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 PART I – ARTIFACTS 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ONE - THE EYE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you afraid, my child?” 
 
    The quiet question sent a chill down Ella’s spine. Ignoring it, she stared straight ahead as Saion continued to circle her, feeling his gaze on her. She calmed down her rapid heartbeat before shaking her head, in response. “No.” Her answer was simple, as she desperately attempted to forgo any emotion.  
 
    “Do you lie?” He stopped walking, taking a place behind her.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    A humorless laugh left the man, if she could even call him that. Ella felt ill prepared for this trial. Of course, Athos had informed her of what was to come, but this was nothing like in training. This man hardly seemed to lack the kindness that the books described of the entities.  
 
    “Then why do I think you a teller of untruths?” he asked. 
 
    “Because I’m sure most people who visit you are liars.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “For one thing, they truly are afraid of you.” To show fear is to fail Saion’s test. 
 
    “But, you’re not?” There was no surprise or anger in his voice. He was asking her a genuine question. 
 
    “I see you differently.”  
 
    “And, why is that?” 
 
    One of her hands lightly clenched at her side. The small movement had him swiftly moving in front of her at the speed of light as he stared into her eyes. He appeared different than he did when she first entered the Zorin Cavern. Instead of the dark hair and green eyes, Saion had switched it to blonde hair and brown eyes. Another face that he had stolen from someone who thought they were powerful enough to face him without fear.  
 
    “Because fear is of the mind. It blinds you, weakens you.” It’s a mantra that had been installed in Ella’s head as soon as she was born. She’d believed it all her life, and that wouldn’t change now. 
 
    “Is that what Athos has taught you?”  
 
    “No,” she answered. “My mother.” 
 
    “Ah, your mother always was incredibly optimistic. It’s what brought about her early demise.” 
 
    Hearing his words made Ella frown a bit before she quickly wiped the expression from her face. She knew better than to show her true feelings. Thoughts began to circle through her mind, piles of questions, yet she knew that she didn’t have time for them all. “You knew my mother?” 
 
    “Everyone knew her, whether it be by her mortal name, Cleo, or her keeper name, Vyana.” 
 
    “What happened to her?”  
 
    “My child, that is not the reason you sought me out, is it?”  
 
    Ella knew that he was right. Athos had not sent her here so that she could dig further into her mother’s sudden disappearance. But, she couldn’t shake the fact that she thought he knew what happened to her, that Saion could tell her every detail. But, he wouldn’t. She didn’t need to ask him to know the truth. He knew why she was here. “And do you believe it?” She asked. 
 
    “Believe what?” 
 
    “That there’s nothing to fear in this world?” 
 
    “There are many things to fear.” Saion contradicted her, as he began to walk again, pushing his cloak out of his way. Her words sparked an interest in him, something to think about. “Fear is an instinctive emotion. It’s what keeps mortals out of trouble. But, mortals aren’t the only ones to feel it.” 
 
    “The underworlders do as well?” 
 
    “Hm,” he answered.  
 
    “And the entities?” 
 
    “Everything in the world has something to be afraid of.” 
 
    “What is your fear?”  
 
    “Do you have means to use it against me?”  
 
    Ella shook her head. She was shocked by his words. The entities are supposed to be all powerful and mighty. None of the books or scrolls that she read revealed any possible fears that they might have. And why would they fear something anyway? What could hurt them? Her eyes widened with curiosity. 
 
    “You’re deviated from your task, once more.” 
 
    She was surprised from just how often her mind would wander to other things once she was within his vicinity. But she wasn’t mad at herself. There was little that Saion didn’t know, and she couldn’t help but to want to gain a bit of that knowledge for herself. Still, she’d have to return for another chat when there wasn’t as much weight on her shoulders. “You’re right.” 
 
    “What did you come for, my child?” 
 
    “The Eye of Evermore Sight.” 
 
    “And you think you are worthy of such a thing?”  
 
    His question wasn’t degrading, nor was he stating a stance. Just as everything he’d asked until then, it was genuine. Saion just wanted an answer. She swallowed. “I think that I was chosen,” she stated, pushing her shoulders back. “And I believe there’s reason for that even if I don’t know that reason.” 
 
    “So, you believe you were justly chosen?” 
 
    “Everyone has a destiny.”  
 
    “Another teaching?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Saion nodded. “Even if you are deserving, who says that the world is?”  
 
    Hiding the confusion she felt, Ella stared at him as he glided past her. Several thoughts swirled in her mind although she didn’t voice them. “To play devil’s advocate, who says that it isn’t?” she asked him, her voice strong.  
 
    “I do.” 
 
    His cold answer made her heart drop, as he walked away from her eyesight. If he didn’t believe that the world was worthy, then he wouldn’t give her the artifact. If Ella was unable to get the artifact, then her trial would be for nothing. She wouldn’t be able to continue. She would have failed not only herself, but the entire purpose. She couldn’t let that happen.  
 
    “Then, why do I think you a teller of untruths?” she asked, using the words he’d told her earlier.  
 
    He chuckled. “Because as an Egrite, you believe what you want to believe instead of what is in front of you. The same is with Higrites. It’s a flaw you all possess.”  
 
    “I disagree,” she told him. “You care about the mortal world. You don’t want to see it corrupted.” 
 
    “This is not a question of what I want, but what all Methulans deserve. They have brought this chaos upon themselves. They have doomed their world.” 
 
    “But, it’s not all mortals,” she argued. “Most are good, but the actions of the evil few seem to outweigh those of the rest. Will you punish all for a crime that only a few committed? Will you not give mortals a chance at redemption?”  
 
    “It is not I who punishes the mortals. They will be their own undoing,” replied the entity, changing complexion once more into a translucent green. “Such terms, good, evil, are in the eye of the beholder, self-imposed beliefs. I ask yet again, how does someone who has not experienced its true nature and makes such fallacious remarks pretend they can wield the power of the Eye?” 
 
    Ella chose to remain silent. She sensed Saion’s rhetorical question. Athos had warned her of the tricks entities played. Causing doubt, they would manage to sneak into one’s subconscious and take over. Losing control, disorientation would follow, and fear would soon kick in. The entity would then take over and the forsaken soul would abandon its owner and increase the repertoire of transformation of the entity and its power. 
 
    “You are not ready,” Saion eventually concluded. “The banyan has not borne its fruit.” 
 
    As eerily as he emerged, Saion vanished into the chromital wall of the cave, leaving Ella’s gaze piercing through the darkness in the lilac flicker of the crystal bracelet on her wrist. 
 
    “Dammit! I thought I had it,” she muttered to herself with frustration. And what was that about the banyan fruit? She traced back her conversation with Saion to find clues that would reveal where she had missed the mark. Was it the dialectical back and forth with the entity? Her own ego? Her desperate attempt to forgo emotion and mask fear which left her inflexible?  
 
    She was not ready, he concluded. What most annoyed her was that he was right. She had lied. She knew she did not feel any tug. She knew within herself that without it she would be unable to wield the power of the Eye of Evermore Sight. 
 
    Ella accepted defeat, for now. Next time, she would be ready. Does my reason for wanting the power of Evermore Sight make me selfish? She wondered if she could rescue her mother without it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO - UNCONSCIOUS 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why did you lie to Saion, Ella?”  Quresh asked as Ella walked through the portal he had created on the cave wall. “If my father finds out I let you in this time, he’s going to kill me!” he continued. 
 
    They stood above the historic village of caverns. With thirty thousand feet of rock above them forming the side of the canyon wall, and the raging Horado river below them, flowing past its last leg before emptying into the Cartalusian Sea, a magnificent tapestry of carvings adorned the solid granite walls of the canyon. Pillars and statues emerged, carved from solid stone. 
 
    This was no ordinary stone, though. It was infused with chromital, the hardest metal on the planet. The infusion of granite rock with chromital ore allowed for intricate carvings that weathered the passage of time. Archaeologists calculated from the oxidation of the exposed surfaces that the carvings were more than two million years old. These were the Zorin Caves, located in the Scorpina section of the Horado. 
 
    The opening was adorned with great statues that spanned from the base of the river and towered a thousand feet into the sky with the opening into the canyon wall just as tall. From there, the caves had been chiseled into intricate labyrinths that sprawled inwards. 
 
    The labyrinth contained more than five million meticulously carved statues of life-sized Egrites in full traditional attire. Each feature was unique. Archaeologists had suggested that they represented real individuals who had then lived. X-rays revealed that each statue was carved from a solid block and was native to where it stood – it had been carved exactly where it was in the cave and not brought from another location, making it an amazing feat of art and engineering. 
 
    “Relax QT,” replied Ella unperturbed. “He won’t. And he doesn’t have to know.” 
 
    “Sure, and when your dad finds out you pulled this stunt on Saion, he’ll boil you in a cauldron and have you fed to the pigs. My dad might spice me up for seasoning.” 
 
    “Ah, QT, you’re so melodramatic,” she replied. “By the way, it’s cool that you know how to create portals. I’m still working on that with Athos.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, Guard training,” replied QT matter-of-factly.  
 
    The Guards of Scorpene had been in existence for more than twelve thousand years. Men and women sworn to protect the secrets of the Caverns and what it contained deep below. These secrets were passed from one generation to the next. Each had to be inducted and trained as guards to protect the Caverns.  
 
    Many had sworn an oath to protect, but had no idea what the secret was. They just had to make sure that they wouldn't allow anyone to go anywhere near six locations located in the labyrinth inside. Six locations matched those of the stars in the Magnus Maxima constellation, and one of the openings of the cave Ella and QT emerged from corresponded to one of such locations.  
 
    Many alluded that it revealed the truth about the original cradle of Methulans and over the years, the Guards of Scorpene had successfully protected numerous attempts to reveal it. When Ella asked QT if he knew, he’d told her his training was not complete yet. 
 
    “Look Ella, you were in there far too long, and now it’s getting dark.  There is no way you can go back home on your own and we’re going to have to figure out what to tell my parents.” 
 
    “We’ll just tell them that I had to practice aligning the polar lights with Magnus Maxima,” she answered with a smirk. “It’s from Zorin that I can get a better view of what the constellation looks like, right?” 
 
    “I hate to lie to them Ella. But it’s either that or you risk meeting a Gishan for dinner on your way home.” He then pondered for a second. “I guess it’s not too far off the truth if you try it once we get out of the cave.” 
 
    “There you go, that’s the spirit QT!” she declared. 
 
    Gishans, biped arboreals that stood at about three feet tall. With their low center of gravity and lean mass, they effortlessly balanced on slender branches up high. The largest among them weighed less than thirty pounds. But, whatever their deficiency in height and weight, they made up in ferocity and intelligence. They scavenged individually, hunted in packs, and invaded in hordes. When they were not hunting prey or conquering competitors, they fought amongst themselves. 
 
    According to the Egrites, Gishans had no natural predator unless they fell to the forest floor. They kept safe by moving in the branch network of the first tier and hunting the birds and slithering creatures that visited their domain. In the forest, as long as one stayed in the bog, they were relatively safe. But at night they ventured further, and a chance encounter was something they would much prefer avoiding. 
 
    The polar lights wafted high above the deep night like a thousand whips snapping in slow motion. Viridian streams in a cerulean sky painted the heavens while Ella’s fingers moved swiftly, her hands casting shadows on the granite wall. 
 
    For miles ahead and all around, not a single soul had emerged to punctuate the vast stretch of barren rock. It was quiet. This far south, close to the pole of the hemisphere it was uninhabitable during the day. But at night it was an altogether different matter, cold, serene, and refreshing.  
 
    The vast majority of the planet's population in the southern hemisphere lived in the rock face of the canyons and caverns that plunged deep into the granite exoskeleton of the planet. Canyons that took millennia to develop here weren't carved by water but cracked by the heat of the dual suns, Ishta and Dorna. The power of Ishta is enhanced by Dorna, which has an arc closer to the equator. Dorna rises after Ishta and sets later. But their dance would not be for a few hours until the morning. 
 
    The surface above was flat for as far as the eye could see. Mile after mile of wind-polished granite interrupted by vast canyons, as wide as they were deep. The night was lit up by Tau, one of Methula’s dual moons. The western hemisphere of the planet had a perpetual view of Tau's east as it was tidally locked, while night on the eastern hemisphere was lit by its other moon, Alpha. 
 
    Every child's telescope pointed up on the clearest nights always saw the same scarring on Tau and the same coastlines on Alpha. The moons were in synchronous orbits around Methula Four and stayed in exactly the same spot over the planet.  
 
    Alpha, she knew, was a barren rock without vegetation or life. Tau on the other hand was covered by deep oceans that sloshed back and forth with the gravitational fields of the suns and pulled and pushed them in the course of the day. Weather here was violent by M4 standards. Creatures on Tau knew how to take shelter from the torrential rains and the crack of lighting that dominated the afternoon sky. 
 
    The sparks as the electrostatic discharge moved from cloud to ground during these storms were sometimes visible on clear days on M4. Especially in the fourth quadrant that lay directly below. What was not visible with the naked eye was the vibrant life that behaved very differently from that in its mother planet. The land was covered by large oceans, lush forests, and interspersed with sandy deserts in the south. 
 
    For Ella Larisse, the top lands were where she went to feel grounded and reconnect with the clarity that sometimes eluded her in the caverns below. It wasn't just the silence and the stillness that attracted her to the featureless terrain, it was also the spectacular dazzle of light and color that filled the night sky. 
 
    Ella had a special connection to the top. She was born there. 
 
    “You’re getting so much better at this Ella,” complimented QT.  
 
    “Why thank you, my friend. You weren’t expecting to see this show tonight, now did you?” she answered, visibly satisfied with her progress. 
 
    “Well, if you put it that way, a part of me was expecting that you would have walked out of there with the Eye wrapped around your forehead. Now that would’ve been something!” 
 
    “What, and shifting polar lights in the night sky doesn’t meet your standards?” 
 
    “No, yes, well. It’s not that.” 
 
    “Let me see you try it,” she defied. 
 
    “Look, I’m not about to get into a what-you-can-do-I-can-do-better,” he countered. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” she conceded. 
 
    “So, if you don’t mind me asking, why did you lie to Saion?” 
 
    Ella harrumphed. She stopped wiggling her fingers and with it, the streams of light up high in the night sky returned to their usual wavy pattern, drifting away from the contours of the Magnus Maxima stars. 
 
    “Well, you know, it was…”, she then silenced, looking for words to explain her predicament. Her eyes looked away from QT, then followed to the ground, and settled into the distance. “I mean, I was…” she tried to continue, searching for the right expression. She sighed a long breath to clear her headspace and arrange her thoughts. “I wanted to believe that I was called,” she finally admitted. QT listened to her friend in silent support. “I figured the last time I had told Saion the truth, it got me nowhere, so this time I told Athos that I could feel it. That I could feel the tug of The Eye.” 
 
    “He believed you. And so did I,” interjected QT, expressing certain understanding in his tone, he joined her gaze to overlook the barren horizon from their vantage point. “You could’ve been harmed, you know?” he continued after a brief pause. “Saion could’ve pulverized you or swept your soul and taken it deep into the cavern walls. And then what?” 
 
    “At least I tried,” she snapped. “In case you haven’t noticed, as the tree line shrinks closer around the Equatorial Forest, the keepers are vanishing.” 
 
    Ella was now slightly altered, yet still composed. She was not venting her frustration on him. QT could see she was mulling over her thoughts. After a moment he chose to continue. 
 
    “What you did back there was both brave and st…” Before he could finish the word, Ella pierced him with a cold stare that made him reconsider how he was about to continue. “…foolish,” he corrected. Ella relaxed her posture. 
 
    “Getting the Eye can help us pierce the veil so we can restore the balance. You know that QT. Look out there, what do you see?” she asked. 
 
    “Gorges, canyons, valleys, stars...” he replied. He would likely have gone on to list everything in sight if left to his own devices. 
 
    “OK, wait, stop,” she interceded. “Maybe I should’ve asked, what do you not see?” 
 
    QT paused for a moment and realized what she was really asking. “Trees,” he answered.  
 
    “Exactly, trees. And plants, and lush forests, and abundant juicy fruits. I could go on. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful that we can live in the gorges. But our ancestors told of different tales and painted a different landscape. One that’s disappearing before our eyes. Perhaps we Egrites can manage, but you and I well know that this spells doom for keepers.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’ll be forced to move into maven territory,” admitted QT. 
 
    “Exactly, and I don’t have to tell you the stories of maven feasting on anyone trespassing into their lands.” 
 
    At that point Ella’s crystal bracelet flickered. A holographic image emerged of a cute fluffy fox in explorer attire smiling and jumping over a log. “Great, now I’ll get lectured again,” she let out, giving it a second before tapping it. “Hi Athos,” she answered, dragging his name slightly less excited than she would’ve liked to come across. “I see you’ve got your son on your profile pic now,” she advanced, looking to find common ground. 
 
    “Hi Ella,” he replied. He took a second to observe her and immediately his facial expression shifted from expectation to finally settle on slight suspicion. His tone of voice followed suit. “I don’t see the Eye on your forehead. Is it in your pocket by any chance?” he suggested, though he already seemed to know the answer. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s complicated,” she managed to say. 
 
    He took a second. “I’m all ears,” he then replied. 
 
    “I can see that,” she continued with a slight smirk against her better judgment. She knew she would soon regret having said it. 
 
    “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” answered the fennec. His large ears did come with all sorts of advantages after all. They were great for orientation, grasping sound with precision, they worked wonders to dissipate heat, provided shade in the scorching suns, and were of great use for warmth if it got too cold. 
 
    “Listen Athos, how do I put this,” continued Ella. 
 
    “One word, then the next,” he added with slight stern to his tone. 
 
    “I… the Eye… it wasn’t speaking to me,” she finally confessed. “I was not feeling its tug.” 
 
    There was a brief silence as Athos considered the implications. “Well, at least you’ve spared yourself from becoming granite dust at the mercy of bat dumplings for the rest of eternity,” he pointed. That drew a mild smile on Ella’s face. “You might fool me, but you can’t fool an entity. And you most definitely cannot fool an underworlder. She knew this was coming. Putting herself in that spot was her own making. “Ella, do you think training is a game?” 
 
    “I’m not playing any games Athos,” she blurted. “I’m just… I wanted to believe so bad that I might have fooled myself.” 
 
    Athos was now more at ease. “I see.” He licked his front left paw and gently caressed his long left ear which he brought closer over his brow. He took another set of quick licks at his right paw and did the same with his right ear.  
 
    “Saion mentioned the Banyan tree, Athos.” Ella said. “What can you tell me about it?” 
 
    Athos’ ears perked up. “The banyan tree is only found in one place, Ella. In the heart of equatorial forest. Saion does not do anything without a reason." 
 
    “So let’s go get it.”  
 
    “Not so fast, girl,” he retorted. “You have not accessed enough of your Durga to go on such a journey, and you need to learn, quickly.” While Durgic ability was considered myth and folklore, there was something about her that made non-believers believe. Athos knew how to tap into her keeper powers to enhance them, fennecs being their sacred mediums and companions. “Dispersed thoughts are not letting you focus on the surrounding resonance and your mind is too cluttered. You’re getting in your way,” he continued. 
 
    “What I said!” intervened QT. 
 
    “Mind your business!” barked Ella. 
 
    “Oh, Missy Fits is getting all up in arms after your stunt, now are you?” mocked QT, not in a mean way, more in a playful manner. She responded with a mild directed knuckle blow into his right shoulder. 
 
    “Stop it you two,” intervened Athos. “Look Ella, if you’re not honest with your intentions, in tune with your perception, The Eye will be the least of your concerns. I cannot let you go to the equatorial forest alone.”  
 
    “QT can accompany me,” Ella said. She turned to QT, who was shaking his head.  
 
    “Quresh is unsuitable for this, Ella.” Athos replied. “I think I know the perfect candidate.” 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Ombra.” 
 
    “Athos!” Ella groaned. “You mean Nerka Ombra?” 
 
    “You know I am right.” Athos said. Ella shrugged. “Shrug all you want but you know I speak the truth, Ella. You need to be ready for whatever awaits you in the equatorial forest, and that means we need to strengthen your mind as well as your body. Ombra can help.” For Ella, that meant more meditation and physical training.  
 
    “By the way, your father came looking for you a short while ago. He thought you might still be with me.” 
 
    “What did you tell him?” she asked. 
 
    “That you had gone to Lente’s to test her new commlink devices. And that you’d stay there for dinner.” 
 
    “Yeah, gotta do that with your sis. Speaking of honesty…” she continued with a smirk that pressed her luck.  
 
    “Don’t tempt me Ella. I can call your father and start pouring honesty like the Horado waterfalls after the rains. And I will hold this only so long, until you yourself tell him. It was enough that we let you go the first time.” 
 
    “OK, OK, sorry. Athos, I can’t make it back home tonight. I’m still in Zorin. I spent more time with Saion than I had intended.” 
 
    “Gishans are probably out by now,” he noted. “Probably best if you stay there tonight.” 
 
    “I’m sure QT’s parents will be delighted,” she replied. “And Athos?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Thank you,” she expressed sincerely. 
 
    “Look, I’m just glad you’ve not turned into beetle dung,” he replied, drawing a caring half smile just as he signaled out. “Do not be late for training Larisse.” The hologram vanished into thin air and left both Ella and QT again in the dark.  
 
    “So,” QT said, “training with Athos and Nerka?”  
 
    Ella had not seen the one known as ‘The Shadow’ since the last Scorpion games, where she’d won her events with great honor. “The banyan is our only clue. Athos will not go easy on me, not if I am to go into the Equatorial forest."  
 
    “I know you’re worried,” QT said. “But I know you can do it.” 
 
    Ella smiled at QT. “We should get inside, you’ve got a long day tomorrow.”  
 
    “Tell me about it.” QT helped Ella to her feet and they headed for his home for the night.  
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE – THE SHADOW 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Control your mind!” Athos said as he swung his staff at Ella.  
 
    He never seemed out of breath, no matter how far he pushed her. Ella dodged the first stick and rolled away from the second’s reach. She stood to her feet and, before she could gather her thoughts, Athos bared his teeth as he charged at her, crouched low. He jabbed at her with his left arm and she blocked with her single staff, struggling against his strength.  
 
    “What do I always say?” Athos leaned in but Ella spun and held her stick defensively, assessing her options.  
 
    Morning training with Athos was not something Ella would say she enjoyed. They were in a sparring room. Around them, the entire room was built into a cavern and supported by massive pillars in the corners. Over hundreds of years, the room had melded with the technology of the time, allowing the trainers to assess their students in real-time and afterward as well. The room was quiet for the most part, and the sounds of clashing sticks pushed through as Athos and Ella sparred. There were no obstacles in the room, just them. 
 
    Which means more room to move. Good for me, but better for Athos. Ella thought to herself. 
 
    “I am a universe,” Ella responded.  
 
    “You are a universe.” The exchange of blows was slow, as Ella fended off his attacks and tried to counter as she’d been taught.  
 
    Right slide, left slide, step inside. Jab! 
 
    Athos blocked her combination without batting an eye. Ella wondered how Athos expected her to defeat him. He knew her fighting style better than anyone.  
 
    “Faster, Ella.”  
 
    Ella knew what he meant; increase the speed of her moves, while trying her best to stay calm. She had to keep her breathing even and stay her heart. Center yourself and go within.  
 
    She matched his pace as much as she could, and their sticks became a blur. Then, before she could react, the fennec lunged with his staff and swept her feet out from under her. She landed on the mat and the speakers in the room echoed “Session Complete: Athos Wins.” 
 
    “Again,” Ella muttered under her breath as she picked herself up. 
 
    “What did you say?” Athos asked. His ears pricked.  
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
     “She’s tired of losing to you, that’s all,” a familiar voice rang out from the flanks.  
 
    Ella rolled her eyes, sprawled on the floor, beaten and her trainer victorious, as the newcomer approached. Nerka Ombra, the winner of the Annual arena games, joined them in the sparring circle. She was a tall girl with dark hair and tanned skin. Her expression was impassive as she took in her surroundings. It was her that got Ella interested in joining Athos and could now claim her current stint as local champion.  
 
    “You are late.” Athos pointed out. 
 
    “I’m not your student anymore, Athos.” Nerka bowed deferentially. “I was busy but got here as soon as I could. You wanted to see me?”  
 
    Nerka offered Ella a hand and when she tried to take it, she slid off and fell back to the ground and held back her laughter. An untrained eye might miss it, but Ella knew that Nerka had just used magic against her. Ella was about to glare at Nerka when Athos faced them. Nerka’s expression hardly ever changed, confirming she had indeed trained with Athos and taken to his lessons quicker than she had. She finally got off the mat.  
 
    “Yes,” Athos said, “Ella, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do till then?” 
 
    “Meditate for a thousand breaths.” Athos said as he returned his staff to the weapons’ rack “Breathe. Search within you, draw out as much light as you can muster. I want this room lit brighter than the arena during the games.” 
 
    “And if that doesn’t work?” 
 
    “Try harder, Ella Larisse!” he called back. 
 
    Deep breaths Ella. Deep Breaths.  
 
    Ella folded her feet and sat still. As she straightened her back and eased her breathing, she found herself sinking, slowly, drawn into her mind.  
 
    “Pretty lights mama!” Ella knew she was deep within herself, reminded of her own childhood. The fragile blonde-haired baby cooed, pointing to the sky. Wearing a red dress with a matching cape, she smiled, immersed in a sea of vibrant colors and soft shapes. The child was seated on an older woman’s lap.  
 
    Mama. 
 
    Those vibrant colors and cosmic shapes spread across the verdure like a picnic blanket. The transition from still colors to the illusion of flutter seemed like magic. It tickled her little heart until she could no longer enforce her instinct to remain still and she giggled. 
 
