were filled thickly with pink and red xenoforest. It stretched for as far as the eye could see.

Saying it was rough country didn’t really do it justice.

Without a word, we made our way down the other side. The air warmed as the snow petered out, to be replaced completely with xen, from which silver-barked trees started to grow thickly. It was a stark contrast with the desert we had been in only yesterday. Besides more typical trees – ash, oak, elm, pine…there were xenotrees I didn’t know the name of, thin and reedy with overarching tops, silver bark, and pink foliage that often interconnected as if of one organism. The green trees seemed to connect with them just as often, too. Various stalks and tubers grew in circles from the xen-covered earth, and were so thick that we had to find a way around them. I tried to take shot at a curious, thorny creature nibbling on a mushroom. It scampered away when my arrow missed.

As the xenotrees grew thicker, the land continued to slope downward. It was clear enough to proceed without too much trouble, but more often than not, we had to skirt around thick tangles of growth or fallen logs. The trees at lower elevations were taller, with thicker trunks, and growing close enough together to make it hard to keep our sense of direction.

We took a lunch break at the side of a stream. Only when we were sitting did I realize just how fatigued I was. I could have slept right there until the next morning, but now that we were out of the desert, we had to take advantage of the daylight as much as possible. If the trees remained as thick as this, travel was only going to become more difficult in the future.

We continued east through the hilly forest. There was little change in scenery since the morning – it was always hills, xenotrees, and streams, but the stark contrast with the previous two weeks was still a bit bewildering. I had almost forgotten that so much color existed, and the feeling of cool air on my face was a welcome change.

When it got to be late afternoon, I realized the thick forest canopy would make it too dark to hunt or gather food in a couple of hours. Isaru seemed to be of a similar mindset, pulling to a stop in an inviting clearing next to a brook.

“This looks like a decent spot,” Isaru said. “See if you can hunt anything with that bow while I set up camp. I’ll see what kind of plants I can forage.”

It sounded like a plan, even if all I wanted to do was sleep. After we set our stuff down, I took my bow and quiver and headed upstream to see what I could find. I stayed within the trees; any potential game would hear me if I were splashing in the brook.

The early evening was thick with the sounds of birds and insects. The trees pressing around me made me feel completely isolated.

Isaru had been right; there was plenty of food around here, assuming one had the skills to get it. Several fat trout teemed in the water among some pinkish reeds. Not for the first time, I wished Isaru or I had packed a fishing pole. I thought about stopping right there to try my own luck when a welcome sight caught my eye.

A silver deer was lapping at the water about a hundred feet ahead, where the brook made a bend toward the right. I had literally been walking only ten minutes, and dinner was right here in front of me. Its ears flickered, and from its calm demeanor, it clearly had no idea I was watching.

I nocked an arrow to my bow, quiet as I could be. With the running water, I probably could have been much louder, but I didn't want to take any chances. I stood, slowly, drawing and aiming carefully. I emptied my mind until only Silence remained.

And then…there was a loud scratching noise coming from the tree right beside me. I instantly turned my bow upward to see a strange, quilled creature. It chortled, scratching its quills on the bark. In the silence of the forest, the sound was deafening.

The deer looked up and stiffened. It didn’t see me, but it heard that sound, and was spooked.

I redrew quickly, even while the spiked animal was making a racket. But it was too late. The deer turned and darted into the trees.

I wanted to scream. I switched my aim to the spiky critter and shot it dead. It fell out of the tree, landing on the ground with a thud.

It served him right, but I was still mad. It was definitely not as much meat, but it was certainly better than nothing. Now that it was out of the branches, it was easier to get a look. I didn’t know its name, but it was basically an oversized rat with quills, and once you got past all the spikes, it probably tasted like rat, too. I’d had rat before, and I didn’t really care for it.

Yet, maybe it wasn’t too late. I looked in the direction the deer had fled. It wasn’t likely that another animal was going to take my kill if I left it alone for an hour or so, even if a bear had done it to me already. Most animals were probably smart enough to not mess with a spiky rat.

I decided to take the risk, running in the direction the deer had gone. It wasn’t long before I’d reached the same spot the deer had stood on, and I followed its trail, taking note of broken branches and shifted undergrowth. Hoof prints were sometimes discernible in the dirt or xen – as for the latter, the prints wouldn’t last long, because xen was quick to retake its usual shape.

I followed the trail up the mountainside. It couldn’t have gotten far. The elevation went up, and as it did, the spread of trees began to thin. Soon, I found myself on top of a high ridge. The deer stood alone in a meadow downslope, where it was nibbling on some grass. I crouched low, simultaneously raising my bow again. I took hold of Silence, my vision and concentration sharpening. I didn’t wait any longer, releasing the arrow and watching it fly. It missed the deer by a hair, sticking into a tree trunk behind it.

The deer dashed into the trees once again. I ran downslope, cursing and drawing yet another arrow. I should have given up the chase then, but instead, I ran further into the trees. The deer was still in sight, but it was slipping away, much better able to navigate the forest than me. But I wasn’t going to give up. There would be enough meat in that deer to cook and pack away for a long time yet. I wasn’t going to let the opportunity go to waste.

I lost the deer for a time, but caught sight of it again as I started going uphill. It seemed strange to me that the deer was running where there was less tree cover. If it had gone into the forest, I would have been hard-pressed to keep up. Such as it was, though, I counted myself lucky and followed it uphill. Once I reached the top of the ridge, the deer was entering the trees on the opposite side. Only now, it was walking.

Within minutes, it would be dead.

I ran downhill. All my previous fatigue was now gone. I didn’t really care how cute or majestic the animal was. All I could think about was how good it would taste roasted over a fire or in a stew.

I plunged back into the twisted trees, following its trail. All was quiet once again; even the birds had quieted, probably at my intrusion. I stood still, listening harder than I ever had before. When the usual sounds of the forest resumed, I stalked forward, keeping an eye out for my prey.

I slunk through the undergrowth with my bow at the ready. It would be hard to get a shot off in this tangled growth, but at least the trees would keep me hidden for some distance. Unfortunately, that applied to the deer as well.

I was beginning to lose hope when I pretty much stumbled right onto the deer – or perhaps it stumbled onto me. It saw me immediately, darting off in the opposite direction. For what seemed the thousandth time, I ran, only this time, I was determined to get the kill. The deer was tired, and maybe I was, too, but I needed the meat and didn’t want to have to fall back on the spiky rodent I had already killed.

I trailed the deer out of the forest and uphill, keeping pace with it. By sheer happenstance, I’d managed to drive it into a narrow gully, one which abruptly ended with the deer standing, isolated, on a mountainside with no trees for cover. It stood panting and exhausted after all the work I’d put it through.

I drew the arrow and aimed carefully, but it dashed off again downslope, disappearing behind a bluff.

I ran below the bluff, only to find a small cave leading into the mountainside. It was dark and deep, apparently carved out by a stream entering it from the snowmelt above. The deer must have been truly desperate to have gone into it.

There was nothing to do but to go into the cave itself and finish the job. Hopefully, it would be too scared to brave the darkness, or perhaps the cave wasn’t as deep as it looked from out here.

So, I walked downhill until I’d entered the cave’s dimness. It got dark rather quickly, especially since sunset was only an hour away. I was so close, though, and I was willing to do almost anything to get the kill.

I put the bow away, instead drawing my katana. I wouldn’t be able to aim in the darkness, anyway, and in such close quarters, the deer wouldn’t be able to sneak past me.

I paused to listen. Water dripped from somewhere in the distance. Judging from the way sound traveled, the cave seemed to be confined, but there was a chance that it opened up later on. There was no other sound, so I was beginning to think the deer had gone in quite deep.

It was just as that thought crossed my mind that something dashed right into me. It squealed, knocking me aside as the patter of hooves ran right over me. It hurt pretty bad, and I should have seen it coming, but I didn’t seem to be hurt.

I had time enough to grab one of the deer’s legs and held on for all I was worth. It let out another squeak, which sounded loud in the confines of the cave, tumbling to the ground in the process.

My blade was still out, and luckily I hadn’t harmed myself in the fall. I got on top of the deer and quickly ran the beast through. There was no time to think about making a clean kill, and I felt bad as it let out a pitiful squeal while giving a harsh spasm. I felt along its body, ignoring the hot blood pouring out of its side, until I found the neck. The deer gave no resistance as I cut its throat, which would allow it to die as fast as possible.

Blood still ran through my hands as I stood up. A foul stench permeated the cave; apparently, my blade had entered its bowels.

I washed my blade such as I could in the narrow stream in the darkness. I sheathed my sword and walked to the other side of the deer, pulling on its front two legs as a way of testing its weight. Even if it wasn’t the largest deer, it was still far too heavy for me to move alone.

As much as I hated it, I would have to leave it here for a while and go get Isaru.




* * *




By the time we returned with our packs, it was full-on dusk. Isaru had fashioned a crude torch by wrapping a pliable, dead vine and tying it off to a stick, which he actually got to light outside the cave once we had started our usual fire. With torch in hand, we went back into the cave.

I half-expected the deer to be gone. If there were a bear, or a mountain lion, this cave would make an attractive shelter. However, we found the deer just where we had left it. The only difference was that the smell was far worse.

Isaru set the torch down on the rock, and it kept burning for us while we hauled the kill toward the cave mouth. Going out took a lot longer than going in, but by the time all was done, the deer lay not too far from our fire. Isaru went back for the torch while I waited. Once he returned, we stared at the deer for a moment, as if unbelieving that it was actually there.

I wasn’t sure where to start, but I borrowed Isaru’s ichor knife to cut the beast open. It wasn’t a task I relished, but it had to be done. Thankfully, there was a stream not too far we could wash off in once the butchery was done, but for now, we’d have to get our hands dirty. First, we discarded all the nasty bits – the guts, the organs, pretty much anything that wasn’t meat, as far downslope as we could.

We threw more wood onto the fire – thankfully, Isaru was able to grab it from a nearby copse while I kept butchering the animal, and before long, we had enough fire to work and cook with through the night. We really had no way to hang the kill up, which would have made things far easier, so the best we could do was lay it on the ground and cut open its belly. I’d already made a mess of things by killing it with the stab wound that went straight through its guts out of its right flank. It wouldn’t be easy work, especially given how dark it was, but it was necessary work. Once this was done, we’d have a lot of meat – enough for stews for at least two weeks yet, before the cooked meat itself started to go bad.

I steeled myself before kneeling down and getting back to work. Getting the skin off was rather difficult, with the beast just lying on the ground as it was. The best we could do was get it out of the way while I cut with Isaru’s knife, which had no problem cleanly separating meat from bone.

As soon as the meat was ready, Isaru skewered it and set it over the high flames, and what was left over was boiled in our pot.

We next did the ribs, followed by each of the limbs, adding to what was becoming an absurdly large pile of raw meat. Still, we continued, long into the night, flipping the deer over to butcher along its spine and hindquarters.

It was absolutely disgusting, but at the same time, I was able to see it as a task while Isaru just seemed to be paler than he usually was. It wasn’t exactly princely work, but at least he helped.

The moon was high by the time we’d done pretty much everything we could. We dragged the carcass off as far as we could, letting nature have the rest. Once we returned to the fire after washing off as best as we could in the small stream, Isaru looked at the pile of meat doubtfully. Cooking everything would be an enormous task, and it wouldn’t be done until well into the morning, if not longer. But we wouldn’t have to worry about food for a while. It was definitely enough to get us to Northold, where we could resupply. As isolated as the Northern Wild was, people still lived there.

We ate venison stew while continuing to cook, often burning it in the process. As the meat finished, we let it cool before putting it in our packs. It probably wouldn’t be very tasty after a few days, but it would still be edible once recooked.

We were only finished long after the sun came up. We packed as much meat as we could carry into the packs, and there was still some left over. We ate what we could of that, until it felt as if I would burst. The rest we were forced to leave behind for whatever animals were interested.

We didn’t get too far into the forest in the valley before dropping our packs and setting up camp. We needed a long break, so we decided to sleep through the day and night.






































CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




WHEN I AWOKE, IT WAS evening. I was still full from all I’d eaten earlier, and Isaru was already up and stoking a large fire. The air was thin and cool, and it promised to be cold later on. Thick gray clouds covered the sky, a sight I hadn’t seen in weeks. Despite sleeping through the entire day, I was still groggy and felt as if I could use more. I had another night of sleep to look forward to.

We made a stew out of some of the fattier bits of venison and ate in silence. After we cleaned up with water from the stream, we found ourselves in a curious situation where there was nothing to do. I didn’t want to sleep – at least, not yet. Isaru took to sharpening his knife with a whetstone, something I had yet to see him do, which was surprising considering how little the knife seemed to need it.

“No point in doing this,” Isaru said. “The blade’s wearing down the stone…”

I looked at it, curious. It was natural for a whetstone to wear down over time, but I could see what Isaru meant. The blade had made an indentation in the stone after just a few strokes.

“I wonder what ichor does to blades to make them so sharp,” I said. “Why is it the Avekai remember how to do it, but not the Elekai at large?”

“Ichor has a way of conforming to any material, manipulating its smallest components. That is, if you know how to teach the ichor to do this. Some methods of using ichor are remembered, but many are forgotten.” Isaru looked at the knife. “The Avekai may seem as if they don’t have much technology, but they have remembered things that the Annajen haven’t. As to why, I cannot say. Many things requiring ichor need the crafter to have a strong connection to the Xenofold, which is not often found among the Three Tribes. As such, a lot of things are remembered among Wilders that are forgotten among the Tribes. Getting xen to glow in a lamp is fairly easy in comparison. Directing the growth of trees and plants – the Gift of Agronomy – is difficult for most, but only years of experience can get people working together to make something like Haven, and even that takes many decades.” Isaru considered. “In fact, I don’t know if there is enough strength these days for anyone to grow something like Haven again. It makes me wonder if even more will be forgotten and lost.”

“The Xenofold is weakening,” I said.

Isaru gave a nod. “The Xenofold itself is weakening, and the ability to connect to it has been slowly dying in the Elekai for generations. Your dreams of Hyperborea are also evidence of that.”

It all started happening around the time of Hyperborea. The ichor was no longer there to sustain the Xenofold, which had the additional effect of causing reversions and the Mindless. And as time wore on, it would only get worse.

It was yet another reminder of why we were doing this. Yes, we were going to Hyperborea to find the Prophecy in order to save my parents. But while there, we might also discover a way to bring the Sea back…if such a thing were possible.

Anna had returned for a reason, even if she had returned with me. And something of the Sea had to remain for me to exist.

I realized I was thinking of her as another person, and not that she was actually me. I still couldn’t accept it. Just the thought that my parents weren’t my true parents, or the thought that I had come from the Sea of Creation directly, was all just too much.

My mother’s words came back to me, at that moment: Even when we found you there, lying in the xen, you were mine. I had only to look at you.

No. They were my parents, because I thought of them as such. That was all that mattered.

I lay down early, turning my back to Isaru so that he wouldn’t see me crying.




* * *




Isaru and I were up before the sun. We put on our packs and set off. The heaviness was welcome, and though I was still tired and sore, I felt much better after all the sleep I’d gotten yesterday.

It was energy that I needed, because within the hour we were fighting our way through the thick trees until we reached a wide stream flowing west, which we followed.

“I’d say we are firmly in the Wild, now,” Isaru said, once we took a break for lunch. “If we continue past these mountains, we should come upon the Northern Forest. Northold is on its eastern fringe.”

“Have you been there before?”

Isaru shook his head. “I know it’s the largest settlement in the Northern Wild, but even so, it’s nothing more than a small town compared to other cities. Like most northern settlements, it’s built mostly of wood and had a palisade to protect it from Mindless attacks.”

“Are those common?”

“It’s rare that Northold itself is attacked. It’s more likely that fringe settlements are targeted, of which there are fewer every year.”

“How do we find our way there, then?”

“I’m hoping we can veer enough south to come upon the Pilgrimage Road. Though old and little-used, it should be clear enough to follow to town. After resupplying in Northold, there will be no more settlements. It’s a straight shot west though a mixture of plains, hills, and forests, until the Withering Waste…a strange patchwork of swamp and dryland. Then, the Red Mountains, the Plains of Decay, and then at last…Ragnarok Crater.”

“Why is it called the Pilgrimage Road?” I asked. “It seems a strange name.”

“It’s rooted in history. Even today, it connects all the major Elekai cities, starting from Sylva in the south in the Novan Wild, all the way to Northold itself. The road once went east from Northold to Hyperborea, but from what I’ve read, that road hasn’t existed for a long time, having been reclaimed by the Wild during the Mindless Wars.”

“I’ve never heard of the Novan Wild,” I said.

“It’s the same as the Southern Wild,” Isaru said. “The names are used interchangeably. The Wild extends quite far to the south, even if it narrows substantially the further south you go. It’s like a knife driving down into Nova, almost splitting their empire completely in half. They’ve never been too happy about that; in fact, they once tried to burn it in the Third Century, but many dragons live in the mountains down there, and those dragons put an end to that.” Isaru cleared his throat. “Sorry. That’s a bit of a side note. The Pilgrimage Road formed in the early days of the Red Wild, when Hyperborea was seen as a holy city.”

From my dreams, Hyperborea seemed anything but holy; it was more of a monument to trade and commerce. Then again, it might have been seen as holy in its earlier days, given the mythic nature of the dragon Tiamat leading the Samalites to found their city there, as well as the importance of the Sea of Creation.

We got back up and continued walking. Half of the time we followed the stream, since it was faster, although it wasn’t pleasant to slog through the cold water. We’d have to walk along the bank regardless from time to time when it was passable. It was rough land, to the point where it was hard to imagine it getting much worse.

Which it promptly did. The stream thinned as we gained elevation, and it was clear we were coming close to the source. We filled up our canteens before plunging back in the forest, knowing we wouldn’t be able to use the stream again. We guided ourselves using the sun, keeping it behind us as we headed east.

At least, what seemed to be east. The trees had grown so thick and tall that it was difficult to even see the sun. We walked in a perpetual twilight, one which cast a pinkish hue from all the treetops.

We took turns hacking the thick undergrowth with our katanas. The blades cut through most everything readily enough, but it was a shame to use such priceless artifacts in this way. I was sure Seekers Haris or Marlene, or any of the Scholars, really, would have been horrified by it. But we had to do what we had to do, and the blades, like Isaru’s knife, didn’t seem to be the worse for it. If anything, our own strength was going to fail long before the blades did.

The only bit of good news was that the land was trending downward, which meant the mountains were ending. It was impossible to even get a look at those mountains behind us, so thick were the trees. Even though there was still an hour or two of sunlight left, it might as well have been late evening.

That being the case, we dropped our packs and gathered all the deadwood we could find and had a fire going within a few minutes. Isaru went out into the trees, returning with some edible berries and a large, bulbous fruit. I remembered it being called a globe fruit, probably named because of its almost perfectly round shape and bluish tinge. Before coming to the Sanctum, I hadn’t even known the world was shaped like a sphere, but such things were little understood, even if they were at one time.

We ate the fruit and berries, along with some venison, before lying down to go to sleep.




* * *




We had gotten into the routine upon entering the Red Wild. Every day we moved a bit further east; some days we did only a few miles, such as during our time in the heavily forested Dagger Peaks, and other days we went much further. Three days after killing the deer, the trees suddenly broke, revealing a wide, empty valley that was mostly bare rock with small islands of xen, from which grew twisted trees. There were some high hills in the distance, but nothing that could be called a mountain.

Once we had gained some distance, I looked back to see peaks far behind us. It was hard to believe we had gone through all of that, but if Isaru was right, there was worse yet to come.

Seeing so much open, blue sky was a welcome sight. The air was cool, but not too cool, because the sun was warming the crisp air with its own heat. We crossed the valley in an hour, a distance that, if forested, would have taken us the better part of a day. We had to go back into the trees in the end, but I was thankful for any break in what had become the hard work of travel.

Fortunately, this seemed to be a different kind of forest than what we had gone through in the Dagger Peaks. The trees were taller, for one, and more widely spaced. A great many of the trees, the tallest ones, were Silverwoods, almost as tall as the ones in the Sanctum's Grove. Their sweet, familiar scent made me miss the place and everyone I had left behind. I was amazed by how many there were – we must have passed hundreds as we wove our way east. Isaru looked up from time to time, as if he expected there to be something in the boughs above. Indeed, from how wide and strong they looked, there could be someone living up there. Maybe it was wise to keep an eye out in all directions.

“The Northwood,” Isaru said. “Once we’re past this, Northold and the Pilgrimage Road shouldn’t be far.”

In time, the land became a bit rougher, though the spread of xen and widely spaced trees still meant it was far easier travel than the Dagger Peaks had been. We must have been entering those hills I’d spied hours earlier. Rocks rose from the xen, along with high bluffs that were thickly forested. We often saw signs of animal life – scat from something that could have been a bear, though there were no tracks left behind. Plenty of birds’ nests were placed high on the rocks, and more of those strange, quilled creatures could be seen, though I didn’t see any more in a tree.

“What are those, anyway?” I asked. I had never told Isaru about the one I had shot.

“That would be a porcupine.”

“Are they common in the Red Wild?”

Isaru laughed. “They’re just about everywhere. You can eat them, but they grow those spines for a reason.”

As morning passed into afternoon, the sunshine went away, replaced by a cold wind coupled with dismal, gray clouds. It was early April, so by my estimation, it should have been much warmer. However, we were further north and higher in elevation than what I was used to.

Either way, it made me draw my cloak tighter. And I also got the sense that something else had changed. It took me a couple of minutes to realize that the forest was completely silent. The trees, once tall and lofty, had become shorter, more twisted, and closer together. The gloomy feeling, however, seemed to go beyond the trees, which were now forming an almost impenetrable canopy. If it were night, or even evening, it would be pitch black. The light was dim, even if it was midafternoon, and it was impossible to see into the deeper shadows. The air was still cold, and the wind completely died.

It should have been hard to travel, only we were following a trail of some sort. It was thin and overgrown, but it was a trail.

The only question was, where was it leading?

“This might be it,” Isaru said. “Only I didn’t expect to come upon it so soon.”

If this was the Pilgrimage Road, I could hardly believe it. But we followed it, nonetheless, mostly because there was nowhere else to go. The trees grew even thicker here than in the Dagger Peaks, and even with our katanas, blazing a trail would be far slower, if not totally impossible. There was no break in the treetops, so it was impossible to tell which way we were going.

All we could do was follow the trail and hope that it came to an end somewhere – hopefully with an end to this forest as well, or perhaps the welcome sight of the gates of Northold.

It didn’t do either of those things, however. We rounded one of its many bends to find ourselves face to face with a cliff which had to be over a hundred feet high. Looking up, there was no way to climb it.

“Dead end,” I said.

“Look…”

I followed Isaru’s finger to see thick ivy covering part of the rock – ivy which crawled all the way up to the top of the cliff.

“No way we’re climbing that,” I said.

“No. Behind it.”

I looked harder, and despite the dimness, I could see something shimmering behind the thick growth. It was silvery and metallic.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Let’s find out.”

Isaru walked forward, unsheathing his blade and carefully cutting away the vines. They were tough, likely having grown there for years and years without challenge. Little by little, however, more of the metal was revealed. I could see that it was smooth, obviously artificial. I helped Isaru clear the vines, until a heaping pile of them were gathered at our feet.

We cleared as much as we could, until all that was left was smooth steel built right into the face of the cliff. Something tickled my memory about that, as if I had seen it before.

There were still some leaves and vines plastered onto that door. Wait…how did I know it was a door?

I walked forward, clearing them, before two numbers were revealed:

36.

“It’s shaped like a circle,” Isaru said. “A circle of metal built into a cliff in the middle of nowhere.”

“It’s not just metal,” I said. “It’s a door.”

Isaru looked at me, frowning. “A door? There’s no way to open it.”

I pointed. “Look. Those vines are still covering the right side. If they were cut away, we might be able to open it.”

Isaru nodded, seeing what I meant. “It could be a tunnel. I never read about the Pilgrimage Road going through a tunnel, but maybe I just missed that bit.”

Immediately, I knew that was wrong, but I didn’t correct him. Isaru and I got to work cutting the rest of the vines that stubbornly clung to the door. As they were cut through, they loosened their hold, to the point where I could clearly see that there was some space between the door and the cliff face. It was already open, if only a crack.

If we cleared it some more, it might even be possible to enter. Somehow, though, that gave me a bad feeling. Still, I was curious…more about the feeling it was evoking in me, similar to déjà vu, but even more familiar than that, as if I actually had a memory of this place.

Myself, or Anna?

The air, if anything, seemed to be getting colder, probably because the forest was darkening.

“We’ll check it out tomorrow,” I said. “It’s too late now.”

Isaru frowned, seeming to be disappointed. “I was hoping to explore a bit. If it is a tunnel, it could mark the end of this terrible forest. We could be out on the other side within the hour.”

“It’s not a tunnel. It’s a lot older than that. Besides, it’s dark, and if we don’t get a fire going now, we probably won’t ever get one going.”

“A fire, I agree with. But after we build one, we still need to check it out inside and make sure nothing is amiss. It might have been better to leave it closed.”

I didn’t like it, but Isaru did have a point.

“As long as we don’t go in too far.”

Isaru reached into his pack and pulled out the crude torch he had fashioned a few days earlier.

It was hard, but Isaru managed to get a fire going. A lot of the wood and kindling in the area was damp, and after half an hour, I was starting to believe nothing would ever light. Finally, Isaru struck a pitiful flame, which he nursed and built until it was a blaze. Despite its size, however, it didn’t seem to do much to push back the darkness.

He next lit his torch, and with that, I knew that within moments, we were going to be inside this place that gave me such a bad feeling.






































CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




WE MADE SURE THE FIRE was large enough to stay burning for the hour or so we planned to be gone. I let Isaru know, under no circumstances, was this excursion to be longer than an hour.

Isaru was first, squeezing past what was left of the vines to the open door. He held the torch in, taking a good, long look.

At last, I couldn’t stand it. “What do you see?”

It was a long moment before Isaru answered. “I don’t know. More metal, I guess.”

I came forward. “Let me see.”

I sidled beside him and peered inside. Isaru was right; there was not much to see besides a metal floor. The opening was just small enough for me to squeeze through, so I turned sideways and did so. I reached back outside.

“Hand me that torch.”

Isaru complied, and I held it out in front of me to get a good look. Metal made up the floors, the walls, and the ceiling – and this place seemed to be more of a room than a tunnel. In fact, I didn’t know how to describe it. It was like no room I’d ever seen. There were numbers on the walls, and words I couldn’t read.

Isaru followed after me, not complaining that I was taking the lead. Not that he ever did when the occasion arose, but I was glad to let Isaru lead in general since he knew more about the land than I did. Here, though, it seemed as if I knew more than he did, even if I wasn’t exactly sure why.

I walked forward, my boots clanging on the metal below. Even the air was acrid and sharp with its scent.

“We should find something to prop that door open,” I said. “Wouldn’t want to get shut in here.”

Isaru rushed to do that while I turned back around. I walked closer to the wall, to see if I could make out any of the words. I raised my torch until a placard was illuminated, one with strange symbols and words I didn’t understand.

“English,” I said. “Isaru, can you come here?”

Even if I’d had my moments of perfect understanding, that moment wasn’t now. Isaru was much better at reading English.

“Just give me a minute,” he said, irritated. He grumbled something, but within a moment, he had made his way back and stood beside me. He scrutinized the words.

“Evacuation procedure. Twist wheel and push out to open. Do not open the door unless authorized by security personnel.”

I could see the strange pictures – almost like hieroglyphs – illustrating how to open the door with a diagram. I touched the placard, the surface of which was smooth.

“Plastic,” I said. “This is from the Old World.”

“The language gives that away, too,” Isaru said, his voice tone making it clear that what I had said was very obvious. Isaru had his moments where he could be snarky.

Isaru grabbed the torch before walking, almost stomping, off into the darkness. I pushed down my irritation.

“You need to be careful,” I said. “This place could be dangerous.”

He paused, seeming to consider. The firelight cast a strange sheen on his silvery hair. “I don’t think anything’s been here in years, but I see your point.” He seemed pained to concede even that. “I’m curious about a place this old. If we truly are the only ones to enter in centuries, there could be secrets here hidden since before the Ragnarok War. It’s rare to come upon ruins where the evidence has not already been completely destroyed.”

It was a good point, and to be honest, I was a bit curious myself. So much had been forgotten about the Old World, and who knew? There might be answers in here.

If Isaru wanted to go first, I didn’t see the harm in letting him. I followed him down the dark tunnel leading from the main doorway. The tunnel sloped downward, becoming colder with each step. 

The tunnel abruptly ended at another door similar to the one on the outside, only this one was completely clear of any growth. It let me better see its features. Isaru shone his torch on it. Like the first door, it had the number 36.

“What does the number mean?” I asked. “It has to be important.”

“We need context for it,” Isaru said. “I didn’t know Old Worlders built places like this.”

He pushed at the door, which groaned under its own weight as it opened. Cool air issued from within, carrying with it a mustiness I couldn’t quite place.

Isaru stepped inside. I looked back toward the entrance, only to see a small sliver of light barely bright enough to be seen. It wouldn’t be long before there was no light at all. An hour might have been too generous an allotment.

I stepped past the door and there was a curious deadening of all sound. It was hard to escape the feeling that we were buried beneath the earth. It was like a time capsule, and my mind had difficulty comprehending some of the things I saw.

The first thing I saw was a desk, which was easy enough to identify, but harder was a strange little box on top of that desk, with a broken pane of glass that looked out to nowhere. There was nothing but blackness behind it, but a wheeled chair was situated in front of it as if someone might be interested in looking out that window – if it could be so called.

“Ah, I’ve read about these,” Isaru said, going over to the contraption on the desk. “They were called computers. Artificial brains that did thinking for the people a long time ago. At least, that’s what I think it is. It matches the description.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Just don’t open it up if there’s a brain inside.”

Isaru chuckled. “I don’t know how it works, but I doubt that it’s like that. I’ve read that the technology of the Old World was based on machinery. Metal, wires, electricity. Things we don’t really know how to reproduce today.”

From all the reading Isaru had done, I often felt at a disadvantage. I knew electricity was an energy force that made things run, almost magically. I had seen Precursor artifacts that ran on them, things that were often so rusted and broken down that it was impossible to tell for what they had been designed. There was a museum, in Colonia, where such things were displayed, and one of these machines was claimed to produce electricity – although no one in the Covenant could figure out how to make it work, which, I supposed, was part of the reason why it was placed in a museum in the first place.

“All the same,” I said, “these people would probably be pretty confused about how a lot of the Elekai’s things work. It is said the Xenofold didn’t exist until the Ragnarok War. Can you imagine that?”

The Elekai still depended on the consciousness of the Xenofold for a lot of things, even if it had weakened over time.

“True,” Isaru said. “Our technology is of a different kind.”

He stepped away from the “computer” and continued down the passageway.

My unease at continuing was starting to go away a bit. Not completely, but enough to where I was beginning to believe that there was nothing truly dangerous. If there was anything hiding in here, it probably would have revealed itself by now.

At least, that was what I hoped.

The corridor made a ninety degree turn to the right, and continued on into the darkness. The corridor was empty, and both sides were lined with dark doorways that I wasn’t about to suggest entering.

“It just keeps going,” Isaru said. “I wonder what this place was for.”

“People lived here,” I said.

Isaru turned to me. “What makes you say that?”

I hesitated. I wasn’t sure about it. “Just a feeling I have.”

“Well, for a place that people lived in, it doesn’t look much lived in.” He paused. “Curious.”

“What?”

Isaru pointed at the wall. “There’s a word I haven’t heard before.”

I couldn’t really see what he was pointing at, so I went closer. He shone his torch on the wall, illuminating the word.

It was a strange word. It had a harshness that was characteristic of a lot of English words, a harshness that had been softened in our own language, when English and Spanish had blended. I sounded it out.

“Bunker.”

Isaru chuckled. “What a strange sounding word. What does it mean?”

“It’s this place,” I said. “It’s where we are. If this is the thirty-sixth one, then there have to be others. Maybe much more.”

Then, I remembered the dreams I had. Anna had talked about these places, though I couldn’t really remember what they were. Only that they were important.

“I…remember these,” I said.

Isaru looked at me, curious. “What do you mean? You remember them, or…”

I shook my head. “It feels…familiar. But I’ve dreamed of these places before.”

I fought to remember. Even if all the dreams I had were clear at the time, they had a way of fading. I had been in the practice of writing down my dreams as Elder Isandru had instructed me. There hadn’t been any means for doing that lately, though, and the notes I had about dreams mentioning Bunkers were tucked away in my nightstand back in the Sanctum.

My notes probably weren’t even there, anymore. Everyone at the Sanctum probably thought Isaru and I were dead.

Isaru broke me from my thoughts. “You don’t remember?”

“I’m trying.”

“It’s probably time we went back, anyway.”

I nodded. “Right.”

We turned back for the entrance. Going out didn’t seem to take as long as going in, something for which I was thankful. There was no longer any light at the end of the tunnel, probably because there was no longer any sunlight making it through the treetops. I was beginning to worry we might have taken a wrong turn, but at last, we came to the opening, just as we had left it. We both squeezed through, and getting out into the open air again was a huge relief, even if the heaviness of the surrounding trees was hardly open.

The fire was still going, although it had burned low. Isaru threw on another log, feeding it some more kindling he’d gathered earlier, and we went through our usual routine of filling the pot with water, meat, and whatever plants we had managed to gather on the way.

Soon, we had eaten and there was nothing to do but sleep.

“I’ll take first watch,” he said.

“You think something is in there?” I asked.

“No,” Isaru said, “but I think something is out there.” He nodded toward the trees.

“You think so?”

“I got a feeling. Get some sleep. I’ll wake you in a few hours.”

I trusted Isaru’s judgment, but it was hard to relax when he was worried something was out there.

As such, I made sure I slept with my hand on the hilt of my blade.




* * *




As I waited for morning to come during my watch, the sunlight did little to diminish the gloom of the forest. Even the fire had a hard time pushing back the darkness. The air was cool and damp, even with the desert not fifty miles southwest. Here in the forested highlands, what was left of winter clung on stubbornly, the thick gray clouds only adding to the dismal atmosphere.

We ate a light breakfast before packing up. We checked the opening of the Bunker one last time, but it was unchanged. I was sure Isaru was making a mental note of this place, so that he could come back later. I didn’t know when that chance would ever come, but it seemed like something Isaru would do.

For now, the priority was making it through the forest, and unfortunately, that meant doing a lot of backtracking today.

So, we set off down the trail we had come from, following its course over hills and down into marshy valleys where our every step squished on the xen beneath. The feeling of water sloshing in my boots and soaking my socks was not pleasant, and I could only hope we were out of this muck soon.

It became clear that the going back was not going to be as easy as the way going forward. It was as if new paths had formed in the trees while we had been asleep. The trail diverged at several points, and it was hard to tell which way was the right one. It made me mad that we had failed to take note of the junctures; in fact, I could have sworn that there was only a single trail yesterday, although it was possible we missed a few, especially considering we rarely took the time to look back.

Plus, another thing was bothering me. Trails meant people, or at least animals, but there seemed to be neither here, which was unsettling. The trail was too narrow for comfort, with branches often reaching out and brushing our shoulders, but at the same time, it was of a uniform width, except for where the occasional, gnarled root intruded. Guiding ourselves by the sun was impossible, given the thickness of the treetops. Even if we were going the correct direction, we were at the mercy of the trail itself, which might split into two more trails just a mile later.

In short, there was no telling what direction we were heading, and trying to backtrack was just as confusing. All we could hope for was an end to the forest, where we could reorient ourselves and hopefully not lose too much progress.

Isaru suddenly stopped in the middle of the trail. “We’ve been here before.”

I looked around. This stretch of forest looked the same as any other. “Are you sure?”

He nodded. “It’s as if this place is trying to trick us.”

“We need to get some height,” I said. “Find out which direction to go.”

Isaru looked into the trees. “The canopy is so thick that I doubt I could squeeze my way through. We just need to find a break in the trees, or a hill to climb up…” He paused. “Actually, if we could find that Bunker again, we could try to find a way up the cliff it’s built into. That would be a sure way of getting a sense of direction.”

“Well, if you’re right in that we’ve been this way before, that would mean we would have to turn back, and that should lead us to the Bunker.”

Isaru’s shoulders sagged. “Yeah, as long as we don’t get the next few turns wrong.”

“Well, hopefully we’ll remember what we did. We should mark things from now on. That way if we come back, we’ll know we’ve been there before, and what direction we tried.”

We turned around and walked back the way we had come. It was long before we came to a fork in the trail. We picked the direction we believed to be correct, marking a nearby tree with an X before continuing on.

This place had a strange way of leading us astray, though. It seemed as if no matter what we tried, we were led into a darker, denser, and nastier part of the forest than we’d left behind, and trying to go back somehow only made it worse.

That was when the trail came to a dead end.

We stopped, just staring in disbelief. This was the first time a trail had done this, and the fact that it was doing so now meant we were probably in the most remote part of the forest. What was worse, it was dark – almost as dark as it had been yesterday evening, but it was still afternoon. Or at least, I thought it was afternoon.

I couldn’t imagine what it would be like in a few hours.

“Everything we try just makes it worse,” Isaru said. “Maybe we should just do the opposite of what we think is right.”

“If everything we try makes it worse, wouldn’t that make it worse, too?”

Isaru said nothing. He couldn’t argue with that logic.

“Come on,” I said. “We’ll get out of this. We’ve gotten out of much worse.”

The trees around us seemed to lean in oppressively. The boughs above had thickened, locking out most of the sunlight.

“I’m going to have to get out the torch,” Isaru said.

As he dug in his pack, I got a cold, familiar feeling that at first I couldn’t place. I was wondering where I’d felt it, when I realized it wasn’t a feeling at all, but rather the absence of feeling.

The only other time I’d sensed this was on the night we had entered the reversion. That was when the truth hit me.

“We’re in a reversion. There can be no other explanation.”

Isaru paused what he was doing. “I should have guessed. Something has felt off about this place all day…”

He trailed off, apparently not sure how to continue. Reversions had a way of draining the hope of the person who was in it, and in this case, it was compounded by the fact that we were truly in what seemed to be a hopeless situation. Reversions were like cancerous growths that were separate from the Xenofold, and they were highly dangerous.

That said, any life that might be lurking here might be hostile to us. Perhaps that included the trees, all of which seemed to exude an air of malevolence, which was strange, considering the fact that they were trees. Perhaps it wasn’t the trees themselves, but whatever force was behind the trees…

“Gather wood for a fire,” Isaru said. “I have some kindling in my pack. With luck, we can get a blaze going so we can at least see. We’ll light the torch and move on. And pray it can’t get any worse than this.”

I didn’t know what else to do, so I went to the side of the trail to gather wood. Everything I found, however, was far from suitable – damp, moss-covered, and decaying. Isaru had worked miracles before, though, and he needed to work one now more than ever.

I set it on the ground, arranging the logs and sticks, still mostly green, side by side. Isaru retrieved his tinderbox and was immediately showering sparks into his small pile of precious, dry kindling. That kindling was our only hope of battling the encroaching darkness.

Within a seconds, a small blaze had caught, which Isaru fed patiently with small twigs that took forever to light properly. In time, the fire seemed stronger, dancing upwards, and it was at this point that Isaru started feeding it the smaller logs I’d gathered. The flame crackled and sizzled as it blazed against the wet wood, and always, Isaru was feeding it the smaller sticks. Soon, the flames illuminated our dark surroundings, the firelight dancing against the hundreds of tree trunks. The shifting shadows made the forest seem all the more menacing.

It was only when the fire was going strong that Isaru stepped back, keeping a hand on the hilt of his blade.

And within the shade of the trees, a figure stepped out.

Isaru and I drew our swords, but this person, too – whoever he was – had his sword drawn as well. More than that, the outline of a crossbow on his back was visible. I knew then exactly who it was: the same man who had saved us in the canyon over a week ago. He wore his usual duster with that black hat pulled low, while it looked like he didn’t have a face at all. Apparently, he was still wearing black face paint, though the light of the flames made his eyes appear bright.

I couldn’t get past the shock that his man had followed us all the way here without either of us knowing it.

Even as Isaru stepped forward, placing himself between the man and me, the man broke the silence. “This Forest is trying to kill you, and I’m here to lend a sword.” His voice came out deep, and menacing. It felt more as if he were threatening us than offering to help. “At any moment, demons will be swarming this trail. I suggest you do whatever you can to get ready.”

“What do you mean, demons?” Isaru asked. “What is the meaning of this? Why are you following us?”

The man came closer, holding up a hand in a placating gesture. That didn’t make either Isaru, or me, lower our blades.

“You followed us…” I said. “This entire time! Who…”

“There is no time for any of that. I have traveled these woods before. I had hoped…well, none of that matters. Answers will come later. Just know the Forest of Mazes kills all who do not know how to cross it.”

And then, something rushed out of the trees, just beyond vision of the firelight.

“Fight for your lives!” the man shouted, turning to engage whatever it was that had entered the trail.

It was hard to see, but whatever this thing was, it was quite large and ran on multiple legs. It rushed forward, and by the light of fire, I could see that it was a monster in the truest sense of the word. It looked like the creature from Mia’s dreams, the one her parents transformed into…

A crawler.

I had little time to react, instead running forward to help the stranger. While he fought off the monster directly, it gave me the opportunity to run around to its side. Somehow, I knew beneath that shell was a soft underbelly, and that it was the only way to down it.

As such, I knelt and stabbed upward, burying the length of my blade deep inside its guts. As it gave a high shriek, another crawler burst from the trees, attacking Isaru with a long tail reminiscent of a scorpion’s which he only barely managed to flail off with his blade. The stranger turned his attention to the new threat, plunging his blade in a narrow gap in the creature’s shell.

And then, there were more, scuttling from ahead. There was no choice, now; I assumed Silence, and instantly, all went still and my senses heightened. All the same, the darkness would make the fight incredibly difficult, if not impossible.

Only one form would work in this situation, a form designed to flow based off instinct rather than input from the senses. It was difficult to pull off, but nothing else would work.

So, I entered Sightform. Even so, the form wasn’t perfect; it had been engineered for human opponents. Immediately, I became aware of every sensation. The darkness was nearly complete, so I could only go based off intuition.

By the time I had fully entered the form, another one of those monsters charged. Even with the aid of the trance, I couldn’t avoid the creature’s tackle; in fact, something told me to eat that tackle rather than trying to dodge it – an example of how Sightform urged its user to do something counterintuitive. The tackle really didn’t do much, and I was able to fall somewhat gracefully, redirecting the energy to roll and find my feet again – right below another of the monsters, which I disemboweled from underneath. I paid little attention to the disgusting innards that rained down, instead focusing on the next threat.

Now standing, though, there was little I could do but defend, and I erred toward dodging attacks more than directly parrying them. There were a lot of attacks to account for, in the darkness, and I was in the thick of all of the crawlers. In fact, they seemed to be going only after me.

Multiple sets of three eyes, all white and glowing, stared back at me from the darkness, always moving. Had I been trusting my senses, I would have been disoriented within seconds. All I could do was keep them focused on me; I doubted Isaru could execute Sightform, and for all this stranger’s skill, I doubted he could, either. If I could distract them, it would give them opportunities to do the actual work of killing.

The tail of the crawlers directly in front of me arched back to strike. I ducked only just in time for it to stab the bark, which rained chips of wood on my shoulders. I attempted to slash its soft underbelly, but it turned just in time for my blade to glance off its armored side harmlessly.

The man, his wide-brimmed hat low, fought like someone possessed by the light of the fire. He seemed to know exactly where to gut these creatures, because his blade found the right spots to stab and slash seemingly without effort. Any monster that challenged him was soon twitching into lifelessness on the ground. There were but a few left, but already, I was tiring; Sightform was unfamiliar to me, despite me having accidentally used it in the Spring Tournament. Forms that were unfamiliar drained more resources, and this was no exception.

However, it was enough to keep me alive before I was rescued by the stranger, who stabbed deeply into the crawler fighting me. The monster gave a loud squeal before sinking to the ground its eyes closing.

There were two left, now. Together, the stranger and I faced off with them, with Isaru circling around for an opportunity to strike at their flanks. However, with twin screeches, the crawlers screeched and turned, dashing into the trees.