    “I see them, my love, I see them.” Her mother balanced the child on her lap, watching as she waved at the shapes. 
 
    “Moving, mama. It’s moving,” she burst out, giggling with the ever-infectious bubbles of pure joy. The child got up from her mother’s lap and followed the lights, her cape billowing in the wind. “Mama!” The child turned to her mother and caught a fleeting glance of her face. 
 
    “Ella!”  
 
    Ella woke up to Athos and Nerka standing over her; he looked disappointed. “You slept off when you were supposed to be meditating?”  
 
    “I looked inward, Athos.”  
 
    “What did you find,” he asked. “Sleep?”  
 
    Ella knew he was serious, but she could barely hold back her laugh. “I’m sorry Athos.” 
 
    “Get home before it is too late, child.” Athos frowned. He turned and walked away from her and Nerka followed. Ella stuck out her tongue at Nerka, but she turned and caught her in the act.  
 
    “Very mature, Larisse,” she called out as she left the training room. 
 
    By evening, Ella texted QT to meet up for snacks. They were eating just outside QT’s home after Ella told him about her training and sleeping off instead of meditating. He tried to sympathize with her, but his need to laugh at her won. He pointed at her with his spoon. “Were you mumbling in your sleep?” 
 
    She frowned at him, but he seemed oblivious to her displeasure. “Mumbling? What was I mumbling?” 
 
    “Frog’s legs, if I know. That’s what mumbling means, you know. It was unintelligible.” 
 
    Ella rolled her eyes, half swallowing her initial response. “I don't know that I was." 
 
    “What were you dreaming about?” Ella thought back to the dream she had when she was trying to meditate. To her mother’s smile, to the beautiful lights. Her mother’s laugh faded slowly from her memory.  
 
    “Ella!"  
 
    “Hmm?” he startled her again.  
 
    “The dream,” QT said. “You said you were dreaming. What were you dreaming about?” 
 
    “Oh-” 
 
    “Yeah, you said that already. Did you dream of anything else besides ohs and hmms?” 
 
    Ella refocused her eyes, part of her was still immersed with the embers of her dream. She always got to the same point before it evaporated. 
 
    “It’s always the same dream,” pausing to orchestrate her words. Ella had shared the pain that filled her life with Quresh more than with anyone else, her father included. It always led back to the loss of her mother. In certain quarters of her heart, on some dark days, it fueled thoughts of blame and guilt, thinking that her birth was the cause of her mother's end. 
 
    “Is it just you in the dream?”  
 
    “No,” Ella told him what happened in her dream, “I was a little child watching my mother conjuring polar lights. I felt so happy, happier than I have been in years. Maybe it’s a memory?” she asked him, hoping he’d have an answer. 
 
    “Not in the way you mean.” 
 
    “You can’t see your mother’s face, right?” 
 
    “No. The dream always ends just as I turn back to look at her.” She yearned for her mother’s smile. She wondered if it would be as warm as she thought it was. She hoped it was as kind. 
 
    “Do you remember her face?” 
 
    “I have seen paintings and images of her,” she countered. “I know what she looks like.” 
 
    “It’s not the same. Consciousness is a tricky thing, Ella.” Quresh thumbed his chin. “My father says dreams are signs, Ella.” 
 
    Quresh and Ella had never spoken about her dreams, yet he seemed to know exactly what she was talking about. 
 
    “What kind of signs?”  
 
    “They are omens,” he sat up and dusted his trousers. “Omens cannot be left to the eyes to see but for the mind to decipher.” 
 
    “Omens of what?” she asked. “From who?” 
 
    “Those aren't the right questions.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. They are questions. How can it be right or wrong?” 
 
    Quresh smiled. Ella wasn’t sure what his smile meant. He looked patiently at Ella and answered. “A question is wrong when it leads you away from the path of understanding the bigger picture.” 
 
    “Well then, I give up.” 
 
    “No, don’t give up yet,” QT said. “I need you to do something for me. Close your eyes, gently. Can you do that?”  
 
    Ella frowned, but she did as he asked, “What happens now?” 
 
    “Call out to your mother, using the softest whisper. And, whatever happens, keep your eyes closed.” 
 
    Quresh’s last instruction fell on her ears with an air more ominous than usual. She jerked her eyes open. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I asked you not to do?” 
 
    “How long have you known me, QT?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “When have you ever known me to follow instructions?” 
 
    “Well, you’ve got a point there. But just humor me.” 
 
    Ella rolled her eyes, never being one to give in to being told what to do. Quresh tried again. “Close-” 
 
    His attempt at helping her didn’t get past the first word before she began giggling. “Come on, Ella.” 
 
    She tried to talk between her laughs, but she couldn’t get any words out. QT waited for her to run out of steam and when she finally did, she spoke “I’m sorry, let’s try again?” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Ella closed her eyes and QT spoke “The face you’re trying to see is not your mother’s … at least not in the way you would have seen her, had you had time with her. Children do not see their mothers with their eyes. They see them with their heart, and it takes time together to be able to do that. You were robbed of that time together. That’s why you can’t see her face.” 
 
    Ella’s eyes began to well up. She tilted her head up and away to aid the tear in remaining within the confines of her eyes. Quresh reached for her hand across the table. 
 
    “It will be okay Ella. I need you to close your eyes. Gently.” 
 
    It went against every fiber of her existence to let someone into her personal space. Letting someone into her head, then, was next to impossible, but she needed help in deciphering this message. This omen. If it was indeed that. With no other choice, she followed, quelling her inherent recoil. 
 
    “Repeat the words you said at the start of the dream, and while you do it, pretend that your mother hears you since she is right behind you. Recreate that scene, but this time, you are not a spectator. Be the little girl.” 
 
    “Pretty colors, Mama,” Ella whispered.  
 
    “Again, Ella. Whisper it. Feel it. Walk right up to the edge of silence and feel the words.” 
 
    “Pretty colors, Mama,” Ella whispered, barely making a sound.  
 
    The visual that began to emerge was different than the waking dreams she was used to. Ella could see the cerulean blanket with shapes spread across the green pasture. When they began to flutter, she found herself giggling, but also felt a voice deep within her. 
 
    “Look at the shapes and colors, pay attention to the kaleidoscope.” 
 
    Ella squirmed as QT tried to guide her. It proved overwhelming at first, but each iteration was a small step in the right direction. 
 
    “Ella, are you okay?” The air grew cold. Ella stood, transfixed, a ghostly version of herself. Her hands and face glistened as the onset of anxiety triggered torrents of sweat. 
 
    She had seen something that meant something to her. “What did you see?” 
 
    “The Lepidopteran Pattern...,” she murmured, her soft voice tapering off. 
 
    “The what now?” 
 
    “The design on the wings of the butterflies. I had never noticed the pattern on them before today. I know that sign.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of it. I’ve seen drawings of it. I know what it is, at least…” she hesitated. “At least, I think I know what it is.” 
 
    “Care to share?” 
 
    “The patterns on each of the butterflies,” Ella whispered, “It’s the Eye of Evermore Sight.” 
 
    “Ella,” QT muttered, as he gently pulled on Ella’s sleeve, “that’s not supposed to be there.” 
 
    QT pointed in the direction of the cave entrance. Ella followed his hand; a flickering of light on the canyon walls of the Zorin Cavern entrance below. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR - SINTILA 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of all the bad ideas you’ve had, this is the worst,” QT said as they climbed a rocky path that led to the Zorin Cavern. He grumbled, pointing out that they could be safely in bed right now, but Ella had to know what the lights were. “When I said to follow the light, I thought my tone made it clear I did not want to follow said lights,” he said. “There are adults for these kinds of things. We could call my father…” 
 
    “Quresh, I already told you, we need to find out for ourselves.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” he held his waist as he took a break from the hike. “I just don’t like any ideas that involve me running, or walking. Now that I think about it, I do not like any form of activity whatsoever.”  
 
    “This is true.” 
 
    “Shush. I am allowed to slander myself. You don’t get to speak.” 
 
    “Then why are we best friends?” she asked. 
 
    “Because we’re stuck with each other.”  
 
    Ella stuck out her tongue. From her position above QT, she could see the entire gorge they called home sprawled out beneath them and the vast forest that bordered it. They continued their hike to the Zorin Cavern entrance and as they got closer, Ella could feel something within tugging at her, urging her forward. The descent to the cavern entrance was all that remained. 
 
    Who are you? What are you? she thought to herself. 
 
    “What do you think the lights are?”  
 
    Ella already made up her mind and was about to take flight when QT, always the cautious one, grabbed her arm. “Wait, wait, wait…” QT cautioned, “I know that look in your eyes and that sound of mischief in your voice. You know what curiosity did to the cat, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, so aren’t you glad I’m not a cat? Come on, puff that chest up a little, and get off your rear end. Adventures are not easy to come by.” She pulled his arm in turn, trying to get him to move. 
 
    “Personally, I’m good without adventure. That’s more your thing, Ella.”  
 
    “Come on QT!” She tried to keep her voice down. “Let’s go. Let’s get our cycles and go before the light vanishes.” 
 
    “We can’t use monocycles,” he cautioned. “The dust will reveal our presence as we approach.” 
 
    “And what’s wrong with that?” Ella was itching to go. 
 
    “We don’t want them to see us coming, silly.” 
 
    “We don’t?” 
 
    “No. We don’t. Where is the fun in sneaking around if we are not sneaking?" QT said. Ella knew QT’s real worry, however, was getting caught. “If we must go, there is a faster way to get there using the tunnels below. It will take us to an exit closer to the light.” 
 
    “Underground tunnels?” Ella replied. “Why didn’t you say so earlier? The tunnels might be more fun. Lead the way, QT.” 
 
     QT lifted his hand, “I am only helping you because, if I do not, your plan is to get a monocycle and wake up the whole commune with noise, and you’ll definitely get in trouble. In the past two days, you already tried it with an entity and your trainer.”  
 
    Ella beamed. “Thank you, QT.”  
 
    Ella stuck close to QT because he knew the tunnels better than she did. The landscape looked as though it had been carved. Chambers alongside narrow passages ran deep into the subterranean rock forming a labyrinth.  
 
    “Where is the light coming from,” Ella asked, noticing how they were descending deeper into the network of caves and yet visibility was unimpeded.  
 
    “The chromital in the rock glows at a low electromagnetic frequency. The more they are under pressure the brighter light they emit. As we descend deeper into the caves, it actually gets brighter.” 
 
    “Smartass.”  
 
    QT scoffed. “You asked a question and I provided the necessary information. Next time I’ll just …”  
 
    Ella stared at QT waiting for him to finish his sentence, but his voice trailed off. “What’s wrong?” His eyes widened.  
 
    “Why are you here?” a deep-set, heavily accented voice filled the cavern. QT bowed his head, clearly afraid of its owner. Ella turned and looked up in its direction to see Hamit Harra, the master of the Scorpene guards and QT’s father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    .     .     . 
 
      
 
    Ella and QT were ushered into a tent and told to stay put by the guards. After a few minutes of QT mumbling that this was all Ella’s fault and that his father would kill him, a man bent his head and marched into the tent. The other guards gripped the hilts of their scimitars and saluted. The chief of the Guards was an Egrite who, at seven feet tall, dwarfed the rest of the guard. Deeply tanned skin covered the ripples in his arms and chest. He wore a headscarf that wrapped his head and shielded his eyes. It served as protection from the blazing heat of the sun during the day and allowed him to observe without being detected at night. 
 
    “What are you doing here Quresh?”  
 
    Ella knew that, for QT, it would have been better if they had been caught by the enemy. At least he would have been able to talk his way out of it. It was, after all his gift. With his father, he had no way out. Every excuse, every rationale he could possibly conjure, his father had already anticipated and had an answer ready to dish out. 
 
    “Well, why are you here?” he insisted after QT looked sheepishly to the ground. 
 
    “We saw the lights,” QT stammered.  
 
    “You saw the lights and decided to investigate? So tell me Quresh Tani Harra, I don’t see any monocycles or any sort of vehicle. The roads here are all monitored. How did you get here? 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Let me guess,” the older Harra, now speaking as a father, said, “you used the tunnels.” 
 
    “Yes, Dad.” 
 
    Ella interrupted, hoping to spare QT “It was all my idea, uncle Ham.”  
 
    “While it is admirable of you to try cover for Quresh, only he would know the path through the tunnels,” he said, never taking his eyes off his son. His son bowed his head in resignation. Then he turned to Ella. “We will talk about this later. For now, you two will come with me. I cannot send you back home, so you will follow, you will not say anything. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ella replied. QT, for his part just shook his head, in utter disbelief that they had gotten off so easily. Hamit signaled the men. A handful of lieutenants joined Hamit and the two adventure-seeking intruders. Together, they began the march over the dune and toward the camp's entrance.  
 
    “Who are we going to meet?” Ella asked. 
 
    QT leaned into her and whispered “I heard my father telling my mother about some new researchers coming into town. They need permits from the local authorities, and every time a permit is requested, my father is notified. We’re here to meet another group, I think.” 
 
    At the entrance of the camp, the dust swirled as the tires of the fleet of all-terrain vehicles screeched to a halt. Behind them towered the Zorin Mountain that hosted the Zorin Caverns snaking hundreds of feet underground. 
 
    Most of the men who came out of the vehicles wore breathing masks and optics. Their dark grey combat gear looked heavy when compared to Commander Hamit and the Scorpene guards. They all had knives hanging from their hips and black rifles with blue stocks strapped to their backs.  
 
    An old man wearing a long black leather overcoat and a matching hat reached out to open the door of the lead ATV. When the passenger finally came out, the old man flanked her on one side. A younger brunette with thin round glasses and a light beige garment joined her on the other.  
 
    The middle figure wore lighter colored gear than the others and, though physically less intimidating than the people with weapons, Ella could sense something was different about her, dangerous even.  
 
    As Hamit and the Scorpene approached, the smallest in the group removed her hood. Her eyes were hidden behind her optics, but Ella took in the rest of her features; pale skin and blonde hair tied in a ponytail.  
 
    “Well met, Commander Hamit Harra.” The woman took off her optics and nodded at the Scorpene, in no way intimidated by them. There is something about this woman, Ella thought to herself.  
 
    “Who is that?” Ella quickly asked QT. She tried to move closer, but QT held her arm and urged her to stay put and just listen.  
 
    “She is quite literally the richest and most important person on Methula. Her family has been involved in all the technological advancements in the world for hundreds of years now. Your bracelets, the monocycles, all come from Sintila Labs all over the planet.” QT replied, his eyes fixed on the scene before them. “How do you not know her?”  
 
    “Who?” She asked.  
 
    “Sintila.” QT said. “Heroki Sintila.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE – INTERVIEW 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are Heroki Sintila, the great-great-granddaughter of Ilusshi Sintila!” began Hamit, with a thundering voice. “You are a hunter who scours the planet for treasures, shaming the land you tread. What brings you here?” 
 
    Hamit’s words might have thrown off someone else, but they went through Heroki Sintila to no effect. She spread her arms and smiled.  
 
    “Come now, let us not begin with vitriol and anger. I only come to seek out one thing.” 
 
    “What might that be?” Hamit retorted. 
 
    “Truth.” She stepped away from the protection of her guards and closed the distance between the two groups. “Do you want to speak here? Or would you rather we talk in private.”  
 
    Ella watched QT’s father consider his options. He quickly decided. “I trust all my men with my life. You may address us all, Sintila." 
 
    Heroki Sintila spoke. “Friends, we seek the truth of our origins. As a people, where do we come from?” 
 
    “It is a simple enough question that shall be afforded a simple enough answer,” Hamit said. “Methulans, both the Egrites of the south and you Higrites of the north, are the descendants of the Maven of the forest. This we know to be true.” 
 
    Sintila nodded. “The truth is ever-changing, pending new information, is it not?” Ella had never seen a person handle Commander Harra with such ease and poise.  
 
    “What new knowledge causes you to question this?” Hamit asked. 
 
    “Knowledge that suggests that while we’re all descended from the maven, we have another evolutionary ancestor, one that is not of this world, or anything we know of.” 
 
    The crowd began to whisper, especially the members of Hamit’s party. QT turned to Ella, bemused by this new information. Ella did not know what to say to him; she was just as surprised. Hamit waited till the group mellowed before he spoke again.  
 
    “We shall have words Heroki Sintila.” He ordered his men to stand down and provide their so-called guests with some sustenance while he would speak to their leader.  
 
    Ella and QT were to follow the Scorpene back to the camp. As their group walked back, Ella leaned in and whispered to QT. “We need to hear what they speak about.” 
 
    “No, we don’t.”  
 
    “Yes, we do. Just trust me.”  
 
    “Trusting you is what got us here in the first place.” QT kicked at a rock and cursed in pain. He smiled through the hurt and nodded at a guard that caught on to their chatter. “Did you see the Sintila group’s weapons? I’m going to stay put.” 
 
    “You need to find a way to sneak away.” Ella turned to the guard next to her. “Excuse me, sir. I need to pee.” 
 
    The guard looked down at her and she shuffled from side to side, trying to convince him of her dilemma.  
 
    “Fine, go do your business and hurry back.”  
 
    The entire group returned to the camp and left Ella behind. A few minutes later, Ella watched from her position behind a rock face as QT walked briskly towards her.  
 
    “Remember how I said your earlier idea was your worst? I take it back; this takes the crown.”  
 
    “We need to get to the tent before they start talking. Hurry.” Ella pulled his arm and they made their way to Hamit’s tent. They snuck through to the back of the tent. Ella watched the silhouettes within the tent; she could barely make out what they were saying. “Closer. We need to get closer.”  
 
    The voices in the tent were distinct. Commander Hamit’s distinct voice and the other likely belonged to Heroki Sintila, with a tone as cold and distant as the famed Higrite northern mountains.  
 
    “Our heritage is a rich one,” Ella could hear the female voice explain. “Our research reveals that within our shared heritage, there is a genome that is not from our planet. It would be in our common interest to know where it first originated. Did we descend from aliens? From gods perhaps? Or by chance from another planet or galaxy?” 
 
    Silence. Then Hamit spoke, “I recognize Dr. Sibela from previous archeological expeditions to the cave.”  
 
    QT whispered to Ella. “Oh, I remember, Dr. Sibela is the beautiful young scientist that has been here before. I knew I recognized her from somewhere. She was the lady to the right of Sintila.” 
 
    They then watched the shadow of Hamit lifting his arm in the direction of his counterparts. “Who is he?” Ella thought Hamit was referring to the mysterious old man who had first emerged from the car and opened the door for Sintila earlier. 
 
    “This is my Communications Officer, Mr. Ingar Velt Hof,” Sintila replied. 
 
    “I know who you are and what you do. For this conversation to carry on, I need your honesty, otherwise, things will become less friendly.” 
 
    “I finally witness Hamit Harra of the Guards of Scorpene in action.” Sintila’s tone was unchanged. “The protectors of the relics are mighty indeed.” Ella listened to Heroki Sintila’s words closely, constantly searching for any slip-ups. There seemed to be none as of yet. Yet she felt like there was something Sintila was not telling, and likely Hamit felt the same way.  
 
    “So you know of the relics, and of how fiercely we protect them.” Ella turned to QT. He had told her once that the Scorpene would do anything to fulfill their duties as protectors. 
 
    Sintila’s silhouette sat down. “My father, Warogi, had for decades obsessed with finding the mythical Crystals of Reality. As a little girl, he would tell me of magical tales of power and control, of the splendor and the godly acts which they could access. I enjoyed his stories, but for years I believed them to be fiction. I believed that I was being unwittingly teased by his desire to make his child believe. He possessed drawings and sketches of the crystals, wonderful pieces of a dreamer’s imagination.”  
 
    Ella was captivated by her transparency. Envisioning Sintila as a child suddenly made her seem more approachable. 
 
    “So far,” Sintila continued, “we have not managed to find one of such crystals buried in the Chromital ore, but all evidence suggests there might be one there. Maybe in Rohgen Turum’s mines? As you know, Rohgen is the biggest owner of Chromital mines on Methula and his company supplies our numerous industrial ventures. I believe he has also been of use to source Zorin’s many beautiful sculptures, also made of chromital.” 
 
    Ella felt more intrigued by her revelation. She knew Zorin caverns lead to Saion and The Eye. Does Sintila’s connection with the chromital ore and the crystals mean anything? Does The Eye of Evermore sight fit into any of this? All she knew, for now, was that there was a connection with power and gods. Hamit too seemed to pay close attention to Sintila’s words, yet if he had more context, he was not revealing it just yet. 
 
    “I share this with you,” she continued, “in the hopes I can earn some of your trust and show you that what we do, we do for the good of all Methula.” 
 
    Hamit spoke. “We will take everything you have told us under consideration. Meanwhile, I encourage you all to stay within your designated areas. Trespassing is prohibited.” 
 
    Ella watched as Sintila and her entourage leave with kind words and the tent emptied out, until Commander Hamit was left alone.  
 
    “We should go back.” Ella whispered to QT, who nodded in agreement.  
 
    They were about to sneak out back to the tent with the rest of the guards when Hamit suddenly spoke, seemingly addressing them.  
 
    “Ella. Quresh. You can stop hiding now.”  
 
    The entire time they were eavesdropping on the conversation between Hamit and Sintila, he had been aware of their presence outside the tent. There was no fooling the leader of the Scorpene guards. Now that she was inside the tent, Ella could properly take it in. In the dimly lit room, Hamit Harra was seated in his chair under a tapestry of Bosterian cloth, sipping his desert tea – a special brew. QT’s father did not take his tea with sugar. Tea was sacred nectar to him. It was a part of his initiation into the brotherhood. It was also a source of comfort. 
 
    Desert tea was not brewed in the same way here as it was anywhere else in Methula. To make life easier, tea was steeped in hot water to extract its flavor. Ice was then added along with sugar and mint to give it a pleasant and refreshing taste.  
 
    Ella knew his tea had seeped in the cool waters of the Horado at night. Cold-soaked tea extracted more of the flavor than hot-seeped tea. Once the tea was brewed through the night, it was then gradually boiled in the light of the planet’s dual suns that passed overhead in midday. Tea of this sort was only available after four in the afternoon. To prevent it from rapidly cooling once Dorna passed the western wall, it was stored in coated pots that preserved its warmth. This way, it arrived at his table warm and comfortable to drink, even at night, inside the makeshift Guard control tent on the confines of Sintila’s camp. 
 
    Ella knew Hamit Harra was a man of deep faith. Nature, God, and the spirits occupied his mind and animated his actions. He was highly intuitive and demonstrably perceptive. He could look at a man and size him up with just a stare, rarely making a mistake in his evaluation. So, when Ella and QT stood before him and he asked his question, she was surprised.  
 
    “What do you think of Heroki Sintila?”  
 
    Ella thought about his question. Listening to their conversation earlier, she had admired Sintila’s transparency, almost falling into the trap that most individuals do when faced with a disarming personality. Still, Ella sensed that Sintila was not someone to be trifled with.  
 
    “I don’t know what to think,” she said. “My instincts say you should be cautious. She is deceptive, even if she does seem to be honest.” 
 
    “What else did you notice?”  
 
    QT spoke next, pointing out her hesitation when she was talking about the Chromital mines and her search for the crystals. “She is lying. I think they have already found a crystal.”  
 
    Hamit smiled at his son, proud he had been able to see right through the charade that Sintila had put on for their benefit. “Ella, we should talk about your meeting with Saion.” Her eyes widened as he spoke, unable to contain her surprise. How did he know? 
 
    QT was about to offer an explanation when he stopped him.  
 
    “It is the deepest respect I have for your father and your heritage that I allowed it to go on.” Ella didn’t want to glance at QT, but within herself she thought whether he might have told his father about their attempt. She then reconsidered for a second and it occurred to her that Hamit probably knew by other means. He was, after all, the head Elder of the Guards of Scorpene, and likely very connected with Zorin. 
 
    “When we return home,” he told his son. Would he be in trouble for having opened a portal for her? Then he turned to Ella. “Your father is not home. I think you should stay with us tonight. There is a large pavilion with its own warm hearth that the servants will prepare or you. You will be comfortable. It is too late for a young lady to travel such a distance. Gishans are now lurking. I hope you will accept my invitation.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 PART II - REVELATIONS 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIX – THE CHOSEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The tapestries woven by the locals of Scorpina ornamented the walls of the Harra family dining room. As Quresh ran into the chamber, trailed by a more even-paced Ella, Saana, the commander’s wife stood at the table, ensuring everything was set. She was a tall lean woman, with brown eyes that her son mirrored. Her hair was wrapped in a brown scarf and she smiled as she watched Ella and her son. She took her seat on the wooden chair carved with ornate scrollwork. The biggest structure in the town of Scorpina, the Spire was the residence of the head of the Scorpene, and the base where the Elders met, except for their more covert meetings, which they had within the secrecy of the Zorin cavern.  
 
    Quresh wore a tunic that flowed to his feet. He plopped down on the chair at the center of the table, hungrily eyeing the platters. The servants in the House of Harra cleared out, leaving it a somewhat private place. 
 
    “Sit by me, QT,” his mother said. “We are having visitors today. Ella, please make yourself comfortable anywhere you wish.” 
 
    He got up and moved over to the seat beside Saana Harra, as Ella took a seat opposite her. The cool wind blew in through the shears hung at every opening in the airy dining room as they waited for Commander Hamit and the rest of the Elders. QT found it hard to resist the offering before him. He stretched his hand out to tear a piece of meat off of the roasted pheasant with honey that seemed to call his hand and with a swift but gentle smack, his mother scolded him. 
 
    “Manners, Quresh.” 
 
    Quresh pulled his hand back as his father and the Elders entered the room. As they each pulled the shears that hung over the door, Ella could distinguish the town square just west, now bathed in the moonlight from Tau overhead. 
 