What remained was a scene of chaos. There were about ten twitching monster corpses, their glowing white eyes fading into death. Whether they were insect, or reptile, I couldn’t decide.

“Crawlers,” Isaru said. “There were swarms of them during the Mindless Wars, when reversions plagued most of the Red Wild. I never thought them to exist in numbers like this.”

The stranger nodded to confirm this. “Believe me, the world will learn a painful lesson regarding them in the coming months.”

Until now, I had only seen the single one in real life; on the way to the Sanctum, we had seen a dead one floating south on the Colorado. It had spooked the Askaleen quite a bit. Other than that, I had only seen the creatures in dreams. In one of those dreams, Anna had the ability to tame one, or perhaps that one had already been tamed.

One thing I knew for sure was that this stranger was the only reason we were still alive, and his appearance was all too convenient. Isaru had hit the mark: he had probably been following us this entire time.

The only question was why.

I cleaned the gunk off my blade on a nearby tree, wishing for a stream I could wash in. I was covered head to toe in monster blood and guts. I sheathed the blade, only to notice that the stranger was already walking down the trail, in the direction we had come from.

“Hey! Where do you think you’re going?”

He paused, then turned back. “Follow if you want to stay alive.”

“You know the way out?" Isaru asked.

The man was quiet for a moment. “I’ve made it through this place once before. With a little luck, we’ll make it through this time, too.” 

Isaru and I caught up with him. I had a million questions.

“How does the forest change its paths? We came here, and when we turned back, the trail we were on had disappeared.”

I noticed, for the first time, that the man was smaller than I first gave him credit for; his loose garb had a way of making him seem larger than he actually was.

“It’s the trees. They can rise out of the xen without making a single sound. They do it when you’re not watching.”

I suppressed a chill. Just the thought alone gave me the creeps.

“How much longer until we’re out?” I asked.

“We are in the heart of the forest. Always, the trees lead you to the heart. There, they use the crawlers to kill you once all goes dark.” He paused. “That fire panicked them, so they attacked sooner. I lost your trail for a while; I’m a good tracker, but this place makes all my skill for naught. It was only your fire that allowed me to find you.”

The man’s strange, black-painted face made him all but unrecognizable in the gloom, while the hat was pulled so low that his eyes were completely hidden. This stranger was almost as unnerving as the trees.

“Who are you, and why are you following us?” I asked. When the man didn’t answer, I added, “What do you know about us?”

I meant, did he know where we were going, and did he have some stake in it.

“As I said before, in the canyon, I can say little other than it is in my interest that you succeed. I am neither your friend nor your enemy. I have my own reasons for helping. Reasons that you will never know. So only accept my help, and when you are out of these woods, our paths will then separate.”

“Will they, truly?” Isaru asked. “From the looks of things, you’re just going to follow us again.”

On this point, the man was silent.

“Do you have a name?” I asked.

The man hesitated, as if he were debating whether he’d be spending long enough to warrant giving us a name. “You may call me Hasar.”

I got the feeling that “Hasar” wasn’t his real name, but I wasn’t going to argue it. There was an initiate in the Sanctum named Hasar, so I thought perhaps he might be Elekai. Certainly, he had the blade for it.

To my surprise, the trail had returned. If what Hasar said about the trees was true, and they really did want us dead, I didn’t understand why they didn’t all just spring out of the ground to trap us.

As if reading my thoughts, Hasar explained. “As much as they hate you, they also fear you. But more than they fear you, they fear what you carry.”

Isaru looked at the torch, our only source of light. “I should have built that fire bigger.”

“No,” the man said. “You did right, even if you didn’t know what you were doing. There is a difference between a little fear and a lot. With a lot of fear, they might have lashed out, despite the rules of this place?”

“What rules?” I asked.

When Hasar answered, his voice was quiet. “For you to not to see your death, even as it happened. The trees do not want to be seen moving, for whatever reason.”

On impulse, I turned my head around to see if I could catch any of the trees moving. But they looked the same as they had before.

Hasar continued. “We are near the heart of the reversion, and this forest feeds off it. It has been so for decades now…there is a village not far to the east of here where they told me a bit about it, after I made it through. From the bleeding heart of this forest, it spreads like a cancer across the Wild, getting a little larger each year.”

I reached out with my mind, trying to detect by Insight whether this stranger was Elekai. However, there was nothing. The man fought like an Elekai, but he wasn’t one. Either that, or he was guarding his mind from any intrusion. And yet, he spoke of the Wild as if he knew it well.

In time, the near-darkness lightened to a dismal gloom, but that did little to improve my mood. It just made our depressing surroundings all the more apparent. Twisted trees grew from nearly colorless, sickly-looking xen, and the smell of plant rot was thick in the air. Added to the smell of monster guts on me, it was practically unbearable. While the trees were thick and tall, they were still hunched over, as if weighed down by some unseen weight. Their limbs and branches hung densely, all but blocking out the sky above. Even so, it wasn’t as thick as the area we had come from.

“How do you know where to go?” Isaru asked.

“While this place would kill me, it does not seek to kill me. There is a difference between the two.” He paused. “And I will entertain no further questions.”

So, we sunk into silence. Maybe it was better not to talk to Hasar anyway. After all, he’d told us he wasn’t our friend. But that didn’t stop me from being curious. Unfortunately, I got the feeling that even if I asked, he wasn’t going to tell us anything.

When the gloom deepened, I was worried we were going in the wrong direction again, until I realized that it was evening. Hasar came to a stop without a word, and began making a small fire. Isaru began setting up our pot and in short order, Isaru and I had our own fire going and food cooking. Hasar refused to share, for whatever reason, so we camped separately, about thirty feet apart. It seemed a waste, but it was what it was.

Hasar stood at the edge of the glen, facing away into the forest for well over an hour, not saying a word as Isaru and I ate. He was starting to creep me out.

“Do you have anything to eat, Hasar?” Isaru asked.

Hasar ignored Isaru, instead watching the forest.

“It’s hopeless,” I said. “Let him go hungry.”

Isaru frowned. “I’d say the same thing, but he’s leading us out of this forest, and if we get into another fight, I don’t want him keeling over from hunger.”

“He probably doesn’t want our gross stew, anyway,” I said. “Even I don’t want it.”

Not for the first time that day, the smell of that crawler’s guts hit me, and it was a struggle to even keep my food down, as hungry as I was. I had no change of clothes, and the thought of having to wear these all the way to the Crater was unacceptable. Even washing off in a stream wouldn’t do much good, and there was no question that the clothes were completely ruined.

“At least we’re alive,” I said, warming my own hands. “Somehow.”

Once done eating, we went to sleep, with Hasar still standing watch.






































CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




WE BROKE CAMP EARLY THE next day, and without a word, Hasar continued to lead us through the twisted forest. As the morning dragged on, sunlight actually began to stream in through the trees and the air became less oppressive. The trees didn’t grow so chokingly thick, and I felt myself sigh with relief. It seemed as if the worst was behind us.

With the sunlight, the forest floor became pleasantly warm. At last, we came across a stream, which was deep enough to where I could lie down and wash off. The current was swift enough to help me out, but the water was too cold to stay in for long. It did pretty well of getting the gross stuff off my skin and hair, but the smell was still set deeply into the fibers of the clothing.

Once we crossed the stream, the forest changed drastically. The forest floor was covered with shaded xen, interspersed with small meadows filled with pink-tinted sunbeams. Glowing insects flew in clouds above fungal stalks, and the trees grew perfectly straight, their trunks narrow with plenty of space between them. The sweet scent spoke to the multitude of Silverwoods, though these seemed to be of a smaller kind, narrower than I was used to, but still quite tall. Their upper branches connected with one another, making the treetop like a thin, pink ceiling through which the sunlight fell through tinted.

Hasar paused sometime in the early afternoon, turning to face Isaru and me.

“This is where I leave you. There is a village a few miles ahead, and as long as you keep the sun behind you, you should come across signs of it. If not that, you’ll run across a road, which leads to that village.”

Isaru and I just looked at him. I didn’t really want him around if he wasn’t needed, but at the same time, Hasar had proven himself more than useful.

“If you’re going to continue following us, maybe you could stick around,” I said. “What’s the point of traveling alone if you are going to follow us, anyway?”

Hasar remained quiet, indicating that he wasn’t going to answer that question.

“Whatever,” I said. “If you feel like changing your mind…well, I guess you know where we’ll be.” I paused, realizing that I should probably thank him for saving our lives, and more than once – first with the canyon, and then with the forest. “And…thanks. I know you have your own reasons, but we wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for you.”

“Just go,” Hasar said. “I don’t need your thanks. Just a warning: these woods might seem beautiful, but they hold their own dangers…especially at night. Get across the stream to the east before nightfall and you should be fine.

Trying to show appreciation was pointless. “Let’s go, Isaru.”

We set off, and after we had walked half a minute east through the trees, I looked behind to see that Hasar was already gone.




* * *




The woods stayed much the same, but counter to what Hasar had told us, there was no sign of any human settlement. I looked for anything that might have led to people – the smell of smoke, a broken twig or branch, the parting of reeds in several of the streams we passed. But there was nothing. There were no animals, either, besides insects, which seemed strange considering how these woods seemed as if they would be a nice place to live.

There was no sense of wrongness, unlike the Forest of Mazes we’d left behind. There was no reversion here, and I doubted that monsters roamed these woods, at least in the daytime. I should have asked Hasar, as difficult as he was to talk to, what dangers he had been talking about.

I put him out of mind, because trying to guess his purposes was pointless. We had our own mission to complete, and the first thing was finding this village and getting some real food, some information, and with luck, even a bed to sleep in and a change of clothes for me. From what I’d learned about the Northern Wild, with the exception of Northold, there was nothing that could be called a city.

We had come across a rushing stream wider than the rest we had passed, which I assumed to be the one Hasar was referring to. When I spied a watermill upriver on the opposite bank, I knew we were close. The wheel rotated through the racing water at a quick rate.

“I think we’ve found our village,” Isaru said.

The water was quite deep, and there didn’t seem to be any clear place to ford it. We decided to head upstream, up the slope and rocks, until we were across from the mill. Still, there didn’t seem to be any place to safely cross.

“You’d think there’d be a bridge or something,” Isaru said.

“Maybe no one wants to come on this side of the river. If this part of the forest is so dangerous, a bridge might be too much of an invitation.”

Isaru grunted. I took it for agreement.

We went further upstream, deciding to try our luck at a crossing where the water was shallower. Xen grew on the rocks poking from the water, which would make them slippery, but as long as we kept our feet, we would be fine. The danger was falling over and not being able to do much about it because of the weight of our packs, but together, we could support each other. Isaru went first and I followed close behind. There were several points where keeping my balance was tricky, but thankfully, all the practicing I had done with sword forms helped me keep my balance. Soon enough, we’d arrived on the opposite shore, which was less rocky and easier to traverse.

We worked our way back downstream until we arrived at the mill. The door was closed, and it was late enough in the day that there probably wasn’t anyone there.

Isaru knocked at first, and after a moment, opened the door slightly and poked his head in. “Hello?” He waited, then turned around. “No one here.”

I looked into the mill to see that Isaru was right. It was dark, the millstone and machinery was almost completely lost to shadow. Various tools lay on a nearby workbench. It looked as if people came and worked here often, and we had missed them by hours, or even minutes.

“The village can’t be far,” I said.

There was a well-worn trail heading into the trees, which came to a sudden stop at the foot of a particularly large Silverwood. We looked in every direction, only to see more forest and no village. The trail had completely disappeared.

“All right, what would a mill be doing out in the middle of nowhere?” I said.

Isaru shrugged. “Maybe the village moved.”

“That mill seemed to be in good condition. There are people here.”

I looked up, on a whim, only to see the answer staring me in the face. Among the treetops were several spanning walkways, as well as small wooden buildings constructed on the boughs. The sight was surprising, though given what I knew about Elekai, I probably shouldn’t have been. To my credit, though, Isaru seemed to be just as surprised, and had even grown up in a tree.

“You would think Hasar would have mentioned the small fact that we might need to look up after we crossed that stream.”

I was still peering up into the various platforms and wooden domes built into the thick forest canopy. It was similar to Haven in that there were buildings in the trees, but unlike Haven, it was spread over several trees rather than being concentrated in one. And none of the trees were as large as Haventree…not by a long shot.

Looking up, I couldn’t see anyone. Then again, the branches were so thick that it was hard to see anything besides the walkways. Perhaps people were walking on them even now, and we were far enough below that it would be difficult, if not impossible, for us to see them, or for them to see us.

“How do we get up there?” I asked.

“That’s a good question,” Isaru said. “In Haven, we have platforms that can be raised and lowered with a pulley. Maybe it’s the same here.”

It was a great way to keep people out, and in the Northern Wild, safety was everything.

“Hello?” Isaru called. “Is anyone up there?”

That was when a head appeared over the side of one of the platforms. It was a middle-aged man with brown hair, but it was hard to see anything more from the distance.

“Who are you?” the man asked. “News from Northold?”

“We’re travelers,” Isaru said. “We need shelter for the night, and some directions to Northold would be nice. Can you let us up?”

The man still stared down, frowning and not saying anything. It was hard to even read his facial expression.

But then, the clanking of gears shattered the otherwise silence of the trees as a platform lowered from branches above. It was a bit surreal realizing that we were about to come into contact with other people. With the exception of Hasar, we had been alone for over a week.

I turned to peer back into the trees, but there was nothing – only the gathering of shadow from the onset of evening. There was the subtle glow of the xen, but it wasn’t enough to battle the coming night.

And then, the platform landed on the forest floor. It contained a shallow railing on all four of sides, with a small gate facing us.

Isaru unlatched the gate and stepped on. I followed and closed it, letting it click shut.

No sooner were we on did it start to rise. The creaking of the gears above, coupled with the rope that didn’t look thick enough to support us, made me uneasy. It was a curious looking rope, no thicker than my thumb, but its appearance reminded me of spider’s silk. I wanted to touch it, but if it was really as fragile as it looked, I didn’t want to tempt fate.

The ascent was slower than the descent, but in due time, we were even with the deck which had been so far above us, to find ourselves face to face with the man who had let us up. Now closer, I could better make out his features, which was aided by the fact that there was more sunlight this high in the trees. He was older than I first thought, with well-set wrinkles, brown eyes, and a solemn face. He wore a robe woven from some indeterminate material that was similar to what the more well-to-do people in Haven might have worn…despite being plain brown, it had a shimmering quality that suggested it had been manufactured from xen, as so many Elekai materials were. He stared at us with wide eyes, our appearance likely alarming him.

Isaru broke the silence. “Hello. I’m Elek, and this is Alara. We are travelers, and we were wondering if we could stay here for the night. We can bring news in payment, but unfortunately, we have little else.”

“Are you of the Invi?” the man asked, looking at Isaru. “We already offer sanctuary to all of your tribe, though it has been years since we have seen any of you.”

“Is this village part of the Invi tribe?” Isaru asked.

The man's eyes widened as he shook his head adamantly. “No, Elek. I thought you were Invi, from your appearance alone.”

“My…mother was,” Isaru said. “But she died, long ago.”

The man nodded, sadly. “A sad, yet familiar, story. You said you needed directions to Northold. Well, you aren’t far, and unless I miss my mark, my guess is that you are both far from home. Most curious. The only way to get here is from Northold.”

“We came from the west,” I said. “Through that Forest.”

The man’s eyes widened. Just now, though I couldn’t see how he failed to notice it at first, he saw my state. Despite washing off in the stream, I was sure the smell of death was hitting him.

“I apologize for the way I smell,” I said, my cheeks flushing. “We got into a bit of a scuffle.”

Isaru arched an eyebrow at my word choice.

“I…see,” the man said. “That you have made it through the Forest of Mazes is a miracle in and of itself. Might I ask how?” The man quickly shook his head, changing his mind. “Forgive me. I’m sure you’re quite fatigued, and…are you uninjured?”

“Surprisingly, yeah,” I said. “We had help,” I added. “Our guide parted ways with us just today.”

“Your guide?” The man’s brow furrowed in thought. “Who?”

I shook my head. “A strange-looking man who handles a blade well. Why do you ask?”

“Strange,” the man said. “We had a young woman come here, near death about a month ago, after finding a way through the Forest of Mazes. Before we could ask much more, after having fed and healed her, she was gone in the night. Until her, we had believed that none could pass through that place, but to hear that you have, as well as your guide…perhaps our efforts at restoring the reversion are working, even if you did get into a bit of a scuffle, as you put it.” The man shook his head. “I do ramble on. I can see that you are tired, and no doubt hungry. This place you have found is called Auberin, and we have the sacred privilege of being the last bastion of the Elekai in the north – that is, now that Invia has fallen. We are a small community, called the Watchers of the North, if you did not already know, appointed by the Samalite High Council to hold the line against the Northern Reversion. Our amenities are few, here, but we will give you what we can. A warm meal, a soft bed, and hot baths.”

My ears certainly perked up at that one. “That is more than I could ever hope for.”

“We are most thankful…” Isaru said. “Forgive me, but I don’t believe I’ve asked for your name.”

“Ah,” the man said. “It was my mistake. I was so curious about you that I completely forgot myself. My name is Brother Skandes, Twelfth Watcher of the North, and for now, that introduction will have to do. I will take you to our Elder, who will be most interested in speaking to you.”






































CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




WE FOLLOWED SKANDES DOWN THE wooden walkway through the thick treetops. We didn’t pass anyone in the minute or so it took to arrive at a large domed structure, made from wood and supported by thick boughs of several trees. In the distance I could see two other similar structures, but they didn’t look to be as large. A thin column of smoke filtered from a large chimney in the back.

This building must have been the main gathering for the people who lived in Auberin. The doorway was tall and wide, and nothing but a curtain separated it from the outside. Through the partly translucent curtain, I could see that the inside was well-lit.

Skandes partitioned the curtain, motioning for Isaru and me to enter. Isaru went first, and I followed after. We were greeted by a large hall filled with the aroma of cooking meat in a large fireplace in the back, the source of the smoke I had seen outside. There were about a dozen men, almost all of them either old or middle-aged, bearded and dressed similarly to Skandes in long, flowing robes. Several long tables took up the center of the hall, where meals were likely taken, while opposite of the kitchen was an area filled with wooden chairs and stools centered in front of another fireplace. This far north, and especially in the lofty heights of the trees, the winters were probably very cold.

The Watchers looked up from their quiet conversations at our entrance, the only sign of their surprise a slight widening of their eyes and a lifting of their brows. The hall went quiet, save for the crackle of flames and the clatter of pots and pans as the cooks continued preparing the evening meal, so focused that they didn’t notice our entry.

Skandes broke the silence. “We have visitors, brethren. This is Elek and Alara, travelers who seek rest and sanctum for the evening.”

The men looked at us curiously, without saying a word. Something told me these Watchers were not much for conversation. As with Skandes, their faces had a solemn quality that bespoke years of quiet reflection and study. Scholars and Sages among the Seekers had similar dispositions, although I didn’t think these men were in the same class as Seekers. Despite their age, their features were honed and their hands withered from use. These men might have been scholars, but it was clear that they were also men of physical discipline.

“You are welcome here, if Brother Skandes saw fit to admit you,” one of the men said, who seemed the oldest of the bunch. “I am Elder Enrei, First Watcher of Auberin.” He turned to the men sitting in the wooden chairs beside him. “Let us see that they get settled into beds for the night, that their clothes are washed, and that warm water is drawn for a bath. Never let it be said that Auberin Watch is lacking in hospitality.”

The men moved to do as directed. Skandes himself led us to the far side of the room, opposite of the hearth, where a staircase curved along the wall to a second level. He led us upstairs into what appeared to be a dormitory. Several rows of bunks filled almost the entirety of the floor, perhaps fifty in all. All were neatly made, and there was no sign they had ever been used, such was their orderliness. The only sign of habitation of each bed were the small articles – a pair of boots here, a nightcap there, or perhaps a small chest poking out slightly into one the aisles.

Skandes led us to the far side of the room, to a pair of bunks that seemed particularly empty. “These will suffice. If you have a change of clothes, I suggest you change now, that we might get to washing your old ones.”

“This is all we have,” Isaru said.

“I see,” Skandes said. “It’s no matter; we have extra clothes you can both wear.”

“We are very grateful,” I said.

Skandes nodded. “We do not carry many items for women here, and that includes clothing. Auberin is maintained as more of a barracks rather than a town. If you stay here, I can bring you clean robes, such as we wear. I would offer you baths now, but it will take time to draw and heat the water, and dinner will be served far earlier than that, but I promise, baths shall be had. At the very least, we can get you in clean clothes, even if they might not fit perfectly.”

“We appreciate it, Skandes,” Isaru said.

He cleared his throat. “I will return shortly. In the meantime, make yourselves comfortable. Dinner tonight shall be roast pheasant and potatoes, and plenty of it.”

That was like music to my ears.

Skandes left us alone, and Isaru and I sat on a nearby bed. Just sitting there, in the clean dormitory, made me aware of how smelly we both were.

We just sat like that, in complete silence. I resisted the urge to lie down and sleep, which was all I really wanted to do, but I didn’t want to be rude, especially when these Watchers were doing so much to help us.

Skandes returned shortly with the aforementioned robes. He left again, insisting that I go to the other side of the room to change, where several rows of bunks would shelter me from Isaru. It wasn’t of much concern to me, or Isaru for that matter, but perhaps these Watchers seemed to be sticklers for modesty and I didn’t want to offend them.

Skandes went downstairs and I changed quickly. My clothing was disgusting and I didn’t really want to touch it again. I was wondering if anyone would frown upon me burning it in the hearth down below, but I pushed that thought away, since it was a bit extreme. I was just thankful I wouldn’t have to do the washing, and tried not to think of other people handling my clothes.

I waited for a moment, until I was sure Isaru was done, and went to rejoin him. I looked at him and it was as if we were back in the Sanctum with these robes on. They were brown instead of the initiate’s gray, but the resemblance was uncanny. The clean robes helped a bit, but it didn’t do much for our overall disheveled appearance.

Skandes returned soon after. “Just leave it there; you needn’t think of your clothing until tomorrow morning, and it will be as good as new. Now, however, dinner is ready.”

He didn’t need to say anything more. We followed him downstairs into the hall, where the Watchers had gathered a long table set with food. The smell nearly drove me crazy, and if there were no such thing as manners, I would have run to that table and started stuffing my face within two seconds. Two seats near the end had been left open, so Isaru and I sat there and waited to be served.

Skandes himself filled our plates with generous cuts of meat, coupled with a cooked medley of carrots, potato, and onion, and a hot loaf of bread with butter to share between the two of us. It took all of my self-control to wait until everyone else had been served. When they did, though, I ate quickly and there was little I could do to slow down. I noticed the Watchers casting us glances, and until now, I didn’t realize how hungry I truly was. Even with the food we had found, we had both dropped a lot of weight. Within minutes my plate was empty and the bones picked clean.

Thankfully, one of the nearby Watchers encouraged a second helping, so Isaru and I filled our plates anew and began to eat again, this time a bit more slowly. The other Watchers spoke quietly, but I wasn’t paying attention to their conversation.

When the second plate was empty, I finally stopped. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten so much.

It was then that I noticed that the Watchers were looking at us, and the majority of them were finished with their meals. Maybe I shouldn’t have eaten so much.

“Brother Marl,” Elder Enrei said to a man across from him. “See that warm water is drawn for our guests for washing. Best go get started on that now.”

Brother Marl stood, placed a hand over his heart, and left the hall.

Elder Enrei turned back to us. Enrei was an old man, and like many of the Seekers of the Sanctum, he wore a long beard, gray with tinges of brown, and had piercing blue eyes set into his wrinkled face. There was no ornament in his robe to differentiate him as Elder, though he gave off an aura of command.

“Brothers, see to your duties. I would talk to our guests alone.”

The brothers moved swiftly to clean the dishes and table while Elder Enrei indicated that we should follow him to a set of chairs placed before the large fireplace opposite the kitchen. After he sat, Isaru and I followed suit.

“Brother Skandes tells me you passed through the Forest of Mazes.”

He left it at that, hoping for further elaboration.

“We barely survived,” Isaru said. “A man named Hasar helped us.”

“Hasar.”

“Yes. Do you know him?”

“I haven’t heard the name, but I only know one person who has passed through the Forest. As you may or may not know, it is the source of a reversion. The Forest Reversion, it is called. It is against it that we fight, and no Elekai can pass that forest. It is hostile to all that is Elekai.” He looked at us both intently. “How, then, did you pass it? And for what reason?”

Though the Elder was looking at me, I decided to let Isaru do the explaining.

“We cannot state the reason why we did,” Isaru said. “Forgive us for that, Elder, but we are bound by secrecy. Chances are, I could tell you without anything bad happening, and yet, I don’t want to take that chance.”

The Elder’s eyes widened slightly, but that was the only sign of his surprise. “Is that so? Well, I won’t press for details. If what you say is true, then I think whoever would threaten us would find the Watchers of the North no easy meat. Tell only that which you may, then. It is the Forest I am most curious about, because so very few of us have entered it, and those who have…”

Elder Enrei left it there.

“We guessed it was a reversion, because there was an emptiness trying to cross it,” I said. “We made it only because of the help of Hasar, who left us earlier today. We came from the west, over the Dagger Peaks, and it didn’t take long for the forest to change. The trees began to block out the sun, and they were so thick that we were forced down a single path that only led us deeper into the maze.”

Elder Enrei nodded. “Yes, we are aware of that fact. Even if one follows the same trail with no deviations, he can return to find the trail leading to an altogether different place. It is said there is no right way out, and because of this maze, it is impossible to find the source of the reversion, and as such, we cannot heal it. We can only treat the symptoms. We have drawn the line at the river, and nothing on this side is affected by blight, and if it is, we quickly remedy it. The other side of the river, however, is dangerous. We do what we can there, but once we go too far east, there is very little we can do without risking our lives.”

“This Hasar seemed to know the way,” Isaru said. “He said he’d traveled through it before, and seemed to even know where your village was.”

“I don’t know this Hasar,” Enrei said. “Though about a month ago, a girl passed through the Forest, but before we could ask her how, she was gone.”

“Did she give a name?” I asked.

Enrei shook his head. “She did, in fact, give a name, but I know it to be false. She had Gifts, like us, so much so I believed she was Elekai. But it felt…different. There was a falseness to it that I have never felt in all my years. That is how I think she passed the Forest, because in a sense, she was a part of it.”

“Maybe it’s the same for this Hasar” Isaru said. “Indeed, his abilities seem extraordinary, but I sensed he wasn’t Elekai, either.”

“There is much to this that we don’t yet know,” Elder Enrei said. “But the reversions are becoming more powerful. This has been especially true in recent years, and short-staffed as we are, it is becoming ever more difficult to keep them in check.” He gave a tired sigh. “We are the most Gifted among the Samalites, so much so that we were kept from being trained at the Sanctum by the High Council. We Watchers form our own Order. However, so few are born with Gifts today. The youngest of us is Skandes, and he will be turning forty-two this summer.”

“The Fading” I said.

Elder Enrei nodded. “I see you know something of this. I sense that you are both strong in your connections to the Xenofold. Perhaps you are Sanctum-trained, but you are far too young to be Seekers. Apprentices, perhaps. Were you sent north with a message, or perhaps to investigate the northern reversions? A task more suited to a team of Seekers rather than young ones, but it has been so long since we have heard from our brethren in the south. I often think that they have forgotten us up here.”

I didn’t want to admit that that was true. In the Sanctum, I was aware that many Samalites lived in the Northern Wild, but beyond that, I knew almost nothing, other than the fact that Isa was from the Northern Wild.

“We have had our own reversion recently,” Isaru said. “The largest ever recorded in the central Wild.”

Enrei nodded at that. “That was dealt with admirably. The Sages of the Sanctum are almost as adept as we when it comes to xenogrowth.” It was a bold claim, but Enrei said it without any pretense or doubt. “What they have in numbers, we make up for in skill and practice. Even so…we are barely holding on here.”

“Why don’t you ask the Seekers for help?” I asked.

Enrei blinked. This question seemed to surprise him more than anything else we had thus far said. “We have. Repeatedly. But our letters fall on deaf ears. We get responses, yes, but much later than we would like, all promising that our needs are being considered. Not so much as an investigation has been mounted, and if the Seekers were to put their weight behind us, it might bring the plight of the north to the attention of southern courts, who enjoy their security so long as they don’t have to think about it.”

There was a bitter edge to the Elder’s words. It was a terrible thing to fight a battle, but it was far worse to fight that battle alone without it ever being acknowledged.

“If we ever return to the Sanctum, we will personally deliver news about your need,” Isaru said.

“If you return?” Enrei frowned. “Gods know why you would come from the west rather than the south, but if the Sanctum isn’t even willing to send a pair of apprentices…” He shook his head. “We will make do, such as we can. Such as we always have. But Auberin can only do so much. I fear…”

Elder Enrei trailed off, never completing his sentence. He seemed lost in unpleasant thoughts.

“Skandes mentioned that Invi are free to stay here, but so few come now. I…heard of what happened at Invia several years back. My mother was Invi, and was raised in Invia before she married my father. What happened to them? Skandes made it seem as if there are few left.”

Elder Enrei sighed. “Yes, you have their look. A sad tale, that. What you’ve told me is curious, because the Invi have very little contact with the outside world, with the exception of the Samalite holds. And even that is limited. But you don’t speak like a Samalite. In fact, you have the accent of a Havener.”

The Elder said nothing more, but his tone indicated he wanted an explanation.

“My mother is dead, and has been for eight years,” Isaru said. His voice was steady and calm, but underneath I could still hear the pain. “She married my father, who is a rich man. She would tell me stories of Invia and her people, of the Oracle at Dreamlake and the wonder of the groves her people maintained, where they communed with the Xenofold and even tamed wild dragons. It made me always want to visit, because such things are unknown in the south. My mother, when she became sick, died far away from her home. She…might have been healed, had she been allowed to go home.”

“I am truly sorry for your loss.”

The Elder gave no sign of knowing who Isaru truly was, even if he had gotten plenty of clues.

“It was long ago, but I would like to know as much as I can about her. For that, I would like to find what is left of the Invi – or perhaps, if you know anything, you might tell me.”

Elder Enrei nodded. “It is not common for the Invi to marry into any tribe more distant than the Samalites, so the fact that your mother married into the Annajen tells me exactly who she was. More than that, it tells me exactly who you are.”

“I’m caught, then,” Isaru said. “Although I suppose it was’t too hard to figure out.”

Enrei leaned back in his seat, producing a pipe which he began padding with tobacco. Tobacco was rare, grown far away in the Eastern Kingdoms, so only the rich smoked it in Colonia. It might have been more accessible in the Wild.

Enrei lit his pipe with the flame of a nearby candle. After taking a few puffs, he continued. “The mother of your mother was named Erilea of Dreamlake. The Last Oracle.”

“Tell me more of the Oracle,” Isaru said.

“Dreamlake is an old place – some say it was the first Elekai settlement, founded over a century before the Exile. Dreamlake itself is the largest ichor lake in all of the Red Wild, so-named because of its connection to prophecy.”

“What do you mean by that?” I asked.

“The Invi are the caretakers of Dreamlake,” Enrei said. “They have been for centuries. From mother to daughter, the mantle of Oracle was passed down in a matriarchal line.”

“There were no male Oracles?” Isaru asked.

Enrei shook his head. “In living memory, the Oracles have only been women. When there was no daughter-heir, it passed on to the one of strongest ability, or whoever the present Oracle deemed most fitting. It was once a busy place. In older times, no ruler in Wild would ever begin their reign without a visit to the Oracle, whose foretelling would always come true, even if it was in a way the ruler didn’t expect.” Enrei looked to Isaru. “That was the reason for your father’s visit, Isaru. He wished to keep to the old traditions of Haven not observed for generations, and sought to visit Dreamlake…where he met your mother, Kaia, the daughter of Erilea. As soon as he saw her, he fell in love, and soon they were wed…”

Absent from that was Enrei saying Kaia felt the same way. And I had to wonder why Erilea would have been so willing to give up her daughter and heir to the King of Haven.

“Growing up, it seemed as if they had nothing in common…” Isaru said. “It would make sense, though. They came from two completely different peoples.”

Enrei nodded. “I know little of the story except what I’ve heard from Erilea herself. She was…an old friend, before she departed for the Xenofold. She told me the marriage was inevitable, and that she had seen in prophecy that she herself was to be the Last Oracle, and that her daughter was fated to wed a southern prince. And sure enough, your father, overcome by your mother’s beauty, asked for her hand before leaving for Haven, and Erilea gave her blessing, knowing from the instant he arrived that it was to be. Of course, it was a matter of great controversy at the time, and not an easy decision for Erilea. A steely woman, but it shook her to the core.”

“She allowed my father to marry my mother because of a prophecy?” Isaru asked.

“Your grandmother knew many things that she told no one else. But this is what she told me.” Enrei paused. “Of course, in light of what happened at Dreamlake five years ago, it could be that she was just trying to protect her daughter from what she knew was coming.”

“What happened, exactly? Even in tales of it in the south, it’s hard to determine what’s true and what isn’t. Some say they all died, and some say they live somewhere else, now.”

Enrei sighed. “I often forget that not everyone knows our troubles in the north. Dreamlake was abandoned formally five years ago. It was simply too dangerous to live there, and today, the entirety of the village has fallen to the Northern Reversion. Many Invi have even died trying to reclaim their land, but most live east of Northold, never staying in one place for long.”

“Why didn’t the other Elekai help the Invi?”

“The Samalites offered refuge, but even they struggle to keep hold on what lands they have. Especially in the Northwood, which falls further and further into reversion. And there is the fact that Dreamlake is not the same as it once was. The world, it seems, has moved on from deeming prophecy important.”

“Had my mother lived, something would have been done,” Isaru said.

“I do not blame you, or Haven, for what has happened,” Enrei said. “Indeed, here in the North, there is a prevailing sense that all will fall in the coming years. Perhaps people will see the truth when Northold itself is under siege, but as of yet, the Mindless have not been so bold.”

“Nava was attacked just a few weeks ago,” I said. “There were three dragons, and people were even killed.”

“I hadn’t heard that,” Enrei said. “That is deeply troubling. But that makes me fear even more for the north. All the kingdoms and tribes will be fighting for their own survival, and not mutual survival.”

There was a sense of defeat in Elder Enrei’s voice, and that made me feel as if there was no point in even fighting. I couldn’t let myself give into that feeling.

“The reversions can be healed, Elder,” I said. “It was healed at the Sanctum, and it can be healed here. As Isaru said, we will tell the Sanctum of your need and all that we’ve seen.”

“That would be a start,” Enrei said. “The journey from north to south has become more dangerous, and it discourages regular communication. All the same…it does not excuse the silence of the South. Our welfare is also theirs, after all.”

At this moment, Skandes approached from the direction of the hall’s entrance.

“This is as good a moment to leave off as any,” Enrei said. “And I’m sure they are eager to be clean and get some rest.”

“We must leave as soon as we can,” Isaru said. “Our mission is urgent and must be seen to as quickly as possible. All the same…I would wish to see Dreamlake with my own eyes. Is it far from here?”

Elder Enrei’s eyes widened. “It is a two day journey north, but it is very dangerous. While the Mindless no longer occupy the village, they are rampant in the area, and our patrols do not range that far anymore. Take my advice and do only what you came to do…whatever that is. For it will be far safer than going to Dreamlake.”

“It’s probably off our path, anyway,” I said. “Thank you, Elder. For both your hospitality and what you have told us.”

“Think nothing of it,” He nodded toward Brother Skandes, giving us over to him.

We followed Skandes outside to another hall that was smaller. Within it, there were several wooden tubs, circular in shape, two of which were filled with steaming water. Isaru told me to go first. At first I thought he was just being polite, but then I realized I probably needed it a lot more than he did.

While he waited outside, I did my best to hurry, even if all I wanted to do was sit there and wait for all the soreness to melt out of my muscles. I soaped myself thoroughly until I was sure every bit of blood, dirt, and stink was out of me. The state of the water afterward was disgusting, so it was well that that they had filled two tubs.

After a time, I dried off, got dressed, and returned to the main hall. Only a few of the brothers were still in the common hall, speaking in low voices. The fire was low and the xen lamps mostly extinguished, and only a few candles produced the rest of the light.

I made my way to the shadowy stairs to the second floor and found my way to my bunk. I lay down, unable to believe how comfortable an actual bed felt. How strange it felt to even be clean.

I turned on my side and was instantly asleep.






































CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




THE NEXT DAY WAS A free day, so I dressed in pants and a plain shirt and hood before leaving the Palace alone. I only told Isandru where I’d be, that way if my parents asked, he would be able to give an answer. I wasn’t forbidden to go into the forest, though I was judged harshly for it. My mother preferred that I stay inside, even if I enjoyed being outside more.

Before long, I found myself walking along the crystalline shore of Lake Makar, in my usual route to enter the Eastern Forest. Instead, though, I kept walking, following the shoreline north. It took me a good hour, but before long, I was standing before the edge of the Northern Forest. I didn’t know what brought me here, because I rarely came this way. It was hard to walk its trails, which were often overgrown and disused. People preferred the other forests, since they were more beautiful and easier to walk.

Still, I found myself following the main road out of the city that led north. There wasn’t much to the north – a few estates and villages, but all were small, and not much thought about by city-dwellers. The Northern Forest also had a reputation of being the least prosperous area of the Crater, and the woods were so thick and wild that many often forgot that people lived up here, myself included. The houses were made from wood more so than grown from the xen.

It wasn’t my aim to find any of these villages, but go into the forest itself. I found a trail and let my feet take me where they willed. Soon, the forest became dark and brooding; the trees were thick and twisted, and the canopy let through very little light. Still, life was abundant. The background buzz of insects was intermittently interrupted by the calls of birds. The air was warm and damp, and almost like trying to breathe under a sheet.

Once, all the forest in Hyperborea had been like this. Over the years, Sages had regrown and repurposed the other forests for human use, with an aim to do the same for the Northern Forest. However, this had never come to pass, and these days, the Northern Forest was just let to grow wild and free. While the plants in every other direction of Hyperborea had been grown to cooperate, here there was only competition – taller trees spreading their vast limbs to take all the light while smaller trees wilted and died a slow death over years, or even decades. And on such trees, moss and fungus grew, as maggots might feast on a dead carcass.

One got a sense of not only life, but death. The forest was one of decay along with being one of growth. There were no rules here; the circumstances of a tree’s birth often said whether it died or thrived long before it had the chance to spread its limbs.

I tried not to think of how true to life that was.

The Northern Forest, as such, was not a place for lofty thoughts, and perhaps it was my own mood that had drawn me here more than anything else.

An hour into my walk, the trail ended at a small, but deep, spring of ichor. Silverwoods grew so thick around it that it was difficult to even squeeze my way past them. It was as if they had greedily grown around it, fighting for every last vestige of life the liquid gave. In reflection of that, the pool was small, and had never been allowed to grow to its full potential. It reminded me so much of what Elder Marius had told me, about how Hyperborea was sucking the Sea dry. Even so, the spring selflessly gave its energy to the surrounding trees, but in return, it wasn’t permitted to grow larger and give more. If any more trees managed to squeeze around the spring in the coming years, it might disappear altogether. Then, all the trees would die.

I found a root of one of the largest Silverwoods, a root which delved right into the center of the spring itself. I took care to stay away from the surface; with preparation, the strongest Prophets could “walk the Xenofold” by immersing themselves in ichor springs like this, although the practice was always dangerous and there was the risk of losing one’s memories. And in this day and age, it was little-practiced, because Aether allowed Prophets to do the same thing with less risk.

All the same, in those older days, many Prophets deemed the risk worth it in order to gain access to revelations that would otherwise be barred to them.

And there on the root, I closed my eyes and sought Silence. Time passed in a state of calm, at first, but then, questions began to grate at me.

Why aren’t you here? Why aren’t you answering me? What do I need to do?

I did my best to ignore the thoughts, focusing on returning to my breaths. Even so, it felt as if nothing was forthcoming. I was tempted to just give up and abandon the attempt, as I had done so many times before.

But instead, my trance became deeper, to the point where I felt as if my mind was floating upward. I felt anxiety at this, but I didn’t stop. I knew, in the back of my mind, that this was a new experience that might open new possibilities. If I just followed it, despite my mounting fear, I might learn something new.

Then, there was a sense of unbalance, followed by falling. My stomach seemed to fly up into my throat, but still, I remained in the trance. This was followed by a warm sensation covering me entirely.

It was only here that I opened my eyes to find myself in a sea of pink.

I’ve fallen into the spring.

It was my final thought before everything in front of me changed.




* * *




The eddies within the ichor swirled, coalescing into an image of Hyperborea.

Only…it looked different. Under a star-filled sky, fires tore through the city, while beyond it rose a great tower that had not been there before; a tower from which a single beam of light shot directly upward into the heavens.

The city was being destroyed, only I didn’t know by what.

Streams of arcing light fell down from the sky, exploding in plumes of fire and smoke. Screams were carried on the wind, discernible even at the distance from which I stood.

What is this?

And I watched as more explosions fired, as towers fell, as bridges crumbled. Was this some prophecy of the future? If so, was there any way to stop it.

And yet, the high tower to the city’s north – the tower that wasn’t present in the real world – remained untouched, too far out of bombardment range to be affected. That bright beam of light was unnerving, and I couldn’t decide what it was.

And then, there was a voice in my head. A female voice, and one I knew to be Annara.

The city is going to be destroyed, and its destruction will signal the beginning of the end. The Xenofold will weaken, and the Beacon will be lit. Even now, that signal crosses space, but what dark Xenomind will it find? I don’t know when this occurs…far in the future, I think…but if I could just pin down the year, it would serve as a warning for future generations, so we don’t forget.

I was hearing her thoughts rather than her speaking to me directly. And yet, she didn’t know I was present.

Can…can you hear me? I thought. Or are my thoughts only finding silence?

Annara continued. My words might be the only defense. They must be entrusted with the Seekers, and they must be kept safe forever. There are always complications, but it’s the best I can hope for.

Annara, are you there? Can you hear me?

Four hundred years. It seems like an eternity, but four hundred years is more than enough time to forget. There is…the failsafe. I will do everything I can to make sure everyone remembers Xenofall. But when I return, will the world recognize me as I am? Only my words will prove it. Everything counts on my words.

Trying to reach her was useless. Even now, the prophecy was fading, and I found myself again in the spring of ichor.

I swam to the surface and hacked out all the ichor I had drawn into my lungs, replacing it with the stuffy air of the forest. The ichor dripped from my face in a single entity, consciously rushing to rejoin the pool. I swam to the shoreline, and what was left of the ichor on my clothes and skin congealed off and slid to rejoin the spring’s smooth surface.

There, I lay, completely stunned. It was a revelation I had never expected to see, and it lent Elder Marius’s words all the more gravity. Only, I’d had a prophecy, proving his words absolutely true.

The city would be destroyed, but it wasn’t the death of the Sea of Creation. It was those arcs of light that seemed more like weapons than anything else. A war, perhaps. But war with whom?

It was only then that I realized what had happened. I had fallen into the ichor spring, and it was possible that there would be side-effects. I had been perfectly balanced on the root, so the fact that I had fallen was surprising in itself. It was almost as if I had been pulled into the spring. If that was true, then had the spring wanted to give me a prophecy?

Looking into the sky, it was already getting late. I followed the trail back, not reaching the Palace until sunset. My clothes were dirty, and I walked in a daze, both from physical and mental exhaustion.

I made my way to the guest wing, and knocked on the door to Elder Marius’s chambers. It wasn’t likely that he was there, since he was usually outside his rooms, but I needed to tell him what I had seen as soon as possible.

To my surprise, he answered, and as soon as he saw my state, his eyes widened.

“Princess Mia! What’s happened?”

“I’ve had a prophecy,” I said. “You are right. About everything. The city is going to fall.”






































CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




THE NEXT DAY WE AWOKE, ate breakfast, and were lowered on the lift until we reached the forest floor. Isaru led us away from Auberin and into the forest. The plan was to continue southeast until we reached Northold.

We picked up the Pilgrimage Road, little more than a trail, here. In this day and age, Auberin was the end of the line. In older times, the trail had gone further, cutting east until it reached Ragnarok Crater. However, according to Isaru, the road had disappeared over the years, lost to the decaying flatlands known as the Withering Waste, which formed the northern border of the Wild. The Waste ran along the southern edge of the Northern Reversion, which went on for as far north as xen still grew.