     Ella watched as mother and son rose to greet their guests. Saana kissed their cheeks and QT their hands, and then with that done, they returned to their seats. Ella did not know them, aside from assuming they were the famed Elders of the Guards of Scorpene, but the age difference made it customary that she would greet them as QT had. Earlier in the tent they seemed to have a special connection with Hamit. 
 
    To the Guards of Scorpene, such greetings did not come across as mere pleasantries. They enveloped with sincere gestures of friendship and brotherhood that symbolized their unity, each gesture conveying a depth of meaning in the exchange.  
 
    In such company, Ella noticed how Quresh’s mannerisms unfurled; he no longer seemed hectic or frantic, and he appeared less distracted by the delicious food. When in the company of the Elders, his back straightened, and his playful demeanor switched to one of seeming maturity and intelligence. Ella even noticed a glimmer of wisdom as he prepared to listen intently to what the highest members of the Guards of Scorpene had to say. 
 
    Sitting down again opposite Saana, she watched as the Elders occupied the rest of the chairs that lined the long trestle table. Then, before anyone touched the food or said anything else, Hamit asked QT to lead in a meal blessing. It was a lingering melody that offered thanks to the gods for the nourishment they received, for the lives they enjoyed, and for the moments they cherished. QT’s normally high-pitched voice performed the chant with a fitting deep register. She noticed Hamit’s eyes light up as he glanced at QT, proud.  
 
    After the blessing, Quresh settled in and faced his pheasant thigh, a bunch of grapes, a heel of bread, and serving of stew with great appreciation, while Ella listened closely to their conversation.  
 
    “The visitors,” Hamit said after chewing and swallowing a chunk of beef. “What do you think they’re doing here?” 
 
    “We have seen many of their type venture here before,” responded one of the Elders, an aged woman of about seventy, “most never truly probe the Caverns.” 
 
    An ebony man with long and black braided hair sitting just next to Quresh spoke up. 
 
    “We should continue to keep a close eye on them,” he said. “Many other relic enthusiasts have come here before, though none have had the backing of Sintila. Watching them might be enough for now, but we need to be prepared to take hostile action.” 
 
    “The food is amazing, Lady Saana,” Ella piped up. QT’s mother thanked her and offered to give her some of the pastries for her trip home. She turned to Commander Hamit “Lady Sintila spoke of the Crystals of Reality,” she said, unable to disregard it any longer. “Do you know anything about it?” 
 
    A momentary pause could be felt around the table after Ella had mentioned the crystals. Hamit looked at her intently but she was not taken aback. 
 
    “You see my child,” Hamit continued, “if you are to make any meaningful inroads into your Durgic magic, you might do well with having some more context that aids in your search.” His powerful voice conveyed a certain soothing calm that seemed intent on grabbing her attention. It did the trick. “There are five elements that the gods of the Universe used to make Reality," he began. "These elements are the foundation of reality, that is, the world we see around us.” 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    “The answer is not so simple. I will try to explain them to you in terms as simple as possible." He paused. He seemed to be looking for the best way he could relate the elements to someone who had not fully experienced the forces of nature and reality. 
 
    “Five elements in the physical world make up the planets, the suns, and living beings. These are fire, water, air, earth, and thought." 
 
    Ella didn’t hesitate to jump in. “Thought is an element?” 
 
    “Yes it is. You will see how and why, in time.” 
 
    Ella listened. She was interested because the truth of what Hamit was telling her began to resonate with the truth that was in her. She just had not accessed it yet. 
 
    “In turn, these five elements are made of the same unique building block, which is arranged in different ways so that it becomes the element that you see." 
 
    “What is that building block?” 
 
    “Energy,” he solemnly replied. “Energy manifests as each of these five different elements we see and experience in reality.” 
 
    “Just energy?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I thought you said five.” 
 
    “Yes,” he proceeded. Ella was following him so far. “Beyond reality, behind the foundation of this energy that creates them, there is another set five elements. Yet these are elements of the Universe. They make the energy that manifests as the five elements of Reality." 
 
    “So five elements of the Universe combine to make energy and that manifests as the five elements that make Reality? What are the five elements that come to make energy?" 
 
    “Time is the first.” 
 
    “Time is an element in the Universe?” 
 
    “Yes, one of the five. Time itself does not control the Universe the way it controls Reality. In the greater Universe, time is just one of the elements," he continued, seemingly noting that Ella had asked the right questions thus far. "Space is the next." 
 
    “How does that work?" she asked. "How does space come into the mix of elements?" 
 
    “To put it simply, space is the void where nothingness exists. In all things, whether it is in meditation or in music, the element of silence resonates in space and nothingness. It is the great equalizer and the great counterbalance to the physical world. Without space, nothing can exist." 
 
    “I can see that," Ella chimed in. "It's like a bucket. If it is filled with clay, then there will be nowhere to place the water. It is because of the empty space in the bucket that its use arises." 
 
    “Very good,” Hamit replied. The Elders around the table nodded in agreement. 
 
    “The third is Attraction.” 
 
    “I can see it, yet I can’t,” said a confused Ella. 
 
    “Well, my child, that means you are approaching the precipice of wisdom. When you get there, you will see that the things that make up the Universe make sense one minute and then you lose it the next. It comes and goes." 
 
    “How do I hold on to it?” 
 
    “In time, Ella. In time, you will be able to hold on to it without a second's worth of hesitation." 
 
    “I feel like attraction is everywhere in the universe. From the gravity of the planet to the pull of the suns, to the attraction of magnets, and the attraction between people. Attraction is everywhere." 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, we have time, space, and attraction. What are the other two?” 
 
    “Next, there is repulsion." 
 
    “Does repulsion balance attraction in space like it does here in Reality?" 
 
    “Yes. The two elements counter each other just as space counters time." 
 
    Ella tried to follow what Hamit was saying, but she noticed he was still cautious. Maybe her tone still conveyed hints of confusion. 
 
    “Finally, there is Imbalance." 
 
    “Imbalance is a universal element?" 
 
    “Yes, and an important one. It is what allows life to exist. Without imbalance, while everything is in perfect balance, no life could happen, nothing could move, and no spark could be created. Think about it Ella, if all forces were in balance, would there be movement?" 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “If everything was in perfect balance, life would not have been able to sprout in reality. Reality would not have been possible in absolute balance. Chaos is a necessary function, and we call that chaos, imbalance." 
 
    “So, to recap, we have five universal elements that combine to make energy, and that energy is then transformed into the five elements in reality which are the building blocks of everything around us, right?” confirmed Ella, just to be sure she had followed so far. 
 
    “That’s right my child,” confirmed Hamit. Ella took a moment as she was gathering her thoughts and trying to make sense of them. QT’s was following the conversation and decided to jump in. 
 
    “So, if Lady Sintila is searching for the Crystals of Reality. What does that mean?” 
 
    “These crystals, which hold the universal elements, can be used to unlock the foundation of reality,” Hamit explained to his son. 
 
    “What happens if you get them all?” Ella asked. 
 
    “The powers of the Universe are in your hands and you can wield them as you see fit." 
 
    “What kind of powers?” Ella continued curious and incredulous. 
 
    “What do you consider to be power?” 
 
    “To be able to do whatever you want," she said after a thoughtful pause. "That has to be real power." 
 
    Hamit let out a low single grunt. “No. Real power is unspeakable. Indescribable." 
 
    “I don't understand, father," interrupted QT. 
 
    “Just like how truth cannot always be seen with your eyes or heard by your ears, not all truths can be communicated by the words we use every day. Real truth is not grasped with your senses. Real power must be wielded from there. Else, it becomes unruly and destructive." 
 
    “So if we are correct in assuming that Sintila has the one of the Crystals, she’s likely after the other four,” deduced Ella. “Are they in Zorin?” 
 
    “That we do not know,” answered Hamit. “The prophecy speaks of the Chosen.” 
 
    “The Chosen?” Ella inquired. 
 
    As Hamit spoke, his eyes never left Ella. “The ones chosen by the crystals themselves. For now, they are unknown.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN – DESTINY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ella tried her best to sleep, but, two hours into the night she was still wide-eyed as the words from the dinner earlier swam through her mind. Reality. Chosen. Crystals.  
 
    What does all of this mean? she thought to herself as she traced the lines in the ceiling. I still need to get hold of the banyan tree and the Eye. Can’t lose sight of that. I hope this Sintila lady doesn’t squander my chances with Saion. My mom’s life is on the line. 
 
    She pondered these words as the night went by, hoping she would get an answer. Tired of staying in place, Ella got off her bed for the night and left her room to explore the spire. Her first stop was QT’s room, and she was about to knock when she heard snoring through the door. Nothing was going to wake QT, not even Ishta falling from the sky. She felt the wind come in from a window in the corridor and immediately knew what she needed.  
 
    The climb to the top of the spire was not easy. She had to go out the window to the ledge and shimmy till she reached a part of the wall with large enough crevices to grip. Then she began her climb, plotting her course as she went. The night wind didn’t threaten to blow her off; Ella thanked the gods it was not a night with dust storms. A couple minutes after she began her ascent, she grabbed onto the tail of the statue of a desert scorpion on the roof of the spire.  
 
    Ella closed her eyes as the wind gently brushed her face. Thoughts flooded her mind; her memories of her reaction to her mother’s voice, her happiness watching the polar lights, her disappointment when Saion declared her unfit for the Eye of Evermore Sight.  
 
    “Ella if you wanted to come up here, you could have just asked for the key.” Ella was startled out of her deep dive within by a familiar voice. Hamit Harra stood below the statue of the scorpion. She sat up and looked him up. He was not wearing his armor or carrying his weapons but he still managed to look intimidating. “Mind if I join you?”  
 
    Ella made room for him and the massive man clambered onto the statue. He sat by her side and they sat in silence until Hamit nudged her. “Why are you awake?” he asked. “Nightmares?” 
 
    She shook her head. “You?” 
 
    “I can never sleep too deeply,” he replied. “So, if it isn’t nightmares, what is wrong?”  
 
    Ella leaned on the scorpion’s tail. “How do you know that you are fulfilling your destiny and not living a lie?” 
 
    He took in a deep breath. “Destiny is a tricky thing, Ella. What did you tell Saion?” 
 
    She told him how her attempt to claim the Eye had gone. Hamit pondered on her words after she’d given her account.  
 
    “A few weeks after I turned fourteen,” Hamit began to explain, while looking into the distance above the rooftop, “I was separated from a convoy that had left Scorpina at the height of summer for a three-month trek to Bosteria.” 
 
    Bosteria was the center of southern civilization in the fourth quadrant on Methula. Ella had heard the tales of Hamit’s rise to leadership, but never from him.  
 
    “Halfway through the journey, near the hook of Istha, our convoy was raided by bandits. They took all our supplies; food, water, and herbs gone. Many were beaten and left for dead, leaving only a few boys to look after the ravaged convoy, now in peril.” 
 
    He paused for a second and looked at Ella, to emphasize the point. Ella wasn’t sure where Hamit was going with this, but she was happy to be entertained with a story. She could do with one on a dreamless night like tonight. 
 
    “As the hunger and the thirst intensified,” Hamit continued, “the mirages worsened. If we had followed our eyes, we would have certainly perished.” He ran his hand through his beard. “Amidst all the chaos, I knew we had to survive. I was no leader, but I settled in and tried to meditate, calming myself, and turning inward.” 
 
    Ella raised her brows. Hamit let out a laugh. “If it sounds weird now, imagine how I felt then.” She smiled and he went on. She could relate to how those closest to him would feel a sense of peace suddenly overpower whatever animated their screams. She sat up on the polished stone and could sense Hamit knew that to lead he needed to push past his own doubts and fears.  
 
    “I asked if there were any sick among us?” he continued. “My next immediate concern was for our water reserves among the group. We found mostly empty containers. The water we had left would not last at all.” Caravans always carried extra containers of water to refill when they would come across the oases on route. Water was the most valuable asset in the toplands. “We rationed the water and set out to find more.” 
 
    “The men had no idea what I was doing, but they followed me, a boy less than a third of their age, without question. We walked and shared our little water till nightfall. We found nothing at first and the men began to doubt the faith they had placed in me. Many began to lose their patience and were grumbling under their breath. I could perceive every word but chose not to respond. I understood that their words were given flight by fear.” 
 
    “You were not scared?” she asked. He was not much younger at the time than she was now, and she knew she would have been scared. 
 
    “I could not afford to let the fear in. While they rested, I walked further south on my own, carrying one of the empty containers. I returned after an hour, carrying the same container, now filled with water. Before long, they were all drinking from the container that I had brought back. Once they had returned to their former selves, I led them to the hole in the rock that I had dug beyond the sand dunes south of the rise. Each man filled his container and we began the trek back to the group, using the cool night to ease our travels.”  
 
    “How did you know where to dig? How did you know you had to lead?” Ella ran her hand on the bronze statue. 
 
    “I did not,” he replied. “We do what we must. If we do not, we are lost. We perish.” 
 
    “Is the moral of this story that I should take my meditation seriously?”  
 
    Hamit Harra laughed. He knew things. He was one with the land and all that dwelled in the space around it. That was the same way he knew people. It was not just because he could read their minds, but because he could also understand their universe. “I believe that the world is ever-changing, and nothing is set in stone.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Sintila coming here with her exploration crew after Quresh opened a portal in the Zorin caverns? I do not believe those things are unrelated. You both inadvertently set us on this path, by your choices.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for making him do that.” Ella admitted. She assumed Hamit was leading her to understand that actions have consequences. 
 
    “I do not know what will happen, but I know you will do great things, Ella Larisse. I only ask one thing; look out for Quresh. You are young but fate never cares how prepared you are before it burdens you. The boy would follow you into the underworld and I worry that I cannot protect you both. I could not…” Hamit’s voice trailed like he was about to say something, but he stopped himself. “I agree with Saion. You should not have gone after the Eye without more training and supervision. I understand why you tried to retrieve it though. Our mother is our most sacred being, and your mother’s disappearance is heartfelt deep within us all.”  
 
    Ella wondered what he wanted to say, but she quickly moved on. 
 
    “I really thought I stood a chance.” 
 
    “Under the right circumstances, you might have.” He paused before speaking again. “You say Saion mentioned the Banyan tree?” 
 
    “Yes, he did.”  
 
     “The Banyan tree reference was not accidental. The tree is sacred, said to be in the heart of the equatorial forest.” Hamit sighed. “I am sorry Ella. There is something I must tell you.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” She could tell from Hamit’s expression that this was not going to be good news. 
 
    He reached for her hand and steadied her. “It is about your father.” 
 
    As Hamit spoke to her, Ella felt a myriad of emotions. Anger at QT’s father, and all of the Scorpene, for keeping this from her. She wondered if QT was in on it too; did he conspire with them to keep her in the dark? Why not tell her the truth? 
 
    “I am sorry, Ella. For keeping you in the dark. Do not blame your friend; I did not tell QT because I knew he would tell you immediately as soon as he found out.” 
 
    Ella acknowledged his apology, but she was not sure she could forgive him now. For days now her father had been missing. She knew he was on an expedition at the behest of Commander Hamit Harra, but knew no details. Now the commander helped fill in the blanks, painting a picture of the gloom that now pervaded the air.” 
 
    “Cherra was on a mission to find the Banyan tree,” he explained. “We had communication with him until two hours into his expedition and since then it’s been nothing but silence. I hoped he would re-establish the link and ease my worries, but no such luck.” 
 
    “So we know he’s in the forest,” Ella said. She knew that could mean a lot of things. It could perhaps be that the energy of the forest messed up with his equipment. He could be injured, or he could be… 
 
    “What if he is dead?” she asked.  
 
    Hamit was never one to not look a person in the eye, but even he seemed to find it difficult to hold her gaze. “Cherra Larisse is one of the smartest men I know, one of the most resourceful as well. If anyone can survive the forest this long, it is him.” 
 
    His words did not do much to inspire Ella or to dispel the anger, fear, and worry she was feeling. As daylight approached, she thanked Hamit for his hospitality. “Ella, you do not need to return home. Our home is your home too.” Insistent as he was, Ella was equally insistent on making the return trip alone.  
 
    He fears what I might do left alone. 
 
    The seven-foot head guardsman finally relented, realizing that the conversation was not going to arc in his favor. 
 
     “Is it my destiny to live out my life without my mother and father?” she asked. “Is this also a result of my actions?” She barely held back her tears. Hamit tried to comfort her, but she pulled away from him. “Tell QT what happened,” she said. “You no longer need to keep it from him.” 
 
    She slid down the bronze scorpion statue and made her way to her room to gather her things. She grabbed her monocycle key and, just as Ishta broke through the sky, she left the Scorpene spire.  
 
      
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT - HOME 
 
    
  
 
      
 
    Ella rode swiftly on her solar-powered, magnetic levitation monocycle, launching over dunes and ridges. By the time she even realized how far she had gone, she had breached the horizon and the spire was no longer in her view. The Zorin mountains still towered toward the sky and gave her a point to orientate her position and prevent her from getting lost. 
 
    She finally came to a stop at a crest in the gradually rising terrain. Just beyond the ridge was a drop that gave her a view across a wide expanse of the terrain. The ride had managed to clear her head a little.  
 
    She imagined driving home and finding both her parents there. Her father would ask about her training and they would share their meal as a family. She’d impress her mother with her star magic creating circles with stars and dive into worlds of wonder with her father stories and deep knowledge of Methulan mythology. She’d prepare with Athos to participate in the upcoming Festival of Games where she would prove herself in a cross-world race that captivated their world’s attention and took them from the southern Egrite hemisphere across the Equatorial Forest to the northern Higrite hemisphere. 
 
    Yet here she’d be privy to none of that. Sitting alone on a dune, deceived and disappointed, frustrated by forces larger than her that had taken her mother. Now her father was missing too. She clenched her fists at the carelessness of others that left her without them.  
 
    She plunked down on the sandy rock ledge. It was warm but she felt better. She found herself in the fetal position. Once she became aware of it, she realized she could no longer loose herself in self-pity, as much as she’d wanted to.  
 
    No time to entertain such thoughts. She needed to get home.  
 
    The Larisse home was on the outskirts of Scorpino, far away from the scorpene spire. Her initial trip out of town lengthened her journey, so by the time she arrived on her monocycle at the entrance of her house, Ishta had fully risen in the sky above, and the absence of night meant no Gishan on the prowl. 
 
     Her monocycle hovered for a moment before settling on the desert floor. The light from the larger of the twin suns hit the glass windows and reflected into her eyes. She had not been home for two days. 
 
    Here we go.  
 
    Ella unlocked the door and walked into the only house she’d lived in all her life. 
 
     She brought out her comlink from her hip pouch. The hologram activated and projected her screen three paces in front of her. Messages she had not attended to, things to do, reminders and Connector messages. No messages from her father though.  
 
    I didn’t even look out for him, she thought to herself.  
 
    The shut windows did not keep out the dust that gathered on the ornate wooden tables and furniture. The air wafted with incense. Ella remembered that her father always returned home from his travels with fresh incense, harvested somewhere in the rocky desert. In the summer months, Ella would help him clean the sap and lay it out to dry. It only took a day, and the gooey sap would turn rock hard, ready to be placed on embers and infuse the air with the essence.  
 
    Now the smell made her sad. An empty house.  
 
    Ella walked past her father’s table, filled with books and antiquities. “This is on Commander Hamit,” she said. “Why would he go after the Banyan tree? Why risk an expedition at all?” 
 
    She looked around the room, as if she hoped her father would come through the door and answer all her questions.  
 
    Her crystal bracelet comlink vibrated in her wrist. She checked it and saw it was a message from QT.  
 
    “Why is he up so early?” She unlocked her comlink and opened their messages. 
 
    QT: I’m so sorry about Uncle Cherra. I did not know Ella, I swear.  
 
    Ella: I know, I know. Your dad made sure I knew that. 
 
    QT:  Uncle Cherra is okay. He is smart and brave and strong.  
 
    Ella: Isn’t that one too many ands?  
 
    QT: No it isn’t. Did you take all the snacks mum left out? 
 
    Ella: Yes I did.  
 
    QT: I’m a growing boy. I needed those.  
 
    Ella: She is your mother. Ask her to make some. Why are you up anyway? Dorna’s rise usually meets you on your bed. 
 
    QT: Lunardia just streamed! 
 
    ELLA: Why should I care? 
 
    QT: Just go watch it. 
 
    Ella washed her throat with refreshing wolfberry juice and enjoyed a snack Saana had prepared for her. It was not just any pastry, or common sweets. Saana had meticulously and carefully gone to great lengths with every dough she kneaded and every filling she curated. Even the sugar in the berry pie she made came from the cactus cane that grew on the south side of her herb garden. It tasted amazing.  
 
    She lay down on her bed and swiped through all her holographic applications emerging from her bracelet. QT texted her again to watch the stream.  
 
    “What a fanboy,” she mumbled as she clicked on the link to Lunardia’s profile.  
 
    She flipped through Lunardia’s gallery. Videos of her family on vacation, or her complaining of boredom at her father’s mine.  
 
    “How much longer do we have to stare at her day?” she spoke to herself out loud as she watched her in one of her latest videos. In it her father could be heard saying that if she didn’t complain he would take her shopping, and the girl could only groan and continue to record herself.  
 
    It must be nice to have your rich father be there, Ella thought to herself.  
 
    She watched another video, this time with her mother, and looked through her pictures, all of which had a like from Quresh. With her family wealthy and intact, Ella wondered what she had to complain about. “Her life is literally perfect,” she said. “What else does she do other than travel around Methula, have fun and buy stuff?”  
 
    She opened Lunardia’s recorded livestream. She had just missed it. This was likely what QT wanted her to watch. She looked comfortable so she was probably home, the room was massive. “Hey girl! I miss you too,” she was saying, replying to one of her viewers. The number of people watching the stream was at four thousand now. Four thousand people watching someone else live their life. 
 
    “Dad! What do you mean I cannot go out?” Lunardia could be seen shouting out to someone, her father presumably. She was Lunardia Turum, the daughter of the Chromital mine owner, Rohgen Turum. Sintila had mentioned him when they overheard her speaking with Hamit in the tent the previous night. 
 
    “I mean you cannot leave this house for any reason.” Ella could not see who responded to Luna, but she assumed that was her father, Rohgen. Lunardia complained for a few minutes, telling everyone on her stream she was stuck at home. She immediately received condolence comments and rants of support from her fans. Ella realized it as the stream progressed. She did not feel anger towards Lunardia, even if all her actions would merit it. Calm, down Ella.  
 
    The stream went on for a few minutes and Ella watched, distracting herself from all that was waiting for her in her world.  
 
    Ella’s attention was drawn back to the stream. Rohgen’s voice rang out of the speaker “Luna we need to leave the house.” 
 
    She looked startled. “I thought you said we cannot go anywhere?”  
 
    “Hurry Luna,” he said. As father and daughter hurried out the door, all Ella could see was the side of Luna’s dress and the floor. The speakers blared with the sound of spinning gyrocopter blades, increasing as they got closer. Viewers filled the screen with comments asking what was going on and where she was going. “Daddy?”  
 
    “Get in, Luna!” he shouted above the noise. A crew member helped Luna climb in. 
 
    Ella sat up and watched more intently. As the door shut, it drowned out the noise. “Go!” Rohgen could be heard shouting. Luna held up her camera to face her and lurched as the gyrocopter moved upward. “I don’t know what is happening guys.” 
 
    Luna pointed her bracelet image towards the window and the copter could be seen rising higher into the air as its rotors tipped down to push the vessel forward and banking right.  
 
    An automated voice rang out “Destination: Turum Tower, Jorimia,” 
 
     A few miles south, Ella thought to herself.  
 
    From her bracelet, she heard Lunardia’s father speak. “Luna turn that off.” She asked what was wrong and he said everything was fine. “I have some business to attend to but I’ll drop you off with your mother, okay?”  
 
    “Why did you bother bringing me on this trip if you were just going to send me home? I thought you were trying to rebuild our relationship. It turns out you just never cared, and that business is more important than family!”  
 
    “Luna, I’m sorry, I really am. But…”  
 
    Ella watched as Luna was thrown off her seat when the gyrocopter banked. Her bracelet fell, showing the ceiling of the gyrocopter cabin. “What was that?” Rohgen Turum shouted.  
 
    “Missile sir!” another voice replied.  
 
    “Deploy countermeasures!” Ella could no longer see anything but the ceiling, but she could hear the voices. More comments appeared on the screen from concerned viewers.  
 
    “Ineffective sir.” 
 
    Ella listened closely, as she had no visual. “Ingar knows about the relics.” Rohgen’s voice was low, but Ella was sure what she heard. “Luna, I need you to get ready to jump my love.”  
 
    “Jump?!” Ella exclaimed. 
 
    Lunardia sounded scared. “I promise we’ll get out of this.” Her father said. “Open the doors!”  
 
    The sound of the rotors filled the bracelet, still in place where it fell, still streaming. Lunardia sounded close to tears as she begged her father to follow her. Ella wished she could see what was happening. “Missile inbound sir!”  
 
    “Jump Luna! I am right behind you!” 
 
    Ella leaned in, as if that would afford her a better view. She no longer heard Luna’s voice.  
 
    A loud bang followed as glass shattered. “Tail hit! Tail hit!”  
 
    “Second missile inbound!”  
 
    The screen went black as the stream ended. 
 
    Ella scrambled to her feet and called QT’s number as she ran to the living room. “Did you see that?” He asked as immediately as the call connected.  
 
    “They were attacked!” Ella said.  
 
    She asked what else they knew and QT told her he had already showed it to his father. “I know dad is not your favorite person right now, but he asked how soon you can return to the spire?”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE - DESTINY  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was Sintila.”  
 
    Ella stood defiantly before Hamit Harra. They were meeting in his study, Ella had ridden her monocycle back to the spire as fast as she could. They could not have the conversation over the network, for fear of being listened in on by Sintila. 
 
    “Quresh showed me the rest of the footage. Why do you think it is Sintila?”  
 
    Ella pulled out the video of the stream and forwarded the timer to a key moment in Rohgen Turum’s words. “Ingar knows about the relics.”  
 
    She paused the video and looked up at Commander Hamit.  
 
    “Ingar. As in Mr. Ingar Velt Hof,” she sentenced. 
 
    “Sintila’s Communications officer. You may be right Ella.” Hamit ran his hand through his beard.  
 
    “I know I am,” she said. “He seemed afraid at the beginning of the stream. How many people have the capability to attack Turum?”  
 
    Hamit nodded in agreement. “They are after something in the mines. The chromital mines are extremely valuable but Sintila stated she believes there is more to them than we know.” 
 
    “So they attack the owner of the mine.” 
 
    QT interrupted their conversation. “I’ve been looking to see if I can find more about what happened to Luna,” he said. “Do we know anything?” 
 
    Ella realized she had not thought about Lunardia. “I’m sorry, QT is right.” 
 
    QT’s father spoke. “If she survived the crash we will find out soon enough.”  
 
    Ella noted what went unspoken: Rohgen Turum was dead, likely murdered. 
 
    “Okay, I’m very worried about her.”  
 
    “I worry too Quresh,” Hamit said, “but I’m trying to size the scale of this.” Commander Hamit was right. “Sintila and her corporation are extremely dangerous. They have vast resources beyond anything most can muster.”  
 
    “What of the Guards of Scorpene?” Ella asked. “Surely you can stand up to her.”  
 
    Hamit pondered her question. “If she and her people are brazen enough to attack Rohgen Turum, one of the richest men in Methula, then no one is safe.”  
 
    “She will not hesitate to attack us?” QT said. “Here?”  
 
    “Yes,” Hamit replied. “If she believes us to be a threat.” He called for a servant and asked them to call for a meeting of the Elders.  
 
    “How can I help?” Ella asked. 
 
    “We.” QT corrected her.  
 
    “How can we help?”  
 
    The giant commander leaned on his table. “The only way we can truly stop Sintila is to get the relics she seeks before her. The Eye of Evermore Sight must be found,” his expression was grim, “and you Ella must be the one to claim it. It is your destiny.” 
 
    Ella looked around the room. QT at first seemed worried about her, but he soon shook it off and nodded his agreement. With it he was showing his support for her. She knew she could count on him until the end. She remembered Hamit’s words at the top of the spire about how tricky destiny was, and how it did not wait for one to be however prepared one need to be.”  
 
    Ella was not sure if she believed in destiny, but she knew a few things. She knew she had to go after the Banyan, as both her parents’ fates were now intertwined with it.  
 
    “If Sintila will attack our home we must do everything to stop her. Saion mentioned the banyan tree so I must go into the equatorial forest.”  
 
    Hamit Harra smiled at her. “I am in awe of your bravery, Ella Larisse. I must warn you though, the Equatorial forest is a dangerous place.” 
 
    Ella knew he was right. “How soon can I leave?” she asked. “The sooner I can leave, the quicker we can return, banyan in hand.” She offered a smile, but neither Hamit nor QT were amused. “Okay so wrong crowd.”  
 
    Hamit told her his plan. “You will head into the forest in a few days only after you receive as much training as Athos can give you. We don’t have much time, but it is crucial that you pay him attention. In the meantime, the Guards of Scorpene shall fortify the defenses in anticipation of Sintila’s attack. We will not throw the first stone, so all we can do is wait.”  
 
    Wait for the woman with the means to take us out to try. Ella knew he was right, but the prospect of Sintila attacking Scorpino fueled her doubts. 
 
    She left Commander Hamit’s study, her mind muddled with the thoughts of her impending mission. She did not know that retrieving the Eye was her destiny, but the mere fact that Saion did not strike her down urged her on. Now everything rode on her success.  
 
    “Hungry?” Ella turned. QT took the chair by her side and offered her a chunk of his bread. She wondered where he had gone after their meeting. She took the bread from him, thanked him and bit into it. “Why do you look down, Ella?” he asked. “I’d thought you’d be happy to head into the forest.”  
 
    “Happy is not necessarily the word I would use.” Ella chewed the bread and asked if he had anything to drink. QT gave her his canister of water.  
 
    “What bothers you?” he asked.  
 
    “What if my father…”  
 
    “Ella you cannot think that,” he said. “You can only do your best.” 
 
    “What if he is dead, despite my best efforts?” She bowed her head, as her heart tightened. 
 
    “I know you do not believe wholly in destiny,” QT said, “but everything will work out, I am sure of it. You just need to do your best.”  
 
    Ella’s heart was warmed. “Thank you Quresh. This is amazing bread.” 
 
    “All good, Ella. I’ll have you know I stole the bread from the kitchen.” 
 
    “QT!” 
 
    He laughed “You are an accomplice now, you cannot turn me in.”  
 
    Ella laughed too, for the first time in hours.  
 
    “I wish I could come with you, Ella.” QT said. 
 
    “No you don’t,” she retorted. 
 
    “You know I don’t.” He raised his canister in mock cheers. “I’m very happy to stick to bread theft as my most adventurous event.” 
 
    “Of course you are.” Ella threw a tiny piece of bread at QT. She hoped she would be ready in time. She would seek out the Banyan tree and find her parents. She would claim the Eye of Evermore Sight.  
 
    She just hoped it was not too late. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN - STILLNESS 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sounds of wooden weapons clattering together and bodies slamming into mats filled the massive dueling grotto of the training cavern. Crawling plants grew around the cavern pillars and walls, tapping from the water deep underneath the gorge.  
 
    In the grotto, under the watchful eyes of the scorpion statues adorning the pillars, everyone trained; the sparring circles were occupied by students of martial arts under their trainers’ watchful attention. Heavy breathing, grunts and groans filled the room as they went through routines. Some of them were getting ready for the upcoming games, though many of the older boys and girls focused on one day becoming Guards of Scorpene. While Ella tried to remain focused on their work, she could feel the glances upon her from her fellow students. She and Athos had started off earlier than most and had been in session before anyone else had yet arrived. 
 
    “Session Complete: Athos wins.”  
 
    Ella launched to her feet, eager to brush off the defeat.  
 
    “Again!” she said. She clenched her staff tight as she ran at Athos and swung, her rage was palpable. Athos weaved from side to side and rolled out of her path. 
 
     “Calm yourself, Ella.” He rested for a second before he began his own barrage of attacks. The combination was simple; he swung from both sides and finally above and created the opening necessary to hit her. It ended with Ella on the defensive and she barely blocked the last blow. “You are letting your emotions take the best you.” 
 
    I know, I know. Ella gritted her teeth as the sparring session continued. She spun and tried to hit Athos on his open side, but the fennec was fast enough, and he anticipated that. He rotated counterclockwise and she met his staff on the block as well. She tried to force her weapon through, but Athos would not yield. He pushed against her and forced her back. 
 
    “Unchecked emotions affect your fighting. They are Durgic magic’s worst enemy. Your Durga mirrors your heart. I need you to remember that always Larisse.” She knew Athos used her surname to emphasize that he was not kidding.  
 
    Both Ella and Athos stood apart, as they took momentary respite.  
 
    “Stillness,” he reminded her.  
 
    Ella took in a deep breath before she attacked. She crouched low, just as Athos did when he was on the prowl. Athos sidestepped her attempt to sweep his feet and blocked her upward glance. Ella groaned in frustration and kept trying to land a blow, to no avail.  
 
    “I can hear your heart from here, Ella,” he said. “That is not a good thing.” 
 
    “You have big ears!”  
 
    “Mocking my ears won’t change the fact, child.” He did not block her strike. Ella realized he let her into his range of attack too late. She only blocked three of the strikes that followed, earning herself a place on the mat.  
 
    “Session Complete: Athos Wins.” 
 
    Ella stood up “Again.”  
 
    “Ella…” 
 
    “Again.” She did not sound angry, only determined. She walked over to the weapons and switched her lone staff for two shorter ones. She spun them and checked their weight. “A little heavy on the swing but they will do.” 
 
    Athos initiated another sparring session and they stood apart, Athos with his weapon and Ella with her new sticks. As Athos increased the speed of their sparring, Ella was struggling to keep up. He seemed to notice.  
 
    “Awareness Ella, one cannot do without it. You need to find a balance.” 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    Athos tried to hit her. Now her new weapons enabled her to block on multiple directions. “Try harder!” he insisted. “In the forest your very life depends on it!”  
 
    Ella managed to land a blow, on the inside of Athos’ body, but she realized too late what he had done. He let me in. She thought to herself. She needed to escape, and fast.  
 
    Calm down Ella. Breathe.  
 
    Athos aimed his staff at her feet, but Ella watched it approach, slowly. She was surprised by the outcome but took it in stride. She felt the calmness spread outward from her. She could see the light flickering on Athos’ fur. She could smell the iron tinge of the blood he’d drawn from her. Her senses felt afire, like the fireworks on the festival night after the games. She moved beyond Athos and moved in for an attack.  
 
    Calm down Ella.  
 
    Ella was not seeing things as slowly as earlier, but she felt much better. Athos was within her reach, she just needed to- 
 
    Athos unleashed a combination that took her down. Three sharp blows from his rotating staff. She fell to the ground and he flew at her and swung. Ella closed her eyes.  
 
    “Session Complete: Athos Wins.” 
 
    When Ella opened her eyes, she saw Athos’ staff next to her head.  
 
    “Get up.” He helped Ella up to her feet. “What did you do when I went for your feet?” 
 
    She was still raw from the last defeat. She’d slowed her breathing and calmed herself. “I tried to keep it up, but it was short-lived. You still won. Go again?”  
 
    “Initiate session!” Athos called out. They stepped apart and began circling each other. Ella attacked. Again and again, she tried to recreate the sphere of calmness her Durgic powers gave her. She dodged attacks from Athos and hoped, but nothing happened.  
 
    Come on. Free your mind. Calm yourself.  
 
    Still, with Athos training her, she couldn’t beat him, and their dueling ended with her bruised and sore, feeling defeated.  
 
    “You did good, Ella.” Athos leaned next to her and offered her a hand. She did not take it, her frustration was getting the best of her. She left to the changing room, where she groaned in pain as she cleaned up. She needed to return to the spire, where Hamit insisted she should stay, so she could be protected. She wondered if the spire had protections against missile launches, but she had not heard the commander explicitly mention them. She thought about riding her monocycle, but her shoulders throbbed from training. 
 
    “Ouch,” she muttered. It was painful to even ease into her jacket.  
 
    By the time she left the changing room, the cavern was mostly empty; a group of four were strapped into a virtual reality simulation of the Scorpene guard training and did not even notice her walk past.  
 
    “Ella.” She turned. Athos signaled to her and she walked towards him. “Are you okay?” He sounded genuinely concerned. She raised a brow and gestured to her bruises. “Oh. You are going to need an ointment.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Care to join me?”  
 
    Normally, Ella would turn down the food and wait until she got home, but she nodded. Athos made room for her and slid a bowl of soup towards her.  
 
    “No meat?”  
 
    Athos tilted his head. Fennecs generally avoid meat.  
 
    Ella scooped soup into her mouth. As she ran through the day’s events, her frustrations deepened; how was she supposed to find the banyan tree and save her parents if she could not even use her magic to its full potential?  
 
    “I know exactly what plagues your mind.” Athos said, between mouthful spoons of soup. 
 
    “What, pray tell, am I thinking about, of great fox.”  
 
    “Failure.” 
 
    “So direct. Ouch.” Ella mixed her soup slowly. “I did not think I would beat you, but I thought I’d at least put up a better fight.”  
 
    “You lasted longer than Uke.”  
 
    “That is not a compliment. He barely made it to twelve seconds.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Athos looked up at the scorpion statues in the cavern ceiling. “Durga is not easy. It is beyond the art of destruction; Durga is all encompassing. Push and Pull, light and darkness. life…” 
 
    “…and death.” Ella completed the sentence. 
 
    Athos nodded. “What you need to learn, normally takes years of practice. To know when you must use your powers to build up instead of break down. We just need to keep working at it. The magic you possess is no burden, Ella.” He looked down at her hands. “What helps you calm down?”  
 
    “Winning?” she offered. 
 
    “Try again.”  
 
    “The polar lights,” she replied. 
 
    Athos pawed his chin. “I need you to draw on that. Think of the lights as your tether. Ella did as he asked. She closed them and visualized the green, blue and purple fluorescence. She saw the lights flow like a cosmic river, filling her mind with beauty.  
 
    “Open you eyes, Ella.” 
 
    Ella opened her eyes. Her entire body glowed, weaving between different colors. She felt the power as it flowed through her. It made her feel stronger, like she could leap across the gorge on one bound. “Durga manifests in many forms. Plant life manipulation, weather adaptation, water connection, or fire handling and creation. These powers are but the mere surface. Durga is life Ella, it is in everything,” he emphasized for greater effect. It worked. He was good at it. “You need not fear failure, Ella. Fear is of the mind. You must now rest and build your strength.” 
 
    “Build my strength,” Ella glared at him with a daring stare. “Just so you can break it all down?” 
 
    “Exactly,” he nudged her with a smile. “Chin up.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN - PRODIGY 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gishan are ferocious as a horde,” Athos said as he and Ella synchronized sparring. The sticks rang out, filling the training room. “In the forest you must keep your eyes peeled, as they lurk and always intend to kill."  
 
    They had been training for two days now, and Ella was to descend into the Equatorial forest the next day. “The first battles of the forest are in your mind, you cannot give in to fear or doubt. You must judge cases swiftly and be decisive always.” 
 
    Ella nodded. “You encounter a gishan on the forest floor, what do you do?”  
 
    “Stay calm, a sole gishan on the forest floor is likely a scavenger or scout, I will back away slowly.”  
 
    Athos nodded. “To avoid a pack of gishan what do you do?” 
 
    “Stay low and avoid the trees,” she pipped up.  
 
    Athos thrust a staff at Ella’s head and she dodged quickly, demonstrating instincts sharper than before. “Stay calm and alert. Vault with trees and be ready to dodge everything. Which mushrooms are poisonous?” 
 
    “Red agera and Blue amaranth.” 
 
    “Edible?”  
 
    “Blue agera.” 
 
    “Good, good.” Athos released a predictable combination; three sets of alternating jabs and counter moves. He switched up towards the end, switching his long strikes for low blows. She dodged the final blow, jumping backwards. “In how many seconds must you leave a bog before you’re attacked by mud leeches.” 
 
    “Twelve.”   
 
    “Good, good,” Athos said. “What parts of the banyan must you claim?” 
 
    Ella hesitated. Athos jabbed at her, grazing her arm. “Think faster, Larisse. Faster.” 
 
    Ella returned his attack with a three-set counter. Athos clearly expected it, but what he did not expect was how she followed up. She did the set again and reversed the motions. She sent Athos scrambling backwards. Attack!  
 
    With Athos vulnerable, Ella struck at his knees and ankles. He struggled to fend her off, but he succeeded. “Good, Ella.” Athos seemed impressed.  
 
    I might survive the forest after all. Ella thought to herself. 
 
    “The Banyan tree Ella!” Athos said as he regrouped and attacked her “What do we need?” 
 
    “The fruit!”  
 
    Ella launched at Athos with her knees, and landed a blow on his chest. Athos grunted and shuffled back. He protected his head through her barrage of kicks and strikes. When she struck at him, he grabbed her leg and hauled her across the room.  
 
    Ella landed and rolled into a crouch. “Using your agility, good.” 
 
    Their sparring session ended with Athos as the winner, but only marginally. “Close one, Larisse.”  
 
    She laughed and told him she would get him next time. “I’ll be here. Focus on surviving the most dangerous terrain in Methula.” 
 
    Ella nodded “I’m so glad my mentor is willing to throw me in a dangerous forest alone and unsupervised,” she mocked. “I promise to do you proud.”  
 
    “Ella you’re not going alone or unsupervised.” Athos replied. “Nerka should be here anytime now.” He looked towards the entrance. Like clockwork, the door slid open and in came Nerka Ombra.  
 
     Nerka joined them on the training mat. Ella was immediately apprehensive. “She’s not even trained as hard as I have, why must she come with?”  
 
    Nerka laughed, “Larisse, still a hot head I see.”  
 
    “Why you?!” Ella moved towards Nerka, but Athos came between them.  
 
    Ella scoffed, “I’m not going anywhere with her.” 
 
    “Ella.”  
 
    “I won’t place my life in her hands,” she replied, “not with something as delicate as this.”  
 
    Nerka grabbed a staff and spun it swiftly. “Why would I trust you with my life, Scorpi.”  
 
    Ella tried to grab Nerka. She’d insulted her, calling her a term reserved for city folk by the less privileged citizens of the city.  
 
    “I’ll make you a wager,” Nerka said. “You beat me, and I will back off. I win, and we leave for the forest.”  
 
    “Deal.” Ella blurted out. Athos freed her, eager to see the matter resolved.  
 
    “Ella,” Athos warned. Ella turned to him. “She is dangerous.” 
 
    “Do you not trust your teachings?” Ella asked. 
 
    “You forget I also trained her. Remember your basics, child.”  
 
    “You’ve already chosen Nerka to come with, so you’ve already picked a side,” she pointed out. Ella watched as Nerka walked to the pile of training weapons and picked a single kali stick. 
 
    “Well let’s have it then.” Ella felt energized to get her way and teach this shadow twat a lesson.  
 
    “Remember to maintain your form,” Athos reminded just before they began. Ella was not sure who he was talking to, but she did not care. Her feet shuffled, as she lunged at Nerka’s shoulder with her staff. Her breath slowed and paced. Ella lashed forward, her movements flickered fast. Precise, honed by Athos. 
 
    “You can match me, so I know you have practiced hard.” Nerka said, drawing back. She feinted high and swept low for her knees. “But you’re still a student.”  
 
    “And you are not?” Ella jumped and Nerka’s blow flew past her. 
 
    Nerka launched an attack, a series of five concise strikes with her lone stick. By the move’s completion, Ella barely escaped the last blow, unable to keep up with her speed. Nerka’s moves were faster than Athos’ training and she broke his even-patterned swings, as she alternated between seven moves and followed up with three jabs. 
 
    Masterful. Ella thought to herself as she blocked Nerka. 
 
    Ella was reminded of Nerka’s bout in the games, and how quickly she tore through her opponent then. A cold-blooded fighter. She had managed to win the Festival of Games in both the combat tournament, and more importantly, in the race across Methula, from pole to pole. She had been into the Equatorial Forest and lived to tell the story. Nerka had emerged victorious. 
 
    “You fight well, Ella,” Nerka said. “I am almost impressed.”  
 
    Ella’s defense was precise. She fought as Athos had taught her, though it seemed like it would not be enough. Nerka spun and hammered down on Ella as would a desert storm. Perhaps she planned to break Ella’s resolve whole. She flowed around her, never retreating, just as Athos taught, always moving for the kill. Ella blocked the first move, and the second, but not the third. The staff connected with her back, and she cried out in pain.  
 
    Nerka did not fight like one trained by Athos or the gurus of the cavern, but like a street brawler. She went for the kill at every chance she got, and left Ella with no defense. Nerka slammed her staff downward as Ella did her best to block her.  
 
    “Yield,” she snarled, with decisive intent on her victory.  
 
    Ella managed to hold onto Nerka’s pressure until her staff finally broke, and Ella abruptly fell to the floor.  
 
    “You might not like me at all, but our chances of survival are better together. Athos knows it, I know it, and you do too. Abandon these childish games and prepare for the mission.” Ella relented at last and Nerka lowered her kali stick. She tossed it next to her, and made her way to the exit. “I will see you in the morning, Larisse,” Nerka called out as she walked away.  
 
    Beaten again. She pushed off the mat and tried to shove her thoughts aside. Athos stood before her. Ella tried to push past him. Nerka had just humiliated her in what was thankfully an empty training room.  
 
    “You are upset,” Athos said as she picked up the broken pieces of her sparring weapon. She did not respond. 
 
    “Ella you are one of my best students, but this is a perilous journey to make alone.” 
 
    “Why can’t you come with me?” Ella asked. “Surely you’d be a better and more experienced companion than Ombra.” 
 
    “I’ll do you one better; why doesn’t Hamit Harra follow you, leading a charge of Guards into the forest to uproot the Banyan tree whole and return victorious?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Without looking at him, she began packing up the training equipment.  
 
    “Meddling often comes at a cost. To do what is not yours, to claim what does not belong to you, often has damning consequences.” He held the cabinet door open as Ella shoved the weapons inside. “To provide you with as much help as you need, Nerka Ombra is the most logical choice.”  
 
    Ella frowned. She looked over the bruises from her altercation with Nerka, but her pride was hurt more than anything. Nerka came at her with expertise; she dug at her roots, testing her fundamentals before exposing her to moves she developed personally, beyond Athos’ tutelage.  
 
    “You’re right, but that doesn’t mean I have to be happy about it.”  
 
    “I am not asking you to be happy about it, Ella,” he said. “I only ask that you work together. Your survival depends on it.” 
 
    Ella nodded. She did not doubt Athos was doing what he thought was best for her. “Pick up the clothes from Hamit when you return to the spire. We have made arrangements for your departure.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Ella rose with Ishta peeking above the horizon. Hamit had laid out clothes for her specially designed to protect her from the elements and track her vital signs as she progressed.  
 
    Dressed and ready, Ella and Quresh ate and Commander Hamit, alert as always, led them out of the spire. They used a scorpene transport to meet up with Athos at the communications center. The fennec wore a grey overall and boots. “We will be using similar equipment to the games, so we can track you both every step of the way.” Athos handed her a wrist band. She looked it over and tossed it into the pile of equipment Athos had spent the last few minutes explaining, though he had already done so when she was training.  
 
    “Same stuff that tracked my dad, right?”  
 
    Athos did not say anything.  
 
    “It’s a joke, Athos. Clearly not a good one. You have trained me for this, I will not fail.” 
 
    He sighed and rubbed his ears. “With Lente’s help from the control room, we will monitor your vitals and offer guidance to you both.” Lente Ur was the communications officer at the training facility. Years ago, she too had won the race in the games, and she’d be a perfect guide for them into the forest. She also happened to be Athos’s sister.  
 
    Athos and Ella followed Hamit and QT as they made their way out of the cavern. 
 
    “Remember that your Durga is your friend. Connection is the key, child. Centre yourself and become one with the planet. Feel the air flow into you and around you. Feel the coarseness of the earth underneath your feet.”  
 
    There was metallic wheeze from the hydraulics in the wall as the gate opened. Ella looked up at the battlements; the Guards were preparing for what could be an imminent attack by Sintila. Ella hoped it would be enough. The wind from beyond the wall blew sand in her face.  
 
    Hamit Harra and his son walked through the gate. QT slowed down till he was by her side. He snuck Ella some more snacks. “Do not forget to eat, you hear?” he said. “Look up at the trees while you move through the forest. Also, I packed some supplements and ointments for the rashes you might get from the plants in the forest. I could not find any anti-venom.” 
 
    “QT,” she tapped his shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “I will be fine. Thank you for everything.” Ella hugged QT.  
 
    “Be careful, Ella.”  
 
    Nerka stood waiting at the point they were to begin their hike. She was dressed for the journey, with tight clothing and a specialized suit made for contestants of the annual games. It had an inbuilt chest plate with elbow and knee pads, all light but incredibly durable. She had a purple scarf wrapped around her neck, the only thing that stood out. Ella wore a similar suit, though hers was dark green, while Nerka’s was black. 
 
    “Let’s get going!” Nerka called out. “We need to use the daylight!”  
 
    Athos walked down from the top of the hill. He had waited for her to say her goodbyes to her friends. “Few people your age would do what you plan to do. I am proud of you, Larisse.” 
 
    “Thank you, Athos,” Ella smiled. “Can I run my hand through your fur now?”  
 
    “You are not my son. The answer is still no.” He replied, but he now had a smile on his face.  
 
    Hamit Harra was the last to speak to her. He handed her a sheath. “After Athos informed me on your training, I knew these would be perfect for you.”  
 
    Ella drew out his gift. The two elbow-length knives were black all through, except for the edges. Chromital! She held them up to the light and the green glimmered throughout. The handles had insignia of the Guards of Scorpene engraved into them; a scorpion with its stinger raised.  
 
    What is the fascination with scorpions? Ella wondered.  
 
     “These are perfect, uncle Ham,” she said. Her anger towards him seemed to have faded away. Ella had something more dreadful ahead.  
 
    Commander Hamit looked down at her. “It’s no Nariasi weapon, but it should do the trick.” Nariasi was an obscure chromitalsmith. No one on Methula could manipulate the metal like him and he took on no students. As Sintila and other technological companies produced more advanced weapons, Methulans turned to them. Nariasi retired and was not seen or heard from again, exponentially raising the value of his weapons. 
 
    “Find the banyan.” Hamit said. 
 
    Find my father, find my mother, Ella thought to herself. 
 
    “Protect yourselves,” he turned to Nerka, who nodded and placed her hand on her chest as a sign of respect for her superior. “Destiny awaits.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE - THE DIVE  
 
      
 
      
 
    With Ishta now established in the southern sky, it was Dorna’s turn to now rise, its arc closer to the equator. Dorna rises after Ishta and sets later. For the next ten hours, temperatures in the southern hemisphere would make the granite plains of the south uninhabitable and sterile. Nothing, from microbes to marsupials, would survive without proper protection and water. They would perish and disintegrate within hours of being on the surface. 
 