On the way, I related my latest dream of Mia. It was the most interesting one to date, because Anna herself was in it, even if she hadn’t spoken to Mia directly. It was her famous prophecy about the end of the city, and yet, I was more interested in Anna’s words. Four hundred years seemed to factor in, along with Xenofall. I knew they were related, but not how. So much of it seemed like gibberish. Four hundred years until what, or from what?

We left off the speculation about an hour into our journey, when Isaru suddenly paused. He had been walking behind me for a while, so I turned to look back. He was looking at the trail, seemingly for no reason.

“What’s up?” I asked.

He looked at me. He looked lost. “I keep thinking of my mother. About Dreamlake. I keep thinking of what Enrei said…”

I could see where he was going, and I was already prepared to argue against it. “Dreamlake is north, Isaru. Northold is south. Maybe we can find the Invi somewhere around there.”

“I might never see Dreamlake with my own eyes,” Isaru said. “And it is only two days north. They gave us plenty of food and Northold isn’t far. At worst, we’ll lose four days.”

Four days was a lot more than what Isaru was making it out to be, and we both knew it.

“Isaru, this is a really bad idea. The town was destroyed, so what do you think we will find?”

“We’re doing this for your parents. Can’t you just spare a few days for my people?”

I couldn’t believe he just went there. Both Isaru and I had a stake in this, but I had to admit getting this mission done was probably more important to me. It was my parents’ lives on the line, after all, while Isaru was mainly interested in the Prophecy.

“It’s just a few days, Shanti,” he said. “Please.”

As much as I hated it, I didn’t want Isaru to blame me for missing a chance to discover new information about his tribe’s past. And if I were in his position, I’d probably want the same thing.

“Fine,” I said. “We’ll do it. But if it’s dangerous at all, we are turning around immediately.”

He brightened. “All right, I’ve been thinking. According to the maps I’ve looked at, Dreamlake is northwest of Northold, and if the Elders told us that Auberin was pretty much directly north of it. That means we have to head northwest.”

“We’ve already been walking for an hour,” I said. “Couldn’t you have brought this up earlier?” Isaru went quiet, and I knew then that he didn’t have a good answer for that. “Whatever. Let’s get moving. I don’t want to lose four days. Hopefully, Dreamlake isn’t that far if we move quickly.” I frowned. “Wait. You said it’s northwest. Wouldn’t that just take us back into the forest?”

Isaru shook his head. “No. At least, I don’t think so. The forest is west, and as long as we head far enough north, we should be able to go around it.”

“How do you know that forest doesn’t stretch all the way up to Dreamlake?” I asked. “Elder Enrei said everything had been taken over by the reversion. Even if it’s not forest, it’s going to be dangerous.”

“I’ve wanted to see Dreamlake and Invia my whole life,” Isaru said. “I’m not going to be denied the chance, no matter how dangerous.

I sighed. “I know you won’t.”

We stood there in silence for a long moment. I was thinking about taking back what I said, now that I was thinking of all the needless danger we were going to put ourselves through. The thing was, though, Isaru didn’t see those dangers as needless. For him, going through them was a necessity. Even if I disagreed, there was a chance he would just go on his own, anyway.

“Let’s get moving,” I said.




* * *




We backtracked over the next hour, finding the stream we had crossed yesterday. Somehow, we overshot the mill, and instead followed the water where it flowed from the north. To my surprise, the forest abruptly came to an end, revealing a wide, xen-filled plain, at the end of which rose a line of pink-tinged mountains set against a bright blue sky. Only a few clumps of xenotrees and low cliffs broke up the monochrome pink of the plains, and the stream was soon lost in the spread of land ahead.

Still, though, we followed the stream because we had little else to go on. At times, we would see a faint trail cutting through the pink of the plain. Isaru said it was the remains of the Pilgrimage Road, though it would be years yet before it completely went away. Apparently, the Road diverged at some point, with one of the forks heading north to Dreamlake, while the other headed east to Hyperborea. This part was still visible.

We somehow found ourselves on this trail heading north. Up here, the land seemed truly empty. Not empty of life. There were birds, small mammals like chipmunks and squirrels, and large lizards with hues so vibrant that they stood out starkly, even against the brightly colored xen. Glowing green mushrooms grew in the shade of cliffs and small caves, and fiery-colored reeds filled the banks of the stream, which up here had a slower current.

The stream opened into a lake that filled a wide valley surrounded on all sides by vibrant hills, and the water had a purplish hue.

“Is this it?” I asked.

Isaru considered for a moment. “The lake is supposed to be of ichor, so it seems that we need to travel further. Enrei said it was a two day journey.”

It was only late afternoon, so at best, we were about halfway there.

“This seems as good a place as any to set up camp,” Isaru said.

We did so in silence. The truth was, I was still a bit peeved that Isaru had gotten his way, which seemed to be the case more often than not. I tried not to think about my parents back in Colonia. My worst nightmare was arriving just a day late and Valance backing out on his deal. There was always the danger he’d back out, anyway, but there was still time to find a way to guard against that.

For now, though, I was stuck here and there was nothing I could do about it.

For dinner, we ate leftover roasted pheasant, stuffing it in the fresh bread Skandes had given us. It made a much better meal than anything we had managed to scrounge on the trail, and seeing that there was no other business to take care of, and the sun had just set over the western hills, we both lay down to sleep.




* * *




The next morning, we were walking along the lake’s edge when, over the northern hills, a line of dragons appeared, seeming to fly straight for us.

We rushed to hide, but there was nowhere possible. The terrain was open, and the best we could do was find a rock that was nowhere near sufficient. We lay against the xen, even if I knew we’d stick out against it.

“We’re going to have to fight,” Isaru said.

He stood up and drew his katana, and I did the same. The dragons were much closer, now. Six of them from the looks of it.

And then, the lead dragon, a Radaska larger than the rest, landed adroitly on the shore of the lake, followed by the others. As if we weren’t even there, they stuck their heads in the water and drank.

Isaru and I looked at each other in disbelief.

We watched a moment longer before I walked forward. There were four adults and two smaller ones, all female. If these were Mindless, we would have been attacked already. Then again, Generational dragons could be dangerous in their own way, and if they perceived us to be a threat, they wouldn’t hesitate in killing us.

For that reason, I didn’t draw any closer. I stood still and waited for Isaru to catch up. Once he was by my side, the largest of the dragons turned just enough to where her angular head was profiled against the lake. She unfurled her wings, with only one eye looking out in our direction. She kept that eye on us, but otherwise didn’t do anything else.

The two younger dragons, however, were staring at us openly.

The largest dragon who had been keeping an eye on us turned around sharply to the dragonlings, and all of a sudden, both of their wings wilted, as if in guilt. Apparently, they were not supposed to engage with us in any way, but even among dragons, it seemed that the young had a harder time tempering their curiosity.

Isaru and I could both talk to dragons, though; a rare Gift, but a Gift we possessed nonetheless. The question was, was it wise to speak to them when they were making such an effort to ignore us?

Once all the dragons were done drinking, the lead dragon turned back to us, facing us fully, while the other two adults looked on in silence. Each of the adults were smaller than Jorla, but Jorla may have been atypically big. Even so, these dragons were massive – at least forty or fifty feet from tip to tail, and half again as tall, with wings equally wide that made them look all the larger. It was easy to forget that dragons were part of the same Xenofold humans were, and had been a part of it for far longer. As such, it made them Elekai. But it was strange to think of these dragons as such – their black scales, combined with angular features and spiked backs, made them seem something dark and evil.

At last, the lead dragon broke the silence, but how I could tell the words entering my head were coming from her, I couldn’t say.

What are you doing here, humans? There is nothing but death for you here. Against the evils of the north, a blade is of no consequence.

There was something commanding – even intimidating – in that communication. Dragons didn’t speak with words…not exactly. Rather, it was feelings and images that were translated into words that a human could understand. As she spoke, mixed in were sudden flashes of danger – swarms of crawlers and Mindless dragons, the dangers of the Northern Reversion.

Their way of “talking” always made speaking with a dragon seem like heavy conversation.

I waited for Isaru to answer, since it had been his idea to come up here in the first place. However, he seemed to be a bit tongue-tied, so I took it upon myself.

We’re trying to find Invia and Dreamlake. My friend is part of their tribe. We don’t intend to stay in these parts long. If this land is yours, then we ask for permission to cross it.

The Radaska’s wings fluttered, as if in agitation. This land belongs to no one, human. It is unfit for living, as its poison deepens each passing year. As for Invia…it has been gone for some time. Only the foundations of the buildings remain, and the only structure left standing is the Oracle on the Lake, though in all my passings, I have yet to see a human. Crawlers, at times, but never one of your kind. There is nothing to find there, and it is foolish to even go. Most of the Invi fled into the Northwood, and there are some that might still survive. We do not fly south often, so cannot say.

Isaru’s face fell. Clearly, he was disappointed by the news, but then again, it was something I had already told him, only with different words. Maybe it would be enough for him to see the pointlessness of his plan. Seeing him so disappointed did make me feel bad, but at the same time, what had he expected?

He looked at me. “What do you think?”

I would have to respond carefully. “I think the dragons know this land better than anyone, and I think finding Invia is a huge risk. One we don’t need to take.”

Isaru nodded, and I almost sighed with relief. He was actually agreeing with me.

“I was stupid for bringing us up here,” he said. “I’m sorry. It was…selfish.”

“It’s okay,” I said. I was reminded of something my father used to tell me. “Just because we’ve gone the wrong direction doesn’t mean we can’t correct the mistake.”

Isaru nodded, but didn’t respond.

“We have to remember, despite our training, we aren’t invincible,” I went on. “The mission we have is already impossible enough.”

Isaru nodded. “You’re right. I know you’re right.” He turned to face the dragon. Thank you for the warning.

Even so, you are not safe until you are behind the walls of Northold.

Is it really that dangerous? I asked.

The dragon’s glowing white eyes considered me. The Mindless are advancing. We are flying south to stay with our brethren at Dragonspire, in the Southern Wild. Soon, the North will not be safe, even for us. It is no place for a dragon to raise her young; the Askaleen we have already moved.

You’re abandoning your home?

We have little choice. Some remain, but there are fewer places than ever for us dragons to rest our wings. We would have gone sooner, were it not for my dragonlings, who are just now strong enough to make the journey.

The smaller dragons looked at us curiously, but remained silent – probably by their mother’s orders.

The South isn’t entirely safe, either, with the Covenant and the Novans, but still safer than the North. But we must be on our way. If you do decide to continue north, do not stray far from this lake. Outside it, the land turns evil and there are many crawlers. And as soon as crawlers take up a chase, they will not stop until their prey is dead and their bones picked clean.

And, as if the dragon had not said the most horrifying thing possible, she added, Safe travels, humans.

Within moments, all six dragons took wing and flew into the air, the dragonlings flying directly behind the larger ones. We watched them until they were small against the southern blue sky.

“Let’s go,” Isaru said. “If what she said was true…I want to be back in the Northwood by nightfall.”

I resisted the urge to tell him “I told you so,” and just contented myself with the barest of nods.






































CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




IT WAS HARD NOT TO be a bit frustrated on the way back, seeing all the same land we had already passed. We traveled by night, using the xen-covered landscape as our light source. We could have been halfway to Northold by now. Late that night, we were probably past Auberin, and Isaru even suggested going up there for a bed, but I couldn’t face the embarrassment, especially after Elder Enrei had told us not to go north.

So instead, we finally set up camp out a mile or so south of Auberin with our usual small fire. We decided to eat the venison, since it would go bad eventually, but the meat was tough, tasteless, dry, and altogether hard to stomach after the dinner we had gotten last night. We’d save the few meals we’d gotten from the Watchers for an especially hard day.

Isaru got what sleep he could. I truly drew the short end of the stick; even if it was his fault we set up camp this late, I was the one on watch, which meant I would be getting no sleep. It wasn’t really fair, but then again, I’d remind Isaru of it tomorrow and I’d make him take an extra watch so I could catch up.

What was left of the night was surprisingly chilly, and a low fog clung to the forest floor. It got to be so thick that I couldn’t see ten feet ahead of me.

The perfect time to be attacked by crawlers, I thought.

I kept the fire stoked while staring out into the thick mist, unable to shake the feeling that something was staring back. There was no need to wake Isaru; not yet. Still, I kept my hand on my blade, and the longer the minutes stretched, the more I felt something was going to happen.

Focus.

Despite myself, I was finding it harder and harder to remain alert. But I couldn’t sleep if something was out there. And with this fog, there was no way of knowing if there was anything out there.

I sat up, hoping it would dispel my drowsiness, but it didn’t do much.

I’m just imagining things.

Isaru and I had slept for weeks out here, rarely setting a watch. There was no way of knowing whether I needed to watch, or not. But if it was between losing a night’s sleep or my life, I knew which one I had to choose.

So, I sat there. I stayed awake. I waited. I kept my eyes open, because I knew that if I closed them, it might be for the last time.

I looked out to see nothing but fog – cold, wet, and miserable. But as the hours passed, I could see a little further than I could before.

It was there that, at last, I fell fast asleep while sitting with my back against the tree.




* * *




And it was seemingly a second later that Isaru was waking me. The fog had mostly lifted, and without complaint, I got up and helped break camp.

After a light breakfast, we headed south through the trees. I was pretty miserable, but I didn’t want to tell Isaru that I was up all night because I was scared of something in the dark.

The sun burned away what was left of the fog and the air became comfortably warm. At last, it was beginning to feel more like spring. The forest broke from time to time into meadows filled with fungal stalks and the blooms of flowers, but it was hard to appreciate the beauty when all I wanted to do was sleep.

We came across the Pilgrimage Road, following it south through the forest. After that, our travel became much quicker. The path, signified by a slight depression in the xen, was also narrow, barely wide enough for a single horse and cart to use.

For some reason, Hasar crossed my mind, and I was wondering if he was who I felt was watching us last night.

“Do you think he’s still following us?” I asked.

Isaru considered for a moment. “Probably. But what can we do about it?”

“I got the feeling we were being watched last night. With that fog, anything could have been out there.”

“I don’t think he means any harm if he’s following us,” Isaru said. “If he had meant to kill us, he would have let us die in the canyon two weeks ago.”

Around noon, the trees broke to reveal a sight we had been hoping to see for days.

“Well,” Isaru said, “I think we’ve found Northold.”

About a mile distant, at the top of a hill surrounded by trees, rose a wooden wall, gleaming silver in the late morning light. Forest wrapped the entirety of the hill, while a wide plain of xen stretched between us and it for about a mile, a plain studded with small plots of growing crops and farmers’ cabins. Higher hills rose just beyond the city’s western perimeter, shining pink in the bright sunshine. The road ran boldly across the plain, cutting up the hill, to the gates themselves. The sky above the town was tinged slightly gray from all the rising smoke.

We left the shade of the trees and followed the road south. We began to pass farmhouses built far off the road, along with long rows of slightly elevated xen from which crops were sprouting. Wagon ruts began to appear in the road at about this point. I noticed a lot of the farms had stakes along their northern edges; a rudimentary defense. Life was definitely different up here. It wasn’t long before we had reached the hill itself, where we began to weave our way back and forth until, before long, we stood before its wide, wooden gates.

Now closer, Northold was bigger than I had first thought. I was imagining something about the size of Nava, but Northold was a good deal larger. Up here, the xen had been cleared, leaving dirt streets, on either side of which rose silver, wooden buildings, most being two stories. 

We passed under the shade of the wooden gatehouse and took stock of our surroundings. The town seemed to be laid out in a circular fashion, with an outside perimeter road which ran along the wall, while having its interior roads arranged in a grid. Ahead, beyond the few people who were out and about, the road ended at the height of the hill, on which stood a tall stand of Silverwoods, the only sign of nature within the walls.

We just stood there for a long moment. Now that we were here, after all this time, I had no idea what we were supposed to do next. It was still early enough in the day that we couldn’t justify stopping.

“We should try to find a place to resupply,” Isaru said.

“With what money?”

Isaru grunted. “Yeah, good point.”

I had never actually had any Elekai money in my hands before, which was a strange thought. At the Sanctum, everything was provided, and the Sanctum was the only Elekai place in which I had spent any amount of time, so I hadn’t thought about money often. Elekai money was composed of ichor beads. There was just one kind, and they could vary in size, as there was no central mint setting standards. It was a bit primitive, compared to Colonia, but if it worked, then it worked.

“We could just, you know…steal,” I said.

We hadn’t had to do that in a while, mostly because in the Exiled Lands, there hadn’t been many people to steal from.

“Not here” Isaru said.” We still have the food from Auberin, and the venison. If we get lucky, then that should be enough to…”

“Shanti?”

It was a voice I hadn’t expected to hear. Not in a thousand years. Not in this place, not at this time. And yet, I did hear it.

I turned around to see Isa staring at me with wide-eyed shock.




* * *




Such was my shock that I was at a loss for words. She looked the same as she always had, with her blonde hair and blue eyes, though her plain cotton shirt and brown pants made her look different from her usual Sanctum robe. She held a basket filled with vegetables, which she promptly dropped as she ran up to me and nearly choked me with a tight hug.

I just stood there, completely frozen and unbelieving, and looking at Isaru, he was similarly flabbergasted and at a loss.

“I thought you were dead, with how you never came back and…” Isa stepped back and looked at me, and seemed to notice Isaru was there, too. Her cheeks reddened, before she nearly stammered, “Prince Isaru, forgive me, I didn’t even recognize you. You seem…please forgive me.”

She gave an awkward bow. Apparently that crush still hadn’t gone away.

“Seem what?”

She looked at us both; now it just wasn’t surprise, but sadness in her eyes. “You are both so…thin. Thin, and haggard. Gods, where have you been? What are you doing here? Everyone thinks you’re dead, or imprisoned, or worse. Elder Isandru went off to Colonia to find you both, and the Elders asked me so many questions and I was forced to tell them where you had gone, and…”

“Slow down,” I said. “We’ll tell you everything, but maybe somewhere else?”

“Half the Wild is looking for you! Maybe even more. There might even be war with the Covenant if Prince Isaru isn’t found.”

“War?” I asked. “Why would there be war, what are you talking about?”

“You really don’t know anything. Where have you two been? King Taris believes the Covenant is holding Isaru hostage, based on what I told the Elders. And until now, I believed it, too.”

Something in Isa’s voice told me to give her a reason not to tell people we were both here, given the circumstances.

“Let’s get somewhere safe where we can talk,” Isaru said. “Clearly, we have a lot of catching up to do. I will tell you, there is a good reason for all of this.”

Her face suddenly firmed. “It better be a good reason, because I’ve been worried sick about you both, and so has everyone else. When I left the Sanctum, some people were placing bets on whether you guys were dead.”

Of course, I was wondering what Isa was doing here herself. She had told me, in one of my first nights at the Sanctum, that she was from a place called Coyal, a village not too far from here, unless I was misremembering.

“You left the Sanctum?” I asked.

She sighed. “That’s a long story. But the short answer is, they sent me home.”

“Sent you home? Why?”

Isaru stepped forward to pick up all the vegetables and fruit she had dropped, which all of us had forgotten about. Something of a crowd had gathered to watch, and just having their eyes on us made me worry someone might recognize Isaru and ruin our chances of getting to Hyperborea.

Isa, flustered, moved to help Isaru, only her hands were so shaky that she could hardly use them.

Isaru finally finished the majority of the work, and Isa stood, looking again at me.

“You said you’d come back to the Sanctum,” she said, quietly. She had probably meant not to sound accusing, but she still did. She was close to tears, too, which made it worse.

“And I’m sorry for that. Things…got out of hand. Like Isaru said…I promise there is an explanation, and if you give us some time…”

“Of course,” Isa said. “As far as why I’m here…I received a letter at the Sanctum. My village was abandoned and now my mother and I live here at my father’s house. He’s…not too happy about that.”

I wanted to ask why, but wasn’t sure if I should. Thankfully, Isa elaborated.

“The short answer is, he and my mother are…separated. It’s been that way for a while, but his house was the only place we had left. At least until we find a new arrangement. I’m part of the problem, actually, because I might not be returning to the Sanctum.”

“What?” I asked.

“We can continue this discussion somewhere else,” Isaru said, lowering his face. “I can’t reveal myself, and so much depends on me not being found.” He looked up at Isa. “You have to trust me on this, and after I explain, you can make your own judgment.”

Despite Isa’s state, she instantly nodded. “Of course. The grove would probably be best. There are enough trees that we should be hidden. And it might avoid some of the drama at my house. I know for a fact if my mother saw you, half the town would know within the hour. Maybe even more than half.”

So, we followed Isa down the street. As we walked, she continued to speak. “I don’t know how you came to be here, but it’s so good to see you both.”

“It’s good to see you, too,” I said. It seemed beyond all possibility or reason, but if Isa had been sent home and everything she said had happened, it did make sense. “You said Elder Isandru went after us?”

Isa nodded. “He even took full responsibility for the…theft.” She gave a sideways glance toward my blade. “No one really understood that, and Elder Haris is calling for him to be stripped of his mantle.”

“Wait,” Isaru said. “Elder Haris?”

“So much has changed that I’m worried there won’t be time to tell you everything. Both Eldress Karu and Elder Aurelius resigned their posts, not too long ago. No one outside the Elders knows why. Karu went to Sylva, while Aurelius came here, of all places, to study with the Watchers of the North.”

“We were just there,” I said. “But we didn’t see him.”

“He must have not arrived, yet,” Isa said. “Either that, or he’s doing something else he didn’t tell the Sanctum at large.”

“Who is the new Elder Sage, then?” Isaru asked.

“Alan is. While he’s fine, Haris has definitely let the power go to his head. Why they chose him over Marlene, I will never guess.”

Marlene was strict in her own way, but Haris was something else entirely.

By this point, we had arrived in the grove. We sat in the shade of a stand of Silverwoods, where we were reasonably hidden from outside view.

“They let me come back because of family issues,” Isa said. “But unspoken, I think there was another reason.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Over the six months I’ve been in the Sanctum, I have learned much…but still, I haven’t manifested. I have absolutely no connection to the Xenofold, and whatever connection I do have is small…too small to be of any use to the Seekers. I think that’s the main reason they sent me back.”

“It takes longer for some than others,” Isaru said. “If they didn’t want you to come back, they would have been clearer about it.”

Isa sighed. “Maybe. It was just in the Elders’ wording. They went as far as to say that perhaps I could take what I had learned back home.”

“Well, that’s hardly them telling you not to come back,” I said. “I think they just sensed that you needed time. Not just to help your family, but to also focus on yourself for a bit.”

“I don’t know,” Isa said. “The thing is…I’m not sure I want to go back. When you left, it was just…different. I don’t know how I survived that place without you. Others quit, too. Nabea, of all people, although I don’t think he planned to become a Seeker anyway, since he is Prince of Atlantea and his duties are there.”

“Anyone else?” Isaru asked.

“Ret and Samal are still there. They are Apprentices now, in fact. Both to the Champions.”

“What?” I asked. It was hard to imagine either of them as apprentices.

“They are different, now. More serious. I think the attack changed a lot of people. There isn’t much room for humor when the atmosphere has become less about learning and more about warfare. They are raising lots of initiates to apprenticeship.”

“Warfare?” Isaru asked. “Do they see the Mindless as such a threat?”

“There’s that, and the fact that the Covenant has been encroaching on the Wild recently. There will be war with them before there is war with the Mindless. Down in Sylva, there’ve already been skirmishes between the Makai and the Novans.”

“That’s terrible news,” I said. “Just what we need, a war to weaken us before the Mindless decide to come in force.”

“Most don’t believe the Mindless are a true threat.” Isa sighed. “As I mentioned, King Taris accuses the Covenant of holding you hostage, Isaru, and most agree with him…based solely on what I told the Elders about where you were going. A lot of people are saying the Covenant is weak from their last war and that now is the perfect time to strike.”

I could see that clearly, now. And for someone as hotheaded as King Taris, it might become a reality.

“It’s all the more reason for us to finish our mission quickly,” Isaru said. “But I can’t go back. Not yet.”

“What about Deanna and Aela? And Fiona?” I asked.

“Deanna will begin her ascension, soon, and Aela isn’t far behind. As far as Fiona, she’s in Sylva, though I had wondered before whether she was with you, considering everything you told me about the reversion and…your identity. I’ve been thinking about that a lot, and it’s been driving me crazy because I can’t make any sense of it.”

“That’s two of us,” I said. “I’ve learned a little more since then, and hopefully there’s time to tell it all.”

Even if the news Isa gave was dire, it was still good to learn about the outside world. Isolated as Northold was, it was still connected to the rest of the Red Wild. Up here, it might take weeks for news to spread, but there were at least things to learn. It came as a shock that everything seemed to be getting worse. I had been worried about Mindless invasions, and instead, a lot of the Elekai were hoping for an invasion of the Covenant.

I still had so many questions, but it was time for Isaru and me to do our own explaining.

“We can answer any questions you have,” I said. “We were…rushed, when we were leaving the Sanctum. And what we had to do was necessary, even if it’s led us here, of all places. You deserve to know everything.”

“It looks like you’ve both been through a lot. Still…I need to know.”

There was a long silence. It was as if Isaru and I didn’t know where to start. But at last, Isaru started talking, beginning from where we left Isa behind, just over two weeks ago. We told her everything, from my meeting with my parents, how my former best friend, Shara, had become a Hunter, and how we were forced to go to Hyperborea to find the Prophecy of Annara in exchange for their lives. I briefly touched on Jorla’s death, because I didn’t want to upset Isaru. He became quiet after that, so I had to do most of the explaining. I mentioned all the things we’d encountered on the way, from the fight with Mithras at the Sphere, to crossing the desert, until we reached the events of the last few days, which included the Forest of Mazes and the Watchers at Auberin. We even mentioned the bear, even if it wasn’t that important. And hastily, I added in my dreams at the end. Even if I was explaining as fast as I could talk, it took hours.

She listened quietly for the most part, only interrupting to offer Isaru sympathy for Jorla’s death and to ask a few clarifying questions. She wanted to know why I hadn’t revealed my identity to the priests in the Sphere, and I told her that it was because I didn’t feel like the timing was right.

By the time all was said, all that we could think of, anyway, the sun had lowered halfway in the sky. Isaru and I sat quietly, waiting for Isa to take it all in.

And then, I remembered I’d left out the dreams I’d had about Mia. So I told her about those, too.

“I’ve heard stories of that Forest of Mazes,” she said. “You would have been better off trying to sneak through Haven, like you were talking about…even if that stranger was blocking the way. Hasar, you said his name was? It’s lucky that he saved you. I just wonder who he is.”

“We don’t know,” Isaru said. “He hasn’t told us, and he always appears just in the nick of time, right before we get ourselves killed. It’s happened twice so far and we’re no closer to knowing who he is or what his motives are.”

“So he’s always watching,” Isa said. “Even now.”

I hadn’t wanted Isa to worry about that, but then again, it was probably true.

“And what the dragons told you worries me as well,” Isa said, picking at some pink grass growing out of the xen. “Only a blind person couldn’t see that things are changing, especially here in the north. No one lives north of here anymore, save the Watchers. You might not have even noticed, but even Northold is far emptier than it is, usually. Many are fleeing south, and many of the northern farms lie fallow. Life has always been hard up here, but it’s only going to get harder. Add to that all the blighted crops and Mindless attacks, it’s strange that anyone decides to stay here.”

“What about Northold?” I asked. “Is it safe?”

“We have the wall, so there’s that. However, there are always things even a wall can’t defend. That said, every man is required to enroll in the militia. It’s always been that way. They drill five times a week now instead of just once, but thankfully, they haven’t had to put their training to use yet.”

“There is definitely something dark in the north,” Isaru said. “We can only hope that it stays there for now.”

I was reminded of the swarm of dragons flying south, toward what I thought was Colonia. That had been over a week ago, and I had completely failed to mention it to Isa.

“Have you heard about anything bad happening to Colonia? We saw a dragon swarm, flying south, while on the Colorado.”

“Besides rumors of a single dragon, nothing,” Isa said. “I know that had to be Jorla. Those dragons must have been Generationals. It’s becoming a common sight. Every few months, a few more will fly over Northold. They are abandoning the land, leaving it for the Mindless. Dragons are the gardeners of the Wild. Without them, the reversions spread even faster. If they’ve given up hope, what does that mean for us?”

It was a good point, and it certainly did feel that things would get worse before they got better.

“What you told me about my father…troubles me greatly. He doesn’t think rationally about a lot of things,” Isaru said, after a moment. “Perhaps even most things. He hates the Covenant and just wants to use me as a pretext to move against them. They are weak right now. Their war with the Covenant was long, and there are very few who can take up their swords. They were only spared because of the rebellion in Nova, which forced their legions to turn back.”

I hadn’t heard of that, though it made sense that the Covenant would have wanted its people to think the Novans had given up because of the Colonians’ valor. And news of the outside world had been the last thing on my mind while I was studying in the Sanctum, though it made sense that Isaru would be more interested in keeping up to date.

“He wouldn’t really start anything, would he?” Isa asked.

“As I said, he hates the Covenant,” Isaru said. “And many Elekai still see Colonia as our birthright. After all, it was we who founded the city. Most have learned to let it go, but there will always be those who beat the war drums. The Makai might also help, but they have always been warlike. Even the Novans leave them alone for the most part, and that will be especially true given Nova’s internal struggles. The point is…sometimes there’s a perfect political storm that allows for something unimaginable as war to happen.”

All this because I was just trying to save my parents. It was so hard to believe, and yet everything Isa had explained made sense, along with Isaru’s analysis.

“I don’t understand,” Isa said. “You mentioned that you weren’t using dragons, but you never explained fully why.”

“With Jorla…gone…” Isaru gathered himself to continue. “The only option would be a tamed Askaleen. Something I simply couldn’t get. There is Cloud, but he’s still at the Sanctum, the last I knew. Furthermore, we were prohibited from flying by Valance and Shara. We asked how they would know if we did use a dragon, and they said they just would, which I still don’t understand. For that matter, we weren’t supposed to tell anyone what we were doing, and we only broke that rule just now, with you.”

I was wondering if we had been too quick to tell Isa everything – not out of lack of trust, but for her own safety. If Valance and Shara actually did have a way to know that we weren’t following their rules, then we might have just put Isa in danger.

But then again, we were hundreds of miles away from Colonia. There was no way they could ever find out unless they could read our minds from a distance, somehow, which I highly doubted they could. Maybe Aether gave the Hunters abilities similar to the Elekai, but to imagine that they could read thoughts across such distances was beyond the abilities of even the strongest Elekai.

It got quiet after that. Just being here in Northold with Isa was surreal. The last place I expected to find a friend was far away from home, which made finding her seem all the more miraculous. That was something I couldn’t really put into words. I’ve always been more action-oriented, and finding the words to express my gratefulness was always a hard thing for me to do, especially when words didn’t seem to do my feelings justice.

That was why what I said seemed so inconsequential in the face of how I actually felt. “I’m glad you’re here, Isa.”

She smiled. “Maybe there was a reason for me coming home…one which wasn’t clear to me until now. My mother has been telling me to try and find it, and for a while I thought she was wrong. Well, maybe this is the reason. Maybe I was sent home to help you.”

It was a remarkable coincidence, and I couldn’t fault Isa for thinking that was the case. For all we knew, maybe it was the case.

Even if so much was going wrong, at least there were still glimmers of hope.






































CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




WE STAYED IN THE GROVE for a while. Isaru took a nap while Isa and I talked some more – about things that didn’t necessarily have to do with our journey. Most of all, she wanted to know if Isaru still felt anything for her, and I carefully told her that there was no reason to believe he didn’t feel the same way. Though she didn’t say it, I felt as if she was worried something might have happened between him and me, but I assured her nothing had. For some reason, I didn’t see Isaru in that way and he didn’t see me in that way, and every time the thought crossed my mind, it seemed ridiculous to even imagine it.

Isa was a bit placated, but now that she knew what Isaru and I had gone through, she was interested in what we were doing next.

“The truth is…” I began, “I don’t know. Isaru mentioned going through something called the Withering Waste, so I suppose that’s next.”

Isa nodded. “It’s past what’s left of the Northwood, starting perhaps fifty miles east. The Pilgrimage Road leads out that far before it’s lost to the Waste. Afterward, though, there is nothing. Just swamp and drylands, interchanging at random intervals.”

“It’s hard to imagine such a thing,” I said.

“The entire area is a battleground between the Xenofold and the Northern Reversion,” Isa said. “The land can’t decide what it wants to be. And it is very dangerous. There are reports of monsters in that direction, but obviously, few ever go out that far. But there are stories.”

“Is there another way?”

“Yes, but there probably isn’t time for it. And Isaru’s chances of being recognized are much higher. That path goes south on the road until Laston, then east through Mongar and the Red Mountains, then north until the Plains of Decay. A good three to four times longer, and that way is dangerous, too. If there were time, I’d recommend you do that. It’s…a difficult situation, with your parents. I don’t know what I’d do, but I know you, Shanti. You’ll take whatever risks you can to set them free.”

She was right about that. My failure at saving them still stung. It kept me up at night when my exhaustion wasn’t enough to make me fall asleep. I was determined to save them, no matter the danger to myself…or even Isaru, as selfish as that was. Although, Isaru had his own reasons for wanting to find Hyperborea. Despite what Hunter Valance had said, he wanted to get his hands on the Prophecy and discover its contents.

“How long do you plan to stay here?” Isa asked. “I would offer you my home, but my mother wouldn’t be able to keep quiet about Isaru.”

“Even using an assumed name?”

“She has a way of figuring things out,” Isa said. “She has even talked about what she would do if Isaru ever came to Northold. Lots of other people have had similar conversations, because the reward of finding him is high.”

“A lot of people believe he might not be imprisoned, then,” I said.

“Most do. But people are open to other possibilities, especially when it is known that the Covenant denies having him.”

“We can’t stay here much longer, then,” I said. “Enough time to resupply, but we will probably be camping in the woods tonight.”

“What exactly do you need?” Isa asked.

“Food, mostly. I shot a deer not long ago, but we need something besides venison. Things to wrap our food in so that it lasts longer…I’m worried about the meat going bad. We could use potatoes, spices, new boots, a change of clothes, heavier cloaks…”

The list just went on and on. Isa said she could supply the food, which was most important, but anything more and her mother would start asking questions. Isa’s father was apparently well-off, but that didn’t mean she could buy us everything we needed.

“I’ll see what I can do,” she said.

She looked at me, her blue eyes worried.

“We’ll be fine,” I said. “That food will see us all the way to Ragnarok Crater.”

“If you don’t die on the way,” Isa said. “I know it’s my job to convince you to not do it, but I’ve tried that once before. This is beyond me, but there are still things within my control. I’ll start by getting that food.”

She hugged me, and I could only hope the stink of the crawler’s guts was mostly gone. Isa left through the trees, leaving me standing alone in the trees.

I returned to find Isaru still asleep, and I lay face up on the ground, staring at the blue sky between the trees. Here in the grove, it was as if we were still in the forest. I could hear no sounds of the city, nor could I see far enough through the trees. The grove was surprisingly large for a city of this size, and it would serve as a good hiding place so long as no one decided to go off the marked trails.

“We have to leave,” Isaru said, breaking me from my thoughts. “If my father finds me…”

“I talked to Isa. She’s getting us some food and whatever else she can find. After that…we’ll be off.”

He nodded. It was as well as either of us could hope.

“She isn’t…angry, is she?”

“No. At least, I don’t think so.”

“This is the second time we’re leaving her behind,” he said. “She was angry about it last time. Strange that she isn’t now.”

“She seemed…resigned to it. As if there was nothing she could say or do to stop us.”

“I see.” There was a moment of silence. “I had expected her to put up more of a fight.”

“You seem disappointed about that.”

“I’m not,” Isaru said. “I would like to speak to her, before we go. To…thank her.”

To thank her and other things, I was sure, but I didn’t mention the fact. I thought about telling Isaru that she liked him, but I wouldn’t be telling him anything he didn’t already know. He seemed to be far off, and when Isaru was like that, it was usually best to leave him to his thoughts.

So, I caught what sleep I could, and when I awoke, the grove was dimmer, cooler, and the sun completely gone. From the shade of the trees, dusk was an hour or two away.

A sudden tromping through the underbrush snapped me to attention. I looked up to see Isa carrying a pack so heavy that it was a wonder she could carry it at all. She dropped it to the ground, breathing heavily, but within a moment she had caught her breath. It was then that I noticed she was dressed differently, in well-worn boots, pants, a loose wool shirt and heavy cloak, coupled with a short bow and a quiver of arrows at her side.

I knew exactly then why she had been so complacent to let us go.

This time, she planned to come with us.




* * *




She looked at us eagerly, and I couldn’t help but be reminded of a puppy ready to go on a walk. She had no idea what she was signing up for.

“No,” I said, feeling protective of her. “Absolutely not.”

As if I hadn’t said anything at all, she spoke. “It’s potatoes, mostly, and some onion, because that was all I could find this late at market. Flour, too, so we can make biscuits. I was able to take a couple of my father’s older cloaks which are more suited to the north. It’s spring, but by the time you hit the Red Mountains, you’ll forget that fact. He won’t miss them, I’m sure, and I even managed to get some beef.”

Her voice sounded sure and confident, and brooked no argument. Isaru stared open-mouthed, but he wasn’t protesting.

Was I the only one who cared about her life?

“I can’t let you come, Isa,” I said. “There’s a good chance we might die, and…”

“It’s my life to risk, isn’t it? And you’ll need help, and another person to help you carry food. We’ll last longer that way. I’m a good shot with a bow. Not just a good shot, but a great shot, and everyone in the Northern Wild is born with a bow in their hands and hunting in their blood. We won’t be wanting for food as long as there is good hunting. I know the terrain all the way to the Waste, along with what plants are good to eat and which look good to eat but will have you writhing on the ground in half a minute.”

She looked at us both in challenge, as if daring us to argue with her.

“What about your family?” Isaru asked. “Have you told your parents?”

“Of course I haven’t. But I’ve already left a note, in a place they’ll find it tomorrow morning.” She then looked at me. “I told you that there had to be a reason I returned, just in time for you both to happen along. If I let this chance go by, I’m going to regret it for the rest of my life. Somehow I know that without my help, you’re not going to make it. I know I’m young…but so are you. So if you’re done telling me what I can and can’t do, we need to divide this food and head out the eastern gate before it closes. Which should be in an hour or so.”

I knew exactly what I should have done: picked her up by the scruff of her neck and handed her over to her parents. Only, I didn’t know where she lived, and such an action wouldn’t matter. Something told me that, whether I liked it or not, Isa was coming with us. And what she had said about her usefulness was true. Another person to carry food meant more days on the trail, and she was a good shot with her bow. I’d seen her at the festival in Nava, and she had outshot everyone in her age group.

My mouth moved to form a protest, but my throat was caught and I found that I didn’t have one that was worth saying. Even if tried to speak, it would have more to do with emotion than reason.

“I won’t deny you if you truly believe this is what you must do,” Isaru said. “All the same, know this. Consider yourself dead if you come with us. You have skills that will be useful, no doubt, but Elder Isandru has told us that no one has returned from Hyperborea alive every time the journey has been attempted. We’re only doing this because we have to.”

His face was stern and serious; more serious than I had ever seen it. But still, Isa’s face was just as sincere.

“I mean it, Isaru. I’m going. I know you haven’t explained everything to me in full, but that doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I can’t deny myself, and I know that you’ll need my help. Without it…you’re not going to make it.”

She met my eyes first, including me in that, before meeting Isaru’s. There was a long moment of tension, a battle of wills, until at last, Isaru nodded.

“Then it is decided. I wouldn’t risk you as much as Shanti wouldn’t, but I know the only way I can keep you from coming would be to tie you up to a tree. And since neither Shanti nor I are willing to do that…”

“Let’s get started, then,” Isa said.

I pursed my lips and resisted the urge to argue. Some stubborn part of me believed that I could still convince Isa of her foolishness. She had a family here and a life. Why risk all of that just to help out a friend?

Then again, I realized I’d have done the exact same thing for her. My only hope was giving her plenty of opportunities to change her mind. With luck, by the time we got to the Withered Waste, she would want to back out.

For now, though, she was here to stay. With the question settled, at least for the moment, Isaru and I dug through the contents of Isa’s pack like kids opening presents on their name day. We split the food up between us, leaving about half of it for Isa to carry.

The cloaks were on top. Mine was too large, but I could cut some off the hem and have a piece of cloth to use. Isaru’s seemed to fit perfectly, and unlike the cloaks we’d gotten from Naomi in Colonia, which had belonged to my parents, these were thicker and well-suited for colder weather. They would do a good job keeping us warm.

Isa also brought some thin cloth and string to wrap our venison in. The meat smelled pungent, if not yet rancid, stinking up everything in our packs, but the cloth and string would help a little in keeping it edible for longer while keeping our other supplies clean.

Once everything was situated, our packs were heavier than they ever were.

I looked at Isa, wanting to get a final word in. “Where we’re going, there’s a good chance we’re not coming back. Death is almost certain. Are you sure you’re willing to never see your parents again, just to help us?”

Isa was quiet; for a moment, I believed that I had finally convinced her. But when she spoke, I could see my words had been in vain.

“The minute you told me your story, I’d already decided. All I can say is, we’re only wasting time. If we wait any longer, the gates might be closed. They are not unknown to shut before sunset, especially these days.” Suddenly, Isa’s eyes watered, but she hastily wiped her tears away. “I won’t be told to stay behind. Not again. If something were to happen to you both, I would never forgive myself. If that means risking my own life, then so be it.”

I felt a heaviness in my heart that was hard to put to words. It felt as if Isa were already dead, and the worst thing was, she didn’t seem to realize it. Within an hour, her life would change forever, as well as the lives of her parents once they discovered her letter.

“What did your letter say?” I asked.

Isa fought to keep her voice steady. “It…told my parents that I loved them, and that I was only doing this because I had to. That I would return and explain everything when the time was right.”

I imagined being Isa’s mother and reading a letter like that. It would be horrible for her. “You didn’t tell her when?”

Isa shook her head. “I couldn’t. I couldn’t say where, either, or with who, for obvious reasons. With luck…they will think I returned to the Sanctum and think to look there first. By then…hopefully this will all be over.”

“It won’t,” I said. “You know it won’t.”

She nodded, wiping a tear away. “I know. I’m still resolved to do this, though.”

“Then let’s move, if what you said about the gate is true. You can turn back now, Isa, and neither of us would think less of you.”

“This is what I have to do.”

She said nothing more, so after another moment, Isaru picked up the trail. We followed him through the trees in silence, and once we had reached the street, it was empty. It was as if the town was abandoned, but the sky above was set ablaze in hues of red and orange. The air was cold, and even the slight breeze was chilling. It did not feel like a spring wind.

Isa drew her hood up, as did Isaru, having the wind as an excuse. Still, what few people we passed didn’t seem to pay us much mind, even if our heavy packs said we planned to leave town near dusk.

I was afraid the gate would already be closed, but thankfully, it was still wide open. There were no guards in sight. They were probably in the gatehouse trying to keep warm, and there was no one to even question us as we walked out. That couldn’t be typical, but Isa didn’t say anything to suggest that it was out of the ordinary. It wasn’t so much people that Northold defended itself against, but whatever might be lurking in the Northwood and beyond.

The road wound down from the hill Northold was built on, thick with trees and rock on one side, and a steep drop toward the switch-backing trail on the other. Before long, the path had leveled out, coursing through the thick wood, composed mostly of Silverwood and pine growing from thick beds of slightly glowing xen.

I wanted Isa to turn back, but of course, she didn’t. Even more, she didn’t look back once…probably a conscious move on her part to convince us of her commitment. Instead, I was the one to turn back, only to find Northold was completely lost because of the thickness of the trees and mounting darkness.

We didn’t get too far before going off trail to set up camp, where we got a fire going over which we cooked venison stew, mixed with flour, onion, and potato. We ate quietly, and settled down for sleep. With three of us now, and the fact that the land would be getting more dangerous in the days to come, we decided it would be wise to set a watch every night. Isa volunteered to take first watch, while Isaru took second.

Before going to sleep, I warned her to not to stay up too long. I thought about adding in that it wasn’t too late to turn back, but she already knew that clearly enough.