    This resulted in a unique landscape. In Northern Methula, hamlets, towns, and cities thrived on the surface. Lakes and oceans added to the landscape and generated weather that seemed to cleanse the air. Clouds dotted the sky, rain fell, and rainbows bloomed. None of this was mirrored in the south. 
 
    In the south, all activity centered around the canyons that plunged tens of thousands of feet below. Little occurred on the surface. Lakes and rivers filled the bottom of the canyons while vast plantations straddled the bodies of freshwater below. The steep walls of the canyon housed millions of homes, dug deep within the stone. Public spaces, homes, large and small, and commercial centers, all lined the walls and the caves that had been excavated into the rock. 
 
    “Why are your stress sensor levels so high, Ella?” Athos spoke in her ear. 
 
    “Is this a private line?” Ella spoke into her commlink. From the drop point, their hike had been on for two hours now. The journey would have taken less time with monocycles, but Hamit worried they were being tracked on the major roads. Their current path, which followed the one of the games, was covered from the view of most satellites, was harder to scan from above, and protected them from the dual sun’s blaze. Their path followed the massive Horado river. Potable water made the journey slightly easier at the base of the canyons and millennial tracks worn down by Egrites allowed Ella and Nerka to tread on them. 
 
    “This line is not private, I can hear you.” Nerka replied. Ella watched her walking, just ahead. As they made their way towards the canopy trees, Ella thought about the Banyan tree, and how far they would have to go to get to it. 
 
     “Athos, here’s an idea, next time you want to talk to just me, just make sure one is established.” 
 
    “I can still hear you, Larisse.” Nerka did not look back. 
 
    “Sorry, Ella,” Lente piped up, “that was on me.” Lente was in the control room where the annual games were overseen and Athos and Hamit Harra had asked for her help to coordinate Ella and Nerka’s mission.  
 
    “Ella is peaking. Why are your stress levels so high Ella?” Athos asked again. 
 
    “Try keeping up with Miss long-legs.” Ella groaned in frustration and walked faster, matching Nerka’s strides. They maintained their pace for the rest of the hike until they reached the end of the road. From that point, they could almost see the vastness of the forest. One thing stood in their way. 
 
    The River Horado snaked out below them, a difficult beast to tame. Ella hunted for the spot on the water that would give her the best advantage. The torrents below, motivated by a full reservoir upstream, rushed into the forest on the northern shore. The drop from the top of the canyon wall and into the raging river below would take six seconds on the clock, but forever in a weak heart. Above her, the sheer vertical walls reached to the heavens where deep blue skies lay overcast for most of the day. She was not just looking for the point of entry into the raging beast snaking its way south, but for her path forward as well. This was the moment, she knew, when she had the bird's eye view. Once she got into the water, the perspective would be very different. 
 
    “Pass this and we’re good,” Athos said, “and no, Ella, this is not a private line.” 
 
    Ella rolled her eyes.  
 
    There, she thought, those eddies will work perfectly. To the untrained eye, it was all the same. Rushing torrents of force headed downstream. But fighting for her survival, the eddies that swirled presented an opportunity. At just the right spot, the swirls in the water would be pushing in the opposite direction, and that would give her just enough traction in the river to launch ahead. Otherwise, once she landed in the water, the force would instantaneously begin pushing her away from her intended goal. Most good swimmers knew this in theory, but didn’t know how to make it work. 
 
     “We need to use the daylight,” Lente broadcast. It was nothing Ella didn’t know. She also knew they’d have to swim with the current and swiftly get to opposite bank. “The water is cold, so I’ll need you both out of the water and warming up before you venture into the forest, okay?”  
 
    “Fine.” Ella looked to Nerka, who could hear Lente’s voice. She saw no hesitation in her eyes. No fear. She knew she could not afford fear.  
 
    Nerka looked down. “From there the climb isn’t so bad.” Nerka hung her backpack and prepared to jump. 
 
    The fall was perilous, yet not the greatest threat. The undercurrent of the water torrents was tricky, but they’d seen worst. After all, both of them had partaken in the games before and had a sense for these challenging paths. Ella, however, wasn’t familiar with the forest. Fortunately for her, Nerka was.  
 
    The real problem lay beneath the water, unseen. The steep plunge of the canyon wall into the water jutted out beyond view and presented her dive with a flat surface she would crash into if she did not leap far out enough into the river. If she allowed this simple fact to slip their mind she would crash straight into the protrusion. Once she managed to successfully land past the solid rock, the sudden southward force of the water wouldn’t just push her behind the point of landing. It would mess with her sense of direction and balance, and the momentary discombobulation could make her lose perspective of position and orientation. 
 
    Ella ran to the edge and leaped before Nerka. Her arms stretched in front of her as she hit the water. The undercurrents in this part of the river were also faster, and more southbound than they were at the surface. The first few feet of the surface were wider than the deeper portion of the river, but they soon became constricted by the narrowing walls. This reduced the space into a bottleneck that pummeled her body towards the depths, just as more volume continued to make its way. The undercurrent was severe and could easily pull her under. Only the strongest had a fighting chance of escaping it.  
 
    After Ella shook off the initial disorientation, she assessed her surroundings, she was still underwater and saw Nerka burst in not too far from her. Ella paddled rapidly towards the surface and managed to break through. The torrents of summer waters in the river gushed fast. Her stroke now became explosive. Her speed over raging water was impressive and not a feat most could achieve. 
 
    Not to be outdone, Nerka matched her. Ella swam as fast as she could, and she could hear Nerka do the same. They both pushed as each tried to reach the shore first. 
 
    As Ella closed in on the finish, she was slightly ahead. She urged herself on and went through her strokes faster. When she got to the shore, she watched the older girl pull herself out of the water, kneel and breath heavily as she rested. Ella sat by her side, her chest burned from the effort, and she felt the warmth spread within her suit. 
 
    “You guys okay?” The voice in her ear asked.  
 
    “Yeah we are,” Ella said, “thank you Lente.” 
 
    Nerka gathered her belongings and looked around them.  
 
    The swim up the Horado had brought them to the first stop up the cliffs of the waterfall. The rocks here presented unique challenges. Holding on to the rocks to gain leverage to hoist herself up the vertical plane, she found the rocks to be softer than usual. 
 
    “The upward phase has a problem,” she radioed back to the guardians. 
 
    “Too soft,” ventured Nerka answered. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Then don't bother,” Lente said. “If it is this soft at the bottom, it will only get worse on top. The rains this year have been heavier than usual and the volume of water down the rivers has been greater. The mud softens the granite walls and makes them treacherous." 
 
    “What do we do?" 
 
    “As long as you reach the waterfall, your ascent can be on one of the parallel rock faces not behind the flow of water." 
 
    “That's a good idea," Ella looked at Nerka, who was receiving the same information. 
 
    She looked around for a better rock face twenty paces downwind. “Here,” Nerka followed and they began their climb. The rock here was dry and she was an expert at climbing rock faces. It clearly suited her. They needed to get up four hundred feet. 
 
    “Okay, so we have another problem," Ella declared halfway up. Nerka was below her, her climbing assured. 
 
    “Speak,” Athos said.  
 
    “If we take this route up, how do I get to the next tier?” 
 
    “We would have to move vertically across the rock face until we get to the waterfall,” she could hear Nerka come through in her ear.  
 
    Ella took this time to rest. “Well, I get that part. The rock on this side seems to be smooth. There is no ledge for me to hold on to, and that's about thirty feet of smooth rock that I have to navigate." 
 
    Lente chimed in. “Your best bet is to climb about two hundred feet higher, then cut across from there. It's a little extra work but well worth it." 
 
    “Okay, got it." 
 
    Once she got there, the ledges gave her something to hold on to and a better spot to cross over. Her horizontal move was not difficult and didn't take long. They soon reached the top of the waterfall. 
 
    “We made it.” Nerka said. Ella wondered how much of her energy she had used. 
 
    “Good job, Ella and Nerka. Both of you need to pace yourself," warned Lente. 
 
    “We’ll re-establish communication once we’re on the move.” Nerka said.  
 
    “Very well. If we see anything out of the ordinary, we will let you know. Athos and Lente out.” 
 
    The communication devices in their ears went silent. Ella and Nerka were alone. 
 
    “Amazing.” The forest took her breath away. “All of Methula’s forest life will be there, over sixteen thousand species of trees and animals.” Its vastness, as far as the eye could see, made Ella think of how small Methulans were in comparison to the forests, the deserts and tundra, how insignificant they were to the power of Ishta and Dorna. 
 
    “We are only here for one thing.” Nerka said. She squatted on the edge of the cliff and ran her hand through the water. “The banyan.”  
 
    Ella had been waiting for them to be alone. She spoke up. “In the Horado, why didn’t you use your water magic?”  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “Don’t toy with me, Nerka.” Ella said, she felt her suit heat up and warm her. “Why didn’t you?”  
 
    “So you could moan on and on about me having an advantage?” Nerka’s teeth clattered as she spoke. “No way.” She shook as her suit warmed her up. Ella smiled at her sarcastic jab. It was as if Nerka would have done anything to win, even in something as trivial as a swimming race for survival. She was still curious, why would she not use her Durga to her advantage in the water?  
 
    “You seemed to use it well enough when you were jabbing at me in the training cavern,” Ella said. “We were in water, you were basically at home.”  
 
    Nerka shook her head. “Magic comes at a cost, Ella. One way or another, all energy used must be given back.” She removed a small cylinder from her backpack. Its fluorescent color emerged when she placed it under Ishta’s light.  
 
    Ella raised her brows. “Is that Chromital?” 
 
    “Yes it is,” Nerka replied. She clicked a button and a short blade shot out of the cylinder. She toggled it and the blade elongated into a spear. “It is an original Nariasi.”  
 
    “No way. “How did you get it?”  
 
    “A gift from Athos. When he finished my training.”  
 
    Ella smiled. Maybe Athos would give her a cool weapon when she graduated. Nerka spun her spear expertly. Ella reached into her backpack and produced the weapons Hamit had given her. She pointed them and sliced the air in a three-step combination. 
 
    “Be careful where you point those things,” Nerka said. 
 
    Ella sheathed her weapons and they assessed their rations. Enough to make the trip and return. “Why is Athos so fond of you?” Ella asked.  
 
    Nerka looked surprised by her question “I could ask you the same thing, Larisse.” 
 
    “He is?” Ella knew that Athos cared for her. It was how she knew he extended the same courtesy to her. “Does he not treat all his students so?” 
 
    “Very funny, Ella,” Nerka said. Ella noted that up until that point, Nerka had called her ‘Larisse’. 
 
    “My mother,” Ella said, “Athos knew her.” Ella did not say anything else and Nerka did not ask.  
 
    “Athos basically raised me.” Nerka said. No questions from Ella either. This was not the place. Nerka pointed with her chromital staff. “The forest awaits.” 
 
    Ella and Nerka looked up at the canopy of trees before them. The only path before them led into the forest.  
 
    “How do we…” Suddenly Ella felt a wave of energy coming from the direction of the forest. It pulsed and flowed out from within. The ground rumbled and Ella fell backwards. Birds burst out from the canopy of trees, shrieking as they flew towards the sky.  
 
    Her companion looked up at the birds in the sky. “Did you feel that?” Ella asked.  
 
    “I did. Whatever it was, it came out of the forest. Something is wrong.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN – NEW SKILLS 
 
      
 
      
 
     “This soil is problematic.” Ella said. After the weird energy they felt at the forest edge, she and Nerka agreed that they had to be careful as they went in deeper. They did not draw their weapons, but they had them within reach. When they reached the bog, they realized their obstacles would go beyond predators trying to kill them. The soil was unlike anything they were used to when they practiced on hard surfaces that reciprocated the energy expended. The surface in the bog was damp and soft, and it absorbed every ounce of force they put into their stride. It took her twice the amount of energy to move at a fraction of the speed. 
 
    “Easy, Larisse.” Nerka said. 
 
    So it is back to Larisse huh? Ella thought. She and Nerka seemed to have called a truce, but she did not quite understand where they stood yet.  
 
    You’re in the bog, focus. 
 
    They were nearing the hardest part of the challenge. It wasn't just the mushy mud and densely moist air that took the challenge to eleven on a scale of one to ten. The jungle of the equator provided several mortal dangers. By comparison, the bog was just an inconvenience. The trees in the forest, for instance, were not docile, some were carnivorous, others, combustible. 
 
    “Why would trees eat people?” Ella muttered as she trigged through the mud. 
 
    “Focus!” By her side, Nerka kept trying to move through the soil, to almost no effect.  
 
    The one thing all the natural inhabitants of the forest had in common was their savagery. This was the Forbidden belt, where natural predators formed a vicious cycle of life. Any visitors who attempted entry or passage through it did so at their peril. 
 
    “Comm check,” came the familiar voice from Base Station. Lente and Athos made sure they stayed in contact with base, which was the closest thing to being there with them they could do.  
 
    “Comm check, loud and clear. Same as two minutes ago,” Nerka responded with a smirk on her face. Ella couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    “We should be at the outer perimeter in fifteen seconds.” Ella added, as she assumed the ‘responsible’ role.  
 
    The outer perimeter was the start of the bogland which would stretch into the thicker parts of the forest. It served as a transition zone between the granite surface of the planes and the greater forest that circled the planet in a band. From here, they bore witness to the majesty of the towering woods deep within as they scraped the skies and blocked the suns, protecting the natives within. 
 
    “Copy,” Lente replied, “your levels are strong. Your next water tablet is due in fifteen minutes. We will give you a heads up.” 
 
    “Understood.” Ella had to smile at the way her crew at Base Station kept everything on schedule. She mocked them all the time but knew very well that they could not do this without them.  
 
    “Let us know if you find any cute primates,” Athos remarked. “Lente needs a date for trophy night.” 
 
    Ella had never been afraid of the forest, even the various primates that dominated the lower part of the jungle. She had a very different view of living things. Whether they were predators or vegetables, she was raised to believe they were all part of the balance of life. 
 
    That ability to put fear in its place and see things for what they were, was the key reason and the driving factor she was able to bring her A-game. Ella looked at Nerka as they could finally increase their pace. She wondered how the warrior became who she was, and what she’d learned along the way.  
 
    “Both their vitals look good. Heart and oxygen levels are top-notch.” 
 
    “Really? Thanks, guys. Wouldn’t have known.” Ella sprung off a rock and regained her balance as she landed.  
 
    At Base Station, Lente and Athos monitored the vast array of data from the vitals that streamed in from their subjects. Heart rate and oxygen levels were just two of them. They also measured neurotransmitter levels and brain activity. They would know if fear levels were elevated or if they detected any threat in the environment. They could see everything that was going on inside them, but not what was going on outside. The instruments did not present them with a visual. 
 
    “All levels normal, you’re good to go,” Athos said, pretending to not hear the sarcasm dripping through their comms. 
 
    Ella slowed down to a stable, natural pace. Ella had reduced her pace for strategic reasons. The transition to the forest was characterized by a peculiar ground structure. It was soft and sticky. Sticking one’s foot in it was like sticking a spoon into melted taffy. Feet would slide into the bog easily, sometimes up to the knees, but getting them back out was next to impossible. It gave the term, getting bogged down, a whole new meaning. 
 
    “We're here," Ella called out. “It is as thick as expected, but somehow it is also softer,” she complained. She stuck one foot in at the edge and the muck gobbled her feet beyond the ankles and held on to them with might. Ella watched as Nerka wrestled to regain possession of her feet. There was at lease a mile of this left to get through. 
 
    “The only time I want something this sticky is when it comes in a tub labeled ‘ice-cream’.” Ella was clearly exasperated. “The ground is too soft,” Ella repeated as she felt pushed to the limit without seeing much progress. “I feel it will not be worth it to keep going. Can we plot a different course?” 
 
    Nerka agreed with her.  
 
    “In these few steps,” Lente intervened, “you’ve used up more energy than we had planned by this point. At this rate, you’ll be out of energy in the heart of the forest.”  
 
    The girls looked at each other. They knew that would be where the worse challenges awaited them. They needed to figure out a way to preserve their strength and agility for what was to come. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Ella said with a cheeky smile. Nerka stopped moving and looked at her quizzically. 
 
    “How about we go primate?” Ella sounded a little mischievous. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” echoed the two at Base Station, unsure of what Ella had in mind. 
 
    “We could swing through the air instead of trudging across the mud.” She laid out her plan for the team. “Our boots have retractable spikes. They were useful on the climb and I think they can work here as well.”  
 
    “Tell me she’s kidding,” Lente said through the radio. 
 
    “Nerka to base. I am looking at her and she does not look like she is kidding.” 
 
    “I don’t kid,” Ella said, before she considered retracting as she looked up at the dense forest. “Though I see why you’d think that.” 
 
    “Just say joke!” Nerka groaned. 
 
    Lente interrupted their riff-off. “What about the arboreals?” 
 
    “I don't think we’ll have any problems with them. If we keep moving rapidly from one tree to the next without giving them a heads-up, I don’t think they will be interested in rapidly moving targets,” Ella said, confidently. 
 
    “Did you glean that from your years of extensive arboreal studies?” Nerka did not seem convinced and Ella knew there was no such thing. “They are pretty vicious. Not to mention, you are encroaching on their territory. It’s like knocking on their door with room service.” 
 
    “I think I would take my chances with arboreals chasing me with the wind in my hair, instead of getting a mud bath for the next six days,” Ella replied. Her father did not have the time to wait for her to push through the bog. “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    “We will lose too much time moving through this bog. I say we give it a shot.” Nerka kicked at the soggy earth but her feet got stuck. Ella muffled her laughter after Nerka glared at her. 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    “We have a little further to go before we get to usable vines,” Nerka said. “We’ll let you know when we get there.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes and ten feet later, Ella, mired in brown, sticky gunk reached the first vine that could support her weight and pulled herself up to the first tree that would give her access to the network of intertwined branches, twenty feet up. Nerka followed close behind, climbing up the same tree. “We will need to be precise, Larisse. No hesitation.” 
 
    Ella nodded in agreement. “Okay then, let's go. Let's see what it's like to be simian.” 
 
    With that, Ella made her way up the vine and onto the tree she deemed suitable, ascending its eight-foot girth effortlessly. Her gloves had the necessary traction implements that allowed her to hug the tree for balance and use the retractable spikes in her shoes for traction as she propelled herself skyward. 
 
    She was always good with trees, even as a little girl. But the trees in the southern hemisphere where she came from were slender and less vindictive against those who climbed it. These trees here were not happy when they were spiked, clawed, or damaged in any way. In retaliation, they oozed an acidic gum, one that could not be washed or scraped off. The gum would erode the spot it landed on until it came out the other side. 
 
    “Don’t get any of the goo on you.” Nerka huffed.  
 
    “Don't intend to," Ella responded confidently. “I’m done with the tree. Now using one of the vines to ascend to the first tier of the branch network.” 
 
    “That should work. Only the trunks ooze goo. The branches and vines are harmless, as long as you don't inhale any of the dust from them.” Athos sounded worried.  
 
    “I remember the first time that happened,” Nerka laughed. “Bark dust makes you see things. It is fun and all, but I don't really need that right now.”  
 
    “You inhaled bark dust?” Ella said, genuinely surprised.  
 
    “Now is not the time, Ella.” She gently nudged her in the back.  
 
    Where does this Nerka go half the time? 
 
    “Wear your mask and check all your gear,” Lente said. 
 
    “Already did.”  
 
    “Check again.”  
 
    Ella double-checked the integrity of her gloves, boots, and suit, then made sure she was breathing filtered air. Bark dust was not lethal, but it could kill. Animals scarring the branches would scratch the bark off, which released the dust into the air. Inhaling the psychotropic neurotoxin caused the victim to hallucinate, become confused, and disoriented. The discombobulated creature would then lose its balance and fall to the ground. The fall from that height would be enough to kill. The decaying carcass would then nourish the soil. The more these trees killed creatures, the more they were nourished. 
 
    Between airborne threats and oozing barks, Ella had to be on the lookout. Her guardian angels could not see or feel what they were facing. The only way Base knew if there was a problem was when vitals spiked, or one of them spoke up. Reading the vitals in real-time and understanding what was happening was an art form that few had. Lente was the best in the business, and she had Athos backing her up. 
 
    Halfway up the trunk, Ella leaped to catch a low-hanging vine and used it to ascend the rest of the way. She made it up to the branches of the forest's first tier, about thirty feet from the forest floor. Her intake filter was doing as it was supposed to, making her impervious to any airborne toxins.  
 
    “I am at the first level of branches. Easily done. Coast is clear.” Ella said. She looked back as Nerka landed beside her, lithe as ever. She gestured to Ella, urging her forward. 
 
    Ishta, the first of the two suns to rise, surfaced just above the horizon, but its lazy morning glare wasn’t enough to penetrate the thick canopy that still protected its diurnal creatures and nocturnal plants from the light of day. 
 
    Ella's idea to ascend the vines and leap the branches was the right one. At least that was what it was proving to be. The branch network was dense. Thick boughs weaved with each other to form a checkerboard that stretched for as far as the eyes could see. Dry, stable, and easily navigable, they also provided an abundance of reachable vines that hung from the higher tiers. This would give them the means to virtually take flight. 
 
    From here, they would swing rapidly across the terrain instead of slogging through the mud. If Ella’s plan succeeded, they would cut the time and energy spent down to a fraction of what it would have taken to negotiate through the insolent mud. Whatever enthusiasm that emerged from their newfound path evaporated when Ella heard the first roar.  
 
    “Gishan,” Nerka said. “Just perfect.”  
 
    Neither of them had spotted any but they knew Gishan were here. Their low growls pierced through the tree line, closer with every passing second. The arboreals had seen them coming. If the animals succeeded, Ella and Nerka would be breakfast. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN - HUNTED 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s going on Ella?” Lente’s voice, filled with concern, chimed over her earpiece.  
 
    “Both your levels are spiking," Athos followed up. "You girls are either having a really good time, or your fight-or-flight is kicking in." 
 
    “Oh yeah, we’re having a great time," Ella responded. "It's a party out here, except for the pair of three-inch canines that are being flashed at me by a hungry gishan. And by the sound of things, his friends are on their way too.” 
 
    Ella was now face-to-face with one, fangs on full display. Her suit was able to endure thorns and brushes, but their suit designs would not cope with those over-sized fangs. 
 
    “Can you jump?” she asked Nerka. Her companion nodded. 
 
    “We cannot go back to the bog,” Nerka said. “We might not survive the fall.” 
 
    “These little fellas aren't so bad. I just have to convince them that I am not breakfast.” Ella’s eyes locked on the second gishan in their field of vision.  
 
    “You don’t say,” Nerka replied. 
 
    Breakfast was exactly what the pint-sized creature eyeing Ella had in mind, its claws fully extended and digestive juices likely flowing. Ella couldn't see the rest of his kin, but she could hear them. More importantly, she could now feel them as the branch she occupied shuddered like train tracks bearing a heavy locomotive in the distance. Dealing with a carnivorous predator that displayed advanced intelligence is bad enough, she thought, but having them gang up on you was just not destined to be sunshine and gumdrops. 
 
    “Duck!” Nerka yelled. The gishan took a swipe at Ella. It missed by a hair only because Ella’s reflexes were lightning fast. Not a scratch resulted, but the gauntlet had been thrown. 
 
    The stunned arboreal was not expecting its prey’s rapid recoil. In response, it promptly recalibrated its reach for better contact and took a second swipe. As it executed its next introduction, Ella reached to engage his open chest with her boot. With the sudden vault from her lower position like a gymnast mounting the plank, she swiftly motioned her legs to strike him dead center. It was enough to throw the animal off balance and send him tumbling across the length of the bough, stopping only because his claws had dug into it. Scrapping the bark to arrest its backward drift, it released the hallucinogen in dust form from the bark. But it did not dissuade him from breakfast. Gishans were impervious to the dust. 
 
    “Nicely done, Larisse!” Nerka called out. She leaned backward when the second gishan attempted to claw out her face. She too had to use her survival skills. 
 
    Angered by the rejection and the humiliating rebuff, the gishan facing Ella redoubled its efforts, this time calling to aid the force of momentum. He charged, quickly gaining speed, heading for Ella. 
 
    “What is happening?” Athos asked. Their biosensors were likely showing increased levels. Knowing that Ella and Nerka had climbed to the first tier of the forest and that arboreals there were unfriendly, they would likely let their imagination run wild. 
 
    “Still trying to stay alive, Athos.” So far, Ella’s breathing stayed even through the ordeal. It would be easy to misread the sensors and think she was in distress. What they really said was that she was in a heightened state of alertness. As the gishan charged, one by one, Ella's vitals fell off their peaks. From heart rate to adrenaline, they looked like readings from a monk in meditation. Rapidly, they plunged below normal levels before sinking below readable measurements. 
 
    “What the hell...?" 
 
    Unlike Lente, Athos had seen this before. Lente was about to experience one of Ella's inexplicable abilities for the first time. The sudden drop in levels was curious. Ordinarily, it would mean that she had entered a state of intense calm, hibernation even. “Don't worry, she has this thing," Athos assured Lente over the comms. She had likely turned pale. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lente didn’t seem sure she knew how to unwrap what was unfolding before her eyes. This kind of precipitous drop in metrics usually indicated death or a system-wide telemetric failure. 
 
    “Do you see this GABA neurotransmitter level here?” Athos seemed to be pointing on some screen for Lente while Ella did as best she could to not miss a beat on the threat in front of her. “You know what this indicates, don't you?" 
 
    “Yeah, this indicates a level of calmness. This does not happen to a person who is alert, awake, and competitive. Much less to a person facing a threat,” Lente replied. 
 
    “Well, this is the part none of us can explain. Ella does not know how to control this state. It just seems to kick in.” 
 