Her fate was entwined with ours, now, and it was too early to say whether that was good or bad.






































CHAPTER FORTY




I AWOKE TO FIND ISA and Isaru already up and preparing a breakfast of biscuits in the pot. I slept on, knowing that tonight and the next I’d be the one keeping watch, and if they were going to take the time to make a nice breakfast like this, then it was just more opportunity for me to sleep.

I dozed off until Isaru mentioned that the food was ready. When I woke up, I noticed Isa was gone.

“Where is she?” I asked.

“The forest.”

I knew that was code for answering nature’s call, in one way or another, so I didn’t ask anything more.

We sat with the food ready, and if she took any longer, then it was going to get cold.

“I’ll go check on her,” I said.

No sooner had I said these words, a scream emanated from the woods.

Isaru and I looked at each other before grabbing our swords and taking off in the direction the scream had come from. There was another one, closer, but it was apparent Isa had gone far…much farther than she should have. If she had run into a crawler…

At last, I could hear words…it was definitely Isa, and because of the distance, I couldn’t hear what she was saying. I broke through the trees to find myself in a small clearing with Isaru just shortly behind me.

It was Hasar, bearing a blade, with Isa some ten feet in front of him, holding out her hands in a placating gesture. As soon as I had entered the clearing, my katana was drawn and I was running to cut Hasar off from Isa, who was now backing away.

Hasar readied his blade, assuming the base Treeform stance. He said nothing, though in the bright sunshine, his features were better seen than ever. His face was still painted black, but his eyes were blue and bright, his wide-brimmed black hat doing little to hide them, as it had before. His form was slight and willowy, making his deep, commanding voice seem all the more out of place.

“You told her,” he said. “You were told not to tell anyone.”

I frowned, puzzled. I concentrated on his movement, but it seemed as if he was preparing to defend himself, not attack…even if he had been threatening Isa earlier.

“Did he hurt you?” Isaru asked her while still facing Hasar.

“No. I…saw him watching me from the trees. I ran, and screamed, but he had his sword drawn…”

“You were going to kill her,” I said. “This has become very simple, hasn’t it?”

Hasar said nothing in response. “Do what you must do. I was only keeping my word. Something you obviously have not done. It is well that your friend came with you; had she stayed behind, she would be dead now.”

Isa whimpered, but I was focused on Hasar. “What are you talking about? I made you no promise. We have barely even spoken.” I paused. “Wait. You’re with the Hunters, aren’t you?”

It all made sense, now. This was how Valance knew whether we were following the rules. He had sent this Hasar to track us down.

“You threatened Isa, so we cannot let you live,” Isaru said.

“You can try to kill me,” Hasar said. “Although that didn’t work out so well last time.”

“What are you talking about, last time?” I said, feeling rage building up inside me.

But it was Isa who figured it out, of all people. “You’re not just with the Hunters. You’re Shara…aren’t you?”

I felt as if the wind had been knocked out of me. How could I have been so blind? The blue eyes, now unhidden, had that same shape as hers. Her loose clothing hid her feminine body. And her shoulders were not broad enough to be a man’s. And as for the voice…a side effect of the Aether she was surely using in large quantities.

“Shara?” I asked, barely finding my voice. “Is it really you?”

She removed her hat, to reveal her familiar blonde hair, only now cut short. Without the hat, even with her face painted black, I could barely recognize her. My blade dropped, but only just a little. Isaru’s form never wavered. He was still prepared to fight, even if all I had were questions.

“Yes, it’s me. I was instructed to never reveal myself unless absolutely necessary…and I judge this to be that moment.” Her blue eyes narrowed. “We told you not to tell anyone, but I was there as you told everything to this…girl.” Shara said in a way that indicated that she had nothing but disdain for Isa.

To Shara, Isa was a complication; a loose end. And she had meant to kill her.

I realized, then, that it was lucky that I hadn’t forced her to stay behind. Shara would have seen her dead, and I would have never known. Not for a long time.

“Why?” I asked. My voice was weak, and I felt pathetic that I couldn’t find anything else to say.

“It was my task to follow you and make sure you stayed on track, and I was to only intervene when you needed it. I lost track of you in the Ruins, but picked up your trail on the river, just in time to save you from those thugs. The same for the Forest of Mazes.”

“You were the girl the Watchers told us about,” I said. “You were there one month ago. Somehow. For some reason.”

Shara nodded to confirm this. “Not just me. There were four other Hunters, of which I was the sole survivor in the Forest of Mazes. I could only cross by ingesting so much Aether that the monsters believed me to be one of their own. Even so…I barely survived. The Watchers healed me, such as they could, but I decided I couldn’t continue my journey. I returned to Colonia, and had scarcely been there a week when you and Isaru came.”

“You were trying to find Hyperborea then.”

Shara nodded. “You have guessed correctly. And I was instructed to come again, following your trail and making sure nothing went wrong. Valance and I believed you would have better luck, and for the most part…this has proven true.”

“And then you planned to kill us once the Prophecy was secured,” Isaru said.

Shara said nothing, though I wasn’t sure why. She could have easily lied and said that wasn’t the plan, but her silence said everything.

“What now, then?” I asked. “You’ve shown your hand, but you still need our help to reach the city. You can’t kill us until then.”

“No,” Shara said. “And I probably wouldn’t be able to in Hyperborea, either, assuming we make it that far. Plans…can change.”

“What does this mean about my parents?” I asked. I felt anger welling up again. Anger that was almost impossible to control. “If you planned on not honoring the deal, how do I know that they aren’t already dead? Why should I continue doing your dirty work?”

“Because they aren’t dead.”

“And why should I believe you?”

“Because I know that as long you believe there is a chance they are still alive, you will keep doing what we tell you to do. Even if I can’t show you that they are. Is killing me right now worth the risk, supposing you even could? I don’t need hypermail or a hypersword to best you both in battle. With Aether, I am unstoppable. Your parents are still…needed…by the Covenant. The Covenant is interested in you too, Shanti, and your parents are the key to learning more.”

I wondered just how much she had heard Isaru and me talking. Did she know about my true identity? Nothing really pointed to the fact – at least, not yet – so when she was following us, it had to be from a distance.

“Are they being taken care of, as I asked?”

“They are imprisoned,” Shara said, simply. “They are treated no better and no worse than any other enemy of the Covenant.”

“Then Isaru and I are not the only ones not holding up our end of the bargain. That was part of the deal.”

Unlike Valance, though, I didn’t have a minion to babysit him to make sure he followed through. My mother had believed she was near death when I had seen her, and thinking of both of my parents’ pitiful state was just too much.

The only thing I could do was find the Prophecy and make sure it was returned. Something I would hate doing, and Isaru even more so…Isaru who saw the Prophecy as the rightful possession of the Elekai.

I just saw it as the freedom of my parents.

“We could fight,” Shara said, “or we could come to another agreement. You mentioned it a few days ago, but it may be prudent to join forces…at least for the time being.”

“No,” Isa said. “She is just going to kill us all.”

“I have no reason to kill any of you,” Shara said. “What’s done is done. You complicate the equation, yes, but so long as you remain with us, you will be spared. After the Prophecy is in Colonia, none of this will matter.”

“You are not coming with us,” I said. “If you hadn’t tried to kill Isa, then yes, maybe. As it stands…you must leave. If you don’t, and if we ever see you again…we will kill you.”

That last part had been hard to say, because there was some part of me that still believed the old Shara was there, beyond all the mind-warping caused by Aether. Even as she looked at me, her glowing eyes reminded me of a snake’s.

“That isn’t an option,” Shara said. “I am coming with you. You can hate every minute of it, but it will do nothing to stop me. And trying to kill me would be foolish. I would kill everyone here. No, we will do things my way, or not at all. We need to work together in order to secure the Prophecy. If I don’t return to Colonia alive, well, I think you know what happens to your parents.”

I couldn’t stop her. I didn’t know if Isa would be safe, but I would do everything in my power to make sure she was. That was all I could do. If we killed Shara now, that meant my parents would die, too. If we kept her alive, then there was a chance they could still be saved.

I didn’t like the odds, but Shara was right. Even if there was a chance they were still alive, I couldn’t do anything to jeopardize that.

“I’m sorry, Isa,” I said, weakly. “This isn’t what I want, and I promise to protect you every moment. We have no choice.”

Isa said nothing. I couldn’t bring myself to turn around and look at her. In a way, she had saved herself by coming with us. In another way, that would mean having to live every moment of her life in fear of being killed by someone who, in essence, was nothing more than an emotionless monster.

Even laid out as it was, I couldn’t help but feel like I was betraying her. Isaru said nothing, but I could see he didn’t approve. What did he want me to do? Perhaps he would choose Isa over my parents, but if there was a chance I could keep both alive, then I was going to do it.

“I know this arrangement will be…difficult,” Shara said. “I will do what I can to make it more bearable. I will make my own fire, and travel within sight, but not sound, of the rest of the group. I will not speak unless there is great need, or if someone asks me a question.”

“See that it stays that way,” I said. “And when you take your drug…do it away from the camp. Or better yet, throw it out.”

“You know that’s something I cannot do.”

Doing so would be as good as killing her, but before death, she would go mad and likely kill the rest of us in the process. From what I knew of Aether withdrawals, they were a violent ordeal, and not only for the one who was in withdrawal.

“If we are to continue with this madness, then let’s get on with it,” Isaru said.

He turned to help Isa up, who was still sprawled on the ground. When she got up, she looked at him but refused to even look at me.

Well, I probably deserved that, for choosing a monster over her. Already, this was far from what I had in mind, but I was grateful that Isa was alive. Had I just been more adamant yesterday, she would be dead now, and at least this way, I could keep an eye on her.

If I was going to keep an eye on Isa, though, I had to keep two on Shara.






































CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




GETTING MOVING AFTER THE CONFRONTATION with Shara was awkward, to say the least. Good as her word, she hung back far on the trail, and it took all of my willpower not to check every ten seconds to make sure she was still there. Which, of course, she always was.

No one really spoke. Even if something came to mind, I didn’t say it. I wasn’t going to pretend everything was normal when Shara had as good as admitted that she had planned to kill us all, and had come within seconds of finishing Isa. Even now, supposing we found the Prophecy, that could still be her plan.

I tried to look at the positives. It was another sword arm, and Shara was good – or better – than either Isaru or me on that score. Aether made her fight like something else, giving her strength and speed that Isaru or me had trouble matching in the one time we did have to fight her. Unfortunately, it also made her our biggest threat when I thought that was going to be crawlers.

The scenery of the forest passed with little change. The hills east of Northold gradually flattened until there was nothing but the trees themselves. Judging by their thickness, it would have been difficult to travel east without the road, which really was more of a trail at this point. There was nothing out this way that I could see – no signs of other holds or houses, or any place people might have lived.

Isaru broke the silence to ask Isa about the Invi. I didn’t think she was even going to respond at first, but she surprised me when she answered quietly. It bugged me, though, because something in her voice said she was speaking only to Isaru.

“No one knows where they are. They move around a lot, and it’s impossible to try and find them. If we do come across them…it can only be by chance.”

Isaru nodded, but it didn’t seem as if he liked that answer.

By afternoon the road became rougher, and was even overgrown at points. Something told me that before long, it would be completely gone. By evening, we were still heading east, but without the aid of the trail.

We set up camp in a clearing laden with pine needles. We set up our usual fire while Shara set up hers on the other side. I kept a close eye on her, but she was asleep shortly after eating her dinner. Apparently, she’d found time to shoot some small creature with that crossbow of hers. Probably the biggest case of overkill in history.

By the time night fell, though, it was harder to see her. As I sat on a log next to the fire and took first watch, I paid attention to her campsite far more than I did my surroundings. The night grew very chilly, so I threw more logs onto the flame and warmed my hands. The new cloak, which I wore over my old one, helped a lot.

I woke Isaru by the time my shift was over and went to sleep. It seemed only a few minutes later that I awoke to the sun’s golden rays slanting through the green-tinted trees. The red hues bathed the forest meadow, causing the xen showing through the pine needles to shimmer with a reddish sheen.

My first sight was of Isaru, sitting on the log I had vacated, looking into the trees at nothing in particular. Not too far away, Shara lay sleeping around her own fire, burning to coals, now. I hadn’t seen her wake to stoke it, so that was something she must have done under Isaru’s watch. Seeing her lying there made it seem as if she really was the person I once knew. She looked exactly the same, having washed the black paint off her face by now. That face seemed harder, now, but otherwise she looked the same.

Isa slept beside our fire, as far from Shara as possible. She seemed peaceful, though that probably wasn’t going to last for long. I closed my eyes again, wishing for a few extra minutes of sleep. Having to deal with Shara was the last thing I wanted to do, but she was here to stay.

If this was how I felt, I couldn’t imagine what could be going through Isa’s mind.

I stood up and rubbed my eyes. I ran my fingers through my hair, wresting out a stick that had somehow gotten caught in there. I snapped it in half and threw it in the fire.

Isa was awake shortly after, followed closely by Shara, both of whom started to pack their blankets. They were mirror images of one another, going through similar motions, but I was smart enough to keep that thought to myself.

Once done packing, Shara set off into the woods, which made me nervous, but I supposed she was still human like the rest of us. Isa stared hard at the ground as if she found it the most interesting thing in the world, poking it with a stick. Isaru said nothing, contenting himself with sitting on his log while chewing some venison jerky.

“She’s been gone awhile,” I said.

Isaru looked at me, eyebrows lifted, while Isa momentarily stopped fiddling with the stick. She went back to it though, as if realizing, by stopping, she had acknowledged my existence.

She surprised me, then, when she did speak. “I say we move on.” She snapped her stick against the ground, an action which only seemed to add finality to what she’d said. “She, most of all, should know that we don’t have all day to sit here.”

“I agree,” Isaru said. “I wonder if she’s testing us, somehow.”

“We wait,” I said.

The morning wore on, and the sun rose, radiating a strong heat that was a strange contrast to the cool air. A slight breeze blew from the north, adding to the chill.

Isaru shifted from his position leaning on the tree, clearly ready to make an executive decision, when the sound of rustling bushes drew our attention. Shara appeared from between the trees. Tied to her pack were two rabbits and two squirrels.

“There won’t be much hunting in the Waste,” she said, her voice seeming deeper than even usual. Apparently, her side trip hadn’t just been for hunting, but to take Aether. “And I needed something for myself.” Then, tersely: “Thank you for waiting.”

I knew she didn’t mean that, but it was good that she at least recognized that gratefulness was a human quality. It was more than I had hoped.

“We need to get moving,” Isaru said. “Isa, I believe you were leading us today?”

That was a conversation I hadn’t been part of. I tried not to let my ire show, but just because Shara was here didn’t mean I couldn’t be a part of making plans.

“It will be another day before we reach the Waste, and it should be easy travel until then. Between here and there is the Northern Plain. Not much grows there besides xen so we should make good progress. Even so, it’s important to enter the Waste from the right spot, otherwise we’re likely to end up in bogland that’s impossible to cross. Worse, quicksand is common, too. It can be dangerous, but it’s more of a hindrance than anything else. There’s a stretch of dryland that should take us most of the way west. The drylands form a sort of web, but there are pockets of swampland that we’ll need to avoid, if at all possible.”

“You’ve been there before?” Isaru asked.

“A long time ago. With my father. Contrary to what Shara has said, there can be good hunting in the Waste, if one knows where to look.”

“We should not tarry any longer,” Shara said, with authority. “Carry on.”

Isa’s gaze was like ice, but she didn’t protest. She hefted her pack and her bow and headed off into the trees. The rest of us followed.




* * *




It wasn’t long before we left the last of the trees behind and were out onto the open, xen-covered plains. Isa was as good as her word: there was little else but the xen, which stretched without breaking until the far horizon. It was almost as if we were walking across a pink sea. At various points, thin stalks would grow from the ground, or the xen would grow slightly thicker, but other than that, there wasn’t much. A stark silence hung over the land, and besides the sharp wind biting at my ears, there was no sound.

Isa led us with a purpose that said she knew exactly where she was going, even if the only thing we had to do was go east. Shara hung behind us at a good distance, and it was hard not to feel like we were being stalked by her. I kept telling myself that if she were going to kill us, she would have done so already. For some reason, that thought didn’t bring much comfort.

By midday, there were small changes in the terrain, patches of xen that were dimmer than that which surrounded it. I thought I was imagining it at first, but the patches became bigger, even interlacing with one another at times.

“Why is it doing that?” I asked.

No one answered me, though. I guessed no one else knew the answer, either.

An hour later, the ground became spongier, giving more to our footfalls. Water squished out of the xen with every step. The land was still flat and wide, but in the distance the horizon was more gray than pink, a sign that perhaps the plains were ending and the Waste beginning.

As the sun sank in the western sky, the wind grew unexpectedly cold, cutting like a knife through my cloak.

Isa came to a stop on a wide patch of xen, an island of pink in an otherwise sea of boggy gray.

“We’ll stop here,” she said.

“No wood for a fire,” Isaru said, glumly.

“No, not here,” Isa said. “There are trees in the Waste, but they are few.”

“How do we eat, then?” I asked.

The venison had been cooked previously, but after this long, I didn’t trust it to not make us sick without being cooked again. However, Isaru had some just this morning and seemed no worse for it.

“A little further north we might possibly find trees, though that’s not a guarantee,” Isa said. “I chose this spot because it’s dry and it’s almost sundown.”

It might be too risky to move on when we had only two hours of daylight left and end up in a worse spot than we were now. Then again, eating deer jerky for dinner wasn’t too inviting, either, and we still had a lot of provisions to go through.

Behind us, Shara brooded off in the distance, seeming to not care about being left out of the conversation.

After a moment, Isaru waved her over. She came, reluctantly, while Isa visibly tensed.

“What do you think?” Isaru asked her. “Stay here, or try to find somewhere with firewood?”

“Why do you ask me?”

“You must have an opinion.”

“What is my opinion worth? If I say move on, it doesn’t change whether or not we’ll find food or firewood to the north. Isa knows these lands better than I do. Let her decide.”

Isa scowled; she didn’t like even being supported by Shara, but then again, Shara did have a point. Isa knew this place better than any of us, and it was close to sunset.

“There might be a better spot,” Isa said. “It’s just…this is where my father and I camped on our last outing up here. North, the land just gets rougher, and we’d be walking well into the night to find a good spot with plenty of firewood. It’s dangerous to travel in the Waste at night.”

“Dangerous, how?” I asked.

“Remember what I said about it shifting from bogland to drylands? Well, it does that very quickly, and you can find yourself stuck with no place to go.”

“If there’s a bog, there’s peat, right?" Isaru asked. “Perhaps we could burn that.”

“No, because none of this land was bog until recently.”

“I see your point,” Isaru said, grudgingly.

“What about xen?” Shara asked. “Can’t we burn that?”

“No,” Isaru said, firmly. “To even suggest that…”

“I’ve burned it before,” Shara said. “Assuming it’s dry and dead, it lights up like grass and burns almost as good as wood.”

“Only with dead xen,” Isaru said. “I don’t think you understand how xen works. We need it to be alive.”

“But I need fire,” Shara said. “No fire, and my dinner is spoiled for the night.” She tapped the hanging creatures from her pack to emphasize her point.

“Changed your mind, then?” Isaru asked.

Shara ignored the question. “We will find something to burn, even if it’s the xen itself. It burned during the Crusade, so why wouldn’t it burn now? I’ll cut it from the ground itself if I have to.”

Isaru’s expression darkened, but Shara seemed to be oblivious. Either that, or she just didn’t care.

“Xen isn’t for burning,” Isaru said. “And it won’t be burned on my watch.”

Truth be told, I wanted a fire, too. I wanted hot stew for dinner, and lying down on this soggy patch of xen with no fire just sounded like a bad idea.

“We need a fire,” I said. “Tonight will be cold, and if we have to travel into the night to find a good spot with firewood, we can just sleep it off through the morning. No time lost.”

“We’ll move on, then,” Isa said.

We gathered the things we set down and followed Isa north.




* * *




Isa was as good as her word. The terrain only became wetter, our feet sloshing through equal parts soaked xen and muck. The smell of decaying vegetation hung thick in the air, and insects swirled above boggy mires which grew increasingly dark with the onset of evening. Nothing grew out of the ground but low shrubs, and at times, we were up to our knees in mucky water. When this happened, we had to turn back for the more relatively dry turf, but with the failing light, it was hard to see which land was solid and which land wasn’t.

It was clear we had made a bad decision. Not only was a fire impossible, but now we were far wetter than we would have been.

“We have to go back,” Isa said.

“We’ll find a spot soon,” Shara said. Of all of us, she was the only one who didn’t seem fazed in the least by the situation. “Push on.”

No one argued against her, probably because going back would take time we didn’t have. Soon, the only light came from the stars and moon above, along with glowing patches of xen. We followed the xen since it was mostly solid, but sometimes that xen would stretch across mires we couldn’t cross – mires which were producing a thick fog that, in minutes, made it all but impossible to see.

So, we came to a stop, squatting down in a few inches of water, muck, and mud, intermixed with xen. I couldn’t remember a time I’d felt so miserable.

I passed out the jerky, and we ate like that. I was so hungry that I could almost completely ignore how horrible the meat tasted, along with how much it smelled. Even so, it turned my stomach to eat it.

“What now?” Isa asked. “How are we supposed to sleep like this?”

Her tone was indignant. Even if Shara was to blame for pressuring us to go on, I also shared some of the blame. I had been so sure there would be firewood, but in the end, everyone was paying for it.

“I know this is miserable,” Isaru said. “But morning will come. And when it comes, the fog will lift. We can find a drier spot, and maybe even some wood to burn.”

“In the Hunters,” Shara said, “our wilderness training makes this look like a vacation. Are the Seekers really so soft?”

“What did you have to do?” I asked. “It’s only three months since…”

I didn’t want to mention that three months ago, Shara and I had been best friends. That three months seemed more like three years.

“The training is only for as long as it takes for a trainee to complete it,” Shara explained. “I will say nothing of it, other than it involves us having to go into the Red Wild.”

“I thought you said Hunters couldn’t go into the Red Wild without getting killed,” I said. “That’s the reason you gave for sending us to find the Prophecy.”

“That wasn’t a lie” Shara said. “Many Hunters do die. Those who die in training are seen as unfit to be Hunters. It solves itself, really.”

“That’s terrible,” Isa said.

“The Hunters are the elite soldiers of the Covenant,” Shara said. “There is no room for the weak.”

It got quiet after that. We just sat there in the muck, among the din of insect noise and buzzing of flies. There was a rumble in the distance. The sound of thunder.

“Just when it couldn’t get any worse,” Isaru said.

“Looks as if we might have gotten wet either way,” I said. “I don’t think I could sleep like this. Even without rain.”

“I would suggest moving on, except for the fog,” Shara said. “Perhaps the rain will drive it away.”

“Not that it matters,” Isaru said. “Rain would be just as much a hindrance. All we can do is endure it, just as we have endured everything else.”

The first drops began to fall, causing me to throw my hood over my head. Of course, the raindrops were cold, and as the wind picked up and scattered the fog, the rainfall only increased. I closed my eyes, trying to imagine that I was somewhere else. Anywhere but here. Of all places, I imagined myself back in Colonia, in the heat of summer. I felt sad, because Shara was in that memory. I remembered her drawings and how talented she was.

I wondered if any of that person, my friend, was left.

I opened my eyes to see only darkness ahead. Lightning slashed the sky, shortly followed by the boom of thunder. The falling raindrops slammed against the soggy earth, ricocheting back into my face. For all of Shara’s bluster that the Hunters went through much worse in their training, I knew she couldn’t be enjoying this. I would have killed for dry weather and a hot fire. I thought of the dry spot we had left behind. Even if there had been rain there, too, it would not have been as bad as this.

It would have been easy to despair in that moment, but the Seekers also had their own form of training. You accepted your situation rather than resisting it, and it was possible to do so even under the harshest circumstances. So, I closed my eyes and focused solely on that. Acceptance. This was where I was. This was where I would be, and there was nothing I could do to change that. It wasn’t a bad thing. It simply was.

At first, the meditation didn’t work. It felt like tricking myself out of the truth, but in the end, I realized that, in time, the rain would stop. It had to.

And somehow, hours later, it did. It was late at night, and the darkness made it feel as if I was alone. I couldn’t see Isa just three feet away from me. I worried about Shara, because I couldn’t keep on an eye on her, but I could hear her breathing on my other side. I looked up to see that the clouds were parting, and could even see a few stars. With the rain now gone, it was replaced with a damp chill. It took all of my concentration to suppress the urge to shiver.

With the clouds clearing, it was time to move on. Sleep was impossible, so movement was the only option. Isaru stood first, prompting everyone else to follow his lead.

Isa took a few steps forward, peering into the darkness. “I can’t see anything up ahead.”

“I can,” Shara said.

Everyone looked at her doubtfully. It was then that I noticed her eyes, bright blue even in the darkness. I knew Aether sharpened one’s senses, but to be able to see in this darkness was unimaginable.

It also meant we had to trust Shara to not lead us astray.

She didn’t give us much choice, starting confidently into the dark. We walked long into the night, Shara leading the way. From time to time, the rumble of thunder sounded in the distance, growing fainter with each passing minute. With the departure of the rain came the return of the sounds of wildlife – mostly insects, but also frogs, and at times, sudden splashes that could only come from something large. I tried not to think what that might be.

More or less, we stayed on dry land. We were always wet, there was nothing that could be done about that.

In time, we came to a large patch of xen, an island above the surrounding mire. There, we crashed to the ground, and within moments my eyes were closed and I was lost to sleep.






































CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




BY THE TIME I WOKE up, the day was bright. I felt the warmth of a crackling fire, which had caused me to wake up in the first place. I blinked, confused, wondering how anything could burn out here. In fact, what was burning looked like little more than dirt.

Shara had used xen after all.

Over the fire itself, the two rabbits and squirrels were roasting on spits, with Shara tending to them.

“It was already dead,” Shara said, referring to the xen.

I nodded, even if I had my doubts about that.

As for Isa, she was still asleep, as was Isaru, despite the morning sun and smell of cooking meat. With a chill, I realized all three of us had been asleep while Shara had been wide awake. And we were still alive.

I also realized that for the first time since joining up, we were sharing a fire. Or rather, we were around Shara’s fire; after all, she had been the one to make it. Isaru wouldn’t be pleased about the xen, nor Isa for that matter, who would take issue with almost anything Shara did.

For myself, though, the fire was good, even at the cost of a little xen. We needed the warmth to dry off and eat a good meal after suffering a wet, cold night.

What sleep I did get wasn’t good enough. Despite the bright sun overhead, I was groggy, and wanted nothing more than to sleep. It would be irresponsible to do so with Shara awake, however. Shara, who seemed to not be fatigued in the slightest.

Aether again, I thought.

“Tell me,” I began. Shara turned her head. “How did it all happen? The last I saw you…as yourself, I mean…it was outside your house, walking away to join the legion. How did you go from the person I knew to who you are now?”

It was a moment before Shara answered. “There are many things I can’t tell you about the Hunters’ ways. This is one of them.”

“What do you mean, you can’t tell me? You have a mouth, don’t you?”

“You know very well what I mean. We might be working together…at least for now. But it will not always be so. The Hunters have their reasons for wanting the Prophecy, and it has nothing to do with you.”

If only you knew, I thought. “That still doesn’t explain how my best friend has become my enemy. Do you still go by your old name, or do they call you something else now? Is there any part of you left?”

“She is gone. It’s all part of the training.” She paused, to again tend to the cooking meat. “I didn’t have a choice in the matter.”

What pained me most was not that she didn’t have a choice, but that she didn’t seem to care, one way or the other. To her, it was just a fact. Likely, she wasn’t even capable of feeling grieved about it.

“And you do it for Aether?”

She seemed to consider. “In a way. Aether reinforces the training. Without Aether, I will go mad and die. With it, I can at least stay alive, but it also means my thoughts and actions can’t go against the will of the Hunters.”

“Are all Hunters like you? Is Valance? Who controls him?”

“It’s not so simple,” Shara said. “But your curiosity is understandable. I’m not a clockwork creature. I still think and reason. But certain things are barred to me. For example, I can’t feel sad anymore. Or afraid. And I feel strong as hell all the time. This attitude gets a lot of Hunters killed in dangerous situations, but it’s useful, too. It’s important to stay smart. That’s part of the reason why I was the only to survive that Forest, back when Valance ordered the expedition here. The training has a way of erasing everything that used to matter to you.” She shrugged. “But that doesn’t bother me. I’m glad to do what I’m supposed to, and to earn my keep at the end of the day.”

Besides money, I was sure she was also referring to Aether.

“What about your mother?” I asked. “What about your art?”

She twisted one of the spits of cooking meat, almost violently. Was there something there, then?

“All gone,” she said, coldly. “They used to matter, of course. I can even remember what it was like. I just…can’t be brought to care.”

If Naomi ever heard that, she would be heartbroken. Then again, if Shara didn’t care, I didn’t know if she even recognized that.

“There’s no anger at what they’ve done to you?”

“None. I enjoy feeling this powerful. I can stand more pain and heal faster than other people too. Of course, I can sense Elekai and those with the potential to connect with the Xenofold. That’s how I was found, anyway.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’m only telling you because you might have guessed this already. We’re not like you, we Hunters. The day you were born, you would have always manifested: to be able to touch the Xenofold. This is what an Elekai is, in the classic sense. Then, there are those who that will never happen to, but a spark is still there, if only blocked.” She nodded toward Isa. “She’s like that. A lot of Elekai these days are. It comes from a weakening of the bloodline, where there’s only a little bit of potential left. It’s snuffed out in most people these days, and in Colonia, that is even truer.”

“You know about the Fading then.”

Shara nodded. “We know a lot about the Elekai. More than you would guess. It’s our job.”

I tried to ignore how unsettling that was, instead pressing on. “Hunters are people who can be trained, then. In another life…you might have ended up in the Sanctum rather than with the Hunters.”

“Yes. Except the training is different. Obviously. We are never trained to touch the Xenofold itself; that would be impossible for us. Instead, Aether is immediately administered as soon as a candidate is identified. Most die from it. Three out of four. You see, they take anyone who they believe has a smidgen of potential, and of course, mistakes are made. A lot. Even those with potential often can’t stand up to the dosage they receive. All who join the legions are pored over by the Hunters. I was simply…chosen. I didn’t know what to expect, but it was Valance who found me.”

“If that happened for you, then why not for me? They wanted me dead as soon as they laid hands on me.”

“You’re too strong to be of use,” Shara said. “As I said, you would have manifested naturally. I need Aether to unlock my potential. But a case like yours is rare indeed. It’s been decades since another like you was found, and it was for those like you that the Hunters were originally created at the Founding.” She shrugged. “Since then, the Hunters have moved into other arenas. Politics, mostly, but also missions like this, where a few well-trained soldiers are of more use than an army. But always, our primary purpose for existence is to eradicate the Elekai wherever we can find them within our borders. The irony, of course, is that each of us has a little of their ability. It is for that reason that we can’t have children – not that we would ever want any – and it is justified in saying that Annara can make all evil things good. In this, we find our redemption.”

Shara was saying far more about the Hunters than I had expected her to – especially when she had prefaced it by saying that she couldn’t say much.

“It sounds as if you don’t believe that,” I said.

Again, she shrugged. “It’s a story we’re told. I believe it as much as the rest.”

Which I took to mean that she didn’t believe it at all. “What do you believe in, then? Anything at all?”

“I believe in results. And I believe what I can see with my eyes. In a way…not having to deal with emotions as much is freeing. You see things for how they are, but even so, I’m content. I always will be, so long as I have Aether.”

“Where do they get it from?” I asked. “It’s not something that is easy to obtain.”

Shara smiled. “Now that, I can’t tell you. Perhaps what I have said will help you to understand…provided you believe even a single word of it. This is who I am, now.” She smiled, a bit bitterly…although maybe that was just me imagining the bitterness.

“You were so good before. I don’t think you’re responsible. Anyone who listened to your story, as I have, wouldn’t think you were. I just ask you to try to remember what it was like before. Maybe something will come back if you do that.

“Save it. This is me, now.”

Shara tersely removed the spits from over the flames, signaling that the conversation was over. She handed me one of the spits with a rabbit while keeping one for herself.

“Those two can each have a squirrel,” she said. “Even if I’m an emotionless monster, I have a certain liking for you.”

Being liked by a “monster” wasn’t especially appealing, but at the same time, oddly flattering. As changed as Shara was, old parts of her would still come through, in a twisted sort of way.

Despite what Shara said, I decided to save half of my rabbit for Isa and Isaru. It wasn’t long before they were both awake, and each gave no sign that they had heard our conversation. Then again, perhaps they were just good at hiding the fact.

We ate the rest of the food, even as Isaru and Isa told Shara not to burn xen again; they didn’t buy her explanation that it was already dead, especially when the surrounding xen was mostly intact.

Once done eating, we packed our things and continued on our way. 




* * *




Three days passed and the Withered Waste lived up to its name. After the first day, there were as many dead or dying plants as there were living. Half of the xen was gray with death, the other half a pale, sickly pink that showed it had been dying for a long time. And so the infection would spread, south across the plain, unless something was done to stop it. If it could be stopped.

Despite witnessing the slow death of the Red Wild, there was still life. There were the frogs, of course, and insects, and on the second day, we chanced across a muddy nest built among the reeds of a shallow pool, filled with eggs that were far too large to be a bird’s. Luckily, we didn’t meet the creature that had made it, but I couldn’t help but think it might be a dragon. Isaru mentioned something about giant, swimming lizards, which seemed almost as bad.

The nights were especially lonesome and cold. We always had a fire to burn, as there was plenty of dead xen now, and we dumped what was left of the venison two miles behind, as it was no longer edible. Frog stew was on the menu most nights. It didn’t taste bad, but there was never enough of it. Not for four people. So, we supplemented what we could gather with whatever was in our packs. They lightened considerably.

Shara seemed to pass a sort of test with all of us. Apparently, not murdering anybody for a few days was good enough to just travel together. It was far more convenient, and if we ran into trouble, having her nearby was more useful than having her too far away. Besides, having her close meant it was easier to keep an eye on her. Isa might not have liked it, but even she could see the sense of only having to build a single fire and cook a single meal for the four of us.

Isa knew some plants to eat – starchweed was one, and it was inedible raw, but cooked up, it produced a thick, tasteless porridge that was so gummy that it was difficult to swallow. There were valaberries, which were plump, large, and red, with silver spots that looked sweet to the taste, but in reality tasted like bitter poison. They were edible, though. There were plenty of crawling things to eat – worms, grasshoppers, crickets, and beetles that we roasted over coals. Once the wings were removed, they were hot and gooey, with a crunchy outer shell. They were largely tasteless as well, but of everything we ate, they were the most plentiful and did the best job of staving off hunger. We did have to set aside a good hour to make sure we had enough, though. Isaru caught an eel, somehow, with his bare hands in a murky pond, but its stench was so foul as it squirmed in his hands that it nearly caused us all to heave, Shara included. Later, we learned it had sprayed something on him, which made being around him very difficult the next day.

The Waste was easily the strangest place I’d ever been. A land half-dead, yet still teeming with life – mostly the kind of life that was deemed unclean by the majority of humanity. Basically anything slimy, crunchy, or generally considered a pest. The mosquitoes in the cool mornings flew in clouds, and were so bad that my arms would be covered with dozens of red bites, and those mosquitoes wouldn’t go away until the sun had risen well above our heads. One day it was cloudy and they didn’t go away at all.

It was under these conditions that we headed directly east. The land never truly got drier. It was a constant slog through mud and decaying plants, and we were there so long that the stench became almost unnoticeable. I had thought there were drylands in between, as Isa had mentioned, but apparently we missed those, because it was nothing but swamp as far as the eye could see.

And then, one day, the land began to slope upward, and the swampland was left behind. Once we were a mile or so away, we looked back to see a patchwork of glinting pools, interlaced with xen and bogs, stretching all the way to the horizon.

“It’s finally over,” I said.

Everyone seemed to be too tired to respond. But while I was looking west, they were looking east.

“You might not want to look this way, then,” Isaru said.

Dreading what I would see, I turned and saw, at the bottom of the hill, the same stretch of swampland just as vast as what we’d left behind. Perhaps even more vast. It seemed it would never, ever end.

Shara continued on, unflappable as ever, and only turned when she was about twenty steps in front of us. There, she waited patiently.

“How much more of this, Isa?” I asked.

She took her time in responding, as if she were so crestfallen that even trying to think of that was enough to break her spirit. “I don’t know. It probably doesn’t end until the Red Mountains. No one I know of has ever been this far. There has never been any reason to go this far. Not for over a century, when the land was still livable.”

That was hard to imagine, yet I still did. This land had probably been forest, once, similar to the forest we’d left behind near Northold. Now, the landscape was alien. A world I did not recognize.

Shara stared back at us, clearly impatient to move on. I wanted to shout at her for not having mercy. We weren’t as strong as she was; she had Aether, and all we had was whatever food we could find to feed ourselves. After one’s hundredth night crawler, potatoes were starting to taste like candy. And there were precious few of those left.

In the end, we did move on, and we marched across the soggy ground without further complaint. That night for dinner, we had toads, bugs, and whatever plants Isa said were safe to eat – but the further east we went, the less of that there seemed to be. Even the animals were starting to taste different, with less flavor and tougher meat. Some Isa told us to outright avoid, one being a purple toad that looked more like a rock than an animal, with wicked spikes that Isa said were laced with a neurotoxin that would have us twitching and dead within seconds. Shara nonchalantly mentioned the poison might be good to coat on the tip of her bolts. As if a person wouldn’t already be dead from them alone.

That night I was on watch. The fire didn’t do anything to keep away the swarms of biting bugs, and it was almost pointless to even slap at them. We were well-hidden in the thick rushes that grew in stagnant water, and our campsite was relatively dry, especially around the fire. Still, there might be something out there. I felt as if there was something out there. There were splashes, chortles, and unexplainable clicking. And the occasional, pained yowl of something being killed.

Well, that was life for you in the Withering Waste.

The others were so exhausted that they slept through it all…and I could have, too, given how tired I was.

That was when I noticed that two cinders had floated from the fire and were staring back at me like a pair of eyes from the rushes. The cinders blinked. In my hazed state, it took me a moment to realize that those weren’t cinders.

They were eyes.

I bit back the scream that came to my lips, instead choking out, “Get up!”

Instantly, everyone was awake and reaching for their weapons, but already, the thing – whatever it was – was heading right for me, long, slithery, and dark as night. It was like a snake, if a snake had short, stubby legs. And it was so much bigger than a snake, its body as thick as any of ours.

There was little time to notice anything more as it let out a horrible shriek with its mouth opened wide to reveal rows of needle-sharp teeth. A horrible stench permeated the air as it lunged for me. By instinct, I reached for Silence and found it instantly, and even as my mind entered Battletrance, I was already dodging – narrowly – the creature’s first attack. Shara already had her blade out, and was bringing it to bear on the creature’s long, slithering form. She struck, hard, but the blade didn’t bury itself in the creature’s flesh. The blade bounced off, as if it had struck rock.

Isa drew her bow, having time to nock one arrow before the creature’s long body tripped her up, sending her sprawling to the ground. And just like that, it started smothering her, wrapping around and around while Isa screamed – screams that were cut suddenly short when the monster’s inky, black form covered her mouth, and shortly after, the rest of her body.

I rushed forward and stabbed with my sword, but as with Shara, the katana’s sharp edge couldn’t pierce the creature’s side. That skin looked as vulnerable as any flesh might, except it seized up and became like stone right where the blade was going to strike.

Isaru, Shara, and I swung madly, attacking the thing now coiled around Isa while its tiny feet flailed in the air. I decided to chop at those feet, which seemed to get cut off easily enough. The monster shivered, apparently in pain. But even then, those short legs only regrew within seconds, something that seemed impossible.

What came next should have been even more impossible. The coils that had wrapped Isa began to coalesce and form a single substance, a black cocoon completely surrounding Isa’s body. I could neither see nor hear her, and despite trying to cut it open, it was having no effect.

I was getting desperate. I didn’t know what caused me to do it, but I reached for a log. The part of the log outside the fire wasn’t yet burning, but still incredibly hot. I yowled as I hurled the log at the monster, a trail of sparks marking its path through the sky. As the glowing-red part of the log made contact, the effect was immediate. The black shell quivered and loosened.

“Attack it now!”

Shara and Isaru didn’t waste any time. They cut at the creature’s shell, carving off bits of formless, black goop that writhed and fell to the xen, each individual piece quivering without direction. A small hole had been formed in the cocoon’s side, just enough to see one of Isa’s legs covered in black film.

I dropped my sword, and with both hands, yanked as hard as I could. Shara and Isaru cut the breach wider, causing a vile smell to issue from within. But I was able to drag Isa out, who, once free, was gasping for breath and covered head to toe in the black ink the creature seemed to be made of. Even now, that film seemed to be constricting her neck in a feeble attempt to choke her.

I grabbed at that part of the black film, wriggling my fingers in and pulling…hard. It stretched like gum, refusing to snap no matter how far I pulled. Meanwhile, Shara continued chopping up what remained of the creature while Isaru got out his ichor-infused knife and carefully cut the cord around Isa’s neck.

Whatever wriggly bits of the creature were on the xen seemed to be trying to reform, like water droplets joining. But before that could happen, Shara and I threw whatever bits there were into the flames, which roared as if we were throwing in oil. Isaru continued to cut it off of Isa while Shara and I threw whatever fell into the fire.

Isa was wracked with sobs, even as she tried to catch her breath, and every part of her shook. She coughed, hacking up black bile. It had gotten into her lungs, but besides that, there didn’t seem to be any lasting damage. None that was evident, anyway.

As most of what used to be the creature burned in the dancing flames, the rest of the bits that had yet to be burned grew still. There were some that were still clinging to Isa, until they slid off like dead leeches. She shook herself to be rid of them as Isaru and I checked to make sure they were all gone.

By the time it was all said and done, I had an arm around Isa and the flames were leaping twice as high as Isaru was tall. It was hard to feel relieved, though. Not when twenty more of those things could be out there.

Isa coughed again, and finally seemed to have caught her breath. Her eyes were still wide. When she spoke, her voice was quiet.

“A mimic. I used to think they were only in stories. It’s said they can emulate any being they’ve killed.”

In the past, it might have killed a snake, then. A rather large one. The cocoon, however, I couldn’t guess. Perhaps that was the mimic’s natural state.

“Will there be more?” Isaru asked.

“I don’t know. Very few have been this far, so I can’t say how common they are. I would guess not very common. Something like this would be an apex predator.” She paused. “There can only be so many of those.”

“My guess is the same,” Shara said.

“It didn’t like the fire,” I said. The flames had only abated a little in the time the mimic had been dead. Whatever it was made of, it made for good fuel. “We should build our fires much larger in the future.”

Shara and Isaru nodded their agreement; Isa was still too shaken to react.

We gathered what dead xen we could to keep the fire going. Isaru didn’t complain as Shara cut still living xen to feed it in addition to the dead xen. We gathered fuel for the next hour or so, until there was enough to last until morning.

“I’ll stand watch,” Shara said. “I have less need of sleep than you three.”

No one argued with her about that…not even Isa. It seemed as if sleep should be the last thing on my mind, but at the same time, I was exhausted.

More than sleep, though, I wanted out of this horrible place, but that was an impossibility given the darkness.

Escape would have to wait for the light of day.






































CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




WE BROKE CAMP AT FIRST light, heading toward the sun rising in the east. The reeds were thick here, and often had to be hacked with our katanas. The land was growing wilder with every mile. Thunder sounded in the north, and the usual chorus of frogs and nameless creatures lessened, until all that was left was a heaviness in the air. Lightning slashed through dark, billowing clouds dominating the northern sky. The southern sky, in stark contrast, was clear and blue.

“I can’t help but feel this place knows we’re here,” Isaru said. “It feels sort of like the Forest.”

It was a gloomy prospect. I didn’t sense the familiar absence of feeling that was characteristic of a reversion, but there did seem to be a certain pall hanging over everything. It felt dangerous more than empty, though.

Thunder again emanated from the north, like the growl of an angry beast.

“The ground is already so wet,” Isa said. “We’ll be up to our necks in water.”

Laden as we were, fighting through water that was even knee deep would be tiring. Anything more and we might be in danger for our lives.

“Do you know of any high ground?” Isaru asked.

“All I know is that the mountains are east,” Isa said. “With mountains come foothills, often days in advance of the actual range.”

“Keep going, then,” Shara said.

It began to drizzle, even as a cold mist overhung the bog. It became nearly impossible to see. We were forced to stop since there was no telling east from west. For all we knew, we were just going in circles.

Thunder sounded yet again. It was the first time we’d heard it in half an hour. But it sounded strange. Garbled, almost.

“Is that really thunder?” Isaru asked.

There was a long pause as everyone considered.

“If not thunder, what could it be?” Isa asked.

Unconsciously, we each reached for our weapons. I went for my blade, as did Isaru, while Isa nocked an arrow to her bow. Shara got her crossbow ready.

The thunder came again, and with it, the various puddles standing in the saturated xen rippled. Vibrations in the ground tickled at my feet.

“Earthquake?” I asked.

“No,” Isa said, her face going white. “If it’s what I think it is…our only hope is to stand completely still and pray that the cover of fog is enough.”




* * *




Everyone looked to Isa for further explanation, all the while fighting the urge to move even an inch.

“What do you mean, stand completely still?” Shara demanded. “Why?”

Isa swallowed before she could speak. “Yesterday, I didn’t believe mimics to be real. And since then, I’ve been thinking of all other creatures that were in stories. Lurkers, magmons, shellocks. But the most dangerous one was a worm the size of a building, or even bigger, that burrows through the xen. It’s said the sound of it entering and leaving the xen is like thunder.”

The thunder came again, only this time, it was closer. Now that we knew what it was, it no longer sounded like thunder, but like nothing I had ever heard before. Vibrations in the xen tickled my feet and made it difficult not to move them. The puddles were rippling all the more, and the vibration was becoming strong enough to shake my knees.

“Don’t move,” Isa said, softly. 

I wanted nothing more than to run, but I sought Silence while holding my blade at the ready.

“How large will this worm be?” Isaru asked. “You said the size of a building.”

“I don’t know. As large as a tower. Maybe even larger. It’s called a basilisk.”

The ground then heaved violently, to the point where I could no longer keep my feet. A great wave of water rose into the sky and fell like rain. And through the haze, I could see it; a giant monster through the thinning fog, stretching high into the sky.

Even as terror coursed through me, I felt as if I had seen this thing before, a long time ago. One of Anna’s memories again?

The creature’s long body twisted and writhed, until it was facing us. A multitude of white, glowing eyes shone, even as water continued to rain down. Its maw widened to reveal thousands upon thousands of teeth, so large that they were visible even with the distance. It towered above us, larger than anything I had ever seen. Much larger than even a dragon. It might have been able to swallow a smaller dragon whole.

If this thing chased us, there was no way we would escape it. It was far too large, far too fast. 

All I could feel was sheer panic.

Focus, I thought. Where have you seen this before?

A memory flashed into my mind. Four hundred years ago, there had been a similar creature – or even the very same – that had attacked during the final battle. It was a creature so large that only a weapon that was like the sun could destroy it.

Such a thing was unimaginable to me, but there it was, in my memory. I didn’t know whether this monster was the same one, but it was of the same kind.

“All of you, run,” I said.

“What?” Isaru said. “No. We aren’t going to leave you behind.”

“I know how to stop it, but you have to run.” I said. “Trust me.”

I didn’t even know what I was saying, but all the same, I felt sure of myself.

There was only a moment’s hesitation before Shara moved, pulling both Isaru and Isa with her. Both protested, with Isa screaming, but if there was one thing I could count on, it was Shara having a level head.

I stared up at the monster’s mouth, still agape and filled with teeth. I could feel a malevolent intent emanating from it. It meant to kill me, of that I was sure. But it seemed to be doing something else for the moment.

I put my sword in its scabbard, knowing it would do no good. Now standing alone, every part of me shook with fear, but I forced myself to close my eyes all the same.

In the Sphere, I had somehow broken the connection Mithras had forged with Aether. Markas had said what I had done should have been impossible.

Perhaps I could do something similar here. It was our only hope, because running would do no good.

It was insane to think this might work, but I wasn’t counting on myself. I wasn’t expecting this monster to listen to me. I was hoping, with everything I had, that it would listen to Anna.

The few seconds I had left stretched for what seemed an eternity. The basilisk remained still, each of its countless eyes staring into mine. There, it concentrated all of its power into conquering my own mind, and I fought back against its attack with everything I had. At any moment, the basilisk could have swallowed me whole, but for some reason, it couldn’t. Not yet. Letting go of the hold I had on its consciousness wouldn’t just see me dead. It would break my mind.

Horrifying images flashed through my consciousness, at a rate of what seemed a thousand per second. My parents being tortured by Valance. Their dead, decomposed bodies with worms writhing out of their eye sockets. The Sanctum burned to the ground, the bodies of initiates piled and burning. The streets of Colonia, at night, with hordes of people shambling, their eyes blazing white. Every one of these images seemed true, or if not true, as if they would be true.

But still, I held on, even if it took every bit of strength I had.

We defeated you four centuries ago, I thought. Or have you forgotten?

The basilisk let out an earth-shattering bellow, which was shortly followed by a putrid stench.

Let me help you remember.

Now, it was my turn to implant memories. I thought of the exploding sun that had killed the other basilisk, along with Askala’s fall from power. The memories running through my mind were no longer my own, but from another life: Anna’s life.

And those memories were reviling to the basilisk. It wailed so loudly that the sound thundered through my bones. My legs wobbled and I crashed to the xen, just as the ground heaved and puddles splashed all over me. I was sure I had failed, that I was dead.

I closed my eyes, waiting for the end.

In time, though, the rumbling subsided, and when I looked up, the basilisk was gone and the dark clouds were clearing from the sky.

And all I could feel was utter exhaustion. My vision blackened and I fought to keep my eyes open. Isaru was in front of me, and I heard him call my name.

I tried to respond, but that was when everything went dark.




* * *




When I finally came to, the sun was low in the sky. I heard Isa’s voice first.

“She’s awake.”

She and Isaru’s blurred faces slowly came into focus. I could only manage to move myself into a sitting position; I nearly collapsed back to the ground, such was my exhaustion. 

“Take it easy,” Isaru said. “Whatever you did, it took a lot out of you.”

I could only manage a weak nod.

“Where’s Shara?”

“Trying to find us something to eat,” Isa said. She looked at me worriedly. “What did you do? We got to a distance and turned to see you staring at it face to face…”

I didn’t remember it being that close, but so much was hard to remember. Some of the images it had shown me were still fresh in my mind.

“I…I don’t know. I think it was something…she did.”

“I don’t understand,” Isa said. “This has to do with what you told me before you left the Sanctum? About you being…?”

I nodded. “Usually, I don’t ever know it or feel it. She comes out in dreams most often, or in thoughts. Sometimes, though…she takes over completely. That’s what happened here.”

And every time it happens, it feels like I’m going to completely lose myself all the more.

Talking about having another person living inside you was difficult. It was as good as saying, “I’m crazy.” For all I knew, maybe I was crazy. I had seen crazy people before; beggars, mostly, and some would even have conversations with people who weren’t really there.

I hadn’t gotten to that point, even if there really was another mind battling my own.

“She took me over, and she stopped it,” I said. “I don’t remember what she said, exactly. But it made the basilisk go away.” Isa handed me her canteen, of which I took to drink. Once done, I wiped my mouth. “I don’t think it will trouble us again, in any case.”

"It could have killed you at any moment, but you stopped it," Isa said. "I don't think I'll ever understand that."

"I won't either," I said. "Whatever it was she did…I'm not sure if it will work again."

"What do you mean, it won’t work again?" Isaru said. "Any time a monster attacks us, you can just turn it away. We'll be safe all the way to Hyperborea."

“You can’t ask her to do that,” Isa said. “Look at her!”

Before Isaru could respond, Shara appeared from behind some reeds, dragging behind her what seemed to be a rather large reptile. Dead, of course, but the thing must have weighed three times as much as her, and she wasn’t showing any signs of strain.

“Dinner is served,” she said, dropping the beast to the xen. One of its dead eyes stared at me out of a long, triangular face. Teeth lined below its long snout, and its scaly skin made it look like no lizard I had ever seen. It was similar to a dragon, only it didn’t have wings and looked like it was designed for swimming.

“What is that?” I asked.

“A croc,” Isa said, somewhat in disbelief. It was hard to tell if she was surprised by this “croc,” or the fact that Shara had killed one by herself. Maybe both.

I was surprised to see such a large reptile this far north. Usually, such creatures were cold-blooded and not suited for cold environments, but at the same time, the Red Wild had a way of changing the creatures that entered it.

“Start up a fire Isaru,” Shara said, hardly even noticing that I was awake. “Isa, help me gut this thing.”

Isa begrudgingly moved to help, and I decided that I was strong enough to lend a hand as well. We layered out long strips of meat on the xen. There were no sticks to skewer them, so we had to use our swords. They served just as well, if not better.

Within the hour we were feasting on the croc, which tasted a lot like chicken, except that the meat was a bit chewier. Once we were finished eating, we kept cooking the meat long into the night, as Isaru and I had done with the deer. I didn’t feel good about the fact that we were going to have the carcass ripe for the pickings not too far from us, but the other option was to move our camp, which didn’t make sense because it was likely the driest spot for miles around.

The Withering Waste felt unnaturally quiet as we settled down for sleep, but the brooding sense that something was watching us was absent. It was as if the entire place knew what had happened, and was making a point of staying away. Even so, Isaru kept watch while the rest caught what sleep we could.






































CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR




SHORTLY AFTER DAWN AND A light meal of croc meat, we were on our way east. After just a couple of miles of slogging through marsh and reeds, the land flattened and dried into a wide, desert plain, with only a few patches of xen breaking the monotony. For the first time, we could walk a mile without being soaked from the shins down. Although the sun was bright, the air was still cold and windy. Gusts swirled dirt devils across the expanse. Along the horizon rose a line of mountains, shining dull red in the early morning light.

“That's them,” Isa said. “The Red Mountains.”

“The end of the Waste, then?” I asked.

She nodded. “This is the last stretch. After those mountains, Ragnarok Crater shouldn’t be far.”

We were close, then. It was hard to believe. We still had a few days to go, and if those mountains were any indication, it might be longer than that. Isaru and I had been reduced to a crawl crossing the Dagger Peaks. But given that we made it past these, all that was left was the Crater itself, after the Plains of Decay. Getting into the Crater wouldn’t be easy by any means. From what I had read, it was over a hundred miles across and miles deep at its lowest point, guarded by sheer cliffs on all sides. There had to be a way in. The Pilgrimage Road might pick up again somewhere around here, now that we were through the Waste. The road, though, was all but absent here on these dust-strewn plains. For all we knew, it was fifty miles north or south. The land was passable, and until the mountains, there would be nothing to bar our path.

By the time evening came, we were a little closer to the mountains. In the passage of hours, it was hard to tell if we were actually getting closer, but they were clearly larger now than they had been in the morning. Another day, perhaps, and we’d be in them.

“We have to try and find the road,” Isaru said, over dinner. “From what I’ve read, it goes through the only known pass in the north. The only other option is going far enough north to where the mountains taper a bit…but that means continuing to slog through the Waste.”

“We don’t have time for that,” Shara said. “It’s the mountains or nothing.”

That was at least one thing everyone agreed on. Our progress had been much better than expected. Despite everything we had gone through, it had taken exactly six weeks to get to this point. Considering all the rough country we’d had to pass, Valance had been far too stringent by only giving us three months. It meant we’d have less time to spend in the city itself to search for the Prophecy, and it definitely meant we had to take a shorter route home. Isaru getting discovered would be the least of our worries then. As long as one of us could make it back…

My thoughts went to Shara. Shara, who would no longer need us once we had the Prophecy in hand. I still didn’t know what we were going to do about her. I was guarded, and I would be doubly so once we reached the city.

Assuming we reached it in the first place.

I had second watch, and it seemed to come before I even knew it when Isa woke me. As she settled down for her own sleep, I was alone with my thoughts. I watched the mountains, glowing in the night almost like fire. It had probably been years, or perhaps even decades, since anyone had been this close to Ragnarok Crater. By all rights, we should have been dead by now.

I practiced sword forms until the eastern sky grayed above the red peaks. I fed the fire with some more scrub we had gathered, until it was bright and warm, which helped stave off the morning chill. As I warmed my hands, I also stewed some of the croc meat. It was surprising how much of it we’d already eaten. There were four of us, now, eating as much as eight for all the hard travel we were doing.

The others woke one by one, and after breakfast, we were off again toward the eastern peaks.




* * *




By afternoon, the plains quickly transitioned into steep, jagged hills, often filled with xenotrees. There was no telling where the pass might be, so all we could do was aim between two of the mountains, before which was a wide valley filled thickly with pink forest. Even if the swamplands behind had been decaying, this valley still seemed to be a haven for life, not yet poisoned by the reversion. Even so, there were few animals, and usually the only sounds were our footsteps and the breeze blowing through the branches above.

The forest abruptly ended to place us before a high cliff, below which spread the rest of the valley coated with xen. The mountains were pink until a certain height, the color switching to bare gray rock mostly covered by thick snow.

“Look,” Isaru said.

I followed where he was pointing, toward a single line weaving across the lowest part of the valley.

“We found it again,” Isa said.

“It’s amazing it’s still here,” Isaru said. “Let’s get down there.”

He led us along the cliff, and trying to find a safe way down took the better part of the morning. It wasn’t until early afternoon that we were in the valley below. Another mile through scattered forest saw us coming upon what remained of the road – nothing more than a slight depression in the vast valley of xen. On the ground it was hardly discernible, while on the cliff it had been more prominent. It hadn’t survived as well as Isaru had thought.

We followed it until it became too dark to continue moving.

After we set up camp, ate, and settled down for sleep, I had hardly closed my eyes when a high shriek pierced the night.

I was up in a second with my blade drawn, even as the others drew their own weapons. The shriek came again, although the tone was different, as if it had come from another creature. The sound echoing off the mountains made it difficult to determine where it was coming from.

But then, I looked up to see dozens of shadows blocking out the moon and stars, all flying south across the valley. We all remained perfectly still as the dragon swarm flew across the sky.

“More of them migrating south,” Isa said, putting her bow away

“There are much more here,” Isaru said.

It said a lot if the Northern Wild was getting too dangerous for even dragons. It also explained why this part of the mountains was relatively peaceful. The dragons living here had made it habitable.

Now, however, that would change. It might take years, or even months, for these mountains to become more like the Waste.

We only went back to sleep when the last of the dragons had passed out of sight, and with their departure, it was hard not to feel a foreboding emptiness.






































CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE




MONTHS PASSED – MONTHS OF LEARNING, months of prophecy, months of planning. Prophecies from Annara arrived with frequency, to the point that Elder Marius said that no such thing had ever occurred in history.

And from the prophecies, a story was beginning to be mapped out.

Annara had returned to the Xenofold, watched over by the Elder Dragon, Quietus. Hyperborea had been founded against the order of the Elder Dragons, Askal and Quietus, but was founded all the same. Even Tiamat, patron dragon of the Samalites, had abandoned the people at their lack of obedience, when they were tempted by the power of the Sea of Creation.

And when the Xenofont had been made, all ties were severed for good, but the people did not miss the company of the Elder Dragons, instead thinking they would return. They set about on the work of constructing the city, and in time, subjugating the minor tribes and incorporating them into the growing kingdom.

And so Hyperborea’s power grew, the city dominating all the Northern Wild while exacting influence over the barbarous Eastern Kingdoms, teaching them knowledge that had been lost ever since the Ragnarok War. They had even planned to expand the Wild in that direction, and had somewhat succeeded, but upon the ascension of King Isandru Farl III – my own father – things had changed.

Always, there were visions of war. Terrible destruction wracked all over the Wild and beyond. For the first time, Hyperborea fought a nameless enemy that was their equal. Marius and I tried to discuss who they might be, but all known nations were too weak. Even Brasilia, the empire south of Nova, was no match for Hyperborea’s strength.

So, the only conclusion was that this great power had to come from beyond the Western Ocean, or perhaps beyond the Atlantic. There was only one place in the world that made any sort of sense, and that was the Shen Collective, who lived on the far side of the Western Ocean.

Only, why would they attack? We should have been of no interest to them. All the same, we couldn’t think of any other place that was as strong. Hyperborea’s dominance of the Americas was unquestioned. The Shen’s dominance of what came to be known as Shenland was equally unquestioned.

Very little was known of them because of their isolation. Marius and I read all accounts we could of exploration missions to the west, and even Hyperborean exploration parties revealed only domed cities that could not be accessed. Any contact had been impossible with the Shen.

Only, if Marius and I were right, they were just waiting for the right moment to strike.

Marius posited that they would strike when Hyperborea was weakest, and that would happen when the Sea of Creation was lower.

Isandru was brought in, and in time, he began to change his mind about Aether. It wasn’t easy…not at first. But he soon became convinced of the veracity of my prophecies. Getting him off Aether was a challenge, but through meditative Xenohealing performed by one of Marius’s trusted Cleric friends, he was able to become free of the influence of the drug. When this happened, he became much more receptive to what Marius and I were saying, even adding his own ideas.

All of this did not go unnoticed by Shal. At all times, it seemed as if one of his spies was watching me. All the same, so long as Marius, Isandru, and I spoke behind closed doors, there was nothing he could do, and nothing he could prove.

That was, until the day Elder Marius was exiled from the city forever.

It happened on a single day. I didn’t even know how it happened. All I saw was that he wasn’t in the Highgrove on the day we had a lesson. I searched for him, and my path brought me to the throne room, where he was kneeling in front of where only mother alone sat, with Shal standing at her side.

His head was lowered, and two black-armored guards stood behind him. There were few in the room; this had been done in a rush, likely before I could ever have a chance to stop it.

I ran into the room, but my mother, seeing me, called out.

“Mia, stay out of this.”

Even as the guards obeyed, I screamed. “No! You can’t do this. The charges are a lie!”

I saw nothing more. I was escorted out of the throne room and the door slammed shut.

Marius was not killed, but instructed never to return to the city on pain of death, and ordered to never contact anyone living in the Palace again, on pain of death. It was only later that I had learned of what he had been accused: treason, and poisoning the minds of the heir and princess to destroy the city. Apparently, many had listened to our conversations – spies planted by Shal at just the right places, at just the right times, sometimes even in the ceilings and walls, that were frighteningly close to knowing the full content of all of our discussions.

And so, all hope of changing the city died. When I went out into the forest these days, there were no more prophecies. It was as if Annara herself had turned her back on me. I tried not to think of things in such a way, but it was very difficult. I was disallowed from going to the forest, but I found ways around it. And the pressure from my parents, and from Shal, to begin Aether treatments was growing more and more with each passing day.

I thought there was little I could do but run away. And I was making such a plan, but I didn’t know where to run. Finding Marius would only get him killed, and anywhere else meant living a life alone without knowing anybody.

I was almost ready to surrender.

Until one day there came to the Palace two strange and curious people, outlanders by their form of clothing. They claimed to be Heralds of Annara, and I was desperate enough to give them a chance to explain themselves.

And then, what they said changed my life forever, telling me that Annara would be coming soon to the Palace.

I was skeptical at first, but they knew things that only I would know, and were even able to guess some of my visions, and even knew about my prophecy of the city falling.

I felt so hopeless that I was willing to try anything. So together – Isandru, these Heralds, and I – have been devising a plan to topple Shal while waiting for Annara to come. So far, she hasn’t, but that doesn’t mean she won’t.

It will just take time.






































CHAPTER FORTY-SIX




THE NEXT MORNING, I KEPT my dream to myself, mostly because Shara was always around us. I would have to relate it sometime when she wasn’t around, but that would be difficult, considering that she almost always was around.

This one had been different from all the others – more like a stream of thoughts and less like a stream of events that were actually viewable. In fact, I wasn’t sure if it even had been a dream. I had dreams of Mia that were not, in fact, prophecies, and I knew that intrinsically.

This, however, was strange. It was something I couldn’t exactly place, and not being able to label it made me all the more reluctant to share it.

So that morning, I kept quiet as we followed the line of the overgrown road until, coming around a ridge, the valley lowered abruptly.

And in the bare expanse lay, half-buried, the metallic ruins of the strangest thing I had ever seen.

“What is it?” Isa asked.

No one answered her as we just stared. That it was manmade, there was no doubt, but it didn’t seem like a building. If it reminded me of anything, it was an insect, but why people would build such a thing was a mystery. It had to be at least two hundred feet long, and about half as wide. It was crumpled in the middle, almost rent in two, as if something had slammed into it. Or maybe, it had slammed into something. The Road went right by, so back in the time when people used it, they had to be well aware of this thing’s existence. Perhaps it was something the Hyperboreans had built, but part of me doubted that.

For all of its strangeness, it seemed familiar. The feeling was uncomfortable, because I knew it wasn’t my sense of familiarity, but Anna’s.

And then, in a flash, I saw it for what it was. Curved beams like ribs supported the main body of what had once been a metallic hull. A hull meant it had to be a ship.

But what would a ship be doing in the middle of the mountains?

It took far longer than it should have for everything to click. This ship wasn’t built for sailing; it had been built for flying.

“The stories are true,” I said. “That’s an airship, I’m sure of it.”

As I said this, everyone looked at me, probably wondering if I was joking. It was no joke, though. Now that I had said it out loud, I was surer of it than ever. It was something Anna would have known about, and it was hard to tell if I had come to this conclusion because of her, or from my own intuition.

“Let’s get a closer look,” I said.

“It looks nothing like the ones in artwork,” Isa said. “Although, given that they have been lost for four hundred years, it makes sense that we wouldn’t know what they look like.”

“The way the road goes by, people used to know about it,” Isaru said, mirroring one of my original thoughts. “Perhaps that’s even the reason the road passes it. It could have been one of many stops along the Pilgrimage Road, but I have never read any mention of it. Which I find curious.”

A lot of people believed the ships never existed. It wasn’t hard to see why – a ship that flew seemed like something beyond possibility. In art, they were often depicted as conventional ships, wooden with sails that sort of functioned as wings. The closest representation I’d seen was in the Sanctum’s mural on the interior of the Dome, but even that didn’t come close to what I saw before me.

We followed the road over the next hour until we were standing right next to it. Up close, it was far larger than it had first appeared. In reality, it was even bigger because half it was buried in the xen. Large ruptures in the hull were open to the air, and inside I could see ancient machinery, pipes, tubes, and twisted metal, shining in the sunlight. That wasn’t iron, then; it would have rusted a long time ago if it were.

“Is it possible to get inside?” Isa asked.

“It’s probably dangerous,” Isaru said. “With something that old, there’s no telling if a deck might give out from under you.”

It was a good point, but still, my curiosity was too great. “I want to see it, too. We might learn something. Not all of us need to go in.”

“We can’t spend long here,” Shara said.

I circled around the ship as the others followed. I came to a stop when I had arrived at what I believed to be the stern. There was a slight opening between the top of the ship and the xen below. The opening was wide, but not very tall. There was just enough space to squeeze through on my belly, if I wanted. The entire stern may have once been open to the air, but over time, the xen grew very thick, almost completely blocking the entry.

“Do you still think it’s a good idea?” Isaru asked.

I wasn’t sure of that, but I was resolved all the same. “You still have that torch?”

Isaru reached into his pack to get it. Once it was in my hand, he fetched his tinderbox, and after gathering some wood from a nearby hillside, he got a small blaze going. With it, Isaru lit the torch.

“Try to get in and I’ll hand the torch through,” Isaru said.

“You’re not going in by yourself, are you?” Isa asked.

“You can come if you want,” I said.

Shara, however, was silent and glowering. It was unnerving, the way her eyes glowed as she looked at me. It was clear that she thought we were wasting time.

I hesitated a bit, not really wanting to leave Isaru alone with her.

“This won’t take long,” I said.

“Be careful,” Isaru said.

With that, I got on my stomach, shimmying backward though the opening. It was a tight squeeze, but there was enough xen growing inside the ship that I could climb the rest of the way down. By the time my boots thudded on the metal below, Isa was working her own way down. There was plenty of light in this hold, but that might not be the case later on.

Isaru appeared above a moment later and passed the torch down to me. I held it as far in front of me as I could.

The space was wider than I initially expected. The metallic deck was warped – not surprising if this thing had crashed. There were also many black streaks along the walls. A fire, then.

Even with all the damage, it was recognizable. I felt a surge of excitement, and I knew that excitement wasn’t my own. 

“They kept cargo here,” I said.

Most of that cargo was gone. There were still a couple of empty plastic barrels, mostly melted. The metal was elevated in the center of the hold, and took me a moment to realize that it was a platform. It had been designed to hold something, though I didn’t know what.

All that said, it was surprisingly empty. Isa and I made our way forward. The deck sloped slightly upward. It made climbing the steep stairs we came to a bit difficult, but we managed to reach an upper deck that was so laden with debris that it was nearly impossible to proceed.

“Should we go back?” Isa asked.

“Just a minute. There’s a way through here.”

It was narrow, but there was a way. People must have cleared a path at some point, perhaps even centuries ago. There was plenty of light from a rupture in the ceiling, but I kept the torch, just in case I needed it later.

We ducked through some twisted rebar until we had entered a comparatively open space in the same hold. It was hard to tell what this space might have been used for. There was another staircase leading up, attached to the bulwark, but it was completely buried in debris, so it was impossible to traverse.

I didn’t want to go up, though. I wanted to get to the bow, if it was even possible.

“Does this place look familiar?” Isa asked.

As soon as I heard the word “familiar,” I felt a strange sense of vertigo. I didn’t just feel like I had been here four hundred years ago; I knew I had. I remembered the bulwarks bathed red in the emergency lighting, the wailing of the klaxons, the thunderous pummeling of the Radaskim dragons. That was how it had crashed, then. We had escaped, only just in time…

Only I hadn’t been in this ship, but another. That one couldn’t have crashed far from here, because there had been two. It had been even bigger than this one.

“Shanti?”

Isa’s voice snapped me back to reality. She was looking at me, concerned.

“You all right?”

“I remember that day,” I said, finally. “We got to the escape pods only just in time. We landed in the mountains, not far from here. I…don’t remember how we survived. I just remember it being unspeakably cold.”

“You remember that?”

I looked at Isa, who seemed to be even more worried, now. I didn’t blame her.

“I sometimes feel she’s coming back, stronger and stronger,” I said. “Her memories mix with mine, sometimes to the point where I don’t know the difference. But yes. I remember it. Not clearly, but clear enough.”

“Do you actually think you’ll become her?”

“I…don’t know. I hope not.” The thought made me uncomfortable, and now, I wanted nothing more than to get out of here. “I think I’ve seen enough, anyway. This ship was called the Gilgamesh. I remember that much as well.”

We made our way back out the way we came.






































CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN




OVER THE NEXT TWO WEEKS, we followed the road, which made travel far easier than we had expected. It was well-worn, despite all the years, and aside from plenty of rock slides, it was mostly passable and we made good time. Traveling through the mountains was hard work, but they were untouched by the poison of the waste or Northern Reversion.

That, however, would change in the coming years.

Hunting was actually plentiful here. Game teemed in the valley forests, more than enough for Isa to find something most days. We stuck to smaller game where possible, and even had the luxury to do so. It was only with our last few days in the Red Mountains that the land turned nastier, and hunting became scarcer.

And then, finally, the land fell away, to be replaced by a dark and lonesome plain that stretched as far as the eye could see. I thought it would be warmer down there, but if anything, it was colder and windier. There was little xen, and what xen there was clung to sharp rocks, looking just days away from dying. There wasn’t much talking. There was a feeling of emptiness similar to a reversion that was barely detectable, and as each day passed, that feeling only grew stronger, even as the sky became dimmer and grew thick with clouds.

There was no wildlife, either. The land was simply empty and bare, the only sound being the wind constantly gusting across the plains.

I could see why they were called the Plains of Decay.

And then, on the fourth day, the monotony was broken by a still distant ridge, slightly obscured with mist. The sky was grayer and darker than even where we were, and that darkness had nothing to do with the onset of evening. It was hard to tell time here, but we had woken up not four hours before.

When we made our evening fire with dead xen, the darkness seemed all the more complete.

“This place is evil,” Isa said.

It was the first thing anyone had said for hours. Even so, not a one of us could bring ourselves to respond. Even Shara, as unshakeable as she was, seemed more reserved than usual.

That night, my dreams were troubled. There was fire and smoke, but despite that, deep darkness. Within the flames was a dark figure that the fire did not seem to touch. His eyes glowed white as a thin, cruel smile spread across his lips. He looked familiar to me, although I could not remember where I had seen him…

The scene flickered, until it showed Mia with her brother, Isandru, in the Cloud Palace. They were talking low, as if afraid of being overheard. Mia glanced over her shoulder, her eyes widening. She screamed…

Again, the scene shifted. I found myself on the deserted streets of Hyperborea between high, broken towers. There was nothing – not a sound, not another being within one hundred miles, and not even a thought in my head. In the distance, down the long road, was a blur. The blur spread, until it became clear that it was fog, rolling forward. I knew the fog would kill me, and yet, I couldn’t bring myself to move.

It advanced from every direction, and I stood there for what seemed an eternity, frozen in place. When it at last enveloped me, all I could feel was coldness. I could hardly even breathe.

And then, there was a pair of eyes in front of me, and the same, evil smile of my first vision. I screamed.

That was when I woke, and it took me a moment to remember where I was. I sat up to see Isaru sitting, facing the distant ridge line, his silhouette outlined by the low fire. I willed my heart to slow down, and in time, I felt myself calm.

Across the fire, Isa stirred in her sleep. Maybe she was having bad dreams, too. This place seemed to cast a dark pall over everything.

It was nearly my turn to go on watch, anyway, so I stood up. Isaru jumped at the sound of my approach. He was on edge, too.

Isaru went off as I sat on the rock he vacated. By the time he lay down, I watched in the direction he’d been gazing.

If there was anything that was going to jump out at us, it would probably come from beyond that ridge. It was hard to believe that we were this close, that Ragnarok Crater was in sight. And yet, there was no feeling that this journey was anywhere near its end. All I felt was tired.

As the first hour passed, I noticed auroras dancing in the sky beyond the ridge; the same thing had happened at the reversion north of the Sanctum. It was said that Hyperborea was the source of the Northern Reversion itself. The deadened land surrounding it was testament to that.

The morning was a long time in coming. The sun, when it did come up, seemed to do so reluctantly. I had to wake everyone up, because it would be another hour or two before the sun was bright enough to make it seem like a normal morning.

After breakfast, we were once again on our way. Everything was quiet, save the wind blowing cold across the plain. We walked quickly, knowing this was the final stretch to the Crater itself. If felt as if we were doing nothing more than walking quicker toward our deaths.

As we approached the final rise, a few trees began to appear, but something seemed off about them. They were gray, almost completely blended in to the listless landscape. I realized then that they were made of stone. I had seen petrified trees before, but never as many as these. It was as if they were all frozen at once, while others still had been shattered, being nothing more than piles of rock. I had no idea what could have caused that to happen, but it was unsettling.

All too quickly, we came to the ridge. There was a natural series of switchbacks, apparently carved into the rocks long ago. There was no other way up, so we followed that path, often over crumbling steps that no one had used in years.

“It’s too quiet,” Isa said.

The air seemed to eat her words, and it was hard to bring myself to respond. “Better than it being loud.”

“You know what I mean,” Isa said. “For all the stories about this place, you’d think something would have attacked us by now.”

“We were attacked, in case you’ve forgotten,” Shara said.

“Maybe those people who looked for Hyperborea actually found it,” I said. “Only they never got out.”

“Well, that’s just depressing,” Isa said.

Whatever the case, it was too late to turn back now. And there was nothing in the world that would make me turn back. Not after we had come all this way and all the times we had almost died.

By midafternoon – or what I thought to be midafternoon – we finally crested the high ridge, only to find low-hanging clouds obscuring the entire Crater below. It was completely impossible to get a sense of what it looked like, or how deep it went, but I could see the trail going down the ridge, plunging into the thick mist. The ridge stretched on our either side, lost to the horizon in the north and east. Its curve wasn’t even detectable, instead seeming like a straight line of mountains.

That fog made me uncomfortable, mainly because of the fog in my dream. Then again, something seemed unnatural about this fog, too. It seemed more solid than conventional fog, its outer edges lapping almost like waves on the Crater’s rim. Certainly, normal fog didn’t do that.

“We camp here tonight and keep an eye on that fog,” I said.

“It looks wrong,” Isaru said.

“I don’t know if it means anything,” I said, “but it’s better to be safe. I think the fog is dangerous. Maybe even lethal.”

“You mean it’s poisonous,” Shara said.

“Maybe,” I said. “I just think we should wait. If it’s still there tomorrow…well, we will decide then.”

Suddenly, a giant light shot out of the fog on the horizon, a single, piercing beam going straight up into the sky. It made us all jump, but it made not a sound. The fog quivered, rippling outward from the center until, over the next half-minute, it became eerily still.

“What is it?” Isa asked.

Isaru came forward a few steps, staring intently into the fog. “It likely has something to do with the reversion. Beyond that…I cannot say.”

All of us watched, transfixed, as the beam’s intensity weakened and then became completely faded.

“The fog is going down,” Shara said.

Indeed, it was now receding at an alarming rate. Over the next hour, we watched as more and more of the dark ridgeline became revealed. The Crater went far deeper than I had ever thought it would – deeper than even the Grand Canyon, although the slope itself was passable rather than sheer. Whatever the case, the path down was now open.

It was hard not to feel as if the fog was guarding this crater, and something had decided to let us enter.

Still, we remained on top, watching carefully. It was almost too dark to see anything, but by the time the fog was completely gone, the Crater bottom was visible as a teeming mass of pink-tinted forest, with sharply contrasting shades of orange, purple, green, red, and every other color, growing so thickly that it seemed just like the Selvan. If the path didn’t lead through that, there was no way we were getting through. I peered as far as I could, but there was no sign of anything that even resembled a city.

We decided to follow the path while there was still light left, and if the fog returned, the person on watch could let us know we needed to move. If anything, the path was broader and clearer here than outside the Crater. At times, paving stones were visible, poking through xen or earth, but other than that, there was no sign that any sort of civilization had been here. I wouldn’t have been surprised if that thick forest had completely swallowed everything.

No…I had seen the visions. The city was large. Unless it was completely leveled, there would be some sign of it. More than a sign. It would be obvious.

Still, the Crater was large, but as long as we followed the road, it would probably lead us straight to where we needed to go.

The sun had long dipped below the Crater's rim, making the space below much darker than it would have been otherwise. We made camp about one-third of the way down. There was actually wood to start a fire, but even its light seemed subdued in the dimness of the Crater.

When full darkness came, however, the entire forest came to life. The trees glowed, and dancing lights swirled above. We all watched it, Shara included.

“It’s beautiful,” Isa said.

It was, in an eerie way. Even the edges of the cliffs seemed to glow with the growth of xen. At the far edges of my sight, a large lake glowed pink in the night. A lake of raw ichor. Perhaps one of the seven of Hyperborea’s fabled lakes.

The view was something none of us had been expecting. I had expected a wasted land, completely inhospitable, like the Plains of Decay or the Waste. It was hard to believe this place was the source of the reversion. If anything, it looked untouched. As night came on, the clouds finally cleared, revealing countless stars interplaying with the thick, multicolored auroras.

“I can see why they built a city here,” Shara said, after it had been quiet for a while. “It’s paradise.”

That was what confused me most of all. It was as if we had entered an enchanted land, but that made me uneasy. This place was supposed to be dark and dangerous.

“What if the fog comes back?” Isa asked. “You saw how quickly it left. Perhaps it can return just as quickly.”

And suddenly, I realized why no one ever returned from here. Perhaps they even made it as far as here, finding the Crater empty. But by the time they were too far in, the fog would come and kill them.

“The fog is a defense,” I said. “This place is protecting itself.”

“Why would it let us in, then?” Shara asked.

That was a good question. A question for which I didn’t have a clear answer.

“Maybe we’re expected. Or maybe it’s waiting until we’re too far in.”

“All the same,” Isaru said. “We’re here. We have to try.”

He was right about that.






































CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT




WHEN I AWOKE THE NEXT morning, it was to find the day clear and bright. The clouds remained absent, leaving the Crater basked with golden, morning light streaming from above, catching the pink treetops and casting them in a fiery hue. The thick forest set in the deep bowl of the Crater was truly a sight to behold, and the glittering of the distant lake made it look like a sea of fire.

We watched it as we ate breakfast, and then continued the rest of our way down, snaking back and forth. The road was surprisingly clear, given how long it had been since anyone had used it, though at points it was overgrown with xen or covered by fallen rocks.

At last, the road flattened and headed into the trees. From above, the forest had appeared impenetrable, but here, there was enough space between the trees for it to not seem claustrophobic. The path wasn’t overgrown, in any case, and walking was easy enough. I tried to keep my guard up, because it seemed far too easy. Just because this place was beautiful didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous. In fact, many beautiful things in nature had a tendency to be dangerous.

There was one thing that was strange about the forest, though, and it was something I had noticed ever since the Red Mountains. There were no animals. Surely, that fog would kill animals as surely as it would kill a human, but that would mean the plants had to be impervious to it.

As we walked, the forest felt familiar. Even if it had been a hundred and fifty years, this place wasn’t much different than when Mia had lived.

Little by little, as we continued walking, the land lowered while the air warmed. With the change in elevation, the forest became more untamed. The trees grew thicker and the forest floor grew darker from the thickness of the treetops.

Even as the forest thickened, the trail remained completely clear of overgrowth, which I thought was strange. After all, people were needed for trails to maintain themselves. It reminded me too much of the Forest of Mazes.

When it became too dark to continue, we set up camp in a nearby glade. I was beset with a feeling of emptiness. At first, I thought it was just the early darkness, but I soon realized it went beyond that. Feeling it once was enough, and it wasn’t so much of a feeling as a lack of one.

I looked at Isaru and Isa, both of whom were staring at the ground. It was affecting them, too. Shara, however, was already gathering wood for a fire.

Which made sense; being non-Elekai, she wouldn’t know a reversion just from intuition.

“The city is close,” I said.

Isaru and Isa looked up from the ground toward me.

“I knew I felt something,” Isaru said.

“Felt what?” Shara asked, dropping the wood she had just gathered into a pile.

“The Xenofold is weak here,” I explained. “I suspect tomorrow, our sensation of it will be gone completely.”

“Ah,” Shara said. “And without the Xenofold, you are weak.”

I nodded. The Xenofold fueled the Elekai’s Gifts. Most Elekai couldn’t even use their Gifts unless they were in the Red Wild. Outside the Red Wild, an Elekai’s power was limited, unless their connection was especially strong.

A reversion, however, was a complete hole in the Xenofold. Even now, trying to find Silence was like trying to grab something just out of reach.

We ate the remainder of our food for dinner. No one really mentioned it was the last of it; there was no need for the reminder. If we didn’t find the city tomorrow, and the Prophecy, soon, we might not live long enough to make it back out of the Crater.




* * *




I had first watch. There wasn’t much to see in the darkness of the forest, but I could still listen. There was nothing save the sound of the fire, crackling low.

It was easy to nod off, and the only thing that kept that from happening were mental exercises I’d learned during my short time at the Sanctum.

I closed my eyes, just for a moment, only for a sudden brightness to shock me to awareness. As with last night, the beam of light shot directly into the sky, visible even through the thick treetops.

And then, the darkness of the night almost appeared blurry. I put my hand on the hilt of my blade. The same blurriness swirled around my feet, eddying like liquid.

“The fog,” I realized.

I turned toward the fire, where everyone was still sleeping peacefully.

“Wake up!”

But no one moved. The fog grew thicker, almost completely obscuring their sleeping forms. Sleeping, or dead?

I realized then that there was no escape, already the fog was crawling up my sides. Tendrils of it seemed to consciously reach for my face. A scream came to my throat, but never made it past my lips.

My legs weakened and I fell to the ground.




* * *




When I awoke, it wasn’t day and it wasn’t night…it was something else entirely that I had no word for. All was black save the outlines of the ground and surrounding trees. It was the same spot as before, only I was alone, and ebbs of light followed the lines, streaking toward the sky. The sky was filled with thousands of stars…far more stars than there should have been. The only sound was a low hum, so subtle that I wasn’t even sure it was there.

“We meet at last,” came a deep, slow voice, “or perhaps I should say…we meet again.”

I spun around to see a man, whose appearance was ghostly and ethereal. He had shining blue eyes, a vaporous beard, and a hard countenance. Despite his appearance, he seemed familiar to me.

“Who are you?” I asked.

I drew out my sword, and gasped to see that it was bright, shining light in the darkness. The dark figure chuckled deeply.

“You know me,” he said, with a strange, yet familiar accent that was almost musical. “You have seen me in your dreams. Don’t think I didn’t know you then, Anna. You watched from behind her eyes. She didn’t know it, and I didn’t at the time. It was here, in this place, that I have realized many things that once were hidden.”

“I’m not…” My grip tightened on the blade. “How do you know about that?”

He chuckled again. “You really don’t remember? Well. It is no matter.”

I couldn’t get past the feeling of familiarity. My memory eluded, and I wanted desperately to know what it was I was supposed to remember.

“What is this place?” I asked. “Did you bring me here? Am I…”

“Dead? No. Not quite. But you’re not quite asleep, either. You are here because we have things to discuss.”

“I want you to let me out,” I said. “Let me out, or…”

I trailed off, not really sure where I was going with that. I didn’t know what I was doing here. He was in control, not me.

“Put that blade away,” the man said. “It will avail you little in this place. We have things to discuss.”

“What things?” I asked.

“Hyperborea. The Prophecy of Annara. Your Prophecy, Anna. Or have you forgotten that as well?”

His voice was mocking, as if he knew that I had indeed forgotten it.

“Get to the point. You said we had things to discuss. So, discuss them.”

“Of course. I have an offer for you. The fog kills, as I’m sure you’ve figured out by now. But I can hold it back and keep it from fulfilling its purpose.” The man’s eyes were baleful, and I didn't know if the upward curve of his thin lips could be called a smile. “All I ask is for you to hear me out.”

“I saw you in a dream,” I said. “Is that what this is? A dream?”

“It is like a dream, but not,” he said, his voice echoing into the darkness. “It is a place where I hold great power. Power over nature. Power over time. Even power over death.”

I was getting more confused by the minute. “What are you talking about?”

“I have moved to a place beyond death, into immortality. It was my work that made this possible, even though the city I helped remake is now dead.” He paused. “You need my help, Anna.”

“Don’t call me that. Why do I need your help?”

“Only I can help you pass the fog.”

“You mean the fog will kill me unless I agree to do what you want.”

“All who have sought the city of Hyperborea have died for it. But I need you as much as you need me. Perhaps even more.” He watched me, those blue eyes calculating. Where had I seen him before? “In the waking world, your body is slowly being poisoned. Within the fog is a toxin, the work of which is slow, but effective.”

“You sent the fog, didn’t you?” I said.

The man shook his head. “No. The Xenofold here is…twisted. A complicated matter. It kills any who it perceives as a threat. There are almost two Xenofolds now, like a split personality. One half embraces humanity. The other wishes to prune it as it would a rotten branch. Here, in Ragnarok, it perceives all who enter the Crater as a threat. However…I can save you from that.”

“And what about my friends?”

“Your friends will be safe, too. Of course.”

“What do you want? I don’t even know who you are.”

“Still, you do not recognize me? Well, that shall now be remedied.” The man gave a small smile. “They called me Rakhim Shal.”

As soon as he said that name, recognition dawned on me. It was the same face I’d seen in the throne room of the Cloud Palace, the man Mia had hated so much. He was a bit different, here. He seemed more powerful and commanding, and the beard had thrown me off.

“You’re evil,” I said. “Why would I trust you?”

“Well, I would contend that vile word. But the truth is, without my help, you will never find the Prophecy. The city of Hyperborea will be closed to you. And you will remain asleep where you are…and never awake.”

“What happens then? I stay…here?”

The man nodded. “You will be like me. Here, I have passed beyond death’s reach. But that state might not be as amenable to you…or your friends. Or those others who might depend on you.”

Unbidden, the thought of my parents came to mind. I pushed it away. Who knew what this man could do in this place? If he was as powerful as he claimed, he might be able to read my thoughts.