    “Control? Kick-in? What do you mean?" she asked as her voice expressed intrigue, seemingly paying closer attention to the holographic screen in front of her. "Are you telling me that she turns still? Freezes like deer in the headlights?" 
 
    “No. Nothing like that. She has been training to engage this state at will but to no avail just yet," Athos explained. "It seems to be set off as a defense mechanism or as a shut-off valve. Although, I personally think it's the former." 
 
    “Have you seen her in person while she is in this state?” 
 
    “We can still hear you guys!” Nerka called out. Lente apologized and the Base team remained silent, watching the levels of their vitals and neurotransmitters. 
 
    A gishan was a mere ten feet from Ella, and closing fast. 
 
    Ella had one limitation, which the beast did not share. She had sworn to not kill. Whether it was bugs or pests, insects, or beasts, Ella would do all she needed to protect herself but would make all effort to not kill or mortally injure an animal. It was the way of the Egrite Jarmins, the philosophers of the Egrite community. They saw life in all things as a powerful force that they were not at liberty to dispose of for convenience or for food. They felt the same way about plants as they did about animals. Life, animate or stationary, was not distinguished. 
 
    The limitation this presented to Ella was substantial. Fighting a beast intent on devouring her was hard enough, but fighting it while making sure that it didn’t die or be wounded mortally was even harder. It took skill and calmness. The animal charged, leaping off the branch, claws out, and canniness exposed. Its target, the neck. A sure kill. 
 
    What it received instead was a sudden roundhouse kick that sent it flying into the horde that was charging from behind.  
 
    “Don’t freeze!” Nerka called out as she landed by Ella’s side. Nerka side-stepped and struck at a gishan with her staff and it whimpered as it fell to the forest floor. Ella leaped and used her knee to hit another in the face, she grabbed a vine for balance as she landed. 
 
    “Nicely done, Ella.” Ella’s current form was the key to their survival. She smiled at Ella and wiped sweat off her brow. For every beat they repelled, four took its place. They stood back to back, Nerka with her weapon drawn, but Ella with none of her knives. She exhaled and they braced themselves for the onslaught.  
 
    On the branch, twenty feet above the muck of the bog, Ella experienced a physical and physiological metamorphosis. She had traded her alert state for something more powerful. Complete stillness enveloped her body as she closed her eyes. Ella grabbed Nerka’s hand and spun, taking them out of the path of the first gishan and though slower than her, Nerka seemed to understand her plan. She kicked out and took out another mass of claws and teeth.  
 
    “No killing,” Ella said. “I will carve a path through. Follow as quickly as you can.”  
 
    As the gap between her and the raging carnivores closed, Ella transitioned. She could feel the forest within her, mapped out in her mind. Her eyes, closed, presented no input. Her cognitive center now took information directly from the forest, circumventing not just her eyes, but also her ears, nose, and tactile sensors. With this information, she plotted a real-time path out of danger and on to her track toward the northern edge of the bog. 
 
    In the same instant, prey and predator leaped to their objective. One to safety, the latter to disappointment. Nerka did her best to keep up with Ella as she swung through the path Ella had created. 
 
    Ella navigated the first tier with speed and agility, stepping on boughs and pulling on vines to achieve her objective. Leaping and swinging, she made rapid advances and forced her way through to create a path for Nerka as they went deeper into the forest. The gishan, in pursuit, thundered as they stomped on trees and barked in frustration, now more vindictive than hungry. 
 
    Lente and Athos began to rest easy as well. Lente was amazed at how Ella’s vitals, now hovering close to the bottom, could characterize anyone’s state. The speed at which she was moving through the forest did not correspond to the vitals of a monk in meditation. 
 
    “Look at the zig and zag of her track,” Lente observed. “She is not just running on the branch level, she is swinging on the vines.” 
 
    “That would make sense," Athos agreed. "That's the only way she could get that kind of speed in any forest. At this rate, they will be in the deepest part of the jungle sooner than we imagined.”  
 
    Ella and Nerka moved through the forest rapidly, though Ella had begun to slow down. “Why do I feel like this?” she asked as she grabbed a vine and pulled her weight towards the next. Her movements were not as smooth as they’d been.  
 
    “Uh-oh,” Lente called out. “Ella, are you okay?” 
 
    “I think so,” she replied. The barking gishans had stopped and watched them peel away in front while they stood behind what seemed to be a force field, unable to put one clawed foot passed it. On closer inspection, the balance between fear and hunger had tipped in fear's favor. Whatever lay ahead was not worth the pursuit of their morning meal. A scrumptious Egrite was larger than anything that they would find in a good year anywhere on the first tier. With their hesitance, the forest returned to its still, silent, and dark routine.  
 
     “I think we can stop now,” Nerka spoke between breaths. “My muscles are burning up.”  
 
    Ella could hear her, but her voice sounded like it was coming from behind a glass window. Her vision now blurred, Ella tried to see what was in front of her. She spotted a branch suitable for landing and swung towards it. As she planted her foot on her chosen position, she felt her leg give, close to her ankle. She cried out in pain and plummeted towards the forest floor, thirty feet below. 
 
    “Ella!” Nerka shouted.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN - APEX PREDATOR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The traction and grip provided by the gloves they wore and Nerka’s combat hardened instincts proved to be the difference between life and death. She lunged for Ella’s arm and held on. “Hold on Ella.” 
 
    The pain startled Ella and she opened her eyes and saw that she hung some thirty feet above the ground. Around the forest, silence grew, spreading outwards to the point where the gishan refused to cross. Ella tightened her hand around Nerka’s, who groaned as she pulled Ella to safety. She let go as Ella finally pulled herself on to the branch she initially tried to land on and laid still as she caught her breath.  
 
    “We are here. Come in Base.” Ella heard Nerka speak into her commlink. She told them Ella’s predicament and confirmed she was okay. 
 
    “Confirmed, are you both cleared for stage two?" 
 
    “Yes. We are in the inner forest. It's still dark with light only reaching the upper canopy. The gishan have fallen back. I think they are afraid of going any deeper." 
 
    “They don’t mix well with maven,” Lente suggested. 
 
    “We are not in maven territory yet. At least I don’t think so.” 
 
    “No. You are not," Athos confirmed. “Rest and move carefully.” 
 
    “Copy.” The voices from base ceased. 
 
    In the peace that followed the pursuit, Ella looked down, they were still thirty feet above the forest floor. Here the bog had ended and only the hard ground remained. 
 
    Both worn out from their escape, they leaned on the trunk of their tree. Ella looked at her companion. Nerka had taken a water tablet. A thin sliver, much like a fingernail, was enough to hydrate them like a gallon of water would. She looked up at Ella.  
 
    “Want one?”  
 
    Though her kindness startled Ella, she nodded and Nerka tossed the canister at her. “Thank you, Nerka.” 
 
    “All good.” Nerka replied. “My magic kinda wore me out. Bursts of Durga on this scale take their toll, like an equivalent exchange.”  
 
    “I’ll have to get stronger then.”  
 
    “I did notice you are a conduit for so much energy, Ella. The magic of the north is a little bit different from ours, but they all follow the same principles.”  
 
    “You’ve been to the north?” Ella asked. The northern hemisphere Higrites and southern Egrites were separated by the equatorial jungle that encircled the globe without pause. While the two hemispherical societies harbored no inherent animosity, the impenetrable jungle belt between them had presented a natural barrier in the early days of evolution. 
 
    That division resulted in a diverging evolutionary path that compounded over time. The northerners were lighter-skinned and shorter compared to the southerners. Anthropologists ascribed reason for this factor to the binary stars that hit the planet with significantly more light and heat in the south. By the current generation, the southerners were taller and leaner, while the northerners were shorter and stouter. There was more technology developed in the north, compared to an abundance of agriculture that originated from the south. 
 
    Other than these few superficial differences and dietary preferences, the Higrites and Egrites lived similar lives, in peace and mutual prosperity. 
 
    “I have. They’re very technological. Makes them easy to take in a fight.” 
 
    “Till they fire at you with a railgun, that is.” 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
    Ella tossed the canister back to Nerka. As Nerka caught it, she realized Ella had taken all the remaining water tablets from inside. Ella tried for an apology, but she could not get it passed her laughter.  
 
    “Clearly you think you are funny,” Nerka said with a smile on her face. “You are not.”  
 
    “Why are you smiling then?” Ella asked.  
 
    “I was going to use that water to heal you, by the way.”  
 
    Ella’s eyes lit up. “I have water,”, she then revealed the missing water tablet on her open palm. “This hurts a lot. How can you use Durga like that?”  
 
    “Water is in everything. It is life, but it is also death. I lean into water’s life-giving qualities which allows to use it for some minor healing.” 
 
    Nerka leaned in to look at Ella’s bruised ankle, and suddenly Ella raised her hand.  
 
    “Can you feel that?” 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    Instinctively, Ella bent her body away from the trunk she was on and almost fell to the floor before she steadied herself. Something darted passed her at high speed. She didn't see what it was the first time, but her highly-tuned perception and senses had allowed her to move out of the way of whatever it was. 
 
    “Something flew passed me at high speed, guys,” she said. Her tone was calm and vitals stable. Nerka’s checked from side to side, trying to find the assailant.  
 
    “What was it?” their guardians chimed in over the commlink. 
 
    “I have no-" 
 
    She suddenly jumped out of the way of another one, cutting her off, mid-sentence. She groaned in pain as she’d leaned on her sore ankle. “There it is again.” 
 
    The second time it happened, she heard it whiz by, but again, neither of them could see what it was. 
 
     “Ella,” Lente spoke, “I can see your amygdala functions and quantum fluctuations rising.” 
 
    “It was constant and gradual at first, but then, without any warning, a spike. What threat are you sensing?" Athos said. 
 
    “Something does not feel right.” Outside the periphery of biological senses, she could feel the energy of an inbound force. Whether it was friend or foe was not clear just yet. What it was or how big it was, she had yet no idea. She had been distracted and her ability to see beyond her senses eluded her.  
 
    Ella was not easily driven to fear. She honestly believed it was a waste of time and a drain on limited resources. She always felt it was better to channel her energy towards fighting or flying. 
 
    “Something big is coming towards us, Nerka,” she said. 
 
    “Your ankle, Ella.” They would not be able to move quickly. 
 
    “We need to move,” she replied. Ella touched the branch with the tips of her fingers. Shedding her initial alarm and slight fear, she moved away from distractions and embraced the priority that proved the most important. She knew she hadn’t recovered from the effects of her last delve into Durga, but urgency won over her body’s needs. 
 
    As she pushed her energy further out, she began to map her surroundings more clearly. Her maps weren't visual. They were visceral. She could instinctively feel every leaf, every twig, every living being within the field of her energy. She could discern their dimensions as much as she could intimate their intentions. This caused the quantum centers of her brain to spark. 
 
    In this state, she couldn't see anything yet, but a faint echo of something beyond the horizon of her energy field. Whatever it was, it was large, and its energy signature larger still. As she crouched longer, the sensations mounted. She could begin to understand the approaching mass. It was not friendly and had no qualms of snuffing out life, for sport or for supper. 
 
    Ella slung her arm over Nerka’s shoulder, and they descended from the tree canopy with a rope attached to Nerka’s belt. Once on the ground, they tried to get as far away from whatever was after them as fast as they could. They pushed as far as her injured ankle would let them move. Ella’s pain worsened as she used her Durga to monitor the mass.  
 
    “Stop,” Ella told Nerka. “I can feel it.” That visceral feeling of an approaching mass had not abated. Even though they had launched away from it at top speed, whatever this was had kept pace and remained in pursuit. “It's still following us." 
 
    By this point, she realized that even at their full strength, even if they had covered so much ground that any other competitor would have been left behind, their current pursuer would follow without deterring.  
 
    The last expedition that attempted to pass the forest in solid titanium-cased vehicles failed to get through. The thousand-mile expanse from southern rim to northern plain was to take less than a three-day expedition. They had been devoured by the fourth hour. The forest creatures, primal and intelligent alike, were distrusting of large machinery and chose to destroy them. 
 
    Ella wondered what was coming for them as they moved. The largest of the beasts that roamed the Equatorial Forest were fifteen feet in height from foot to crown, and thirty feet in length from cranial shield to spiked tail. Then there were the seriports. Like many dangerous beasts of the forest, the seriports were intelligent. They were able to come together in packs, hunt, plot, surround, and vanquish their prey. Even the larger corpets, herbivores at thrice their size, were not spared. 
 
    “It is no use,” Ella said, “it will catch up with us no matter what.” She could still feel the presence. It was even closer now than before. Ella took her arm off Nerka’s shoulder and told her they needed to get ready to defend themselves.  
 
    Ella tuned her physical senses. Ishta and Dorna were high in the sky. It took the light of two suns to penetrate the heavy canopy of the forest before it would permit light to reach its floor. It was bright, yet cool. For the first time, her eyes feasted on colors that spanned the spectrum. 
 
    The forest belt circled the planet, uninterrupted. Its inhabitants remained within the covers of the trees and the carpet of the bog that formed a bordering ring to delineate the rock and the mud. Methulans, including the Egrites and the Higrites, stayed away from the bog and the forest, while the beasts stayed within. Neither held their truce out of volition, but out of necessity. 
 
    There was an abundance of beauty in the forest. The greens were lush, the blues were prevalent, and the reds spotted the peaceful colors like sparks from a fireworks display. The yellow swaths of trees and grey branches that towered seemed to be well balanced in the mix of colors that defined a complex ecosystem of the plant and animal kingdoms. In observance of her surroundings, Ella still felt compelled to stop and smell the proverbial roses. 
 
    “It's pretty here, Nerka," she said, with a smile overwhelming her game face. She couldn't understand why most people feared the forest. After all, the inhabitants here were just trying to live too. A little understanding would go a long way, she thought. 
 
    “Pretty place to die?” Nerka scoffed. “I’ll pass.” 
 
    “Have you figured out what’s chasing you?” Athos asked. All they had were their vitals and, even with the impending danger, they were both calm.  
 
    “No. But I am sure whatever it is, we will see it if we stay long enough." 
 
    “Are you serious?” Lente was venting her fear back at the person who was actually the one in danger. 
 
    “Whatever it is, I think I can handle it.” Ella was confident in herself. 
 
    From her perch, she could now see the ground clearly. There was no mud, just dry leaves, and whatever one finds on a typical forest floor. The smell of the forest had also changed. It had gone from a musty stench to one that smelled a sharp and refreshing mix of sweet and citrusy, with a hint of vinegar. 
 
    She didn't have to transition to her innate senses to feel the intruder approaching. Whatever it was, began to shake the forest. Without any control on her part, her adrenaline levels began to rise. 
 
    “What is it?" Lente asked. 
 
    “It’s here,” she finally said. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Not sure. It's in the shadows. But I think, maybe, I shouldn't have stuck around to find-" 
 
    The creature stepped out of the shadows, taking measured steps. It dwarfed both Ella and Nerka, who flinched at the sight; a behemoth stitched in darkness and rippling with bands of muscles. It made its way to within striking distance and stopped, holding a massive javelin in its left hand. Ella could see every feature of its face and every intention of its heart. 
 
    “Why,” it grunted out, baring its teeth, “you here?!” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER SIXTEEN - MAVEN  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ella and Nerka faced a Maven, the ruler of the equatorial belt. The only biped all the other creatures feared. An intelligent species that chose not to be part of the Higrites and Egrites, but instead made their way into the forest. They ranged from five feet to over seven feet, had unmatched strength for their size, and tremendous agility. They were the most vicious of all, and hunted the terrifying Seriports and other creatures of the belt for sport and for their meat. 
 
    The mavens had one significant disadvantage. Because they had evolved in the shade of the Forest, they were unable to survive for any extended period of time in the sun. The twin flames of the sky acted as a natural protector of the two hemispheres from this barbarous horde. At night though, it was a different story. The maven sat at the edge of the forest in pockets, guarding their forest and its treasure. 
 
    “Why you here?!” it asked again.  
 
    The seven-foot maven stood above Ella's shoulders, his every breath commanding authority. Slender, muscular, and pale, the maven's face was aflame with eyes of ruby. They were a rare species that had adapted to their dark surroundings by evolving eyes that shed light on their prey. Just a few quanta of light that emanated from the periphery of the eyes was enough to bounce off their targets and be picked up by their highly sensitive retinas. In the sunlight, these eyes would turn green to prevent excruciating pain in the highly sensitive cells within. 
 
    He looked at them, his expression inquisitive. Ella was surprised that the maven had not attacked her. She was more surprised that it managed to communicate in Etherian, a common Methulan tongue. Ella slowly clasped her hands and bowed as a sign of respect. 
 
    As her third surprise for the day, the Maven reciprocated. 
 
    “I seek passage to the heart of the forest,” she said. 
 
    “Why," it asked, "you go there?”  
 
    Ella had not considered revealing her purpose to a maven when she began her incursion. 
 
    “I seek the banyan tree,” she answered. 
 
    The maven stared at her and watched as she flinched. Ella had caught something in the shadows behind it. Her adrenaline levels surely spiked up on the monitors Athos and Lente tracked. For the first time, they could see what fear looked like when it manifested itself in Ella. 
 
    For her part, it was the first time she had felt any kind of fear. It was a strange and uncomfortable feeling. But it was warranted. She began to understand how she had come to feel a large mass moving towards them from behind the shadows. The thousands of maven now lurking in the shadows had appeared to her energy field as one mass. 
 
    Slowly in the distance, a horde of maven emerged and stood behind their leader. They crept, crouching close to the branches. Beyond the veil of the forest's darkness, pairs of glimmering rubies emerged, thousands of them encircling her position. There was nowhere to run. 
 
    “Ella,” Nerka cautioned, containing herself. 
 
    In the background on their commlink they could hear Athos and Lente shuffle, trying to get some indication to let them know who on Methula Ella was speaking to this far into the forest. 
 
    “Ella, come in.” Athos called out. Ella and Nerka could hear them loud and clear but neither responded. It would create a huge misunderstanding to respond to them while looking at the leader of the maven. 
 
    “What you name?" the maven finally asked. 
 
    She stood there staring at him, pondering the question. 
 
    “My name is Ella," she answered “this is my companion, Nerka.” Nerka clasped her hands and bowed. “We are from Scorpino.” 
 
    “Me Per-Ah,” the leader of the Maven replied with a growl. 
 
    “You speak Etherian?" 
 
    “I speak Maven," he insisted. "Etherian derives from Maven." 
 
    That was not what she had learned in school or read in books. But then again, she thought, her books never told her that maven could speak anything. Yet here one was, speaking.  
 
    “Speak truth. If you lie, I will know.”  
 
    The horde inched closer to Ella and Nerka, assuring the pair that their leader’s threat would be carried out. Ella did not recall there ever being a meeting with a maven. Deaths had been attributed to chance encounters, but no one seems to have made their acquaintance and lived to tell about it. Ella wondered if she would share the same fate. 
 
    “You come for tree, or you come for stone.” 
 
    “Stone?” she asked. But the change in intonation from statement to question was lost in translation. Maven did not understand the questioning tone. 
 
    “You come for stone. We do not allow." And suddenly the horde tightened their distance. She could hear them breathe. Nerka nudged Ella, though there was no need, Ella knew she had to be careful. One wrong word could mean their deaths. 
 
    “No. Not stone. I ask; what stone do you refer to?" 
 
    Per-Ah raised his hands and the grunting and forward crawl stopped. 
 
    “You come for tree or stone? 
 
    “I come for the tree. But I ask, what stone do you speak of?" 
 
    Nerka stepped forward, interrupting Ella. “Great Per-Ah, we seek the banyan tree.” 
 
    “You appear here, after an attack on one of our own, the trusted one. Are you the ones who injured him?” 
 
    “The who now?”  
 
    “Careful, child. Do not toy with me.” Per-Ah replied. “He is the only Egrite maven trust.”  
 
    Ella thought first of her father. Finding him was as important to her as anything.  
 
    “I am looking for a man.” She pushed past Nerka and looked up at the maven.  
 
    The horde closed in, but Ella did not back down. She was about to press on when Nerka grabbed her hand.  
 
    The leader of the Maven raised his hand, revealing six fingers, he closed them into a fist. The horde stalled. He pondered on her statement. “You seek tree and man, not stone.”  
 
    Ella thought about what she said before nodding in agreement.  
 
    “How you make it past gishan?” he asked.  
 
    “We swung on vines and ran on branches.” Ella replied. The maven’s questions probed, and she answered, for anything but the truth would spell her doom. “I have answered your questions so far. What can I do to earn your trust?” 
 
    “You survived forest and horde of gishan. But why trust you? We not know you, egrite. Only egrite we know and trust is Cherra.” 
 
    Ella’s eyes widened. She turned to Nerka, who was as equally surprised. Could it be? 
 
    “Do you speak of Cherra Larisse of Scorpino?” she asked, her voice filled with hope.  
 
    “You know Cherra Larisse?” the maven inquired. Ella was not used to a language where the intonation for questions and statements were delivered in the same tone. 
 
    “Cherra Larisse was,” she paused and corrected herself “is my father,” she whispered, trying to conceal the pain of her longing. 
 
    The reaction from Per-Ah and the maven who could hear her was instant. They no longer crouched ready for attack. In fact, there was an instinctive bow of respect. 
 
    “You the child of Cherra. You truly my friend’s daughter?” He then continued. “You the Keeper’s daughter.” 
 
    Teacher, she thought. It made sense. Keepers were teachers of wisdom and truth beyond the perception of the senses. Saion too had referred to her mother as a keeper. This maven knew them both. 
 
    “Yes, I am.” Ella replied. “Did you know my mother?” 
 
    Per-Ah's demeanor relaxed considerably. No smile emerged yet, but there was a sense of calm that gravitated through the throngs that surrounded her. She could feel the change in the ambient energy. 
 
    “Then you and I have met before,” the maven said, his voice full of conviction. 
 
    “I do not remember us meeting,” she responded, while she searched her heart for the fragment of what felt like the truth. 
 
    “Search within, child,” the maven said. “Do the lights in the night sky still dance when you wave at them?” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    The maven finally smiled. “Because the first time you did it on the night you were born, I was there.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN - FROM MANY, ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My people were given one task since maven have been on Methula Four: protect the relics.” 
 
    “Why do our people think that you are savages?” 
 
    Per-Ah was irritated at the question, not the questioner. He looked around into the fading light that surrounded him, then plunged into darkness in the distance. Only pairs of red looked back at the girls, hundreds of them. 
 
    "My people not savages," he finally said with a growl in his voice and a twitch in his brow.  “We chose to live among the forest. The forest is alive. It eats to thrive, defends to live, and nourishes the ground when it dies. Our...' savagery' you say, is essence and balance of life. Unlike our relatives, we chose to be a part of it, not move into the landscapes beyond. A long time ago, those who left the sanctuary of the forest and inhabited the rocks in the south and the mountains in the north, forgot their roots. They forgot that life is balanced by living and dying."  
 
    He then turned silent. It gave Ella time to digest this new perspective of life. 
 
    “Two moons ago," he continued, "a group of maven entered the northern hemisphere. They were children, curious and ran into the borderlands. The locals were merciless. We lost all those young maven. Is that not savagery? The young ones were killed and left on the rock to burn while their grieving parents watched from the shade until nightfall." 
 
    Ella was mortified. She had never seen things from the perspective of the maven. Per-Ah had answered her question, but her instincts were certain he had more to reveal. Her silence and the countenance of acceptance she chose to wear, signaled to the elder in front of her that she was ready for more. 
 
    “There is a group of relic traders in north. They claim to be archaeologists and researchers. But they relic hunters. They look to sell ancient artifacts to highest bidder. Sintila family, six generations of pirates and looters. The woman name Heroki Sintila.” 
 
    Ella’s eyes widened. She had met Heroki Sintila at the camp stationed just outside of the Zorin caverns. This maven seemed to know quite a lot more about her than she did. From their brief encounter it was clear to her that Hamit considered her a threat. They were mounting defenses in preparation for an imminent attack. Her fame even spread deep into the forest. 
 
     “The lab hunts,” Per-Ah continued, “find and steal artifacts created at the dawn of Reality. Most in the Equatorial Forest and in ancient structures in third quadrant of northern hemisphere.” 
 
    Ella had never been to the northern hemisphere but she could place the third quadrant on a map. 
 
    “You are forgiven, you not know better. Your mother knew better. She was friends with the maven community. She had free passage across the forest, from east to west. Everyone knew her and welcomed her. She and your father." 
 
    “My father?” 
 
    “Yes, he and your mother once lived in my home.” 
 
    “You knew my mother. Please, tell me about her.” 
 
    “Very well,” he said. He turned to one of the maven behind him and pointed to Nerka. “Take her to my wife. She will see to it she is taken care of.” Nerka thanked him.  
 
    As Nerka was escorted to Per-Ah’s tent, the maven led Ella to a large breshack tree that reached the sky seven hundred feet above. As they both sat on its bough, Per-Ah spoke.  
 
    “I see pain and guilt in your eyes, child,” he said. “The spirits assured me your mother’s health was good. Her departure complicated the development of her successor, but I know if you look within you will see the answers you seek.” 
 
    Ella stared deep into the maven’s eyes and found that there was truth in his words and more than he had offered in his conversation. 
 
    “You are saying that if I look within, I will find the reason my mother disappeared?” 
 
    “No,” he replied swiftly, “that not what I say. I say all answers you seek, including truth about your mother, available when you look deep inside.” 
 
    He let her digest the information for some time before he proceeded to guide her thoughts once again. 
 
    “Are you able to do things you ordinarily cannot – like when you felt us approach and moved swiftly through the trees?” 
 
    Ella did not understand the implication. In fact, she had trouble understanding the question. Her quizzed look prompted Per-Ah to try again. 
 
    “I saw you evade the gishan. Then you stopped. After you did you felt the maven in your heart. Did you not?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That energy you felt, can you recall?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Was it thousands of individuals or one large one?” 
 
    “It was one large mass.” 
 
    “Yet there are more than two thousand of us here. Do you see?” He gestured to his tribe as he spoke. 
 
    Ella looked around, and indeed a thousand points of light she saw in the darkness looked back. She hadn't thought of it before, but why is it that she could only feel one mass instead of the individual maven in the horde? 
 
    “Close your eyes," Per-Ah finally said. Ella was transported by the gentleness beneath the gruff of the supposed monster. All of Methula referred to them as animals, as beasts, as 'it'. But now she was beginning to see them as something more. 
 
    Ella was quick to follow, and her eyes closed as her attention slipped to things that were beyond the impulses of her senses. One by one her senses fell off the grid of her mental landscape. Once her eyesight stopped sensing her impulses, her ears soon followed. The forest fell silent, and so did the aromas indicative of trees and shrubs that surrounded her. She was gradually working herself into a vacuum of senses. But the more she pulled away from her senses, the more she got in touch with her surroundings. She began to see, in her mind, the things around her as one. 
 
    Then she stopped. 
 
    “It is still one large body,” she said opening her eyes. 
 
    “You give up too quickly,” he responded. “Try again.” 
 
    This time he signaled the crowd and they started on a low hum. A rhythm that was combined with the beating of the branches each maven sat on. The hum and the beat transformed the jungle into a pulse that somehow assisted Ella to enter a state she was not entirely unfamiliar with. Once again she closed her eyes. The lack of visual sensations allowed her to hear clearly – louder in some ways but more importantly, she could distinguish the sounds that were coming from the individual maven. But she persisted. That was not the goal. Gradually the sounds that were emanating from the forest around her slipped into the background and she entered a vacuum where senses were silent. 
 
    Again, she could map the horde in her mind – the forest, the trees, the creatures. They all appeared as one. This time she didn't give up. She pushed further. As she did, the unitary nature of the masses persisted, and she began to tread back until the sound of the humming forest returned to the foreground of her consciousness. It reminded her to not give up and she tried again. With adamance and resolve, she pushed herself to see all that was around her. What she got was complete stillness and silence. She had never been this far into the silence before. 
 
    The nature of her mind changed. She could feel it. It was like the time she could map the forest and see her surroundings, but it was more. Gradually, she could start to see each maven that was in the forest with her. She had a clear view of Per-Ah's face. She could see all the maven behind him and all the creatures on the forest floor around them. 
 
    It came to the point that she was not sure if she was seeing things with her mind or seeing them with her eyes. But something was different. She could feel her mind trying to reason with her that this had to be what she was seeing. It could not be what she was feeling or what she had mapped in her mind. It was too specific. Too detailed and real. 
 
    She could see the maven a few feet behind Per-Ah. It was Mur-Ah, his spouse who was attending to Nerka. Next to her was Tin-Ah, his son. She recognized them, knew their names, as if she knew each one of them personally. Yet she had never met them. She had never seen them or exchanged greetings with them. Until a few hours ago she thought that maven were beasts, to be feared and avoided. Now she knew the name of every single maven that hummed and beat the branches for her. 
 
    “Ella, can you see?” It was Per-Ah speaking to her, she could hear him loudly, clearly, and yet the sound was not detected by her ears. Per-Ah had communicated with her directly. It was a connection that surpassed psychical senses. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. “I can see.” 
 
    “Do you still need me to tell you why your mother disappeared?” 
 
    Ella paused for a minute and realized that she no longer needed to because she already knew. She had managed to connect with the universe, and she had known the conditions that led to her mother’s disappearance. And now… 
 
    Her eyes suddenly slammed open. 
 
    She stared straight into Per-Ah. “Did you know?” 
 
    “Yes, I knew the night it happened.” 
 
    “But why?” She felt a mix of emotions within her that she had no way of reconciling. “I can feel her.” 
 
    “Ella. Come in.” Lente had started to worry because they were witnessing readings in her quantum brain readings that they did not understand and could not decipher. It was something they had never seen before. 
 
    “I am fine. I will get back to you. Contact Nerka,” she said, then shut off her telemetry and com units. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN – INSIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    The twin flames of the sky had dipped below the horizon, and the cool air of the night had begun to flood the forest. Then lightning flashed and thunder boomed across the sky, as rain began to trickle. 
 
    Thousands of red eyes kept their watchful gaze on Ella, staring through the falling drops that watered the leaves and transformed the earthy ground into a paste of mud, its craters filled with murky water. 
 
    Ella rose to grip the stray vines around the tree to descend the thirty-foot bark. Per-Ah signaled to his fellows behind him and they all followed Cherra Larisse’s daughter to the ground, the forest now loud with the patter of the rain on the leaves and the music of the crickets. Ella was drenched, and somewhat shocked by the realization she had made under Per-Ah’s direction, and furthermore his confirmation of it. 
 
    “Stay, my child,” the wise maven suggested. “You have much to learn. Forest not place for young child when darkness reigns.” 
 
    Ella never thought she’d say this before, but she found herself feeling welcome and warm in the presence of Per-Ah, and more importantly, in the company of two thousand creatures whom she had previously thought to be avoided and feared. She graciously accepted his offer and walked towards him, her boots, part of the one-piece protection suit, created suction noises as they lifted off the mud. 
 
    Per-Ah personally walked beside her, and the maven before him cleared a path, closing behind him as he walked to the group’s rear. Then they walked as one, first in silence, deep into the forest. 
 
    Ella took the time to ponder about what she had faced during the time in which she saw without seeing and heard without hearing. 
 
    Why would anyone want to do it? 
 
    “Why would someone try to kill my father?” she asked of Per-Ah, adding to the cacophony of the falling of rain. 
 
    The maven looked up at his guest, his red eyes gleaming with wisdom. 
 
    “Why does one steal?” he asked. 
 
    Ella was confused. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She remembered how the maven did not seem to understand when she asked a question that was only one word long. Her sharp mind had picked that up fast enough, and though she did not understand it, some things just were. 
 
    “Why does one steal?” Per-Ah repeated. 
 
    Ella chose to play along. 
 
    "Well, either for their own needs or for greed."  
 
    “Precisely. And what need would one satisfy by slaying your father?” 
 
    Ella thought for a moment. 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “What does that leave you with, my child?” 
 
    “But what could possibly come of killing this planet’s wisest man?” 
 
    “Cherra Larisse indeed this world’s most enlightened man. He knew things most do not. Whoever did despicable act must want something from him. This brings realm of speculation. For all-knowing, there is no speculation.” 
 
    The deeper into the forest they went, the thicker the canopy above got, and less rain penetrated the tiers of the forest. In the distance, Ella watched campfires burn and a number of other maven sitting inside their tents of bound sticks and nets of leaves. 
 
    It was nothing like an Egrite would have ever expected to see. She was realizing everything she had ever known about maven was now false and chose to displace it with the truth that now stood before her. 
 
    A ring of maven armed with javelins formed a perimeter around the camp, and Ella walked in. She was surprised to hear and see, by the light of the fires, that Per-Ah, along with the two thousand maven who had met her two miles east of where they were now, shook like bears after a dip in a lake. They showered the ground with water, freeing their coats of fur of the rain that had pooled there.  
 
    Ella laughed, and Per-Ah looked at her meaningfully. 
 
    “Amusing, is it?” 
 
    Ella stopped immediately. 
 
    Behind her, the maven in their tents were coming out to welcome the return of the rest, and of their leader. And to observe the stranger. Some curious, others reluctant. 
 
    Then she heard as words began pouring out of her mouth, almost like a speech, yet one she never prepared. 
 
    “You are all not what the world has thought you to be,” she said. “I myself once thought of you as savages, as creatures that we ought to stay away from and flee if encountered. I am glad to say we were wrong. I hope that in time, the world may see you differently and that maybe we can share this great planet together.” 
 
    Murmurs rippled through the mavens assembled, and Per-Ah placed his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “You are wise beyond your years, child.”  
 
    “I have concerns, wise maven,” Ella said. “For my home, for my friends. Heroki Sintila came to the gorge a few days ago, seeking relics. She mentioned the Crystals of Reality. Commander Hamit and the Guards of Scorpene keep them from destroying everything, but they attacked and killed a chromital mine owner, all in their search for the crystals.” 
 
    “Why people kill?” 
 
    “He was a father, and now he is dead. He died for one woman’s greed?” Ella felt anger rise in her, slowly but steadily. “Now she will lay siege to my home.” 
 
    Per-Ah stroked his fur. “If Sintila is on this path, we must forge yours, Ella Larisse.” He signaled two maven on guard. “Get Nerka Ombra at once. Bring her to the healer’s tent.” 
 
    Ella and Per-Ah watched as the smaller of the two maven hurried to perform his task. The maven chief turned to her. “I take you to Cherra Larisse now.” 
 
    “Father,” she barely whispered.  
 
    She followed Per-Ah and the maven troop as they led the way. Ella pushed passed maven twice her height and forced her way into the healer’s tent. It was mostly empty, with only a few beds occupied. Beyond the maven strength, she also noticed how well organized they were.  
 
     Ella rushed in, seeking out her father. “Papa!” she called out. The maven in charge of the healer tent seemed shocked at first, perhaps at the sight of an egrite girl in his tent, but he soon pointed her towards a bed in a secluded space at the back of the tent. 
 
    She could barely believe her eyes. Her heart thumped with mixed glee and concern, to recognize her father who lay pale and seemingly fatigued, on the healer’s bed. She could barely see his chest rise and fall and his eyes remained shut. She kneeled by his side.  
 
    “What is wrong with him?” 
 
    “The attack severe. He lucky we found him in time,” the healer responded.  
 
    She felt her chest tighten. “How is he…” She had not anticipated reuniting with her father in these circumstances, but she now knew he was alive. 
 
    The tent folded inwards and Nerka came in. She walked to where Ella kneeled and placed a hand on her shoulder. “He is alive, is he not?”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Per-Ah said. “Universal mystery unravelling before us.” The maven was bent slightly so he could fit into the tent. “He now exists outside time, suspended in void.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nerka turned to Per-Ah. 
 
    “Since beginning of time, Maven keep reality crystal safe from those who seek evil, outside space of this world.” 
 
    “The only stone that can counter its effects.” Ella remembered her talk with Hamit Harra about the reality crystals. “Do you protect the space crystal?” 
 
    Per-Ah seemed impressed by her deduction. “The crystal keeps Cherra Larisse alive, slowing entropy that would lead to his death.”  
 
    Ella steeled her resolve and began to think. “The attack on my father. Did he know that the maven protected the space crystal?” Ella asked.  
 
    “Cherra trusted friend of the maven. Only Egrite we trust with our secret.” 
 
    “Is it possible that he was attacked by people who suspected he knew the location of the crystal? Could they have attacked him to capture him and obtain its location?”  
 
    Nerka’s eyes widened. “Sintila. Do you think she attacked you father?” 
 
    “What do all these places have in common?” Ella said. “The chromital mine? She killed Lunardia’s father because she suspected there was a crystal. She almost killed mine. She will attack our home soon. All for what?” 
 
    “For power.” Per-Ah answered. “That is all she craves.”  
 
    Ella got up and turned to the maven. She noticed profound and sensible eyes in an otherwise ferocious appearance. They were clearly the strongest beings she had known, yet they were also the gentlest. 
 
    “Will the banyan tree heal my father?”  
 
    Per-Ah thought about the question. “I let tree speak for itself,” he said. “Let your father rest. You both need to eat and rest too. Tomorrow,” told her Per-Ah, “we let tree decide.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN - THE TRIBE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Supper at the maven dinner table was beyond imagination. Platters of food lined the wooden table. Many of them were of meat.  
 
    “You need not eat flesh,” Per-Ah said. He gestured to the rest of the table. “There is more that comprises our diet.” 
 
    Nerka pushed past Ella. “Enjoy your salad, Larisse.” She rubbed her hands together and looked for a seat.  
 
    The mavens had carved out a little village for themselves in the heart of the Forest. Three large dining pavilions made of twigs dotted the camp, and properly formed developments of tents had been put up, much like the residences of the north and south. 
 
    Dining on berries, seeds, and nuts, Ella sat and listened beside Mur-Ah, close to Per-Ah and his ten-year-old son, who was embroiled in a conversation with Nerka. The warrior laughed, likely at the young maven’s jokes. She wondered how big he would grow. 
 
    “Maven live very long lives,” Mur-Ah explained when she asked. “My son’s barely begun.” Ella learned that their average lifespan was well over three hundred years. The rest of the maven talked amongst themselves, tearing into hunks of roasted meat and ripping them off the bones of seriports with their bare hands. 
 
    “How are you able to drink from wooden cups if the barks are so poisonous?” noticed Ella as she held one, slightly concerned to sip. 
 
     “Each article of wood treated with thick, sap-like substance. Traps bark dust. That way it no longer problem,” Mur-Ah drank from her cup, and Ella followed suit. 
 
    The warmth that radiated from the torches burned throughout the room across the floor and made Ella begin to feel the call of sleep. The rain had washed the dirt off of her.  She was now relatively dry and had food in her stomach. It hit her to be in the company of the maven and filled with excitement, she couldn’t help but smile. Watching the maven talk and eat around her, she felt happy. Unbeknownst to her, as she moved her fingers to eat her fruits, nuts, and seeds, the green auroras she could muster snapped left and right. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Mur-Ah remarked “Is that you, child?” she turned to Ella.  
 
    Ella smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Thank you for this gift.” Mur-Ah brought her palm to her chest, a sign of respect.  
 
    Ella bowed and returned to her dinner. She caught Nerka’s eye. She seemed perplexed at the sparkling lights around the dinner table. ‘You?’ she could make from the shape of her lips and her questioning gaze. Ella guessed she too had some tricks up her sleeve. She noticed a tipping point in their camaraderie. Trying times will do that for you. Yes, they had bickered, and surely, they’d have different perspectives as they tested each other’s boundaries, but she appreciated having Nerka by her side on this journey. 
 
    The night under the stars had been more peaceful than any night Ella had experienced in recent memory. Per-Ah had offered for a tent to be set up for them. Having spent most of her life deep within the caverns of her planet, she was now away from the murderous heat that beat the granite surface every day. Having awoken to a new world and to the truth, she wanted nothing more than to bathe in the magnificence of the Forest she had until very recently thought held nothing but danger. 
 
    We will get the Banyan. We will save my father. She let the words loop in her mind until sleep took her.  
 
    Morning came. Dawn saw Ishta’s rays of bright sunshine pierce through the forest at a sharp angle and cast long shadows on the forest floor. The camp was already stirring and the stoic sentinels that had protected it against the dangers of the night crawled their way back into their tents to enjoy their deserved sleep. Nerka shook Ella awake. “Wake up! Stuff to do, we have a banyan to claim.”  
 
    Ella rolled as she woke. Her palms extended on the grass as she marveled at the sensation, and her eyes observed the peace and tranquility of the forest with bright and curious eyes. Mur-Ah came into their tent. Nerka greeted Mur and told Ella to hurry so they could clean up and get going. “I’ll be back and definitely not stinking, though, I cannot say the same for you.” 
 
    “You’re stinky, I’m pristine!” 
 
    “So pristine that the stench would frighten any gishan. I guess that does have its perks.” 
 
    Nerka went past Mur-Ah and out of the tent. 
 
    “My child,” the maven said as she walked over to the girl. Ella recognized her at once, just as she now recognized the face of every other maven here since her delve into their collective consciousness.  
 
    “Good morning, Mur-Ah.”  
 
    “Indeed it is,” she replied. “Come, Per-Ah is waiting for you in one of the dining halls. And so is Tin. He has been fascinated by both of you ever since you came. After all, you are the first time he has seen your kind.” 
 
    Tin-Ah came running up just then, and his mother spun on her heel to grab him by the arms before he could crash into the blonde Egrite, a hair color no maven had. 
 
    Mur-Ah laughed as Tin squirmed in his mother's gentle, firm grasp. 
 
    “Mama, put me down,” he whined. 
 
    “Only if you promise not to bother our guests with your endless questions.” 
 
    “Fine,” the youngster responded. His mother put him down. Ella had watched this display of motherly guidance with a warm heart, but then sadness. She missed her mother and a tear watered her eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong, dear?” she asked, turning to her. Her sadness did not go unnoticed by Mur-Ah. 
 
    Ella wiped the tear away. “Nothing. I watched you and Tin and was reminded of my mother.” 
 
    Mur-Ah sighed. “She not here with you in forest, or this planet, but she is here.” 
 
    She pointed to Ella’s chest. 
 
    “She always in your heart, and you always under her watchful gaze.” 
 
    “Were you there when…like Per-Ah, when I was born?” 
 
    “Yes, I was. We knew her, like your father.” 
 
    “What was she like?” 
 
    Mur took in a deep breath and let it out. 
 
    “She was…she was Methulan-kind at its best. And she would be very proud of you.” 
 
    Ella smiled. 
 
    She walked beside Tin-Ah and Mur-Ah to the center dining hall in the camp. In the sunlight she could now see the expanse of the maven camp. Large structures harbored thousands of maven and Ella now realized they revealed advanced capabilities. 
 
    A new set of platters comprised their breakfast. Instead of meat, this time there were mostly fruits and vegetables. Per-Ah beckoned her to her sit beside him as she walked through the opening with his wife and son. Tin-Ah waved and ran over to his father, and then took his seat one spot down from his father’s left. Ella sat opposite Mur-Ah and Nerka, who did not go at breakfast with the same vim as dinner.  
 
    Shortly after they started on their meal of berries and lettuces, Ella noticed Nerka had not yet touched her food. She seemed to ruminate.  
 
    Does she not like this meal? Ella thought to herself. What does she want to say?  
 
    “You wish to say something, child,” Per-Ah said as he crunched a leaf of lettuce. “Speak freely.” 
 
    “Last night, when you and Ella were up in the tree, I felt something.” She turned to Ella, “I felt it again when we were with your father.” 
 
    Per-Ah leaned back in his chair.  
 
    “Go on.” Ella said, intrigued. 
 
    “It had an energy field stronger than anything I had ever encountered. I don’t know what it was, yet I feel drawn to it.” 
 
    “And where is this thing you sensed?” Per-Ah asked of her. 
 
    “Deep within the forest.”  
 
    “How exactly you feel?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nerka said. “I just felt like it…like it was supposed to be in my hand.” 
 
    “Many things you both must learn,” Per-Ah assured her. “What you sensed is space crystal. It calls you.” 
 
    The table had been cleared away and now Per-Ah sat with Ella and Nerka in solitude. Their large, observant eyes stared straight at him, their ears and minds ready to hear what the wise maven had to say.  
 
    “The space crystal one of five that universal energy manifests in Reality,” he said. “Each crystal seeks out its master. Now the one you sense calls to you, its wielder.” The girls looked at each other. Per-Ah continued. “The crystals choose their holders. Each follows own nature. Only one worthy to possess the crystal.” 
 
    “Hamit said that no one had ever seen one of them or knew if they existed. Yet, you can sense one?” Ella stared at Nerka in disbelief. For weeks Athos and Hamit had told her she was destined to claim the eye of Evermore sight. Why did she not feel drawn to it? Was Saion right when he told her she was not ready? 
 
    Per-Ah eyed the Egrites carefully.  
 
    “Your father did know they existed,” he said. “But to teach you, he must direct you to truth. Otherwise, you never truly understand.” 
 
    “You spoke of worthiness regarding the crystals,” Nerka said after a moment. “Am I worthy of the crystal?” 
 
    “If it has called to you, then you are.” 
 
    “In the name of my father, I ask that you lead us to it.” 
 
    “I cannot take you to crystal. The force of crystal will guide you. What I can do is take you to banyan tree,” Per-Ah’s words lingered in the morning air. “After that, what unfolds will be determined by your choices.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY - THE BANYAN TREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ella had to resist the urge to ask the maven troop how much longer until they reached the tree. Their walk was measured, passed small trees and tiny creatures that scurried away at the sight of Per-Ah and his maven entourage. They lead the girls through a winding, uninterrupted path to the tree. The giant maven first broke the silence since their departure from their enclosure. 
 
     “You very calm, Ella Larisse. You have been trained well.” 
 
    Ella thanked him and told her about Athos, and how most of the things she knew she had learned from him and her father. “I know there is much to learn.” 
 
    “She refuses to learn,” Nerka added. Ella glared at her in response and Nerka laughed.  
 
    Per-Ah nodded. “Let us test you both,” he said. “Why our troop small today?”  
 
    Ella thought about his question. “Well for one thing we’re going to the banyan tree,” she said. “I think it is not to be tended to by many.”  
 
    Per-Ah nodded. “Yes. Any other reason?”  
 
    Ella shook her head.  
 
    Per-Ah asked her to reach out and feel the forest energies. As they walked, she reached into her mind and immediately felt a massive energy source. 
 
    “Watchmen,” Nerka said. She pointed up, “in the trees.” 
 
    Ella could see them all around them, individual energies. “Maven?” she looked up at Per-Ah. She hadn’t noticed them. There was a massive energy field nearby that she could sense and prevented her from having noticed the maven guards gliding between branches. 
 
    “Subtle. We never too safe.” The maven eyes that followed them up in the trees shone just as bright as his. “For us, important what you carry inside, not strength of your arm.” 
 
    Ella smiled. They continued their journey through the forest, with Ella and Nerka now aware of the maven that watched over them. The maven on the ground cleared the path, firmly but gently pushing branches aside instead of cutting them down. Ella watched the maven show more respect for nature than most egrites. 
 
    Definitely more than Sintila. 
 
    Ella could not resist any further. “How much further, wise one.” Nerka nudged her arm. 
 
    Per-Ah chuckled “You can call me Per. Or Per-Ah if that better.” He raised his hand and stopped the troop. “The massive energy you feel is the tree. We are here.”  
 
    Ella watched the wall of green before them vanish, revealing a massive bioluminescent tree, with large roots and tendrils. She felt inordinate amounts of energy ripple off the tree. Its leaves thrummed as the colors alternated, glowing purple, then a bright green.  
 
    “Amazing,” Ella whispered.  
 
    “I have never seen anything like this.” Nerka took a knee as she watched the tree.  
 
    The banyan swayed gently though there was no wind here in the heart of the forest, creaking as it moved. “It is so...” 
 
    “Alive?” Per-Ah offered.  
 
    Ella nodded.  
 
    “You will commune with the tree, Ella Larisse. It will search your heart, to decide if you are worthy.” 
 
    “What if I am not?” Ella did not look him in the eye. She was more worried for all those relying on her to succeed than anything; her father, her family, her entire clan. She remembered how she had tried to claim the Eye of Evermore Sight from Saion and had failed miserably. She had been lucky to be let go unscathed instead of being trapped into the cavern’s walls, subject to the entity’s eternal keep. Whichever way this went, it was very clear to her that she’d either connect with the tree or she would not dare fake it. 
 
    “We let tree decide.” 
 
    The maven turned to Nerka and pointed. “You too Ombra.” 
 
    “Me?” Nerka slightly backed away. She bumped into a maven, one almost as tall as Per-Ah. “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    The leader of the maven told them both to lie down at the foot of the tree. “The banyan will decide.” He repeated.  
 
    The rest of the troop kneeled and imitated the tree’s sway. They gently rocked from side to side and chanted in their native tongue. It was more guttural than etherian and though Ella and Nerka did not understand them, they were drawn into the ritual, lulling slowly.  
 
    As the tree swayed, its branches descended and sought out those who stood before it. Its glowing tendrils reached out and latched on to Ella’s hair. Ella flinched, expecting pain, but she felt nothing.  
 
    The Banyan tree had not done what she’d expected. What did I expect? she thought to herself. Ella blinked and this one time she opened her eyes, she was suddenly wearing a flowing green dress. That was new. She reached inward to access her Durga, yet it felt completely inaccessible to her. It was at that moment that she felt uneasy. She had never ceased to feel her Durga since she was a child. 
 
    Where am I? 
 
    She looked behind her to check on Nerka and Per-ah and suddenly her surroundings had changed. The sky flowed like water and its hue fleeted from green to purple and blue, then black, and back to green. She was still at the foot of the great banyan tree, but she was no longer in the forest. Instead, plains covered with soft grass and low bushes expanded as far as her eyes could see, peppered with hundreds of bioluminescent trees with moving tendrils.  
 
    Banyan trees. Ella could not believe that this many banyan trees existed. Where was she now? What happened to the banyan trees? 
 
    “Methulans happened.” A voice startled Ella and she took a step backwards, instinctively gesturing to protect herself.  
 
    The voice came from a ball of glowing light. It floated near a branch of the banyan tree closest to her. “You look so beautiful El.” 
 
    Ella immediately recognized the voice.  
 
    “Mama?” 
 
    The light floated until it was in front of her. It then transformed and took her mother’s form, Cleo Larisse. She was dressed in a pale silk robe that flowed over the grass. “Hello dear, how you have grown.” 
 
    Ella ran to her mother and hugged her tightly as the sky transitioned to purple. “I’ve missed you mama.” 
 
    “I have missed you too, Ella,” she replied. She cupped Ella’s face with both hands. “I knew you would find your way here.” 
 
    “Where is here?” Ella asked, as she looked around. “Are you even real?” She worried that this was a trick from the banyan tree, that she was not looking at her mother. 
 
    “Neither here nor there, child.” 
 
    “How are you here? Are you…” 
 
    “Safe, my girl. We do not have much time.” 
 
    Ella struggled to resist putting her feelings aside. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Ella, Methulans have degraded our natural power to advance their own causes. The banyan trees connect all of Methula. They are our life source. Now all are mostly gone.” 
 