“But you are dead,” I said. Even as I said it, I wasn’t quite sure of that. “You lived one hundred and fifty years ago.”

“My body passed from this world long ago, true,” Rakhim said. “But my consciousness endures. Mine…and others.”

“How is that possible? How can anyone live beyond death?”

“A complicated question. One which I sought the answer to all my days. I succeeded, in the end.” He gave a smile, somewhat bitter. “If this could be called success.”

“Just tell me what it is you want. And the location of the Prophecy, if you know it.”

Rakhim’s stare intensified; it was as if his gaze was seeing right into my thoughts. “What I want is simple. Hyperborea…what is left of it…lies not far from here. North of the city, there is a tower, called long ago the Tower of Shal. A…creation of mine. At its very top, you will find an Orb – it sits on a pedestal, glowing pink, and remains untouched, even to this day. I…have seen it. I dream of the waking world, and in my dreams it remains as it was when the city finally fell. You will take this Orb, and it will send you to the Hyperfold.”

“That’s what this place is, isn’t it?”

“This is not the Hyperfold proper; more like a dream that exists within it. The Hyperfold is a complex entity. But yes, this is one of its many manifestations. The Orb is a transdimensional object. It exists both in the real world, and here. One can travel from the real world to here just by touching it.” He looked at me seriously. “And one can return, provided they have a body to return to.”

“Which is why you can’t leave,” I said. “Why do you want me to do this? It sounds dangerous.”

“It will not be for you, Anna. Who you are gives you an advantage. Your blood is of perfect Elekai purity, not seen in the waking world since the life of Mia Farl. Her brother, Isandru, might have been strong enough. Anyone else, however, would have great difficulty transitioning back without losing a part of themselves along the way.”

“What do you mean, losing a part of themselves? What might happen to me?”

“I will say again; there is no danger to you, Anna. But none of your friends should attempt the same journey. Here, I can give you the Prophecy. Here, I can help you remember that which you have forgotten. The Orb will allow me to reach the Prophecy for you. Your presence here will forge a link between this place…the Hyperfold…and the Xenofold itself. With that link, I can give you the Prophecy.”

“What will this link do?”

Rakhim paused; whether to gather his thoughts, or for effect, I couldn’t say. “You are the only one to whom I’ve told this. I…made a grave error.” Rakhim’s eyes became sorrowful. “I want out.”

“What do you mean? You want to be reborn?”

“No. That…is not possible. I had…hoped for that, in the beginning. But it was a foolish delusion of a living man. I have moved beyond that, and now I desire only freedom. The Hyperfold is a prison for me. With the Orb…with you…I can gain absolution. I can return to the Xenofold using the link. I, and others. With no one here in the Hyperfold, it will cease to exist. When it is switched off…I will be free. And it will stop using the ichor of the Sea of Creation, allowing it to regenerate. For it is the Hyperfold that is keeping it from coming back. This place has a consciousness of its own…and it demands satiation.”

“Wait,” I said. “You’re saying the Hyperfold is what’s causing the Sea to remain empty? If it’s gone…then the Sea will return?”

Despite myself, I felt excited. This could have been what we were looking for, the solution to almost everything. If the Hyperfold could be turned off, like Rakhim said, the Sea would return. With the Sea, it might be enough to stop the reversions, preventing a second Mindless War before it even started.

“What aren’t you telling me?” I asked. “It seems too good to be true.”

“I am not a good man,” Shal said. “I never said I was. In this case, however, our needs line up. You see, Aether had an effect I could have never predicted, but an effect that makes perfect sense in retrospect. It connected us to the Hyperfold, the way ichor does to the Xenofold. Only…it locked us here. Taken for too long, it binds us to the Hyperfold. When I died…I came here, rather than the Xenofold. I…believed that the Hyperfold would be better. But it has only become hell. And now, I am trapped here, along with thousands of others.”

“What others? Who else is there with you?”

For the first time, Shal’s stony demeanor softened. When he looked at me, his face was twisted, filled with horror and revulsion. “Everyone. Everyone who ever lived in Hyperborea and used Aether.”

I found myself struck speechless. An entire city. An entire city of Elekai locked out of returning to the Xenofold, as all Elekai were supposed to do. Instead, they had come here, to this place Shal had described as hell.

At last, I found my voice. “Who are they? Mia? The king and queen?” I almost mentioned Isandru, but of course, Isandru was still alive, after all these years. Somehow, he had never died and entered the Hyperfold as others had.

Shal nodded. “They are…here. All of them. Unlike myself, however, they do not remember their former lives. I have created a world for them, such as they might remember, and they live their lives here, oblivious to the truth. Mia…suspects. She has always suspected that something wasn’t right, and yet, she cannot place her finger on it. How can she? But if I were to tell her…she just might believe me.”

Another question crossed my mind; if everything in the Hyperfold was as it was in the real world, then what of Isandru? Did he simply not exist in the Hyperfold, or was there another version of him, created from Shal’s memories?

My curiosity was too great; I had to ask. “What about Prince Isandru. Is he…here?”

Shal looked surprised. “You know of him, then. Yes. He is here, as is everyone else.” He frowned. “What of it?”

I did my best to hide my own confusion. For some reason, I got the sense that Isandru still being alive while not being in the Hyperfold was an important detail to keep to myself. I needed to find out more. Either Shal was right that Isandru was indeed in the Hyperfold, or the Isandru of the real world was not who he said he was.

Both possibilities were frightening.

“Nothing,” I said. “I’ve…had dreams of them.”

“I see,” Shal said. “None of us can be freed until you come here. But I need the Orb, and I need you to come here in the flesh, and not merely in a dream.”

I had no idea how much to believe, if anything at all. Much of what Rakhim said rang true, but at the same time, the best lies are ninety percent truth.

The hard part was figuring out which part was the lie.

Whatever the case…it didn’t seem like I had much choice. For all intents and purposes, Rakhim wanted me to believe that he was doing this for his freedom and the freedom of others. It was strange that he felt the need to hold my death over me to get me to comply.

As it stood, though, I had very little choice but to agree. “How will it work, should I agree?”

“Upon you giving me the Orb, it won’t take me long to use it. You will wake up in the same place you left. As far as myself and the others here…the dream will end, and there will be nowhere left to go but the link you created…the link to the Xenofold.”

It made a strange sort of sense. I didn’t understand how these things worked, and there was as good chance I was being lied to. All the same, I couldn’t find any flaw.

I would have to explain everything once I woke up. Perhaps the others would see something that I didn’t.

“I will do as you say,” I said. “But I need the Prophecy before I give you the Orb.”

“Of course,” Shal said.

“And how can I take it out of the Hyperfold?”

“As a memory,” Shal said. “Using the link to the Xenofold, I can help you unlock your former memories. Or at least, the memory you want in this case: the Prophecy you yourself wrote, centuries ago.”

I wasn’t sure Valance would be convinced by “memories.” The best I could do was make up a lie about the Prophecy getting destroyed, but having time to read it. Which I wasn’t supposed to do, anyway.

“I’m going to need something better. A physical copy.”

“I doubt such a copy exists,” Shal said. “In the ruins of the city, perhaps. Though all of our important artifacts were taken by the Shen. If anyone has it, it is they.”

The Shen. It made sense, although I didn’t know how far I could trust Rakhim. If there had been a war between the Shen and Hyperborea, then it would make sense if the Shen had somehow looted the Prophecy. Only, it was said the Shen lost the war, in the end, even if Hyperborea’s victory came at a heavy price.

“Do you know that for a fact, or is it just conjecture?”

“The Shen, at least in my time, knew many things that had passed out of all human knowledge. It is knowledge of the past that they seek above all, and the Prophecy of Annara would be something that they would highly prize. No, I do not know it for a fact. I only know that if you seek a physical copy, that is your best course. Otherwise, all I have to offer is your memories.”

I didn’t like it, but it was better than nothing. It wasn’t like I had much choice, anyway. “That will have to work, then.”

“I am glad we are agreed. The way to the city will be clear, and you should reach it by tomorrow. By tomorrow night, you can reach the Tower, provided the city is passable. Until then…I will be waiting.”

A sudden brightness blinded me…and the vision of the Hyperfold was gone.






































CHAPTER FORTY-NINE




WHEN I AWOKE, THE FOG was gone and it was early morning. I looked around the campfire to see that everyone was still asleep, oblivious to the fact that the fog had ever come.

I hurriedly got up and fed the dying fire. If anyone else got up, they would guess that I had fallen asleep on the job and let the fire go out. Once everyone else was awake, I could tell them about the fog, along with what Shal told me.

Once the fire was going strong, I woke everyone up. There was no breakfast today, and there wouldn’t be anything unless we found it. With luck, though, we would be through the city by tonight and be done with everything within a couple of days.

After that, we could find food. Perhaps if we were lucky, we could find some near the road on the way north.

Once we got going, I related the details of my dream, along with the fog that had caused it. At first, everyone was alarmed that it had happened without their knowing; apparently, they hadn’t dreamed as I had. But as to whether Shal was telling the truth or not, they were as clueless as I was.

“We have nothing else to go on,” Isaru said. “I’m only worried that you’ll be by yourself in there. It’s the perfect opportunity for a trap.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Isa said.

“What other choice is there, though?” I asked. “Shal had control over the fog, somehow. He could have made it kill us.”

“You said that the fog was a product of the Xenofold,” Isaru said. “Or rather, he said that. If he’s not part of the Xenofold, then he might have had no control over the fog.”

It was possible, and if that was the case, then Shal’s threat was moot. At the same time, I didn’t know his capabilities. If I backed out now, he might just bring it back.

“I won’t risk it,” I said.

“But you would risk yourself,” Shara said.

I looked at her. “Wouldn’t you, for the Prophecy?”

She shrugged, neither confirming nor denying what I said.

“It’s not in the city itself,” Isaru said. “That was the most surprising part. It’s in the Hyperfold, or at least it is according to Shal.”

“It sounds dangerous,” Isa said. “You can’t go alone.”

“I’m the only one who can do it,” I said. “Even if Shal is lying…I won’t risk either you or Isaru losing a part of yourselves.”

“He’s lying about something,” Isaru said. “Only I don’t know what.”

“I intend to find out,” I said. “But unfortunately, to discover what the trap is…I have to walk right into it.”

“By then,” Shara said, “it will be too late.”




* * *




At long last, we started to see signs of the city. Stones were poking up through the xen, half-decayed manses barely visible through the trees. Other than this, though, there was no sign of the city itself.

Still, we followed the path, knowing all the while that it couldn’t have been the main road leading to Hyperborea. A city of its size would have longer avenues leading toward it, so we were perhaps on a minor road that had become overgrown with time.

With every break in the trees, I expected to see the city at long last, but it always turned out to be another estate. The clearings in which they were situated must have once held farms, or even animals, but now they were overgrown with trees.

We traveled all day with a sense of expectation, going faster than we would have normally, despite the lack of food. The hunger gnawed at my belly, but hunger was something I had known. The secret to getting through hunger was to ignore it. Of course, that only worked for so long, but I was hoping it would work for long enough. Enough time to get to this tower Shal spoke of and to find the Orb.

After that – supposing all went well – we could head back.

We walked all day with a sense of expectation. At last, we were going to set eyes on the city that I had only seen in dreams. Of course, I had tried to describe what it looked like, but my words could never do it justice because I didn’t even have the vocabulary to describe a city like Hyperborea. I didn’t know how much of it would remain the same, and how much would be different. But so far, up to and through the afternoon, there was only the thin road, almost overgrown, and the forest.

And still, we walked, even as the daylight diminished. I was beginning to wonder if we were going in the right direction when there was another break in the trees. I didn’t let myself expect the city, because the last ten times this had happened, it had only been another estate. But Shal had said we’d reach the city at night, and we had walked quickly in expectation of that.

Perhaps this was finally it.

The trees ended in a final rise, and this time, they ended for good. We walked until we were above the crest of the rise, and there it was…Hyperborea.

It was like my dreams, and at the same time, it was devastatingly different. Its thousands of towers were still there, only now they were dark with the onset of evening. Most of them were cracked and broken, its bridges severed, and it was surrounded by vast depressions where its ichor lakes had long dried. Other towers looked as if they were decaying rather than destroyed, rotting slowly from the inside out over the decades. There was no xen in the valley leading up to the city; it was just bare, black rock that had the appearance of being scorched. Its thousands of towers stood bleakly in the dusk, having truly looked abandoned for a full century and a half.

And yet, there it was. It was real. It wasn’t just crazy dreams I was having. If conventional wisdom was correct, then we were the first people to lay eyes on it since the Mindless Wars.

All of us, even Shara, stood there, staring and breathless. Not a single tower was left untouched, unbroken, unscarred, while the surrounding terrain was riddled with fissures and small craters, as if it had been blasted from above. A thin haze overhung the city, casting a pall that made it difficult to see into the distance. Wide roads, not just on the ground but also in bridges with hundreds of arches, ran into the city from all sides. Not too far from where we stood was another such elevated road, leading down the slope for a couple of miles or so until it entered the actual city.

And still, everyone just stared. Even Colonia couldn’t compare. Colonia could have fit into Hyperborea ten times with room left over.

“This entire time, I thought it might not even be real,” Isa said. “It’s hard to imagine how such a place was made.”

“It’s almost as hard to imagine how far we’ve fallen,” Isaru said, quietly. “We’ve lost so much, to the point where most don’t even believe it exists. And yet…here it is.”

We couldn’t just stand here all night and wax philosophical. “We need to get to the other side. That’s where Shal said the Tower will be.”

“Do we go through the city, or around it?” Isaru asked.

On both sides, the city looked all but impassable. Many of the bridged streets had crumbled into piles of rubble, and it would probably just be quicker to go through the city itself, assuming we didn’t get lost or run into roadblocks on the way. From my dreams with Mia, the streets were mostly laid out in a basic grid pattern, along with the canals, so as long as we could keep going north…

“We’ll go through the city,” I said. “Trying to walk around it would take longer.”

“Assuming we don’t get stuck,” Isa said.

“We’ll find a way,” I said. “If not, we can always back out.”

“Through the city it is, then,” Isaru said. “Besides, I might have a chance to learn about it this way.”

“It will be an amazing opportunity,” Isa said.

“We aren’t here to do archeology,” I said. “And it might be dangerous. After all…we’re walking into the center of a reversion.”

The feeling of absence still hung in the air, and from Isaru’s and Isa’s nods, I could see they still felt it, too.

“Let’s move.”

We started down the slope for the city.




* * *




Now that we were finally here, everything was a bit surreal. As night fell, we passed the first of the buildings and found ourselves on a wide, ruined thoroughfare. The tall trees lining the bare meridian were dead, and likely had been since the city’s fall. A giant crater had been carved from a large chunk of the street just ahead, obviously from some sort of impact. It went deep into the ground, and on the other side the street continued, as straight as it had before.

Buildings towered on either side. I had to crane my neck just to see the tops of them – and in some cases, I couldn’t see them, because they were lost to the haze and darkness. The city that had been so bright and alive in my dreams was now withered and dead. Empty windows stared out like eye sockets, and there was a feeling that a nameless evil lurked the streets, even if there was no physical sign of it. I told myself it was just the reversion, but this reversion didn’t seem to be like the one that had opened north of the Sanctum two months ago. Yes, there was an emptiness, but there was something else behind that. Something that could only be described as malevolent.

We followed the wide avenue, and after a few minutes, we stopped gawking at all the buildings. While the main streets appeared to be laid out in a basic grid pattern as I had originally thought, the upper bridges and tiers seemed to go every which way. Staying on the ground was probably the fastest way to get where we were going without getting lost.

The street widened into a large square, in the middle of which was a strange-looking building, the tops of which spread and connected to all the surrounding buildings. In fact, it looked more like a pillar than a building. It took me a moment to see that there was a wide space between it and the street itself, and that a deep chasm completely encircled it. The only thing between that chasm and the street was a metal railing.

“What is it?” Isa asked, staring up at it.

Certainly, it was like no building I had ever seen, even by Hyperborean standards. In fact, it seemed less like a building and more like a sort of hub that connected to all the others. Staring down into the chasm, the pillar could be seen descending until it was lost to darkness. There was no telling how far down it went.

It was Isaru who came up with the answer. “This must be the Xenofont.”

Of course. From how far it apparently went underground, it could be nothing else. I had imagined it more like the fountains in Colonia, which created pools of water for people to draw. The Xenofont seemed to be more like a pump, perhaps in the way a tree drew water with its roots.

I peered down into the chasm, but of course, there was nothing but vast emptiness. This was where they had tapped into the Sea of Creation, far below. I wondered if the Sea could have been seen down there in the past.

“For as long as the city existed, this is what powered everything,” Isaru said. He paused, considering. “But as we know, it came at a cost.”

His words seemed to take in the city in its entirety. It reminded me of what Shal said – that the Xenofold here had been split, and one side of it wanted to see humanity dead. Pruned, as Shal had put it.

If this Xenofont, and others like it, had drained the Sea, then it wasn’t hard to see why the Xenofold considered us a threat. 

“We should move on,” Isaru said.

We left the Xenofont behind and continued north along the street.




* * *




From the outside, the city had seemed big, but inside, its scale was all the more evident. There must have been room for hundreds of thousands of people to live here. Perhaps even more than a million. Such a number was unimaginable. All those people couldn’t have been just Elekai, although Aether had allowed at least some non-Elekai to be imbued with Gifts, as was the case with Shara. The world today, by comparison, was a far emptier place.

We switched streets to avoid a building that had collapsed in front of us. As we continued, the devastation only grew worse. In this part, the city was mostly leveled, consisting of mountains of rubble with the occasional broken tower that had escaped mostly unscathed. There had been a war with the Shen, long ago, and the Mindless Wars afterward could have produced just as much destruction.

And of course, time is perhaps the worst enemy.

Then, as we reached the top of yet another pile of rubble beneath a star-filled sky, I saw it.

Across the devastation, past a final line of broken buildings, was a tower far larger than the others…still distant behind a rise across a bleak plain, but still visible against the backdrop of stars.

“That’s it,” I said. “It has to be.”

“Just as you said,” Isa stated.

“You prophesy…often?” Shara asked.

“It’s an uncommon Gift,” I said. “But yes. It happens.”

We continued our trek across the city ruins. Despite how late it was, how far we had traveled, how little we had eaten, and everything we had been through…I felt strangely energized. I noticed everyone else seemed the same way, walking as if we hadn’t been traveling nonstop for days on end. We worked our way methodically across the rubble, and it took the better part of the night before we were past all the buildings. I looked back at the city, hardly believing we had gone through it all without a break.

And still, we continued on, not stopping until the sun crested the eastern horizon, a line of mountains far in the distance that could be nothing but the rim of the Crater itself. Even in this desolate place, there was beauty. The golden rays shone across the pink trees, just as the forest ended along the craggy plains.

As we kept walking, the tower grew all the larger in our vision. It had to be taller than even Haventree. Whatever it was made of, it glowed like burnished bronze under the sun, even as the surrounding landscape radiated with pink luminescence. A ring, defying gravity, was suspended in the air encircling its top.

It did not seem like something humans could build.

“What was it for?” Isa asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I just know it’s where we’ll find this Orb. Shal said it was at the very top.”

“Of course,” Isaru said. “Where else would it be? It will take an hour or more to climb this thing.”

“An hour goes by quickly,” Shara said. “We’re nearly there.”

I realized Shara was right. And now that we were close, and I could very well have the Prophecy in my hands in hours, even in the form of a memory…it was time to be more careful. Shara wouldn’t be able to kill me, but that didn’t mean Isaru and Isa were safe.

I didn’t know what he wanted with the Prophecy, and I didn’t know what he believed it would give him. The Covenant and the Elekai believed vastly different things about what it contained, so if it ended up being something he didn’t expect, he might end up rejecting it.

Then again, perhaps he had an idea of what it was, and he just needed to know the details. Maybe he knew it was what no one expected.

Whatever the case, we would all be finding out soon.






































CHAPTER FIFTY




AT LONG LAST, WE WERE over a final ridge and standing at the base of a rounded staircase leading up to the tower’s arched, open entrance. Every part of it was of ichorstone that was coppery in hue while still having a pearlescent sheen, only enhanced by the light of the rising sun. 

The stairs themselves led quite high, and we wasted no time in getting started. A few minutes later, we were standing before the tower’s cavernous entrance. We paused only a moment before walking inside.

The interior of the tower was almost completely hollow. In its middle was a pedestal, the purpose of which I couldn’t begin to guess, that made a perfect circle and reached as high as my waist. A staircase circled around the outer wall, following it until it reached the very top. I lost count on the amount of times the steps went around and around, and the very highest stairs were lost to view. It was dizzying to even look at.

“This is the strangest place I’ve ever seen,” Isa said, her voice echoing in the cavernous space.

“I don’t see how these thin walls can support a tower this size,” Isaru said. “It should be impossible.”

“We’ve seen many things that should be impossible,” Shara said. “But that’s neither here nor there.”

So, we started up the steps. Even though we had walked all day and all night, I still wasn’t fatigued, and never found myself short of breath going up the stairs. The floor below fell away, little by little. There was no railing on the side, but the steps were wide enough that there wasn’t any danger in falling.

As we climbed, I could see that the tower wasn’t as unbroken as previously thought. Some of the steps had been chipped, and others even had cracks in them. We passed an opening in the wall that appeared to have been blasted from some sort of impact, giving a view of the vast, broken city in the distance, basking in the golden light of dawn.

Some half hour later, we stopped, arriving at a final archway leading into a final room, at the center of which was a pedestal identical to the one on the bottom floor, only without the hole. The walls here were almost completely broken, to the point where it was hard to tell whether we were inside or outside, while a cold wind blew across the expanse.

On the pedestal was the glowing, pink Orb, just as Shal had said.

It shone bright, and despite the size of the room, was able to cast the broken walls in bright hues. It was almost too bright to look at directly. We gazed in awe for a moment, and I was the first to step forward, entering a bright pool of light radiating outward.

Touching that Orb would send my mind to the Hyperfold.

“Shanti…” Isa said. “I won’t try to stop you. Just…be careful.”

I nodded. I couldn’t bring myself to speak, because I felt there was nothing to say. We all knew what I had to do.

Still, I found myself waiting. I just wanted a minute more with my friends. Even Shara, strangely enough.

“It is made from Aether,” Shara said, looking at the Orb. “Only in a solid form.” She took a few steps closer, examining it, but taking care not to touch it. “I didn’t know such a thing was possible.”

When I looked at her blue eyes, they were bright and glowing. She looked at the Orb the way a starving person looked at a feast. Could she feel something the rest of us couldn’t?

“Shara?”

She blinked, and the trance was broken. “There is great power in that Orb,” she said. “It’s like ten doses of Aether in one.”

Ten doses of Aether, if Shara was right, would be lethal to anyone. Anyone, but me, if it was true that Anna would be immune to its effects. Something I was not even completely sure of.

For all I knew, I would die as soon as I touched it.

“There’s no other choice,” I said. “People have used this thing before, however long ago.”

I turned to look at Isaru and Isa. Both were watching me, worried, but otherwise powerless to keep me from doing what I needed to. Even if they could have come with no danger to losing a part of themselves, I would have done everything I could to convince them not to.

“Be careful,” Isaru said, fighting to keep his voice steady. “If you ever feel in danger…find a way out. We’ll figure out the rest.”

I nodded. It was unsettling to see him so nervous. He looked as if he wanted to stop me, but couldn’t. Usually, he had been in the thick of danger with me, but this time, he couldn’t be a part of it.

There were unshed tears in Isa’s eyes as she came to hug me. “We’ll be here, waiting. Isaru is right. If you’re being tricked, find a way out. Shal said you were a link, so perhaps you don’t even need him to escape, if it comes down to that.”

Maybe so. I pulled away, because any more of this then I was going to start crying, too. I turned around, where Shara was still standing, only instead of the Orb, she was now looking at me, her blue eyes weighing and calculating.

It was time. As I approached the Orb, its glow intensified. I shielded my eyes and felt completely swallowed by light.

But, there was sudden movement.

“What…?”

Shara cut in front of me, reaching for the Orb and grabbing hold. Before I could even respond, a giant shockwave radiated out from the Orb, sending me reeling backward and crashing to the floor. I scrambled up only to find that Shara had remained standing, an aura of light surrounding her features, with the shining Orb held in an outstretched hand.

And then, she fell to the floor, as if struck. The Orb landed on the floor and rolled away, toward a gap in the wall where it would fall hundreds of feet to the ground below.

Even as I ran to Shara, Isaru went for the Orb before it could fall. He dove, managing to grab it. Another shockwave shot outward as soon as his skin made contact, blasting him through the air even as the Orb slipped from his hand and rolled toward me.

Isa screamed and ran to Isaru as he crashed, even as I stood, completely shocked. As if mocking me, the Orb lightly touched my boot, then went still. I ran toward Isa, who was crying and shaking Isaru, whose eyes were closed and his silver hair fanned out on the floor.

My hands shaking, I knelt down and felt for a pulse. It was slow, but it was there.

“He’s alive,” I said.

“He should have let it fall,” Isa said, through her tears. “I knew it was dangerous. I knew it.”

Isaru probably didn’t have the time to use his cloak to grab it.

“He’s not going to die, Isa,” I said. “He’s in the Hyperfold, just like Shara is.”

She looked at me, and it was clear that through her emotions, that hadn’t connected with her. “He’s in there?”

I nodded. “They both are. Isaru…is strong. He might escape unscathed. As for Shara…”

“Who cares about her?” Isa said bitterly. “She’s ruined everything!”

I grabbed her face, forcing her to look me. “Isa, look into my eyes. He is not going to die. He is not. I’m going after him, and I need you to stand watch here while I do. Can you do that?”

“But…”

“I need you to be strong and do this. I don’t know what’s going to happen up here, but you’re going to be by yourself while the three of us are as good as knocked out. Whatever happens, you have to make sure we’re safe. If I do this, and neither of us are awake after a day’s time…”

“Don’t say that,” Isa said, the tears coming again. “Don’t say you’re not going to wake up. The last time you made a promise, you didn’t come back.”

“I don’t know what waits for me once I touch that Orb…but it’s not going to be death. I’m going to find Isaru, and yes, I’m going to find Shara, too. Even if she did cause all this…”

Isa nodded, finally seeming to accept that. “I’ll stay here. Nothing will happen to you, or Isaru, while you’re gone.”

I noticed she left out Shara, but there was no reason to point out the fact.

I looked behind to see the Orb exactly where I had left it.

I walked over and knelt down, knowing that I was probably going to get knocked out, anyway, from touching it. Knowing that would make reaching for it all the more difficult.

I looked at Isa one last time. She was still kneeling beside Isaru.

“I won’t be long,” I said. “And if I am…”

“Do what you must,” Isa said. “I’ll guard you with my life. For what that’s worth.”

“It’s worth far more than you know.”

I turned back around. There was no point in waiting. I closed my eyes, and reached out to touch the Orb.






































CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE




I OPENED MY EYES TO find myself in a forest. I recognized it as the forest just outside of Hyperborea, only now, it was different. The plants and trees were more colorful, and the forest floor wasn’t so overgrown. There was nothing dead or dying; everything was thriving and well cared for. The sky above was the purest of blues, while a small stream trickled downslope nearby.

But most of all, I could hear the sounds of life. The chatter of squirrels, the singing of birds, the buzzing of a nearby dragonfly.

This wasn’t the forest as it existed today, but as it had been over a century ago, at Hyperborea’s height. It looked exactly like the forest of my dreams. It was as if I had stepped backward in time, only this was the Hyperfold.

Even if this place wasn’t reality, it looked and felt as if it were. Still, I couldn’t help but make sure it actually felt as real as it looked. I walked toward a tall Silverwood, reaching to touch its shining bark. Everything about it felt real under my hand. There was a hint of moisture in the air, laden with the earthy aroma of soil joined with the sweet scent of the xen. I could see why Mia had so loved these woods. There was a sense of peace and contentment here that was beyond words.

I had to snap myself out of it. I was here for a reason, and that reason was to find Isaru and Shara. After that, I needed to find Shal.

He had said the Orb would travel with me, but so far, there wasn’t any sign of it. I searched the glade, and it wasn’t long before a shining pink light caught my eye, not far into the trees. It was the spot from which I had originally come; I just hadn’t noticed the Orb there, because I was so transfixed by the forest.

It was small enough to fit in my hand, but obviously, I couldn’t just carry it around. I was afraid of actually touching it, because doing so might just send me back to the Tower in the real world for all I knew. Shal had implied that he would help me return, so touching it would probably have no effect. In the end, I reached down to pick it up. Nothing happened.

It was just small enough to fit inside my robe, in one of the inner pockets. It was a little bulky protruding from my side, but at least I could carry it somewhere out of sight.

I was also surprised to find that my katana was still with me. I wasn’t sure how things worked in the Hyperfold, but it appeared that everything I had been wearing in the real world had also manifested here.

So, I carried it like that. I started forward through the trees, not really sure of my direction. If Isaru and Shara were here, there was no telling where they actually were. I wondered whether they had their own Orbs, or whether the Orb only traveled when I touched it. And that begged the question of whether they were actually here in the first place, or merely unconscious in the real world. There were a lot of questions I really didn’t have an answer to.

The only thing I could think of was trying to find the city. It couldn’t be far.

Before long, I came along a path following the stream. The scene was familiar, and it took me a moment to realize that this was the same path Isandru and Mia had followed on their way back to the city during my first dream. It meant I was going the right direction.

Given that Isaru and Shara actually were here, they probably would have gone toward the city, as I was doing. The only logical option was that they would have waited for me to come, and the fact that they didn’t was troubling.

Maybe they aren’t here after all.

Before long, the trees broke, revealing the city before me. Unlike the real world, this version of Hyperborea was exactly as it had been in my dreams. Its towers were tall and countless, and the bridges leading toward it gleamed white in the sun, and were fully intact. I could even see people walking along them. A lake of ichor stretched along the city’s side, separating it from the xen-filled slope leading down toward the city. Lake Makar, if I remembered right. It had to be named after Makara, one of the heroes of the Ragnarok War. Even if her name was largely forgotten in the present, it seemed the Hyperboreans remembered her enough to name it after her…even if the name people remember had dropped the final letter.

I stood still, taking in the scene, and was haunted by an unforeseen doubt: what if this was real? What if, somehow, some way, I had actually stepped into the past in truth? The Xenofold worked in strange ways, and some said that it had a way of working outside time itself. What if the Hyperfold was similar?

I couldn’t let myself get bogged down by such questions. I had a job to do. Shal said that, once I gave him the Orb, he would give me the Prophecy. Only then could I return to the real world – or the present world, whichever it turned out to be.

I ran toward the city. It didn’t take long for me to close the distance between the forest and the city. Unlike Mia and Isandru, I had no boat to go across the lake, so I was forced to go around. I didn’t have the first idea where to even begin searching for them. I began to pass people, and it seemed a little hopeless to stop every person and give a description and hope for the best.

This idea seemed even more pointless when I realized just how many people there were in this city. I found myself entering in between the buildings, just one of thousands in the throng. Even so, I felt completely out of place because my clothes were different from theirs, and I seemed to be the only one with any sort of weapon. I got more than a few looks, but I hurried along in case anyone had a mind to stop me.

The hum of this living, breathing city was almost surreal after passing through the deadened one not hours before, but seeing all the faces was even more surreal. Faces laughing, smiling, people haggling with vendors. People were living their lives, and it was hard to believe, that if this was indeed the Hyperfold, that each of those people was someone who was trapped here and didn’t realize it. They seemed completely oblivious to the fact.

As I made a turn, I could see, high above, a large building that seemed to be supported by several towers. Several moving platforms went up and down, allowing access to higher tiers. I waited for one such platform to come down, joining it with an older man dressed in a light brown robe, along with a couple of children who were arguing over some candy. As the platform went up, the surreal feeling only grew. How could a place look and feel so real, yet not be?

I soon found myself on the highest of the streets, held up by impossibly thin supports, giving the illusion that the street was floating. I was a bit nervous walking out on it, but there were hundreds of people on this road, supported by nothing more than what pretty much amounted to strings. It had to be safe, even if it didn’t feel like it.

My attention was immediately drawn by what had to be the Cloud Palace. It looked the same as it had in my dreams, filled with hundreds of large windows, turrets, and flying buttresses, all gleaming in the sunlight. Its outer walls seemed to be a strange cross between stone and wood, as if the entire thing had been grown from the ground. It was a structure that looked too impossible to exist.

I didn’t know if Isaru or Shara would be in there, or Rakhim for that matter, but it was as good a place to look as any. Perhaps Mia and Isandru were there as well. I didn’t know how I’d react to see them here, and Isandru’s existence was a puzzle in itself. There was no telling with this place.

What I did know, however, was that the Palace was the center of the city, so Isaru and Shara might have gone here, if indeed they were here.

At last, I found myself beneath the high-vaulted entrance of the Cloud Palace. Other peopled streamed in and out of the main hall, the cavernous Dome of the Sky from my dreams. The dome was trimmed with gold and ichorstone, each interlacing with the other, while thick columns of solid ichor provided the support. Milling in the vast space were several dozens of petitioners, which was a lot, but it didn’t seem that much given how much space there was. The floor was tiled with geometric designs, making a shape I couldn’t discern from my position on the floor.

Several of the petitioners looked my way, anyone from rich to poor. There was a man who looked to be a rich merchant or lord, his fat fingers filled with rings, along with someone in dusty clothes who looked like he’d just come from his farm. Several black-armored guards stood at regular intervals between the columns. Sunlight glinted off that armor from the thick sunbeams spilling in through the windows from high above – the Heavenly Windows, if I remember right. The wide, Cerulean Stairway stood before me, glittering like sapphires under the sunlight.

A pair of guards stood to either side of the Stairway, which made it seem as if I couldn’t go that way. I stayed on the periphery of the Dome, trying to find a way deeper into the Palace without any of the guards seeing me. From there, I could find another way up.

There was a wide hallway at the back of the dome, along with several smaller ones at different locations. The large one was guarded, but one of the smaller ones I happened upon was completely empty.

So, I began walking, and no one tried to stop me.

At times, I would pass richly dressed courtiers or servants, but beyond a glance, I was never confronted. The corridor circled past countless doors, halls, and rooms. I considered stopping someone and giving a description of Shara and Isaru, but decided that keeping a low profile was more important. All it would take was a single question to find out that I wasn’t supposed to be here, and I didn’t want things to become more complicated than they had to be.

I noticed then that everyone I passed seemed to be going in a single direction — as if there were something interesting going on. I followed one of these groups, which joined a larger stream of people heading that direction. I overheard voices talking about an announcement in the throne room.

Of everyone, I was the most shabbily dressed; I wouldn’t have passed even as a servant. However, I was already inside the Palace, so to these people, it meant that I had already been cleared, even if all I’d done was walk right in. Better for them to ignore me than to commit a grave error by suggesting I didn’t belong, and I walked in a way that said that I deserved to be there as much as anyone else. Even my sword didn’t get attention, and maybe that was part of the reason why people didn’t bother me. No one that I could see even carried a weapon.

I followed the crowd up a curving staircase following the circumference of one of the many towers of the palace. When I reached the upper landing, things began looking more familiar. The shining, pearlescent floors, the high windows overlooking the vast city, the rich rugs and tapestries and crystalline chandeliers, were all part of the dreams I’d had of this place. I reached the second tier of the Dome, and was probably within moments of seeing the king and queen themselves. Perhaps I was just as close to finding Rakhim Shal and with luck, Shara and Isaru.

I broke into a cold sweat, doing my best to push down my unease. Something told me that this wasn’t merely the Hyperfold. I was inside a memory, something that had actually happened at some point in the past.

And then, I was entering the wide audience chamber, almost completely filled with people, all with their attention on the two empty thrones front and center. I didn’t see anyone I recognized, and I realized that I would have to wait a bit longer.

The crowd stilled and quieted as, from a back room, two people walked in regaled in shining clothing and jewelry. The King and Queen. They looked exactly as they had from my previous dreams.

Both monarchs took their seats with a regal air, and there wasn’t a sound, other than a few coughs and scuffs of boots on the floor. The line of guards behind the thrones stood stock still, bearing sharp, black blades that shone under the light of chandeliers.

“We will begin,” the King called out, in a sonorous tone. He gave a curt nod toward somebody, and to my surprise, Rakhim Shal stepped onto the dais on which the thrones were situated. His cold blue eyes surveyed the room as if he owned it. As he faced the assembly, his eyes seemed to be right on me. I had to be imagining that.

“The Tower of Shal, at last, has been completed,” he began. “At sunset tonight, there will be a ceremony to celebrate its opening. For the first time, there shall be no difference between Xenofold and Hyperfold. The two will be as one, joined forever in power and glory. It is the beginning of a new era, a golden age that will last for centuries to come.”

Excited murmurs greeted this announcement. So that was what this was for, but what Shal described seemed to be impossible. Merging the Xenofold and the Hyperfold? No such thing had ever occurred in history — at least, as far as I knew.

“The Tower makes possible what we once thought to be impossible. No longer will Giftless children afflict our families. In this age, Giftlessness will be as curable as any ailment. The Hyperfold provided an alternative, but it was an imperfect alternative. Now, truly, all of us shall be children of the Xenofold; no longer will purity of blood matter. All blood shall be made pure, and together, we will build — both in this world, and those conceived — the greatest legacy this world has ever produced. Great changes are coming to this city…you have known this for some time, but until this moment, I have kept back the true reason for the Tower’s construction.”

The murmurs grew — all the faces were smiling, and some people were even hugging each other. This was seen as a joyous announcement, but all I could feel was trepidation. Apparently, and perhaps for as long as Hyperborea existed, they had been seeking a way to cure the Fading. According to everything I had learned, it was a condition one was born with that was impossible to change. While those who were Giftless might wish that they weren’t, it wasn’t exactly seen as a disease or something to be ashamed of. Here, in Hyperborea, it seemed to be quite different.

“All one needs is Aether,” Rakhim said. “Aether, which we produce in abundance. Aether, which runs like water. Aether, which is every Hyperborean citizen’s birthright.”

Aether, which is also addictive, I thought.

But apparently, the Hyperborean people didn’t think the same way. It was here that I caught a detail I was surprised I had so far missed: many of their eyes shone with the tell-tale light that they were under the influence of the drug.

If Rakhim was encouraging them to drink more Aether, they certainly didn’t seem as if they would argue against it. I found myself scanning the crowd, hoping to find a familiar face: Isaru, Shara, or even Isandru or Mia. But I found none of them.

Whether this was a vision of the past — or the past in truth — I still couldn’t say. It was so real that I couldn’t tell the difference.

As Shal continued on, there were sudden shouts of exclamation that quickly rose to an excited buzz. Something was happening in the crowd that I couldn’t see — I stood on tiptoes to get a better view, but that did little good. But excited voices did the explaining for me.

“It’s Princess Mia!”

“She’s returned!”

“The Princess is safe!”

And then, climbing onto the dais, was the princess herself. I had never seen what she looked like, because in my dreams, I had only occupied her mind. She was pretty, but I could see she was also thin – very thin. She looked as if she had been on a journey, and not an easy one. Her regal cheekbones seemed out of place for one so young, and yet her gray eyes were full of intensity and challenge. And they stared right at Shal.

Her parents stared at her with widened eyes, and for the moment, neither could seem to find their tongues.

“Princess Mia,” Shal said, quickly recovering. “We were all worried that…”

Mia looked as if she wanted to shout, but was only barely restraining herself. Instead, she turned to the crowd, calling out in a powerful voice that seemed impossibly loud for a girl who was so small and frail.

“This man’s lies will be the downfall of this city,” she said. “The Xenofold is dying, and this Tower will be the final stroke!”

Even as the crowd broke into angry murmurs – anger to Mia, not Shal – the Queen rose, her violet eyes burning, while the King continued to stare on in shock. Isandru quickly appeared from the crowd, lending a supporting hand to Mia; indeed, it looked as if she might faint. It was impossible to tell how long she had been gone, but long enough to have everyone worried over her.

Even so, she continued. “In less than ten years, the city of Hyperborea will fall. Its towers will crumble, the Sea of Creation will go dry, and nothing but ghosts will walk its avenues. Instead of ichor, blood will run down its streets. The city will never rise again. You will hate me, revile me, and cast me out. Fine. But I have seen it in the Xenofold; this, and worse, I prophesy!”

As several guards stepped forward to intervene, Shal raised a hand; even if Mia was out of line, no guard could lay hands on the princess, even if everyone knew Shal wielded the real power. Better to make it look as if she were crazy than to give credit to her words. As Shal opened his mouth to respond, Mia continued.

“You know that you are killing everyone here,” Mia said. “You are no better than a murderer. In fact, you are worse. You know what you are doing, even if none of these people do. Speak the truth!”

That was when I felt a hand on my shoulder that nearly made me jump out of my skin. I reached for my blade, even as I turned around to see Shara. My shock was even greater when I saw that her eyes — the eyes that had so often glowed and haunted me — were completely clear and lucid. She was looking at me with sadness, a sadness that let me know that I was seeing the real her and not the Shara I had grown accustomed to. I had no time to wonder at the change, because she was pulling me through the crowd, back toward the doors through which I had entered.

“Shara, what are you…how…?”

“It’s so good to see you, Shanti. You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this.”

“What? I just got here. What are you…?”

“I’ll explain everything in a moment. Wait until we’re outside.”

Mia continued to shout from behind us, but the growing din of the crowd made it hard to hear. Only when we were outside the throne room on the second floor balcony did Shara stop. We stood behind one of the columns where, I noted, we were hidden from the guards now looking into the throne room.

“I…have been here longer than you. Some two months. Isaru and I both.”

“Wait…two months? I literally entered the Hyperfold a couple of minutes after you!”

 “And we have been wondering the same thing,” Shara said. “We came to the conclusion that either you couldn’t follow, or that time might work differently here. It seems to be the latter, thank the gods.”

“And what have you two been doing? Where is he?”

“He’s in there, too,” she said, nodding toward the throne room. “We’ve been with Mia and Isandru. When Isaru saw that I was back to my old self, he told me about you.” She looked at me seriously. “Everything.”

She knew, then, about me being Anna. It would have taken Isaru a lot of time to decide Shara was worthy of trust. A lot must have happened in that two months.

“I’m reeling,” I said. “I just can’t believe…”

“Believe it,” Shara said. “I know it’s probably not easy, but I’m so glad to see you.”

There were tears in her eyes as she hugged me. I felt as if I’d fall over from the vertigo.

“I don’t know what to say,” I said. “Only…hope you stay like this. That this is permanent.”

“So do I,” Shara said. “Isaru thinks this just might be my temporary state, while I’m in here. I was so afraid we’d be stuck here forever, but you’ve come, and you have the Orb.” She looked at me seriously. “You have the Orb, don’t you?”

“Of course,” I said, patting the cloak.

She closed her eyes in gratefulness.

“What about the Prophecy?” I asked. “Have you spoken to Shal yet? What have you been doing here for two months?”

“We found it,” Shara said, smiling. “At first, I didn’t believe it. Mia was the one who got it.”

“How?” I asked.

“She asked,” Shara said.

It felt as if I was being toyed with. “Asked who? Come on, spit it out. It’s not like we have much time here!”

“Sorry. This is just one of those things where you have to pause for effect.” Then, Shara paused again…maddeningly. It was very like her; the real version of her that would sometimes tease me. “She asked you.”

I hadn’t been expecting that…not at all. But then, Shara didn’t mean that she asked me, but that Mia had asked Anna.

“So let me get this straight,” I said. “Mia asked Anna about the Prophecy, and Anna told her, and now Mia is going to tell me about it?”

“Something like that,” Shara said. “You were right, though.”

“About what?”

“About us not having much time. We really need to…”

“Stop!”

We turned to see a guard, plated in the black hypermail of the Royal Guard. Two others were running up the hall, their armor clinking and their swords drawn.

“I should have mentioned that I’m a bit of a fugitive here,” Shara said. “Kidnapping or some such. We should probably run.”

“Kidnapping?”

There really was no time to explain, because Shara grabbed me by the arm and we were fleeing down the stairs.






































CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO




WE RAN FAR TOO QUICKLY for the heavily armored guards.

Unfortunately, there also happened to be a lot of them. As soon as any new one saw us running, they joined the chase, and soon the halls were filled with the clamor of clanking armor, and this was only made worse because Shara and I had no idea where we were going.

“We need to get to a safe spot before I can explain everything. With luck, the others will join us, but not if Rakhim apprehends them…”

The others were in the throne room, where they surely would be apprehended.

I pulled Shara past a corner, and into the nearest open door, just to buy a few seconds before the guards came.

“If they’re in danger, then why are we running? Why are we not fighting?”

Shara’s eyes widened in surprise. “Shanti, there has to be hundreds of the Royal Guard here, all with hypermail and hyperswords. You think you can’t die in this place? You can. You die here, you are gone…forever. Your body just goes cold on the surface. That’s how it’s been explained to me, anyway. They have another Hyperfold here, and apparently it works just the same as this one.”

I didn’t have time to go into the complexities of thinking about that. I could hear the guards approaching, the jangle of their armor signaling that they were just seconds away.

“We’re going back,” I said. “I won’t leave them with Shal. It all goes back to him. Whether we like it or not, the time for running and hiding is over.” I drew my sword, the sound of which caused a few men to shout out in the hallway. “And I’m not leaving until I’ve said my piece.”

“Shanti!”

A second later, I was out in the hall, and just a few feet in front of me stood two guards, barring my passage, looking like giants in their armor. And there I stood, far shorter, far smaller, and unquestionably weaker.

“Stand aside. I don’t want to have to kill you.”

One of the guards chuckled, even taking off his visor and casting it aside, revealing a scar-ridden face, with hollowed, glowing eyes. One of the eyes was wide open while the other was set in a perpetual squint.

“Put down the weapon, girl. You can’t win this fight.”

Shara stepped out from behind me, wielding her own blade.

I tried to see a way around the guards, but they were blocking the passage effectively. That was when Shara charged forward, even as the guards moved slowly – too slowly – to counter. They hadn’t expected her to do that, and for that matter, neither had I.

Even as I ran forward to assist her, Shara was dodging the helmetless guard’s attack, cleanly swiping for the neck he had so foolishly exposed. She cut him there as the other guard gave a guttural yell, calling for aid, as I engaged him.

My blade flashed, but there were no holes in his armor, unlike the first guard. Even as I swiped at it, it had no effect. Shara shook her head at me. I knew then that attacking was useless. Unless I had a blade like his that could cut through hypermail, it wouldn’t work. Apparently, Anna’s blade wasn’t something that could be replicated here…either that, or it wasn’t strong and sharp enough to cut through the guard’s plate.

But then, there was the dead guard’s sword. That was the key.

I assumed Treeform, easily countering any of the guard’s attacks, and as Shara came to my assistance, it gave me enough leeway to move toward the other guard’s discarded blade. I waited for the right time to reach down, and when I picked it up, I was surprised that it was as light as my own, despite being almost twice as large.

Now that I had the sword, the guard’s attacks became more panicked, but finding a way to make the new sword work in Treeform took some adjustment. Even so, it was almost too easy. I had plenty of opportunities to press the attack, and with Shara helping me, it wouldn’t be long until he couldn’t defend himself.

All of a sudden, he dropped the sword and raised his hands in surrender.

Shara took his blade, quickly. We waited a few seconds to be sure he had truly given up.

“Remove your armor,” I said. “You have ten seconds.”

The guard hesitated, then moved suddenly. Too suddenly.

In tandem, Shara and I both crashed our blades into the mail, which gave off flashes of light. The mail cracked across the chest and fell, piece by piece, until the man’s heaving chest was revealed. He was knocked backward, dropping the knife he’d reached for in the process.

Shara, without a second’s hesitation, stabbed him directly in the abdomen.

More guards were coming, still out of sight around the corner. The entire fight had taken place in under a minute, but it had seemed far longer.

Shara and I didn’t waste any time, running down the hall and losing ourselves in the Palace’s seemingly infinite corridors. I let Shara take the lead, and I followed her through the maze of halls, staircases, and open archways. The enormity of the Palace was mind-boggling, and at times we passed rows of windows that overlooked the massive city below. From time to time, there were screams in the corridors, and the shouting of the Palace guards. I understood that they were trying to track us down, but how had other people been dragged into it?

And that was when, turning a corner, we almost ran right into Isaru, Mia, and Isandru, who stared at us with widened eyes. Mia was the first to speak.

“Anna?”

Now, it was my turn to be surprised – even more surprised than I was already. Before I could correct her or explain, Isandru stepped forward, placing himself between us and his sister, even as Isaru hugged me in a very rare show of affection. I was completely stunned, because it had only been a few hours since I’d last seen him, but for him, it had been two months.

“Easy there,” I said. “We’ll have time to catch up later.”

“It’s…so good to see you. I was worried something might have happened…”

“Who is this, Shara?” Isandru said. “Is this…?”

“Yes. It’s her.”

“She looks just like her,” Mia said, wonderingly. “We meet at last. In person.”

Looking at her, the feeling was all too surreal. And there was no time to take everything in or make sense of it. I next looked at Isandru, whose familiarity, despite being young, was bewildering. The fact that he was uncommonly handsome certainly didn’t help, either. Somehow, I hadn’t noted that fact during my dreams of Mia.

“We can’t stay here,” I said, finally. “I was trying to find Rakhim, because I was afraid he was holding you all. And we do need to confront him at some point.”

Mia grabbed my hand, and the gesture surprised me; it was as if she already knew me, even if I had never spoken to her. “Everything Shara has told us has come to pass. I…didn’t know what to believe, but to see you here, returned, after all the prophecies and visions…” She looked at me adoringly, as if she were looking at a god. It made me a little uncomfortable, but that was exactly the case. She had grown up her whole life thinking I was a deity and it would take time to set that straight.

“We just need to get out of here,” I said. “We all have a lot to catch up on. Is there a safe place we can go to talk?”

“Of course,” Mia said. “I know just the place.”

“Lead us,” I said.

Mia jumped to obey. Now I was absolutely sure she did see me as a goddess. Apparently, neither Shara nor Isaru had said anything to the contrary. Perhaps they did, and it hadn’t worked.

We followed Mia down the corridor at a run. She led us into an empty part of the Palace, until we came to a flight of stairs we started down. It grated me that she moved so slow compared to the rest of us, but her dress was probably hampering her movement…and considering how bulky it was, with its rainbow of hems cascading down, it was a surprise that she could move that fast at all. All the same, I followed last, looking around every landing to make sure the coast was clear.

And still, the stairs continued. The air was becoming cooler as we descended. The rich trappings of the Palace were replaced with bare, gray stones that looked like something out of a dungeon. There were no more windows, and I got the sense that we were deep underground.

“How far down does this go?” I asked.

“This is the Endless Stair,” Mia said. “Not truly endless, but it enters the Caverns of Creation itself.”

“The Caverns of Creation?” I asked.

“The location of the Sea,” Isandru said.

I was struck by Isandru’s voice. Hearing its familiarity, while also being young, was very strange. I was still having trouble wondering how I would bring up the fact that I knew him…the future him.

“Shara,” I whispered, so that the others couldn’t hear. The siblings both turned to watch, curious, but I still spoke so that they couldn’t hear. “Is this truly the Hyperfold? It’s so real that it almost feels as if we’ve stepped into the past.”

“It is the Hyperfold,” Shara said. “Isaru and I are sure of it.”

Mia and Isandru continued to lead the way quietly, but I could tell they wanted to know what we were talking about. I decided not to ask any further questions. That conversation was going to be a hard one, if Mia and Isandru didn’t already know about it.

The stairs, after a very long time, ended in a long, rocky tunnel that sloped its way downward. It would have been dark had it not been for the pink-glowing xen lamps lighting the way.

“The Palace is connected to the Sea of Creation?” I asked.

Mia nodded. “Yes. It’s not just the Sea down here, though. The Caverns of Creations extend for miles and are a literal maze. Shal will never find us down here if we don’t want him to.”

We followed the long, winding corridor in silence. The air was cool and damp, and the rocky floor and walls soon became coated thickly with glowing xen. The tunnel widened, until it could be more aptly described as a cavern. Glittering stalagmites and stalactites gleamed in the otherwise dimly lit underground, while several joined in columns of majestic beauty. The cavern was quiet, clearly empty, and only grew larger the further we walked.

There was no trail, though evenly spaced poles marked the way, which we followed. If it weren’t for those poles, it would have been easy to get lost among the thousands of stalagmites and rock formations.

A memory suddenly struck me of being here, and it filled me with dread. Or, rather, the memory flashing through my mind had been one of dread. I remembered walking through this cavern, this darkness, knowing full and well that I wasn’t going to be able to escape – and more importantly, that the one I was with wouldn’t be able to escape.

Who had I been with, though? I couldn’t remember, but the feeling was powerful, and nothing I had ever felt before except in deep memory. Something too deep for words to describe.

As suddenly as the memory came, it was gone.

“This is the last rise,” Mia said, so quietly that I almost couldn’t hear her.

When we crested the final bit of ground, it was to see a narrow sea far below, bright and glowing and pink. I gasped at the sight. It was small – so much smaller than it was when Isaru, Fiona, and I had entered the reversion north of the Sanctum. It had to be only a quarter of the size. It sloped down far before reaching the thin, snaky Sea, and the light it produced was far less than when I had last seen it.

And, in the distance, was a bright, shining light…and extending upward from it was a long, tree-like substance. It shot up until it reached the cavern top, where the rest of it was lost.

“The Xenofont,” I said.

“The death of us,” Mia said. “They won’t listen. None of them will. They harvest the ichor here and turn it into Aether. The whole city is addicted to it.” She shook her head solemnly. “There are far too many people who depend on it, now. And when the Sea goes, it will all be over. Not even the Elder Dragons will save us. Not when they warned us all those years ago.”

I was surprised to see that she was close to tears. But if my own knowledge was any indication, her fight would be for nothing. And of course, if this reality – this dream – of Hyperborea simulated what actually happened, then of course it would be for nothing.

“Don’t think your fight goes unnoticed,” I said. “In the future…people will remember you. Hyperborea will always live in memory, and not only for bad.”

She looked at me, and now she was crying. “How do I stop it? Is there anything we can do to save the city? That’s…that’s why you’ve returned, right? I know you’re Anna. I know your voice. You’ve spoken to me in my dreams.”

How to even explain? I looked at both Shara and Isaru, but neither could help me here. It would have to come from me.

“This is going to be difficult to say. I…don’t even know where to begin. I am who you say that I am, but in a way…I’m also not.”

Mia frowned. “What do you mean?”

I looked at Shara and Isaru, taking them both in at a glance. “How much do they know?”

Now, Isandru and Mia were both looking at them. Isaru was the first to answer. “We kept back what was necessary. We never lied, but we also didn’t tell the full story. Perhaps now is a good time tell it…so that we’re all on the same page.”

Mia and Isandru looked at them questioningly. They hadn’t been aware there was more to it than whatever Isaru and Shara had let on…all of which I was in the dark about.

“This is going to be hard to explain, so I need to know what Isaru and Shara have told you so far.”

“They told us that you were coming,” Mia said. “And here you are!”

Her saying that triggered the memory of my final dream. I looked at Isaru and Shara. “You were the ones in my dream! The Heralds of Annara, right?”

“How did you know about that?” Isaru asked. “We thought of that only because we knew it would get us to Mia and Isandru. And we did think you were coming, although we were starting to wonder…”

“Wait,” Mia said. “You saw that? What else have you seen?”

“That’s where it ended for me,” I said. “I’ve…had visions of your life, Mia. Nothing intrusive, mind you. But it feels as if I know you. It’s…strange.”

I went on to explain, briefly, all the visions I’d had. Her eyes widened with surprise every bit of the way.

“It’s true!” she said. “All of it. No one could have known all that! I can do the same for the prophecies you’ve given to me.”

“That’s the thing, though,” I said. “I don’t remember any of those prophecies.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I am Anna, but it’s a bit more complicated than that.”

“Is this all some trick?” Isandru asked.

“No, it’s no trick,” Mia said. “She looks exactly like the Anna of my dreams, and what she knew, no one else but me could. But I’m confused…how can you not remember the things you told me?”

“I’ll…try to explain. In the future, Anna returns. Only, she returns without her memories because of the Sea of Creation.” I paused, trying not to lose them both. “I am Anna. But I grew up most of my life not knowing that. My real name is Shanti. Shanti Roshar. I was born in Colonia three hundred and eighty-three years after the Ragnarok War.

Mia did some quick math in her head. “Gods…that would be…”

“Over a century and a half, yes,” I said. “I know.”

“If that’s true, then how is it that you’re here?”

Now, came the hard part. She was accepting this remarkably well, but Isandru looked skeptical. I didn’t blame him in the least.

“This is where the news will be especially hard to accept. Shara and Isaru are both my friends. We’ve known each other for a while.”

“In the future, you mean.”

I nodded. “Yes. But the future is not really the future.”

Now, Mia’s eyes were not understanding.

“We’re actually in the same time period, you and me. It’s just…”

It was so hard to say. How to tell someone their entire world wasn’t even real? How could anyone accept that as truth?

I had never been receiving visions from the past, as I had originally believed, but from this place. The Hyperfold.

Both Isandru and Mia still appeared mystified, but suddenly, Isandru’s face darkened. He understood.

Seeing this, Mia looked at him. “What? What is it?”

“Our world isn’t real.” His light gray eyes turned to me. They were absolutely haunting. “This is the Hyperfold. Isn’t it?”

I made myself nod, but I was startled at how quickly he had figured that out.

“What are you saying?” Mia asked. “How do you know that…?”

“…This world isn’t real? That nothing in it matters?”

“I’m not saying it doesn’t matter,” I said. “From what I have seen…everything here is exactly as it would have been in your own time. You are just…reliving it.”

“How is that possible?”

“The Hyperfold exists here as well, right?” I asked. At Mia’s nod, I continued. “In the real world…the real past…the city of Hyperborea was destroyed. It was the Shen, as you and Elder Marius thought, but it only came after the Sea was irrevocably damaged. The war caused the Sea to lose the last of its ichor, and in the present day, all that is left of the Sea, what little it manages to generate, goes into feeding this place. This reality.”

Mia looked to Isaru and Shara, both of whom nodded.

“It’s true,” Isaru said. “All of it is true.”

Mia blinked. She looked completely stunned and at a loss for words.

“I told myself I’d accept whatever you said as the truth. But this…I never imagined this. Of course, with the creation of the Hyperfold, many people speculated whether it was possible that we lived in our own simulation, but we had no way of testing it.” She looked at me again. “And you’re saying it’s true?”

“It has to be,” Isandru said. “She has seen inside it from the outside, like looking through a window. It’s possible for someone to speak into the future. That is how prophecy works. But speaking into the past…that is impossible. The only conclusion is that we are in the same time period as they are. We are a world within a world.”

“What’s more,” I said, “Shal spoke to me while I was outside this place.”

“Shal?” Mia asked. “What did he have to say?”

“He said that he was the one who saved everyone in Hyperborea from certain doom at the hands of the Shen. He had hoped to preserve everyone’s memories and re-create them within the Sea of Creation. The tragedy lay in the fact that to keep the Hyperfold active, the Sea couldn’t replenish itself to regrow. So it exists today, but only just. The Red Wild is rotting from the inside out. Within a few years, it will most likely be uninhabitable.”

Mia’s eyes were still unbelieving, and her features demonstrated that there was an internal war waging within her.

“We’ve seen the ruins,” Shara said, quietly. “Broken towers. Collapsed bridges. Stones that have not been stirred for decades. The forest remains, but it’s not as it was in this place. The city is a wasteland, and the only thing somewhat intact is the Tower of Shal itself…and of course, the Thought Dome.”

“Then it is according to my prophecy,” Mia said. “I would never have imagined…”

“In my vision,” I continued, “Shal expressed regret that he couldn’t save everyone. That he had made a mistake. He also said I was the only one who could forge a link between this place and the Xenofold. With this link…everyone trapped here can join the Xenofold.”

“Because in the real world…we are dead.”

Mia’s face lowered. The sight was heart-wrenching, to the point where I was wondering whether I had made a terrible mistake in telling them all this. Maybe it would have been better to not tell them the truth at all.

At the same time, I did need their help. If I was going to be confronting Shal, I needed it.

“As strange as it sounds,” Isandru said, “it does make perfect sense. I could say that you are not who you say you are, but that is obviously not true. There is no way that you could have known Mia’s dreams to the extent that you do, not unless you yourself have met Elder Marius and extorted the information from him.”

“She knew things even he wouldn’t have known,” Mia said. “She is telling the truth. I hate it, but she is.”

“It is an opportunity to right a wrong that has occurred for one hundred and fifty years,” Shara said. “I am not Elekai, but you will return to the Xenofold if this can be done. If Shanti can form a link between this place and the Xenofold.”

“The Tower of Shal was designed as such,” Mia said. “But it is also something else. My prophecies have mentioned that it is also a Beacon.”

“What kind of Beacon?” Isaru asked.

“To something dark and evil,” Mia said. “That is the extent of my knowledge.”

My mind returned to the vision I had received in the reversion, what seemed so long ago. The Wanderer had spoken of the Radaskim, of Askala. Of Xenofall.

“I think I might have an idea?” Everyone turned to look at me. “It’s Xenofall. Xenofall and the Second Darkness are the same thing. The Radaskim are returning, and that Beacon must be communicating with them…their return marks the event that will cause the Second Darkness. That is exactly it. And…”

My mind raced. Memories were returning to me like a flood.

“She’s remembering,” Isaru said, wonderingly. “You’re remembering, right?”

Shara gestured to shush him, but none of that mattered. I had it. The full truth.

“The Ragnarok War happened almost four hundred years ago, in our time. And that’s just it. Four hundred years.”

“Four hundred years. If it’s been nearly that long since the war, then that gives us two years until the Radaskim will return. Give or take a few months. I…remember that. That was Anna’s Prophecy. She wanted people to remember when this would happen, and was afraid that people would forget about it. So, she wrote it down. She told the Seekers to guard it.”

“But the Seekers don’t have it,” Isaru said. “The Shen do, probably.”

“No, not the Shen,” I said. “The real Seekers have it.”

“The real Seekers? What are you talking about? You mean the Seekers in this time period?”

“No, the Priesthood of the Sphere. In the Ruins.”

Isaru was lost. “How do you figure that?”

Everyone else was lost, too, but I was too excited to stop talking. “Don’t you see? The Seekers were tasked to await Anna’s return. I remember her doing that. Do the Seekers of the Sanctum take such a charge seriously, or have they somehow forgotten it?”

“Elder…” Isaru had almost said “Elder Isandru,” but caught himself just in time.

“They’ve forgotten, but the Priesthood hasn’t,” I said. “Remember Markas saying that they and the Seekers had similar roots?”

Isaru nodded. “You know…you might be right. But what’s the point of the Prophecy if you can remember what’s in it?”

“I can just remember that one detail,” I said. “As far as the actual contents…”

“Wait,” Isaru said. “So basically, what you’re telling me is all we had to do was go to the Ruins, for you to reveal who you really were…Markas was practically begging you to say it…and we could have turned around and gone back to Colonia?” Despite himself, Isaru laughed. “We could have been done with this weeks ago!”

“I…could be wrong. But yeah. Probably.”

Mia and Isandru were just staring at us, completely mystified. If the Priesthood and Seekers split sometime during their time period, they might know something about it.

“Have there been any rifts in the Seekerhood of late?” I asked.

Mia shook her head. “No. Nothing at all. Perhaps…perhaps that comes later?”

Maybe she was right. In any case, it was pointless to speculate on that.

“Wait…” she said. “Elder Marius was exiled not just from Hyperborea, but from the Seekers themselves. Even so, he still has quite a following among the Prophets, so perhaps that is the beginning of it.”

“It could very well be,” Isaru said.

“Although, he wouldn’t be too happy to know that the Priest uses Aether, even in a limited way.”

“We’re getting off track,” Shara said. She looked at me. “Tell us what you know of the Prophecy.”

“Right,” I said. “I remember speaking to Quietus, long ago…when Quietus was still Radaskim.”

“What do you mean?” Mia asked. “How could an Elder Dragon be Radaskim?”

“They all were, during the War,” I said. “Alex changed that.”

“Alex?”

Just saying that name seemed to trigger everything…absolutely everything. I couldn’t stop the memories from flooding back, to the point where I didn’t even know who I was anymore.

“It’s…it’s all too much,” I said. I had to get it out of my mouth, despite my own emotions. “Quietus said the Radaskim will return to Earth every four hundred years. Four hundred years from that day…would be two years from now.”

“Are you sure?” Isaru asked. “If that’s true, then we don’t have a lot of time.

“What is Xenofall, and the Radaskim?” Shara asked.

“I’ll…have to explain that later.”

“The Tower is a Beacon, then, to the Radaskim?” Mia asked.

“Yes. It has to be. You said it was yourself.”

“I said it was a Beacon, but saying it’s to the Radaskim…”

“We have to ask the one who created it, then,” Isandru said.

Rakhim Shal. If he had created the Tower, then he had to know who it was communicating with. If the Tower had also been created to merge the Xenofold and the Hyperfold…

“Perhaps this is their way in,” I said. “Perhaps this is the attempt of the Radaskim to control the Xenofold…through the Hyperfold. If the two are fused into one, or if there is some link created between them…it could destroy the Xenofold as we know it.”

But that meant Mia and Isandru could never return to the Xenofold, if what Shal had said about the link was true. No one here could.

“Then the Hyperfold must be destroyed,” Isandru said.

“That would mean we would no longer exist,” Mia said. “Not even as memories. Not even in the Xenofold.”

What was worse, if all of this was true, then Shal was the only means of escape.

“Shal told me that if I gave him the Orb, he would give me the Prophecy.”

“Where is this Orb?” Isandru asked.

“It’s in my cloak,” I said.

“I don’t know what that Orb is,” Isandru said, “not exactly. But I do know Shal is trying to develop an easier means of passage between this world and the Hyperfold.” He paused. “Or I suppose, to the Hyperfold within this world.” He looked at me. “It’s possible that the Orb is developed in our future, but it was already available in your world.”

I hardly knew what to make of that. “What does it mean?”

“If you have the Orb with you, then it should be possible for all three of you to travel back whenever you wish. You don’t need Shal.”

“He’s tricking you,” Mia said. 

The truth was, Mia and Isandru couldn’t stay here in this false reality. They deserved to be in the Xenofold, and if it was possible, to come back to the real world. Even if we could leave right now and get the Prophecy, it wasn’t right to leave them here, especially now that they knew the truth.

If there was a way to get them out, too, we needed to find it.

The problem was, they didn’t have bodies to return to.

But even with all that…we needed to learn the truth from Shal. If he was trying to merge the Xenofold and Hyperfold, then he had to be stopped. For all I knew, the second I used the Orb in this place, it would seal the connection.

So, I told the others my thoughts. In the end, they agreed that confronting Shal was necessary, as hard as that would be.






































CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE




“SHAL IS FAR MORE DANGEROUS than I ever believed,” Mia said.

“We have to face him,” I said.

“The only reason he has such a position of power is because of Aether, and what he’s done to get everyone addicted to it. Because of that, he practically rules the city.”

“Even without that, he would rule this place,” Shara said. “He does rule it.”

“I think we have more power here than we realize,” I said.

“What do we do, then?” Isandru asked. “How do we confront Shal when he holds all the cards?”

It was a good question, and one I didn’t have an answer to. He had to have a weakness, but I had no idea what. The only thing that made any sort of sense was that I could be his weakness, somehow. After all, Shal had needed me to come here for some reason, saying that I was the only one who could reverse his mistake.

“I have to talk to him,” I said.

“Not alone,” Shara said. “You’ll need us to have your back and I’m not taking no for an answer.”

“Whatever Shal says, whatever he’s planning…I believe he needs me for it. If he needs me, he can’t kill me.”

“Until he’s done with whatever he’s planning,” Isandru said.

“There’s no way around it. It’s something I have to face.”

“Shal is powerful,” Isandru said. “Even not counting everything you’ve told us about him running this…” Isandru trailed off, still not wanting to admit the truth. “This place. He is strong and skilled with the blade.”

“So am I,” I said.

“I don’t doubt it,” Isandru said. “But Aether makes him something else. Everyone refuses to challenge him in tournaments. Aether has an effect on him that goes beyond what anyone else is capable of.”

“He becomes like a man possessed,” Mia said. “I’m sure he’s killed before.”

“Most powerful men have,” Shara said.

“All the same…” I said, “I have to face him.”

“I know I can’t stop you,” Mia said. “All I can tell you is to be careful. Within him is an indefinable darkness. What you were saying about the Beacon and the Radaskim – he is the one behind that. He is lost, and all he desires is power at any cost.”

I nodded, knowing just how serious Mia was being.

I stood, and with that movement, everyone else followed. Mia and Isandru were both looking at me – it was hard to tell if they were conveying respect, sorrow, or even fear. Maybe all three.

“What will happen if this all ends?” Isandru asked. “Will we truly be gone, forever?”

There was only one honest answer.

“I don’t know, Isandru. I don’t know whether you will be reborn, or whether you’ll go to the Xenofold. But whatever it is, it will be better than this.”

Mia nodded, accepting that much at least. “I can speak to the Xenofold, even in this place. I consider that much a miracle. Perhaps…perhaps you were that connection. Even if I’m one of the rare ones who can sense it, I know that something about this world isn’t right. I’ve felt it all my life.”

I swallowed the lump that forced its way to my throat. I didn’t want Mia making me emotional, not when I still had work to do.

“Both of you need to stay here,” I said.  “I promise to do everything I can to make things right.”

Mia wiped her eyes, even as Isandru looked at us with steely determination. “I’ll keep my sister safe,” he said. “Go. Do what you need to do. I…don’t think it’s possible, to be honest. But if there’s anyone who can stop the evil Rakhim has done…it is you.”

With Isandru saying that, it was impossible not to feel the pressure. Where I had been at least somewhat confident before, now my heart was throbbing with fear. At that moment, Shara touched my arm.

“I’ll be right there with you,” she said. “Even if things go back to how they were, should we get out of this, I want you to know that I’m still there. I was lying. There is still hope.”

I nodded. “I knew that, Shara. And if you are back to how you were, I promise not to give up on you. Not ever.”

“I’ve got your back, too,” Isaru said. “As I always do.”

“All right, stop it. I need to focus here.”

Mia offered a smile. “I will be praying for you. Remember that the Xenofold can reach even here. Draw on its power. That is something even Shal cannot deny you.”

“I’ll do that,” I said.

With a final look, I turned and walked away, with Shara and Isaru by my side.

I didn’t let myself look back.




* * *




The journey back to the trail and through the rock tunnel was a long one. I felt almost exactly as I had when I was marched out to Red Cliff to be dashed on Traitors’ Rock.

Going up the endless flights of stairs wasn’t easy; even if this was the Hyperfold, it still had the physical limitations of real life. At least, this version of the Hyperfold did. We paused for breath every few minutes before continuing on, until we found ourselves in the lower reaches of the Cloud Palace. It was quiet here, and even as we ascended, passing windows revealing the towers of the city – first the bottoms of them, and then the tops, it remained forebodingly empty.

“Something’s not right,” Shara said.

I had to agree. Given the Cloud Palace’s size, we should have seen someone by now.

But then, unbidden in my mind, came a premonition. An image of the throne room came into my head, empty save for Shal, who stood facing the doors. 

“He knows we’re coming,” I said. “He’s in the throne room.”

“How do you know that?” Isaru asked.

“I can sense him. And he can sense me.”

I led the way, simply guided by feeling. The corridors were completely empty, of nobles, of guards, and even of servants, despite the fact it was early evening. Shara was definitely correct in that something wasn’t right. And still, there was a strange tension in the air, a heavy sense of foreboding.

Before long, we found ourselves at the top of a long, marble stairway – the final steps until the doors of the throne room. Those doors were closed now, where before they had been wide open.

I stepped forward and pressed softly on the door. To my surprise, it swung open easily. The throne room was completely empty save for its rich trappings – the red carpet stretching all the way to the ichorstone thrones, shining under the brightness of the dazzling xen chandeliers. Those thrones were empty, and of Shal himself, there was no sign. Only dead silence.

“Show yourself, Shal,” I called out. To my surprise, my voice was loud and commanding. I felt anything but that.

Shara and Isaru both unsheathed their blades, but I decided not to do the same.

“Welcome to Hyperborea,” a sonorous tone called. It seemed to come from every direction at once. I looked in every direction, but there was nothing.

“Show yourself!” I said again. “We know that you’re the stronger one here, but I would speak to you as an equal.”

There was a deep, throaty chuckle that resonated within the air. I resisted the urge to draw my sword, but Shara assumed a fighting stance.

“Please, put the weapons away,” Shal said. “Weapons will not avail you here. We have little time, if we are to succeed.”

I motioned for Shara and Isaru to sheathe their swords. As they did, the air seemed to shimmer between the two thrones, before becoming solid. Slowly, Shal materialized from the thin air, standing garbed in rich robes. He did not look as he had in my dreams with Mia. While still bald, his formerly pudgy features were now hard lines. The eyes, however, were the same: blue, shining, and cruel.

He stepped forward calmly. I thought about telling him not to come any closer, before he stopped at the bottom of the steps leading up to the dais. There was a distance of some thirty feet between us. “It is time we came to our agreement, Anna. Give me the Orb, and the Prophecy will be yours.”

“And this agreement would end the Hyperfold, and allow all trapped here to return to the Xenofold?”

Shal nodded solemnly. “You, Anna, are the only one who can form the connection between this place and the Xenofold. Only you can take Aether without succumbing to any of its side effects. When the Hyperfold fades, the Sea of Creation will be reborn.”

“Without the Hyperfold, it can’t sustain itself,” Shara said.

“Indeed. This reality I’ve created is different from what happened in actuality. Only slightly. It is…a kinder place. Not perfect, but there is no Shen War here. Even so…my power has limits, and to some extent, the Hyperfold must always reflect reality. The Sea drains here, just as it would in the real world. When we reach the point of no return…” Shal snapped his fingers. “I reset the simulation, and it begins anew. Everyone forgets. Everyone…but me.”

That answered some of the questions I had of this place. Some of the things didn’t line up with what Elder Isandru had told me – such as the fact that he said that he was born in the middle of the Shen War, and was fifteen when the city finally fell to them.

In this reality, there were no Shen, and quite a few other things seemed to be different. But one thing still had to be a lie on Elder Isandru’s part: he had pretended that Mia wasn’t his sister, to the point where he’d said she lived in a different time period. That was one thing I couldn’t make sense of: why mention her at all?

“What happened in the real world?” I asked. “The Shen destroyed the city, but…how did the people come to be trapped in this place?”

“Aether bound their memories here,” Shal said. “Even if their bodies were destroyed.”

“None escaped?”

“The Shen were very…thorough.” Shal gave a bitter smile, but there was something else behind it. Something I couldn’t quite place.

“You betrayed them,” Isaru said. “You knew exactly what you were doing.”

“It is true that I believed I did,” Shal said. “However…”

“Save it,” Isaru said. “The Tower of Shal is a Beacon communicating with the Radaskim. Mia has seen it in prophecy. Shanti has seen it as well.”

Here, Shal’s smile became genuine. The façade had been dropped. “Ah,” he said. “You have learned that which I hoped you would not. Well. That makes things easier.”

Here, I drew my sword. “Why? What are you saying to them? Are you giving away secrets? Are you telling them how to kill us?”

“They will kill us all, dear Anna. I am merely preparing the way. Such power, you do not realize. Even if you had your full memory – which I know you do not – even then you could not comprehend. The Ragnarok War was an anomaly. The Radaskim had never known defeat otherwise. And until Earth is theirs, they will come, in their thousands, in their millions, until every last Elekai is destroyed.” Shal’s smiled widened. “For you see…I have had my own prophecies.”

“They are lies,” I said. “Whoever you’re talking to, they have poisoned your mind.”

“My place in the new world is guaranteed. In two years in the outside world…it will all be over, Anna. You see…I have already won, because time flows differently, here. The Hyperfold has access to any time in which it has existed. From the first day of its existence…until present time…all times are available to those who leave it.”

“I don’t believe you,” I said.

“You need me,” Shal continued. “Without me, you cannot control the time of your return.” At each word, he looked from one of us, to the other. “This will be fun!”

“I’m not giving you the Orb,” I said. “I will destroy it if have to.”

Shal’s sick smile evaporated. “Then none of us can leave this place. The Orb is the key, without which all will remain trapped here until the Sea itself is destroyed by the Radaskim Reapers.” The smile returned. “Which is not long from now. What will it be, then? Give me the Orb, and you can leave this place. The bargain has already been struck. I may not be able to kill you, but you guarantee the deaths of us all, should the Orb be destroyed.”

“What bargain?” I asked.

“Surely, you have heard of him. The Nameless One would not allow me to sweep you out of the way so easily. A pity. You are…guaranteed. Even your friends.” Shal chuckled. “However…there are ways I can make it more difficult for you. There are…allowances.”

“Just get to the point!” Shara said.

“You must give me the Orb, Anna,” Shal said, suddenly. “It is the only way you can leave this place. It is the only path allowed. To not do so is to let the Radaskim win.”

“They will win if I give you the Orb, because that is what you want,” I said.

“Don’t you see that there is no right choice? Everything you choose has consequences. And all of those consequences give me what I want.”

“Why are you doing this?” I asked. “Better to kill you and end everything than…”

“No, it’s not better,” Shal said, interrupting. “This is your path.”

Just then, the throne room doors burst open, revealing Isandru and Mia. Both were breathing heavily and stood at the threshold, watching us.

“I came to stop you,” Mia said, when she’d found her breath. Then, she looked at me. “There is another way.”

“What do you mean? Did you hear what Shal said?”

“Quiet, girl,” Shal said. “Leave now. You and your brother. This doesn’t concern you.”

“I’ve had a final prophecy,” Mia said. “As soon as you left…I fell into a trance. I saw then exactly what I must do.” She turned her attention to Rakhim, and her eyes narrowed. “So long as I am here, your aim will not be accomplished. I have warned the Xenofold of your intent.”

Shal’s face, at first, blanched. Then, it reddened with fury.

He strode forward, straight for us.

“Stop!” I called. “One more step…”

He swept his arm, and it was as if a wave of energy whipped Isaru, Shara, and I out of the way. All three of our screams sounded in the throne room as we sailed upward. I seemed to move through the air in slow motion, rising impossibly high, even as Shal continued to march down the carpet.

“You have lost,” Mia said. “Kill me if you must. It is over.”

“I would say you are already dead. But I have a fate for you worse than death.”

And then, there was a ripping sound as a sinuous, bright line opened from the air itself. It widened as shining white light shone through. It was so luminous that I couldn’t see anything within it. Maybe there was nothing within it.

Isandru grabbed his sister, pulling her back…but there was some force, some gravity, that pulled at them both. They were powerless to stop it, their feet doing nothing to slow them. Meanwhile, I hung helpless and suspended in the air, along with Isaru and Shara.

I knew if either of them entered that vortex, wherever it led, they would be gone forever.

I had one last, desperate gambit. I reached into my cloak, producing the Orb.

“Shal!”

He turned his head, and those eyes shone far whiter than I ever would have believed possible. But his expression became one of shock as I let go of the Orb.

“No!” he shouted.

Instantly, the vortex winked shut with a thunderous clap, sending Isandru and Mia flying backward, where they crashed into the wall. Shal held his hands outward, and the Orb’s descent slowed, coming to a standstill mere inches from the marble floor. Then, it gently landed.

As soon as it did, I myself started to fall, along with Isaru and Shara. We screamed as the floor rushed up to meet us. I crashed, hard, feeling something snap. I cried out in pain, looking through tear-filled eyes at my left leg, which was bent into an impossible shape. Shara and Isaru were already scrambling up, apparently no worse for wear, even if Isaru had a slight limp.

I tried to stand, but the pain was excruciating.

Silence.

I sought Silence, and to my surprise, found it with ease. The pain still burned, but I managed to stand and drag my useless leg, drawing my katana at the same time.

“Shanti, stay back!” Shara said. “This is me and Isaru’s fight!”

“And mine.”

Isandru stepped forward, drawing his own katana that was not unlike ours. The three of them formed a semicircle, facing Shal, who stood weaponless…but with the Orb in hand.

I looked back to Mia, who was on her knees, watching with tears in her eyes. “Don’t do this. Please…”

I wondered then, if by giving up the Orb, whether I had made some horrible mistake.

No. I couldn’t have let Mia and Isandru into that place. I couldn’t…

And I noticed then that Shal was looking at me, smiling. I was filled with loathing.

“You planned this all along.”

I made myself stand beside Isandru. I was going to give this everything I had.

“It’s too late,” Isandru said, sadly. “He is the creator of the Hyperfold. That Orb gives him power to do whatever he wishes.”

“And so I will,” Shal said.

I made my way forward, stubbornly, but was stopped by an invisible wall. I screamed, trying to hack through it. All the while, Rakhim smiled, his white eyes gloating.

“Now, to business,” he said. 

The Orb shone brighter and brighter, until we were all swallowed by its light. A cold wind blew, so loud and so fast that it was thunderous, yet despite all that, it did not seem to push me back. It became so loud that it was as if I were nothing, and every thought and memory was driven from my head.

And then…silence.

I realized my eyes had closed, and when I opened them, it was only Isaru, Shara, and I standing there.

Isandru, Mia, and Shal were gone.

“What happened?”

There was no sign of any of them.

“Isandru!” I called. “Mia!”

“They are gone,” Shara said. “And so is the Orb.”

Isaru just stood still, his face a mask of shock.

“Where…where did they go?” I asked.

My question was cut short by a sudden shaking of the floor. I tried to keep my feet, but instead, I fell, only doing further injury to my broken leg. I screamed as white-hot pain shot up my leg and through the rest of me.

But Isaru and Shara could not help. The entire Palace heaved, even as flecks of paint from the mural above rained down in a cascade of dust, soon followed by panels and chunks of ichorstone, all slamming into the heaving floor.

“The Palace is collapsing!” Isaru shouted.

We crawled on all fours across the uneven, cracking floor to the doors. A giant chunk of the ceiling fell just ahead and we dodged just before it could make an end of us.

I didn’t want to know what would happen if I died here. I didn’t want to think of Isa waiting forever by our cold bodies. I didn’t want to break another promise.

“There has to be a way out,” I said. “We just have to find it.”

The shaking ceased, if only for a bit – enough time to stand. Shara and Isaru helped me along, and we pushed through the throne room doors.

The Cerulean Stairway was in ruin, completely impassable. We would have to find another way down.

We circled around the dome, even as the floor gave another massive heave, which threw us into the air and almost right over the balustrade. I ignored the pain, hopping along the walkway until we came to another set of stairs. They were mostly intact, and the only direction to go.

“We can’t go up there,” Shara said. “We have to go down.”

“Yes, this is the right way,” I said. “I can feel it.”

Without waiting for them to follow, I started dragging myself up the stairs.

“Shanti, we have to find a way down!” Isaru said. “What are you doing?”

I remembered Mia’s words: that the Xenofold reached, even here. I had to trust that. It was the only way we would survive.

“Just trust me,” I said. “I think I can get us out.”

There was nothing they could do but follow me.

Once I reached the top of the stairs, it was to a wide set of windows, all of which were shattered. The Heavenly Windows afforded an apocalyptic view of the city – towers crumbled, bridges collapsed, and a great fire sent plumes of smoke into the sky from the forest beyond.

“There’s no way out,” Shara said. “Even if there had been a way down.”

I could see she was right. I looked behind only to see that the circular walkway itself was collapsing, cutting off the option of going back. The ledge of the Palace before us crumbled further, rocking the floor and dipping forward.

I screamed, kneeling down and grabbing a nearby column. Isaru and Shara had also grabbed hold of their own columns.

We were only delaying the inevitable.

Please…I need a way out. Anything. I don’t want to break another promise. Never again.

And then, over the edge…a gleaming light, hanging in the air horizontally. I had seen that before, in the Hyperfold of Mia’s dream.

The Archway, I thought. The escape!

“It might not be too late!” I shouted.

Isaru and Shara looked at me, and I let go of the column with my left arm, pointing downward. “That silver plane in that arch. It will lead us out. I’m sure of it!”

The archway was also a good fifty feet down, and perhaps ten feet out, hanging perfectly in the middle of the air. Likely, it had seen no other place to open up. Why it had to wait until now, and not in the throne room, I would never know. Maybe I could have summoned it there, too, if only I was thinking of it.

“Jump through,” I said. “It’s the only way.”

“Your leg,” Shara said. “You won’t make it!”

“Watch me,” I said.

The archway was closest to Shara; she merely had to let go, and would probably roll far enough to hit it directly. As far as Isaru and me, we’d have to jump over to her position when it came our turn.

“I’ll be the guinea pig, then,” Shara said. She forced a smile, but there was fear in her eyes.

“It’s probably temporary,” I said. “We have to…”

She let go, standing up and running down the ledge, leaping off at the last second.

“…hurry,” I finished.

I watched as she fell down, and it felt as if my heart was going to leap into my throat. And then, there was a snapping sound – the same kind that had sounded in the throne room with Shal’s vortex.

I worried that I had just sent her to wherever Shal was going to send Mia and Isandru. But it was either the archway or dying here for sure.

The floor shifted again, and the angle of the floor became more precarious. It teetered until it was clear that, in seconds, there was not going to be a floor.

Isaru and I had no time. We both leaped with all we had toward the column Shara had vacated, a column which was now collapsing. We crashed into each other, haphazardly rolling down the ledge.

It was up to fate, now.

And then, we were in the air. The feeling reminded me of the fall in Colonia, only this time, Isaru and I were falling together.

We looked at each other for a brief moment, no more than a second, before the Hyperfold winked out of existence.




* * *




When I came to awareness, I was standing in a black void surrounded by a multitude of stars. They shone brightly in the darkness, and I knew, somehow, someway, I hadn’t returned to my body in the present time.

I was somewhere else, or at least my consciousness was.

Despite the beauty of seeing the stars in sharp contrast, I felt a darkness lurking out there…a darkness I felt my mind connecting to, even as I did everything I could to keep that darkness at bay.

Shara was floating not far away, and Isaru still even further, barely discernible with the distance.

Shara and I floated closer together, and I was relieved when we locked arms, allowing us to float together.

“We need to get Isaru,” I said.

“He’s getting further away…” Shara said.

I could see that she was right. Isaru was smaller, now.

“Isaru!”

If anything, my voice seemed to make him get further away. I felt myself panic. I couldn’t move here. Somehow, Shara and I had already been heading toward each other, but Isaru had blasted off in a different direction.

It would be impossible to catch him.

“Isaru!”

His name ripped from my throat. My voice didn’t sound like my own, filled with sheer panic and fear. I knew he wasn’t coming back. Wherever this was…

“No…” I said.

And then, there was a bright light, shooting past our position and into the cosmos. Despite the light, I still couldn’t see Isaru. Tears were stinging my face, and all of a sudden, it got very cold. The air seemed to be going away, and my tears froze to my face. I tried to call his name again, only no sound came out. It was so cold…

And when there was no more air, I closed my eyes. In the Silence of my mind, I saw Isaru as clearly as if I were looking at him face to face. His own eyes were closed. Ice had formed on his lashes and his hair.

I knew he was dead.

And then, a dark presence entered my mind, uninvited.

Soon, Elekai. Soon…

The voice filled my mind, dark and ominous. It had come from out there.

Who are you? What did you to do to Isaru?

I felt myself filled with dread, a dread that came from beyond me.

I have waited long for this moment, Elekai. Not yet, though. Soon…

The stars faded until there was nothing.




* * *




I opened my eyes to find myself on top of the Tower of Shal. I stood and looked around, to find Isa still kneeling beside Isaru.

“Is he all right?”

Isa looked at me, shock registering on her face. She stood and ran to me, giving me a fierce hug.

“His body is cold,” she said. “I’m afraid…”

I walked toward him and knelt down, but already, I could sense that he wasn’t there. He wasn’t sleeping. He wasn’t moving. It was just his form.

“No…” I said, tears coming to my eyes. “I tried. I tried everything.”

Shara came to join us. The three of us looked down on his immobile body.

“He should be awake,” I said.

I remembered what Shal had told me: people couldn’t leave the Hyperfold without losing a part of themselves.

That much had been true, then, at least for Isaru.

And yet…nothing had happened to Shara. I looked at her, just to see if she had remained the same. She was as she had been in the Hyperfold, seeming to be completely herself. Tears filled her eyes, falling on Isaru’s shirt.

“He’s…gone, isn’t he? How did he get so far away from us?”

My face lowered. I couldn’t bring myself to respond. I grabbed his hand – his cold hand – and completely broke down. It felt as if something were ripping me apart, I was crying so loud. We were all like that.

“Isaru…” I said. “Forgive me.”

I found Silence, reaching out. On the slimmest of hopes, I wanted him to be there. I wanted there to be some sign that perhaps I couldn’t see. Any chance…

But there was nothing. Just a giant wall. It was like trying to connect to a rock.

Perhaps I had come back, and so had Shara, but there was nothing but the pain of loss.

And then, a high, inhuman scream sounded on the air, followed by several more. I turned to see, through the broken wall, a line of Radaska dragons bearing down on the Tower. Two dragons were ahead of the pack, and would be upon us within a minute.

We had escaped the Hyperfold only for it to end like this.

The two dragons that were approaching were much closer, now – close enough to clearly see that they were smaller than the others flying behind them.

And each of them bore a rider.

All of us stood in front of Isaru’s body, swords drawn, just as each of the Askaleen landed on the floor in front. Each bore a familiar figure, the first being Elder Tellor, his swarthy frame and hard face unmistakable.

The other was Elder Isandru.

I was so shocked that I just stood there, speechless. Seeing Isandru after seeing him disappear in the Hyperfold was surreal. His wrinkled face was hardly recognizable, although those light gray eyes were the same. He looked out at me, his expression unreadable, his form slumped and exhausted.

“We came as fast as we could,” Isandru said, at last, “and I am glad it isn’t too late.”

Shara, Isa, and I moved out of the way, revealing Isaru’s prone body. Isandru’s eyes widened, and then his face became grieved. Even Tellor’s face, which was normally like stone, softened.

“He is dead?” Tellor asked.

I made myself nod, and started sobbing.

Isandru’s eyes next went to the Orb, completely forgotten by the three of us. It was dark and clouded. He gave no sign of recognizing what it was, though surely that couldn’t be the case.

Looking into his eyes, though, there was no sense that he remembered anything about our time in the Hyperfold. All I had were questions, but still, the Radaska swarm was flying toward us from the city.

“We must hasten to the Sanctum,” Tellor said. “I can bear the prince and one other.”

“I will fly with you,” Isa said, her voice quavering.

“Yes, we must make haste,” Isandru said. “But not to the Sanctum. The only path left to us is north.”

“North?” Tellor said. “There is nothing but an endless waste!”

“Yes, but the dragons are behind. They will be upon us should we tarry here.”

“He’s right,” I said. “North is where we’ll find the Elder Dragons and the True Hyperborea. That was where they were supposed to go, back then. It’s our only hope now.”

“If this is Elder Isandru’s wish…” Tellor said, in his slow, calculating way, “then I will not oppose it. He will need me if it turns out to be dangerous.”

The three of us first lifted Isaru’s limp body onto Elder Tellor’s dragon. Isa held onto him, keeping him stable, even as tears coursed down her face. Shara and I got on behind Elder Isandru. Altogether, our weights might be too much for the dragons, but there was little other choice. And we needed to move now, because the other dragons were less than a minute away.

I held on tightly with my legs while Shara wrapped her hands around my torso. It reminded me of when I first flew on a dragon, because she held on far too tightly.

And the dragons backed away, and with a spread of wings, soared off the Tower. It took longer than it should have for them to slow their descent and begin to climb in altitude because of the weight they bore.

Shara’s grip tightened, her nails digging into my flesh.

“It’ll be all right,” I said. “They won’t let you fall.”

I looked back at the broken Tower to see, to my surprise, that a bright light now shone from its spire, marking a straight line up into the dark sky. Wherever we had been before this and after the Hyperfold…it had done something to light that Beacon.

And it had also killed Isaru.

Forgive me.






































CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR




BY THE TIME WE REACHED the rim of the Crater, known in the time of Hyperborea as the Ragnawall, the Radaska behind us had turned back, as if barred. Or perhaps even they didn’t want to follow us into the wasted lands of the north.

It was dark, and the ground below impossible to see. I closed my eyes and fell into a fitful sleep. I was only woken by the pale sunrise, which failed to impart any warmth.

When I looked at the land below, it was completely obscured in a thick veil of fog. I would have thought we were flying above the clouds, if it weren’t for the fact that I could see the tops of twisted trees every now and again.

Shara, too, was awake, and was still latched onto me as if she would never let go.

“You don’t have to hold on so tight,” I said. “You won’t fall.”

I felt her grip lighten. “Sorry.”

Her hold loosened, slightly, and there was a soreness on my torso from where she’d grabbed on. I massaged the feeling back into my muscles there.

Elder Isandru concentrated on the journey ahead. There was nothing to see, however, but more fog. And as the sun rose higher, that fog didn’t dissipate. It merely glowed brighter, looking altogether unnatural. I looked over at Elder Tellor’s dragon. Isa’s eyes were closed, but she still held onto Isaru tightly; a sign that she was awake. Both dragons flapped their wings steadily with no signs of tiring.

I couldn’t bring myself to speak. The pain of everything was beyond description. He had been alive just minutes ago. If I had just grabbed the Orb before he did, in the beginning, then he would still be alive.

“It’s all my fault,” I said. “I could have stopped it.”

Shara hugged me, but that just made me break down even more.

And to my surprise, Isandru reached a hand back, gripping my arm tightly. I couldn’t have said, but he might have been crying, too.

“How did you know where to find us, Elder?”

It was a moment before he spoke. “Isa sent us a letter from Northold, disclosing what you intended to do.”

“She…did?”

“It found me late, but it did come. I was unable to track you from Colonia, so I returned to the Sanctum in the hopes of finding news. As soon as I read that letter, Elder Tellor and I were flying dragons north. We had hoped – and expected – to find you west of the mountains. But as we continued to fly, it was clear you had gotten much further.”

There was a silence after that – a silence that signaled that Isandru was not ready to speak. Not yet.

I turned to look at Shara. “How are you feeling?”

“I feel back to normal. I think whatever happened in there…” I realized she wasn’t sure she should mention, in front of Isandru, that we had been in the Hyperfold. “I think I’m cured now. At least, I feel like I am.”

A bit of good news, then. I needed every bit of that I could get.

“Do you think it will last?”

“I…think so. If I can just stay away…” Again, she looked at Isandru. “As long as I keep myself clean, I shouldn’t get sick again.”

Aether might cause her to go back, then.

“Even now, I’m thinking about it,” she said. “I feel empty, like everything will be better if I just try it. I know what it will do to me, but still…it’s there, like a promise. A false promise.”

“Do you have it with you now?”

Silence. And, then, very quietly: “It’s in my pocket.”

“Drop it,” I said. “Just let it go entirely.”

“Withdrawals can kill,” Shara whispered. “Chills, sickness…even death.”

Part of me wanted to disagree with Shara, but I knew that she was right. Going cold turkey might endanger her.

“Give it to me, then. If you need it, and it comes to that…I can give it back.”

I thought Shara was going to protest, but she surprised me by handing me two vials.

“Here,” Shara said. “Before I change my mind.”

They were surprisingly small, bright and glowing. I grabbed the vials quickly and pocketed them.

“Is that everything?”

“All of it.”

I nodded. “Good. I’m not letting you go back to the way you were. That’s a promise I intend to keep.”

I waited for her to respond, but she didn’t say anything. I hoped that silence was agreement.

“The fog is clearing up ahead,” she said, at last.

I looked to see that she was right. The fog did seem thinner where three hills rose, shining gold in the morning light. As we neared, a large forest below became visible, covering the ground and the hills ahead in autumnal hues.

“This has to be it,” I said.

We flew past the hills until we came to a series of lakes, all shining pink in the morning light. It was more ichor than I had ever seen, and surrounding the lakes was more forest, from which rose Great Silverwoods that basked in the morning light. And ahead was the largest tree I had ever seen, a tree that grew in the center of the three largest lakes, rising for what seemed to be miles into the sky, and from branch to branch flew dragons, small with distance.

“It exists,” Isandru said, his voice wondering. “It really exists.”

I was about to respond, when a voice entered my mind.

Welcome home, Anna. We have waited so long for your return.

It was an old, yet familiar voice…one which I myself didn’t know, but Anna did.

Quietus?

You remember. Come then, into the trees. There is much we have to speak of.

I don’t know why, but I broke down and wept all over again. It felt like I was hearing the voice of a dear friend for the first time in years, even if I couldn’t exactly remember everything about that friend. So many things that had seemed clear in the Hyperfold were suddenly fading again, although I remembered talking about them. The Radaskim. Xenofall.

I couldn’t save him, Quietus. It’s just like how I couldn’t save…

Peace, Shanti, Quietus said. I felt surprise at hearing my own name. The one called Isaru is not dead, but he is in grave danger. He must be brought to me and the Elders without a moment’s delay. I have instructed the Askaleen you fly on where to find us.

Isaru wasn’t dead?

But he was so cold, with no heartbeat…how could that be?”

He must be healed by us. Make no mistake; he very well could die, but do not lose hope.

Isaru was not dead. I could almost weep for joy, even if Quietus had said he still could die.

“He’s alive,” I said. “Isaru’s alive!”

I had practically shouted it, so loud that Isa was now looking at me as if I were crazy.

“What do you mean, Shanti?” Isandru asked.

“It’s true! Quietus has just spoken to me. She says he’s alive!”

“Quietus?” Isandru asked.

“Just now, in my mind. But she also says that he is still in danger. The dragons are leading us to her now.”

Elder Isandru’s eyes were questioning, but he soon nodded. “Let us hope, then.”

Even if Isaru was still in danger. When there was hope, anything was possible. There was a reason to keep going.

If he died on us now, after everything…I could never forgive myself.

“Come on,” I said. “Almost there. Please, Isaru…stay alive.”
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GLOSSARY




A.R.: After Ragnarok. The date usually used by the Elekai to denote the year. It’s a bit of a misnomer, because it really means after the Ragnarok War, and not after the impact of Ragnarok itself. The Xenoworld Saga begins in 398 A.R.

F.C.: Founding of the Covenant. The date used by the Covenant to denote the year, and it signifies how many years have passed since the Covenant ousted the Elekai from Colonia. The Xenoworld Saga begins in the year 248 F.C.

P.Y. Precursor Year. Corresponds to the Gregorian Calendar. The Xenoworld Saga begins in the year 2458 P.Y. – or 2458 A.D. It’s rare to use Precursor Years to denote anything beyond the year 2060, and even then is only used among academics and historians.

Annajen, The: One of the Three Tribes of the Elekai, the Annajen are the descendants of the gods Elekim and Annara. Their capital is Haven, a Great Silverwood growing in the Grand Canyon.

Annara: Annara is the matron goddess of both the Annajen Tribe and the Colonian Covenant; however, depending on the side, her character is entirely different. Among the Annajen, Annara is the wife of Elekim; she established Colonia and the Seekers and wrote the Prophecy of Annara, which has been lost, but predicts the eventual ascendency of the Elekai over its enemies – namely the Covenant. Among the Covenant, Annara is the goddess of pure-blooded humanity, and seeks to destroy all that is Elekai, promising her chosen people – the Annarans – that they will one day destroy the demon Elekai, who waged war against humanity during the First Darkness. According to prophecies on both sides, Annara is to lead her Army of the Dawn to destroy the other side.

Army of the Dawn: Annara’s army during the Second Darkness that is to destroy either the Elekai or the Annaran Covenant, depending on which version of the story one believes.

Askala: The Radaskim Xenomind that nearly enslaved the world using the xenovirus during the time of the Ragnarok War. These events have been almost forgotten in recent times, but the Covenant remembers Askala as the Elekai’s demon goddess. Among the Elekai, her true nature is better remembered as the Radaskim goddess who was imprisoned by Elekim in the Xenofold at the end of the Ragnarok War.

Askaleen: A male dragon. They are pink, with tiny scales, and a smooth, rounded frame. They are also rarer than Radaska, the female variety. Because they are the only kind of dragons that the Covenant can tame, they are jealously guarded by the Radaska.

Atlantea: An Eastern Kingdom situated in the southeast. Its capital is of the same name.

Augurs, The: One of the Seven Sects of the Seekers, who specialize in the art of diplomacy. They serve as advisers for kings and rulers, not only in the Red Wild, but in the Eastern Kingdoms. In times of old, they also interpreted signs given by the Xenofold, though this responsibility has fallen by the wayside in recent centuries. They also recruit new initiates for the Seekers’ Sanctum among the nobility of different lands.

Bloodless: The collective term Elekai use to describe all non-Elekai. It’s not pejorative, though it can be used in that way.

Brevia: A city on the western coast, in southern California. Once a colony of Colonia, it was conquered by the Shen in 348 A.R. It is the only Shen city that outsiders are allowed to enter, and even then, permission is granted only sparingly. A large collection of books has been gathered there, in what is known as the Brevian Archives – the main reason for which anyone would want to visit the city.

Clerics, The: One of the Seven Sects of the Seekers, who specialize in ministry to the local Elekai population, anthropology, and Xenohealing. They are also responsible for recruiting initiates for the Seekers’ Sanctum among the general population.

Champions, The: One of the Seven Sects of the Seekers, who specialize in the art of combat. In times of old, they fought in battles to defend the Elekai from Covenant encroachment, but in more recent times, they serve as bodyguards for other Seekers, such as Augurs, Scholars, or Sages, whose duties take them far afield in places that might be dangerous.

Colonia: The city of Colonia was founded shortly after the Ragnarok War, as a colony of the First Empire, known of old as the Nova Roman Empire. It was ruled by the gods, and over the years, grew into the seat of an Elekai empire by the same name. Colonia’s history is divided into two periods: Old Colonia, which lasted from roughly 1–150 A.R., and Covenant Colonia, which lasted from 151 A.R. until the present day.

Old Colonia was ruled by the Elekai, and was originally their capital city. The true descendants of the heroes of the Ragnarok War formed an aristocracy, called the Godsblood. Below them were Wilders, the descendants of those who became Elekai in the years following the Ragnarok War. On the bottom rung were the Bloodless, commoners without Elekai ancestry. However, by the fourth generation of the Godsblood, the government grew corrupt, favoring the Elekai nobility over the Bloodless masses. This, in time, led to the Annaran Uprising. The civil war lasted twenty years, ending with the Elekai being defeated and ousted from the city they had founded, their numbers greatly reduced. The Annarans took control of the city, founding the Annaran Covenant, which vowed to destroy all Elekai in accordance with Annara’s will.

The Covenant ruled in Colonia for the next two hundred and fifty years, and at its height around 320 A.R., the Covenant controlled most of what used to be the Southwestern United States.

Colorado River: The main river flowing through the Red Wild and Colonia. The river is much wider than it was during the Old World, and nurtures the growth of both Elekai and Covenant society. The Colorado flows not only through the city of Colonia, but under the roots of Haven, the main enclave of the Annajen tribe, along with Coloso, which is built on its mouth.

Coloso: A Novan city at the mouth of the Colorado River. Over the centuries, it is has changed hands between Nova and Colonia numerous times. It is strategically important, because it is the gateway to Nova and it also provides a means to enter Colonia by river.

Covenant, The: The Covenant, or the Annaran Covenant or the Colonian Covenant, began as a resistance against the corrupt Elekai aristocracy that ruled Colonia. The goddess Annara became its figurehead, but instead of an Annara that was the heroine of the Elekai, this Annara was a champion of the Bloodless and reviled all things Elekai. In time, the Annaran rebellion took place, and after a twenty-year-long war, the Elekai were nearly wiped out, and what was left of them fled into the Red Wild.

The Covenant rules with a firm fist, using religion to control its population. It was the strongest power in the late Third Century, but by the Fourth Century, incursions by both the Shen and Nova made it lose much of its former territory. The Covenant has a policy of exiling or outright killing anyone who disagrees with its theology, and openly hunts Elekai within its borders. The Covenant is ruled by a Grand Pontifex and a Grand Council of seven members, officials appointed by the Grand Pontifex from each of the seven kinds of priests.

Dome of Annara, The: Constructed during Old Colonia, the Dome of Annara is one of the wonders of the world. It is composed of a large, golden dome and has four turrets on each corner. In days of old, it served as a pantheon to all the gods, but over time, Annara became its chief deity. The Dome was constructed about eighty years following the founding of the city.

Dragonriders, The: The Dragonriders are the Covenant’s elite fighting force. It’s unknown how many dragons they number, but estimates range anywhere from twenty to forty. They ride Mindless Askaleen, the only kind of dragon that can be tamed by humans. They cannot breed new dragons, but so long as the dragons are fed with steady supplies of xen and not mortally injured, they will live indefinitely.

Dragons: The Dragons have had a long and troubled history since the Ragnarok War. The two varieties, Askaleen and Radaska, are male and female respectively. There are many generations, but only the first generation are part of a group known as the Elder Dragons, the only ones to have lived during the time of the Ragnarok War. The Elder Dragons were never born of other dragons, but instead were created during the process of Xenogenesis, the thirty-or-so-year period during the Ragnarok War that the Great Blight grew at a rapid rate. After the war and the victory of the Elekai, Xenogenesis was greatly reduced, and dragons that were born entered the world naturally.

Besides Elder Dragons, there are Generational Dragons, which are the progeny of the Elders, and Mindless Dragons, which have no connection to the Xenofold. Mindless Radaska are volatile and dangerous, while Mindless Askaleen are docile and tamable. These Askaleen, while uncommon, are still used by the Colonians and Elekai as mounts.

Eastern Kingdoms, The: The Eastern Kingdoms collectively refers to any of the countries that lie east of the Eastern Range, known in former times as the Rocky Mountains (In the Eastern Kingdoms, the Eastern Range is called either the Western Range, or the Wild Range). There are dozens of kingdoms, most of them small, but a few are more powerful than others.

Eastern Pact: A Pact consisting of most of the nations in the Eastern Kingdoms. It was orchestrated by the Seekers as a way to prevent wars in the region.

Eastern Range: The Eastern Range, formerly known as the Rocky Mountains, makes up the eastern border of the Red Wild. Many wild Elekai tribes live here, and the mountains are dangerous to cross.

Elder Dragons: The first generation of dragons, who were created by Xenogenesis. They are the most powerful of the dragons, and following an unknown dispute, broke off their ties with human Elekai about one hundred and fifty years after the Ragnarok War. They have not been seen by a human since, though later generations of dragons still consort with human Elekai in a limited capacity.

Elekai, The: An Elekai is marked by their connection to the Xenofold, which is produced by the neural network of xen in the Red Wild. They are composed of humans and dragons, and an Elekai is marked by their possessing the xenovirus, though over the years, this began being attributed to having the blood of the gods. The virus changes the host’s genetics to grant them access to the Xenofold, the collective consciousness of the Elekai.

There are two kinds of Elekai among humans. Those of the Godsblood are direct descendants of the Six Gods, and form a ruling elite among the Elekai. Depending on their line of descent, they form one of Three Tribes: the Annajen, the Samalites, or the Makai. The Godsblood are the rarest kind of Elekai, and their abilities and connection to the Xenofold tend to be stronger than the other type, known as Wilders.

Wilders are Elekai that, for the first two generations following the Ragnarok War, were drawn to the Red Wild by dreams and visions, only to return as Elekai, albeit weaker versions than those descended directly from the gods. Many, in fact, remained in the Red Wild, forming tribes separate from the Three Tribes.

Included among the Elekai are also the dragons, both of Askaleen and Radaska varieties. The Elder Dragons, along with their successive generations, are also included, though they do not speak to human Elekai on account of the Sundering of the Dragons.

In the past two hundred years, Elekai blood has generally weakened in power for unknown reasons, resulting in newer generations having less inherent ability to connect to the Xenofold than past generations, a phenomenon known as the Fading. Whether the Fading is due to mingling with the Bloodless, or another factor, is not entirely known. Elekai children born without a detectable connection to the Xenofold are becoming increasingly common.

Elekim: The Great God and husband of Annara who gave his life to destroy Askala, the demon goddess of the Radaskim. Though he is remembered as such among the Elekai, among the Covenant, Askala is remembered as the Elekai goddess. Elekim, within the Elekai, is given an equal footing with Annara, while among the Covenant Annara reigns supreme.

Exile, The: The Exile refers to the ousting of the Elekai from Old Colonia around 150 A.R. They fled into the Red Wild, where according to the story, the three chief Elder Dragons, Askal, Quietus, and Tiamat, led each tribe to a spot where they were to found their cities. Askal led the Annajen to Haven in the Grand Canyon, while Quietus led the Makai south to a vast forest, where they founded Sylva. The Samalites were led north by Tiamat to Ragnarok Crater, where they founded the city of Hyperborea, which was destroyed nearly a century later.

Fading, The: The process by which Elekai Gifts have diminished over time. It was first noticed early in the Third Century. The cause is not entirely known, but many believe it has to do with the dilution of blood through intermarriage with non-Elekai. Only among the nobility is the blood still particularly strong, but even so, it has weakened.

Four Centuries, The: History since the Ragnarok War is categorized in four centuries, named the First, Second, Third, and Fourth. The history of the first three has often been reduced to myth, either through the passage of time or the loss of records. However, it has been reproduced below as best as the Elekai can recount it.

The First Century is remembered as the Great Dawn and the Golden Age of the Elekai. The city of Colonia was founded, the Red Wild was at its most powerful state, and dragons and Elekai had friendly relations. In the early part of the century, gods walked the Earth, ruling from the city of Colonia. In the latter half of the century, the Red Bastion and the Dome of Annara were constructed in Colonia, and Colonia was the most powerful kingdom in North America. The First Century ended in 100 A.R., or 2160 A.D.

The Second Century’s beginning was marked by corruption among the Elekai aristocracy of Colonia. This unjust rule led to the formation of the Annaran Covenant, which in time overthrew their Elekai rulers during the Annaran Uprising. This was followed by the Great Purge and the formation of the Hunters, a group tasked with killing any Elekai found within Colonia or Covenant lands. This led to the Exile, where surviving Elekai fled Colonia for the Red Wild. Depending on their lineage, each group founded a city in the Red Wild – Hyperborea in the north for the Samalites, Haven in the west for the Annajen, and Sylva in the south for the Makai. The Sundering of the Dragons occurred in this time, and due to the Elekai being greatly reduced in number and capacity, very little history was recorded. It is not without its hope, however. It is said that the city of Hyperborea grew powerful during this time, though its deeds have long since faded to myth. The Annajen and Makai tribes, together with the Wild tribes, fought for survival against the Covenant, which often attacked into the Red Wild. In response, the Selvan was planted along the western border of the Red Wild. The Samalites, during this time, gifted Haven and Sylva with Great Silverwoods, which they enchanted with ichor to grow far taller and more powerful than normal. The second century ended in 200 A.R., or 2260 A.D.

The Third Century is probably the most troubled of all for the Elekai – though it’s not too far in the distant past, little can be said of it with accuracy. Reversions plagued the Wild, and are said to have destroyed Hyperborea along with killing many Elekai. The Samalites were driven from the north, and the first half of the century was marked by constant warfare against Mindless dragons and monsters. The cities of Haven and Sylva served as bastions against the Mindless, and it was decades before the reversions could be restored. The latter half of the century serves as a bright spot, because the Seekers’ Sanctum was founded and much territory was reclaimed. The Third Century ended in 300 A.R., or 2360 A.D.

The Fourth Century, which is still ongoing, has been comparatively quiet. Its first half saw human Elekai growing to their former numbers, but the Fading, or the weakening of their connection to the Xenofold, was becoming more apparent. The Covenant, who had also suffered during the Third Century at the hands of the Mindless, blamed the Elekai and denounced them with renewed vigor. The Eastern Kingdoms were mostly immune from the Mindless, even if they were warring with each other. The Eastern Pact somewhat mitigated this, which allowed the Eastern Kingdoms to prosper in an unprecedented time of peace. Reversions were mostly contained to the north around Ragnarok Crater, where the great danger made any study of the Crater or its fabled city of Hyperborea nearly impossible. The Fourth Century has yet to end, it is nearly there. The current year is 398 A.R., or 2458 A.D.

Four Disciplines, The: The Four Disciplines of the Seekers are Stillness, Movement, Acceptance, and Resistance. By training and merging these Four, a Seeker is expected to develop his or her Gifts and forge their connection to the Xenofold.

Godsblood: The term used to describe any human Elekai who is a direct descendent of one of the Six Gods – Elekim, Annara, Samal, Retha, Makai, or Larana. They are less numerous, but more powerful, than Wilders.

Great Dawn, The: The fifty-year period following the founding of Colonia that saw it grow from a village on the Colorado to a large city ruled by the Elekai. It was during this time that Colonia’s walls, the Red Bastion, and the Dome of Annara were constructed.

Great Purge, The: Following the exile of the Elekai from Colonia, the Hunters were formed by the Covenant to track down remaining Elekai. Thousands were captured and killed over a ten-year period, and many Bloodless were caught in the crossfire. However, the effects of the Great Purge meant the possibility of an Elekai being born within Colonia’s borders was greatly reduced.

Great Silverwoods: Great Silverwoods are hybrid trees that are purposely grown to be much larger than they would naturally be by human Elekai, usually Seeker Sages. Haven is the largest one in the world, and measures about a quarter mile high. Two Silverwoods Trees joined in the middle make up Sylva, though neither is as large as the Haven tree by half. It is said that Hyperborea, when it existed, contained over a hundred Great Silverwoods in its groves.

Haven: The main enclave of the Annajen Tribe. It’s located deep in the Grand Canyon.

High Line: The High Line among the Annajen is believed to go all the way back to Elekim and Annara, and describes the lineage of Annajen royalty.

Hunters, The: The Hunters are an order of priests within the Covenant clergy that exists to hunt down and kill all Elekai, as well as pursue apostates and heretics. They also hunt for unguarded Mindless Askalaeen in the Red Wild to train as mounts. They are one of the seven orders of priests that make up the Covenant government.

Hybrids: Hybrids are either Earth plants that naturally evolved to grow in the xen, or were designed as such by Elekai. The Silverwood is one example, and many crops that grow naturally in soil were evolved to grow in the xen.

Hyperborea: Hyperborea was the capital city of the Samalites and the seat of the empire by the same name. Its history is mostly forgotten, even mythological, and many believe the city never existed at all. It is speculated the city existed for at least one hundred years in some capacity, and it fell sometimes in the early Third Century from an attack of Mindless monsters.

Ichor: Ichor is a rare, pink liquid that exists below the surface of the Red Wild in limited quantities. It has properties of creation and restoration, and is exceedingly rare.

Inherent: An Elekai who has the ability to manifest, even without training. These Elekai are usually only found among the Godsblood, but still rarely at that. About in one in a hundred Elekai have the Gift of Inherence.

Judges, The: One of the Seven Sects of the Seekers, who specialize in the reading, interpretation, and formation of law. They not only oversee the Seekers’ internal affairs, but those of other courts, including those of the Bloodless with whom they have diplomatic relations.

Larana: The wife of Makai and the goddess of love.

Liberation, The: The Covenant’s term for their victory over the Elekai in Colonia. The Elekai call it the Annaran Uprising.

Makai (The Tribe): One of the Three Tribes of the Elekai. Their patron god is Makai, the god of war. They have a martial society that emphasizes war and combat. They are aggressive, and are the only one of the Three Tribes to openly attack either the Covenant or Nova.

Makai (The god): One of the Six Gods, the god of war and combat. Makai is the patron god of the tribe of the same name, and the husband of Larana.

Manifestation: The process by which an Elekai first gains connection to the Xenofold. It usually happens at some point in the teenage years. The very strongest, during manifestation, will have eyes that turn completely white during the episode. For most Elekai with the potential to manifest, it has to be trained out of them, but for about one in twenty-five – called Inherents – it will happen whether they’ve been trained or not. Elekai of strong potential are sought for training at the Seekers’ Sanctum.

Mindless: Mindless refers to any plant or animal born within the Red Wild that is not connected to the Xenofold. They are typically born in Northern Wild reversions. Usually, they are violent and attack any who are not Mindless, and Mindless have been seen to attack each other at times. In respect to dragons, Mindless Radaska are wild and violent, while Mindless Askaleen dragons are docile and tamable.

Nameless One, The: A Xenomind whose identity is wrapped in mystery. He is beholden to neither the Elekai nor the Radaskim.

Nava Village: A village of some five hundred people that supplies the material needs of the Seekers’ Sanctum on Nava Mountain. It is the largest settlement of its size in the north, and it signals the beginning of the Northern Wild.

Nova: A powerful empire far to the south of Colonia. Its north is bordered by the Red Wild and Colonia. It is a land closed to outsiders, but it is said they have a strict caste system. Nova is not to be confused with the Nova Roman Empire, which existed three hundred years earlier. Nova considers itself the third iteration of that empire, hence its other moniker, the Third Empire.

Peacemakers, The: The Peacemakers are an order of Covenant priests and function as the city guard of Colonia. They are marked by their red capes, leather armor, and long staves.

Priests: Priests occupy the highest social tier in Colonia, and there are seven different kinds. There are the Fathers, who minister to the people, and there are the Hunters, who track down dissidents, heretics, apostates, and errant Elekai. There are also Aediles, who administer Colonia’s basic services, and Quaestors, who run the courts, along with the Peacemakers, who enforce the law. The greatest priest, known as the Grand Pontifex, rules Colonia together with his Council of Nine, chosen from among each of the nine orders of priests. The Grand Pontifex is a lifelong post.

Prophets, The: One of the Seven Sects of the Seekers, who specialize in visions and prophecies. Visions are viewings of past events, while prophecies are viewings of future events. The Prophets are the least numerous of the Seven Sects. They are often derided by the other Sects for not doing much, but interestingly, Prophets typically have the strongest connection to the Xenofold of all the Sects. 

Purebloods: A term the Covenant uses to signify that a person is one hundred percent human blood, without a trace of Elekai descent. In the distant past, especially during the First Century, intermarriage between pureblood humans and Elekai was quite common. Their children would, or wouldn’t, have Elekai abilities, and often Elekai abilities would manifest in later generations. In the early days, it was also common for Godsblood Elekai and Wilders to marry, as well as for Wilders to marry pureblood humans. Beginning with the days of the Annaran Covenant, however, it was determined by the Grand Pontifex and Council that any of Elekai blood should be purged, which led to the Exile. Any who stayed behind were found and executed, and many innocents also lost their lives during the Great Purge. In later years, other purges took place on a smaller scale.

Radaska: A Radaska is a female dragon. They are larger than the Askaleen and more numerous, and unlike the Askaleen, the Mindless kind are violent and cannot be tamed. There are Elder Radaska dragons, such as Quietus, who have no dealings with humankind, and there are Generational Radaska, who are the direct progeny of the Elder Dragons and their successive generations. Then, there are Mindless Radaska, who attack anyone they find. The Mindless are mostly confined to the Northern Wild, and often war with Generational Radaska.

Radaskim, The: The ancient foe of the Elekai, the Radaskim were defeated by Elekim when he sacrificed himself to destroy Askala. It is said the Radaskim will return during the Second Darkness, though the time of this return isn’t known. The Covenant has all but forgotten the existence of the Radaskim, instead ascribing their deeds to the Elekai.

Ragnarok: According to the Elekai, Ragnarok was the fallen world of the Radaskim that crashed into Earth over four centuries ago. It created Ragnarok Crater in the north, and the event is what caused the Ragnarok War.

Ragnarok War: A war in which the world was nearly enslaved by Askala and her Radaskim swarm, but Elekim and the gods, leading the rest of the Elekai and humanity, made one final stand at Ragnarok Crater. A final battle was fought, won only because Elekim sacrificed his life in order to destroy the Radaskim host, as well as Askala. When the war was over, the surviving gods – Annara, Samal, Retha, Makai, and Larana – founded the city of Colonia, where they and their descendants would live and rule.

Red Bastion, The: The Red Bastion is a large fortress built on Red Cliff, the city of Colonia’s highest point. It is protected by two walls, not to mention the cliff itself, and has never fallen except to the Annaran Covenant during their revolt in 150 A.R. It is from the Red Bastion that the Grand Pontifex of Colonia and Grand Council rule.

Red Wild, The: A huge area marked by a vast spreading of xen, named because of its red appearance. It starts roughly in the center of what used to be Arizona, and spreads east as far as what used to be the Rocky Mountains, though its borders vary widely depending on latitude. It goes further north than Ragnarok Crater, though it’s unknown where it truly ends. To the south, it stops at the northern border of Nova, in what used to be Northern Mexico.

The Wild itself is divided into four areas – Northern, Southern, Eastern, and Western – and each area is different. The Northern Wild is the most untamed and the most dangerous. Reversions are more common here, and the North is the abode of Mindless animals, including dragons. It is the least inhabited, though small enclaves of Samalites make their home here.

The Southern Wild is mostly forested, and its trees are the tallest in the world, many reaching hundreds of feet in height. The Southern Wild is also the most populated.

The Eastern Wild is mountainous and sparsely habited, though several sizeable settlements exist among the Wild Tribes, especially in mountain passes that serve as trade hubs between the Red Wild and the Eastern Kingdoms. The Eastern Wild is also the coldest, and has many rivers, mountains, and forests.

The Western Wild is composed of wide xen plains, though xenoforests are also numerous. Many Wild Tribes make their home in this area, which is little bothered by the outside world.

The Annajen live in the Western Wild, and their capital is Haven. The Makai live in the Southern Wild, and their capital is Sylva. The Samalites once lived in the Northern Wild, in the city of Hyperborea, but when the city was destroyed, they mostly fled south.

Remembrance Day: A Covenant holiday celebrating the liberation of Colonia from the Elekai. It is marked by cathedral services that are attended by all, along with a distribution of free prayer candles. Each person is allowed one prayer to Annara. Following the service, there is no work, much like the weekly Sabbath, nor is any selling of goods or services allowed. It is a family holiday, and communities often hold a feast in remembrance of the victory of Annara and her people over the Elekai.

Reversions: Reversions are dangerous areas of the Red Wild that are caused by a weakening of the Xenofold. Reversions can be big or small, strong or weak, and they are most common in the Northern Wild. While reversions themselves are usually not dangerous, if left unchecked they can turn to Blight, becoming the abode of the Mindless, which are free of the directives of the Elekai Xenofold.

Retha: The goddess of wisdom and wife of Samal.

Ruins, The: The Ruins is an ancient, Precursor city north of Colonia, on the border of the Red Wild. The former site of Las Vegas.

Sages, The: One of the Seven Sects of the Seekers, who specialize in growing and maintaining the Wild. They are skilled in Agronomy, which allows them to direct the xen’s energy to the growing of plants with a set purpose. They are also skilled at healing reversions.

Samalites: One of the Three Tribes of the Elekai. Their patron god and goddess are Samal and Retha, and their patron dragon Tiamat. The Samalites are scattered throughout the Red Wild, ever since the fall of their city, Hyperborea. They are the least numerous of the tribes, though once they were the most powerful.

Selvan, The: The Selvan is a thick, impenetrable hybrid forest planted shortly after the Exile in the Western Wild. It guards the Red Wild from Colonia, and runs hundreds of miles north to south.

Scholars, The: One of the Seekers’ Seven Sects, the Scholars focus on the pursuit of knowledge. They study history and the Xenofold, and maintain the Seekers’ library in the Sanctum. They also do field work, exploring ancient ruins and collecting artifacts. Above all the other Sects, besides the Prophets, they seek the Prophecy of Annara.

Second Darkness, The: It is foretold in the Prophecy of Annara (one of the few details that is collectively remembered) that a Second Darkness is to come, far worse than the first. The time, place, and manner of this Second Darkness is unknown, but it is believed that its events are accurately predicted in the Prophecy of Annara, which has been lost for over two centuries. It is believed that Annara herself is to return, uniting humanity with her Army of the Dawn.

Seekers, The: The Seekers are a select group of Elekai whose strength of blood and training gives them a much stronger connection to the Xenofold than the average Elekai. This grants them unique Gifts, and depending on their Gifts, each Seeker belongs to one of the Seven Sects of the Seekers – the Champions, Augurs, Clerics, Sages, Judges, Scholars, or Prophets. At one time, the Seekers were numerous, at the group’s height numbering over a thousand strong, but over time their numbers have lessened, when those born with the potential to manifest a connection to the Xenofold became less common. Today, the Seekers number some quarter thousand, though only about half of that number will be present in the Sanctum at any one time. Along with the Seekers are apprentices and initiates, who outnumber the Seekers themselves; but a high turnover due to the rigors of training means that initiates that quit or don’t make the cut are replaced almost as quickly as they leave.

Seekers’ Dome: A domed chamber that makes up most of the western wing of the Seekers’ Sanctum. Constructed in 280 A.R. along with the rest of the Sanctum, the Dome is the main meeting place for the Seekers to debate and enact resolutions. Judgments are also pronounced here, of Elekai, of distant personages such as rulers, and of the Seekers themselves. A mural on the domed ceiling depicts the final battle of the First Darkness, and is considered to be the finest of its kind in the world.

Seekers’ Grove: The Seekers’ Grove lies within the Sanctum’s outer walls, taking the majority of the space within the courtyard. It is larger in the front than it is on the sides or in the back, and it covers a large area in which there are trees – both native and hybrid varieties – along with gardens, streams, and xen. Different areas of the Grove contain different types of flora. Several Great Silverwoods are grown here, but as with the rest of the Sanctum, the Grove is only a little over a hundred years old, so the Trees haven’t grown to their full height. The Sages and their apprentices are responsible for growing and shaping the Grove, and much of its plant life can be seen growing along the western face of Nava Mountain.

Seekers’ Sanctum: The Seekers’ Sanctum was founded in 280 A.R and serves as the Seekers’ home. It is constructed at the foot of Nava Mountain, which none but Seekers may climb.

Seste: The smallest denomination of currency in Colonia. One thousand sestes is worth one talent.

Seven Sects: The Seven Sects of the Seekers are the Champions, the Augurs, the Judges, the Scholars, the Sages, the Clerics, and the Prophets. Depending on the Sect, they serve different purposes within the Order (see their individual entries for details).

Shenshi: A large, domed city on the Californian coast. Controlled by the Shen, it is inaccessible to any but those who live there.

Silverwood: Silverwood is a hybrid tree that grows naturally in the Red Wild. It is used for construction because its trunk grows straight.

Six Gods, The: Elekim, Annara, Samal, Retha, Makai, and Larana are the Six Gods who led humanity to victory at Ragnarok Crater. Elekim sacrificed his life to deal the final blow to Askala, the demon Radaskim goddess. Following the war, the five remaining gods founded the city of Colonia. After establishing the city and having children of their own, they departed to join the Xenofold. Annara, during her time on Earth, wrote the Prophecy of Annara, which predicted the coming of a Second Darkness and what humanity needed to do to prepare. Though the Prophecy was lost, another detail that is remembered, according to the story, is that Annara would return to save the Elekai when the Second Darkness came.

Shen, The: A mysterious people who have little contact with the outside world. They live in various domed enclaves on the Californian coast, the largest of which is Shenshi. About fifty years ago, they conquered Brevia, a Colonian city, in what is known as the Short War, because the Shen ceased attacking as soon as the city was taken.

Subura, The: The Subura is a large area of slums attached to the northern and western section of the city of Colonia. It expands outside the city walls for about half a mile, ending in desert. It is here where Colonia’s poor and most of its gangs exist. It’s not technically a part of Colonia, so the Peacemakers rarely patrol its streets. It’s easy for anyone not familiar with the area to get lost, because its many streets are a virtual maze; no planning was made for them. Most buildings are low and crude, but closer to the city, tenements are common.

Sundering of the Dragons: An event that occurred sometime in the Second Century. The Elder Dragons severed their ties with humanity, along with many Generational Dragons. Some have said they did so because of humanity’s training and breeding of Mindless Askaleen, while others have said it was something else entirely. Regardless, the Elder Dragons no longer speak with the human Elekai, and not a one has been seen in over two centuries. This event has faded into myth, so much so that many don’t even believe Elder Dragons exist. Some Generational Dragons have contact with humanity, though most of it is fleeting. Most Elder and Generational Dragons greatly distrust humanity, for reasons humanity itself has long forgotten.

Talent: The largest denomination of currency in Colonia, and also a standard of weight. One thousand sestes equals one talent of gold.

Three Tribes, The: The Three Tribes is a bit of a misnomer – there are far more than three Elekai tribes. However, the name refers to those Tribes whose nobility is of the Godsblood – that is, direct descendants of the Six Gods. Elekim and Annara gave rise to the Annajen, Samal and Retha to the Samalites, and Makai and Larana to the Makai. Not to be confused with the so-called Wild Tribes, which refers to any Elekai tribe that isn’t one of the Three.

Twelve Gifts: The Twelve Gifts are Dragonspeech, Inherence, Calling, Telepathy, Agronomy, Insight, Prophecy, Visions, Battletrance, Serenity, Sustenance, and Xenohealing. A Seeker’s Gifts strongly influence the Sect they belong to.

Wild Tribes: The Wild Tribes refer to any Elekai tribe who isn’t one of the Three Tribes. Their lack of the Godsblood is the main distinguisher between the two. The First Century, also known as the Great Dawn, saw the creation of many Elekai, particularly in the earlier part of the century. While the descendants of the gods became known as the Godsblood, many typical humans were drawn by the power of the Red Wild, entering and living in it and becoming subject to the process of Xenogenesis, thus transforming into Elekai. It is said thousands of people were so drawn. While many remained in the Red Wild, forming the Wild Tribes, many yet returned to Colonia, where, over time, their descendants formed an aristocracy within Colonian society.

The Wild Tribes have lived in the Red Wild almost from the beginning, but traditionally, those of the Godsblood have a stronger connection to the Xenofold. However, in more recent times, there is no difference in power between those of the Godsblood and those of the Wild Tribes.

Xen: Formerly known as xenofungus, the xen is the term given to the vast spreading of fungus that forms the basis of the entire Red Wild. From it, trees, plants, and crops grow, and all Elekai live in harmony with it. Furthermore, any with the ability to manifest can connect to the xen, which collectively forms a consciousness known as the Xenofold, at the head of which rule Elekim and Annara alongside the rest of the gods. It is the xen and the Elekai’s connection to it that forms the basis of all their abilities, called Gifts.

Xenofold: The Xenofold is the collective conscious of the vast neural network of the xen. It is the collective mind of all that is Elekai, and an Elekai’s strength of blood determines their ability to connect with it. This connection either manifests naturally through the Gift of Inherence, or it must be trained. The vast majority of Elekai, however, cannot train a Gift, but they still enjoy small boons offered by the Xenofold, such as being able to receive Xenohealing, or being able to eat certain plants grown from the xen without succumbing to sickness.

Xenofont, The: The Xenofont was one of the wonders of Hyperborea, and the first to be constructed. It was a deep well, made from directing the xen to grow deep into the earth, until it tapped the ichor of the Sea of Creation, which made possible the construction of the vast city.

Xenogenesis: Xenogenesis occurred mostly in the early First Century and during the Ragnarok War. It was an era marked by explosive growth of the xen, characterized by many ichorous lakes, rivers, and streams, and the absorption of many forms of native Earth life into the Xenofold. The process of Xenogenesis can obey either Elekai or Radaskim directives, and it was the victory of the Elekai over the Radaskim during the Ragnarok War that made it possible for the Elekai to take control of the process. During the Great Dawn, many humans, who later became the Wild Tribes, became Elekai when they were guided by dreams and visions into the Red Wild. It was during this time that Elekai humans enjoyed a very close connection to the Red Wild, and first began learning how to direct its energy to grow trees and plants, while also learning to evolve new ones.

Xenogenesis began slowing during the second half of the First Century, and the Great Blight’s multicolored hues began to subside into a subtle red, apparently a sign of maturity. It was around this time that the Great Blight began to be called the Red Wild. It no longer expanded; ichor existed only beneath the surface except in rare circumstances; and no more human Elekai were created from among humanity. Creatures native to the Wild, such as dragons, also were no longer created within the ichor, meaning any dragons that were created had to come about naturally.

Xenoplast: The biomolecule within all xen-based plant life responsible for the absorption of light. It absorbs colors in all spectrums but red, which is what gives xenolife its naturally red hue.
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