    “We tore them down?” 
 
    Cleo nodded. “I and your father fought to preserve them. Something was killing them, and that same force is endangering Methula. Our maven brethren protected them fiercely.” 
 
    “Are the forests vanishing, mama?” 
 
    “Something much larger is at play. Something dangerous. It is how I-” Cleo’s voice trailed. “I cannot do anything, not from here,” her essence began to form wisps, “but you, my dear, you can change the world. I knew it the day you were born. The Durga within you is a gift. I believe in you.” 
 
    “No relic has chosen me yet. What if I’m too late mama?” she bit her lower lip. 
 
     “The banyan will give you what you need.” Cleo smiled at her daughter. “Then you will have all the time you need, little one. Soon you will see. You own time, Ella.” Cleo again hugged her daughter and kissed her forehead. “Tell my Cherra I love him. I hope to be with you both soon.”  
 
    “Don’t go mama.” She tried to hold her hand, but it slowly became intangible and she was grasping the empty air.  
 
    “No void can keep me away from you forever, Ella. You are my guiding light.”  
 
    “Can I use the Eye to bring you back?” Ella watched her mother fade away and her eyes filled with tears. She did not hear her reply. 
 
    The wisps of the banyan tree curled around Ella’s arms and lifted her to her feet. She blinked her eyes open.  
 
    “Are you okay, child,” Per-Ah asked. Ella opened her eyes and found the maven kneeling by her side. He gently nudged her.  
 
    She wiped the tears from her face. “I’m okay. I am okay.” 
 
    By her side, Nerka was seated on the floor, holding her knees close. Ella wondered what she had seen. “Are you okay, Nerka?”  
 
    She seemed startled by Ella’s voice. She hesitated at first. “Yeah. We need to move.” 
 
    Ella moved to help her up but Nerka quickly leaped to her feet.  
 
    The twin suns had begun to set, leaving them with a glimmer of light. Ella looked at her arms. The tendrils from the Banyan tree, sprouted fully with its leaves, had detached from the tree and stayed with her, wrapped around her arms. Behind her, the banyan tree was still, though its light throbbed gently, like it yearned for something.  
 
     “We need to get back to my father.” 
 
    Per-Ah barked out orders and the troop began their return trip. Ella and Nerka had not yet exchanged what each had seen. They made the journey back to the maven enclosure with determination, and the entrance to the enclosure appeared after thirty minutes of hiking through the woods.  
 
    Ella broke away from the rest of the group in a sprint towards the healing tent. There Cherra Larisse lay suspended in a death trance.  
 
    “How do you know that this will work?” She turned and saw that Nerka sprinting beside her. 
 
    “It has to,” Ella said. 
 
    Nerka nodded. The maven watched the two egrite girls dodging groups carrying tables and weapons as they went about their normal lives.  
 
    “We haven’t communicated with base camp yet. I figured we needed to figure out what was going on. I’m sure Athos and Lente will understand.”  
 
    “Athos will,” Ella said. She could see the tent now. She pumped her knees as fast as she could. Nerka apologized when she almost ran into a stocky maven that carried kitchen utensils. 
 
    The healer’s tent was open, and Ella and Nerka ran up until the entrance. They saw the healer come from his room in the back. “What do you-”  
 
    Ella held up her hand and showed him the glowing tendril. The healer immediately understood. He helped Ella and Nerka turn Cherra to his side. Innately she understood the tendril’s tug towards him. Its pressure increased once they neared her father. Once her arm was within reach, it slowly untangled from her.  
 
    Ella lay her hand on Cherra Larisse’s exposed back. “Come on, papa, wake up.” The tendril crawled up along his spine. Once it latched on, its natural light throbbed gently and slowly faded. Ella looked at her father’s face; he remained unconscious. “Papa.” She looked at the exposed end of the tendril, which had suddenly turned charcoal black. Had it withered away from the power of its source? Was it struggling to fend off whatever force had trapped her father? 
 
    She felt compelled to touch it.  
 
    Light! 
 
    Ella grabbed onto it and, connecting with her Durga, she released her light into it in a massive surge. Cherra Larisse shook and a pitch-black goo oozed from her father’s skin pores along the banyan tendril. Ella did not let go. She screamed and forced more Durga into the banyan tendril and more of this dark ointment was released. She remembered Athos’ words about Durga being a force for light and darkness, for life and death.  
 
    “Wake up!” 
 
    A bright light filled the tent the moment Per-Ah and the rest of his troop arrived. The sludge gave way and turned into a thick fog that slowly surrounded her father’s back. 
 
    “It’s screeching,” Nerka gasped.  
 
    “Underworlder magic,” the healer said.  
 
    Ella kept her grip on the banyan tendril. The bright intensity forced everyone to either close their eyes or seek refuge behind their hands. The haunting guttural yelps emanating from the viscous smoke seemed to dissolve by the all-encompassing radiance. Then, the light ceased. The shadow scurried along both sides of her father and seeped into the ground. Ella had given all that she could. She felt drained. Per-Ah and the maven swept in and helped her to her feet.  
 
    “Easy, child,” he said as she held onto his arm. They all faced Cherra Larisse. He still had not woken. Ella tried to control her rapid breathing. She glanced back at her arm.  
 
    “I have a second tendril,” Ella’s voice broke, “we can try again.”  
 
    “We need the banyan for the Eye too.” Nerka cautioned. Ella realized she hadn’t considered that, but what could she do amid her exhaustion? 
 
    “Why won’t he wake up?” 
 
    As she uttered her frustration and pondered her options, Cherra Larisse began to cough. It seemed at first as if he was choking, but he soon managed to calm down and deeply gasp for air. His pale lips folded up in a smile. “Not yet, gods of reality, not yet.”  
 
    Cherra Larisse opened his eyes and turned to his daughter. Ella wanted to hug him, but she hesitated as he had only just woken up and she didn’t want to harm him.  
 
    “My beautiful girl. I hear I owe you my life,” he smiled. “No hug?”  
 
    He spread his arms and Ella melted into his embrace.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE – THE SANCTUARY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ella held her father’s hand, though she could scarcely believe it. He was alive and they’d been reunited. In one day she had managed to get her father back and establish contact with her mother. No wonder she felt overwhelmed.  
 
    She needed a breather and once she had returned to her senses, she was in more of a condition to get a better sense of her father. 
 
    “My journey through the forest was interrupted,” Cherra said. Ella watched her father rub the scar from his wounds. “They had scramblers, so I could not send word to Hamit and the Guards. I fought as hard as I could but in vain. I encountered someone I could not defeat.” He touched four eerily claw-like scars on his abdomen.  
 
    “Who did that to you?” Nerka asked. “Do you think it was a Methulan? 
 
     “I’m not sure,” Cherra said. He was visibly making an effort to sit up on the bed at the healer’s tent. Ella sat on the bed next to him, attentive to his account of events. “I couldn’t see their face, but I’d never faced anyone as fast, or lethal, in my entire life. He clawed me. Physically he probably was Methulan, but I fear he was something more in every other sense.” He shuddered. “I felt the life seeping out of me. I do not know how I ended up here, but I am thankful to Per-Ah and the maven,” he nudged Ella, “and to you two girls.” 
 
    Ella smiled. She had missed this warmth and his kind words. It was no wonder Cherra Larisse was respected by so many. She had known him to always be a kind and gracious man. He and her mom did keep a few secrets up their sleeve though. Maven and magical forces. These were no ordinary parents she had.  
 
    “Their uniform and their gear,” Nerka asked, “do you have any idea where they were from?”  
 
    Ella watched her father thumb his chin. “Sintila, no doubt,” he said. “More advanced than what we wear in the south.” Ella’s eyes lit up. She turned to Nerka. 
 
    “Sintila.” Ella felt her anger rise. “She has done so much harm. She needs to be stopped.” Ella filled her father in on meeting Sintila, her attack on the chromital mines, and the impending threat she posed to their home. 
 
     “If that is the case, we must return home as soon as possible.” He tried to get up and Ella stopped him.  
 
    “You almost died, father. You should rest.” She pointed to his scars. “They’re still tender.” 
 
    Cherra Larisse shrugged. “I will rest when Scorpino is safe, Ella.” He got off the bed and beckoned to a maven to hand him a staff. The maven complied and he swirled it into a spin, slowly at first, but he soon whizzed it slickly around his hand. Ella rolled her eyes and Per-Ah laughed.  
 
    “I think I can hold my own, Ella. I feel renewed, different. As if the banyan tree had acted upon me somehow.” 
 
    Ella wasn’t entirely sure if she could believe her father’s grin. Cherra Larisse, revered among the maven, was one to turn to for guidance, and he sure didn’t seem ready to turn down that position. Then again, she was relieved to see him better. He gradually looked more refreshed. The tree had perhaps borne its fruit, and had saved her father, and for that she was grateful. She smiled and caressed his hand, and her thoughts instantly went to where she had begun her ordeal, back to Zorin. 
 
    “I met with Saion. Now that we have the banyan tendrils, I think he’ll accept them in exchange for the Eye of Evermore Sight so we can get to mom.” Ella shared with him her brief encounter with her when the tree transported her to a different dimension.  
 
    “Cleo,” whispered Cherra. He’d clearly been distressed by their separation and took a deep breath to gather himself. “Saion’s Eye is our only hope. How was she when you saw her?” 
 
    “It was so quick, she said she was safe.” 
 
    “The underworlders that stood in my way to the tree also are also responsible for where she is. They will stop at nothing.” 
 
    “There’s more father. Nerka sensed something within the forest. Per-Ah said it was likely the space crystal.”  
 
    The maven nodded.  
 
    “Your people have protected the space crystal for eons,” Cherra turned to Per-Ah. “If these goons are after the crystal, then we are in more danger still.” 
 
    “The chosen drawn to it,” Per-Ah grunted. “Nerka Ombra of Scorpino sensed space crystal, no one else. It is hers to claim.” 
 
    Cherra nodded. “I see. Once Nerka claims the space crystal we can then make our way to Scorpino with your boon for Saion.” He turned to Nerka. “Can you sense the crystal now?”  
 
    Ella looked to her companion. Nerka closed her eyes and squirmed as she tried to feel for the space crystal. “Something is wrong, Ella.” 
 
    “How so?” Ella leaned in and took her hand.  
 
    “I can feel the crystal. But there is something closing in around it,” she shook her head, “something dark.”  
 
    A maven broke into the tent in search of their leader. “Sire.”  
 
    Per-Ah turned to him, immediately alert to impending danger. “What wrong?” The maven hesitated when he saw the egrites in the room, but Per-Ah urged him on. 
 
    “Attack on sanctuary, sire.”  
 
    “An attack?” Ella did not know where he spoke of, but Cherra suddenly stiffened.  
 
    “What attacked?” 
 
    “Seriport horde,” he said. “They come from northern border. We hold line, but few hundred break through.”  
 
    A few hundred? “How many were they?” Ella asked.  
 
    The maven looked to Per-Ah and he nodded. “We think more than ten thousand.” 
 
    Ten thousand Seriports. Ella thought of the stories of the vicious seriports. Maven hunted them in hordes, but from what she knew and gathered from her conversations over dinner at their camp, they were isolated individuals or small groups.  
 
    “Not normal. Gather my troops,” Per-Ah said, rising to his full height. His head was close to the top of the tent. “We march for sanctuary.” 
 
    Cherra stopped Per-Ah from leaving the tent. “Ella, Nerka and I can go ahead of you.”  
 
    Per-Ah nodded. “Make haste, Cherra. We must protect sanctuary.”  
 
    The maven went off to prepare for battle. Ella, Nerka and Cherra were the only ones left in the tent. “Dad,” Ella said, “what is in the sanctuary?” 
 
    Cherra Larisse had not returned the staff he collected from the maven. He hefted it, checking the balance. He then looked up at Ella and Nerka.  
 
    “We must move quickly, children,” he said. “The sanctuary is where the maven keep the space crystal.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO – SERIPORTS 
  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nerka, you can sense the space crystal,” Cherra said. “I need you to take my hand and think only of that.”  
 
    Nerka held Cherra’s hand and closed her eyes. Ella and Nerka had gathered their weapons and rejoined her father in the tent. When they found him, he was scraping lines in the earth with his staff, and asked for Nerka’s help to open the portal. “Plunge deeper into your mind and search your feelings. What did you feel when you first sensed the space crystal?”  
 
    Ella watched as Nerka did what her father asked. “I can sense it.” 
 
    That easy? Ella thought. She considered if the energy signature that the space crystal gave off was one that resonated only with Nerka. Like how someone might feel comforted by the tranquil sounds of falling rain. She wished she could feel the relic they all claimed was hers like that. 
 
     Ella reactivated her transmitters that broadcast her vitals back to Base Station and brought her coms online. “Base camp, can you hear me?” she called out. “Athos, Lente, do you read me?” 
 
    A moment of silence on the other end passed as Ella watched her father and Nerka conjure the portal.  
 
    Lente’s voice flooded her ears, “Ella, is that you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I know you and Athos must be worried sick-” 
 
    “Worried sick?” Lente interjected. 
 
    “Our imaginations ran wild. We thought you’d been eaten by a gishan or killed by maven. Why did you halt transmissions?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ella said, laughing, “we were a little caught up.” 
 
    “We dispatched a search party to find you.” Lente did not sound amused. 
 
    “I said I’m sorry.”  
 
    Ella heard Lente sigh. 
 
    “Well, what matters is that you’re both alive and safe. I will tell Athos to call the search and rescue group back. Don’t EVER do that again, Ella Larisse. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” She turned to watch the ritual and observed a googly-eyed chameleon bounce off when it hit her father’s force field. 
 
    Athos’ voice came on the radio. 
 
    “Ella, you urchin! What were you thinking just disappearing like that?” 
 
    “I found my father and have the banyan tendrils, but there’s one more thing we have to do before we leave the forest.” She brought them up to speed on her encounters with the maven, contacting her mother at the banyan tree, and their quest to claim the space crystal. “We must get to it before a horde of seriports do.” 
 
    Athos and Lente could monitor her vitals once again. Everything back at Base Station was confirmed to be running smoothly. “Be careful, Ella. Look out for each other.” 
 
     “Why are Nerka’s neurotransmitter levels rising.”  
 
    “Nerka is okay. She and my dad are opening a portal to the space crystal,” Ella replied. 
 
    “Portal’s ready!” Cherra called out. Ella told him that Athos said hi and put him on speaker.  
 
    “Athos, you old fox!” he called out while he finished scraping his final touches.  
 
     “Cherra, tell me you’re okay.”  
 
    “We’ll be home in time for dinner!” 
 
    Athos laughed. “You owe me a cactus beer, Cherra. I’m glad to hear your voice again. Can Nerka turn on her comms please? Try to keep them on this time.” 
 
    Ella thanked the duo and focused on the scene unfolding before her. Her father’s portal was clearly stronger that QT’s.  
 
    Ishta, had already begun to dip west, and Dorna was now at its zenith. In sparser vegetation the forest should have been flooded with light, but in the thick of this jungle light was prevented from piercing through. Dense, insidious barks huddled together in a giant cluster and the canopy was so verily thick that what was beneath was shrouded in darkness. Only a few rays of light were able to penetrate the compact blanket of leaves that covered the forest floor. 
 
    With the portal now open, its turquoise shine took over the encompassing forest darkness. It emerged from the circles, lines, pentagrams, and spirals Cherra had scraped on the ground with his staff, and a warp that wrinkled space floated above it. 
 
    “Here we go, into the void.” Ella tightened her hands around her knives and the trio stepped in. A wormhole opened in front of them and shut the maven campsite behind. 
 
    The sanctuary suddenly appeared. In the distance it looked much like the sketch her father had drawn to open the portal. Had he been here before or was it the connection he’d established with it? They were again in a forest clearing and it looked much like a small temple with a thatched roof over an entrance into a stone rock. They found it in total chaos. Bodies littered the floor, maven and seriport alike, and many walls had been broken through.  
 
    Her father kneeled next to a lifeless seriport that lay at their side. It was a large, winged creature, with a formidable inbuilt body armor, much like an armadillo, only massive. It would tower thrice over them if it were standing and had a lethal, spiked tail that ended in a thicker pad. Its massive eye sockets covered most of its face and a heavy, muscular front torso carried the weight of a head that featured prominent, deadly twenty-inch canines followed by a smaller row of razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    “This is not right. No seriport in their right mind openly attacks the maven,” Cherra said. “They hardly ever venture this far into the forest.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” Ella asked, though she now knew her father had deep experience in the forest.  
 
    “We need to get to the crystal before it’s too late.”  
 
    Just as Cherra emphasized these words, a massive seriport roared at them. Its fluorescent green eyes dripped with savagery.  
 
    The two girls reacted in unison. They each gripped Cherra by an arm and both instinctively jumped upward for Nerka to catch a vine above them, just as the seriport snapped its jaws. Very quickly Ella clung unto and over her father to reach the vine too and both girls pulled him up towards the branch above. The seriport roared below and flapped its wings to fly upwards towards them. It attacked at full speed and it was going for the kill, filled with death.  
 
    Ella and Nerka each took a combat stance. Just as it was about to maul them, Cherra spread his arms, staff in hand and willed a bunch of vines to encircle and wrap the assailant creature. The vines circled tightly around its body and strapped it tightly under the branch they were standing on. Just below their feet, the roaring seriport fought to be freed but its struggle was rendered useless. Each new vine gripped harder and its roars soon turned to shrieks and then gasps for air. The vines soon covered its mouth and it soon found itself inside a green cocoon that tensed tighter and constricted its every move. 
 
    “It’s still alive,” Cherra finally said, “but it’ll be a while until he wakes up. Are you girls ok?” 
 
    “Wow, father, that was amazing!” 
 
    He grinned and looked at his hands, also slightly surprised. “Hmm, I guess that banyan does come with its perks.” 
 
    From their vantage point they could see seriport everywhere, like a pack on the hunt. They swarmed and attacked, some ran on four legs towards the sanctuary, others flew downwards from the sky. The smell of blood filled the air as the maven defended their sacred territory. The seriports seemed extremely vicious. To Ella this didn’t seem like a normal hunt. She had never seen them before, and wondered how the maven could hunt these beasts when they looked so overwhelming? 
 
    “Ella, what are these roars?” Lente screamed over her earpiece. 
 
    “The situation is worse than we imagined.” Ella said. “We came late.” She followed closely behind Nerka, who was feeling the space crystal’s trail with her senses and intuition. “We might need to fight past a small group of seriports to reach the crystal.”  
 
    “Maybe not.” Nerka stopped in her tracks. Ella smiled when Nerka pointed.  
 
    Their swing through the vines in the tree canopy above was short, but it made their journey easier. Cherra Larisse was the slowest of the group, owing to his recovery from the wounds inflicted and the fact he had never done this before.  
 
    “Did you girls evade gishan doing this?”  
 
    Ella nodded. The position they adopted kept them safe from direct attacks and they observed the carnage below as the maven troop fought off the recurring onslaught of seriports. Ella and Nerka hung in silence. Ella’s eyes were fixed on the seriports, her ears were sensitive to the slightest sound, and her mind was open on every channel. 
 
    On landing, the decaying bark her foot rested on gave way and cracked under her weight. She stopped her fall with quick reflexes and held onto the branch. She checked on the seriports and immediately noticed some had turned to her, eyes wide open. “Run!” She pulled herself up on the branch again and took flight. Her father and Nerka were in front and already running over branches and swinging, gripping on vines towards the sanctuary. A few of the seriports were now on their tail, catching up. They were incredibly fast. One could not hope to outrun them unless they were faster and smarter.  
 
    In the darkness of the forest, Ella was now surprised to notice she was not hindered in the slightest. With her senses dialed high, and her mind and instincts more acute than they had ever been, she navigated the jungle with speed, agility, and ease. She darted passed and avoided each seriport without even stopping to hesitate. Her father was slower, but he activated his newfound banyan energy to call on tree vines that wrapped around seriport paws, wings, and necks and would give them just enough distance to sprint as fast as they could towards the sanctuary gates. Behind them, some seriports flew, while others ran and roared. Ella knew they were one of the Equatorial Forest’s most skilled hunters, second to the mavens and built to kill. They were far more dangerous, but this time they were not being kept at bay by their fear of the maven.  
 
    Why are they so feral now? Ella sensed the presence of a larger group of maven nearby. The trio could end up in seriport jaws way sooner than the time it took for them to arrive at the contingent. 
 
    “Make for the sanctuary!” Ella shouted over the wind from their run.  
 
    Just next to the sanctuary, a maven troop was fighting off seriports. As Ella closed in, maven spears swished passed them towards the animals pursuing them. Each struck at a winged beast from their blind side and pierced through them. The maven were able to take out the few around them too and stepped forward, their javelins up and ready to strike.  
 
    Ella raised her hands. “We mean you no harm,” she said. “Per-Ah sent us ahead. We come as friends.” 
 
    “Ella, who are you talking to?” Lente asked. 
 
    Once again, Ella did not respond to them but made sure she would when she could. 
 
    “This is Nerka Ombra, and Cherra Larisse.” The maven lowered their weapons upon hearing Cherra’s name. Around them lay a horde of dead seriports, some still growling from the mortal injuries of the maven warriors. 
 
    “Salve, great maven.” Cherra said.  
 
    “Why you here?” one of the mavens asked. Kyr-Ta was his name, Ella felt. 
 
    Cherra pointed to Nerka. “Per-Ah deems her worthy of the space crystal. He and the rest of the maven strong are coming to your aid.” 
 
    The bearded Kyr-Ta looked at them with keen and inspecting eyes. 
 
    Cherra then kneeled before one of the fallen seriports. “There is something wrong with these creatures.” He opened one of its eyelids and nodded. He showed Ella and the others what he found. Their eyes were completely fluorescent green. “Their normal eyes are dark, and they’re much more docile. Look at their veins.” 
 
    Ella followed his hands as he traced the seriport’s black vessels. “Something infected this one, and it likely controlled it. Have the seriports ever encroached this far into maven territory?” 
 
    The maven shook his head. This maven was imposing, much like Per-Ah. “Never.” 
 
    “The seriports would never stray this far. They did not do this of their own volition,” Cherra said. Ella watched her father unconsciously rub his wound. 
 
    “Father, do you think Sintila had anything to do with this?” 
 
    Cherra nodded. “What if their plan was to possess my body and have me claim the space crystal from the maven, who trust me wholly?”  
 
    Ella could see the logic in his thoughts. “Who has the means to possess them?”  
 
    The maven shook his head and pushed his palm away from his chest, a maven to ward off evil. “Underworlders. Beings of death and darkness.” 
 
    Ella spoke to the maven. “Then we must make haste. This is worse than I thought.”  
 
    “Come,” he said. “If Per-Ah has deemed her worthy, then she truly is.” 
 
    They all followed the maven into the sanctuary. “I can feel the crystal’s call in my heart and mind now, stronger than ever.” Nerka whispered to her as they approached the sanctuary entrance. It was a simple opening on the face of a rock, decorated with symbols of what seemed like a language she did not recognize sculpted into it. 
 
    Ella watched Nerka close her eyes, doing the same thing she herself had done when Per-Ah had first instructed her in the canopy of the Forest.  
 
    “Feel surroundings for crystal, child,” Kyr-Ta said. 
 
    Nerka gasped, “I can see it.” She had a wide smile on her face. “The crystal is contained inside a twelve-sided structure. Each face is a pentagon.” She opened her eyes. “The more I center my mind on it, the more I know the feeling is true. The crystal is calling me, it senses great danger,” she declared. 
 
    Kyr-Ta’s lips stretched into a lop-sided smile. “You worthy,” he confirmed. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 PART III – CRYSTALS OF REALITY 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE – THE SPACE CRYSTAL 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Maven of sanctuary!” Kyr-Ta said, his voice carried to the back of the group he had summoned to witness. They had sealed the door to the sanctuary with a magical force field. Ella could hear the roars and pounding of seriports eager to breach in, but it seemed to hold. Inside, she was surprised to see a whole maven village, huddled for security. Females and children stood or sat on the far end of a wider cavern chamber. The space was lit with torches that hung on the walls and she could make out a semicircular arena at the bottom of the rock of steps they were descending from.  
 
    “Today,” Kyr-Ta’s voice boomed in the chamber, “we witness, space crystal chose wielder. She stands before you, a Methulan visitor from the south, with renewed view of our kind.” He turned to her. “Now follow her,” he continued, turning back to the assembled mavens, “we perform ritual.” 
 
    Ella watched as the maven led Nerka to the front of the crowd, feeling a tinge of sadness. She could sense nothing of her own relic, but for Nerka, it had been as easy as breathing. The crowd muttered and one by one each came up to inspect Nerka. Children caressed her hair and adults asked her questions. She answered them politely and with interest, happy to be in their company.  
 
    A tear rolled down Ella’s cheek as she remembers her father had been forced into dire straits for this very artifact. She wiped it away. She felt a gentle tap on her shoulder. Her father stood by her side “What weighs on you, little one.” 
 
    “I feel many things, but I do not feel the tug of the Eye of Evermore Sight,” she said. “Why does it still not feel like it is mine to claim, like Nerka feels hers?”  
 
    “You have led your friend to her destiny. In Scorpino you will rise, Ella.” He ran his hand through her hair as he used to when she was younger. Ella could not help but smile. He then squeezed her shoulder. When she looked up to him, he smiled at her and nodded. “I am proud of you, Ella.” 
 
    “Come,” Kyr-Ta said, “it is time.” 
 
    Nerka nodded and followed their host, with the rest of the maven in tow. They walked in formation, the children in front, the adults behind them. Marching in unison, they began to chant. It was a swaying melody that seemed to embody, in sound and music, tranquility and peace. Ella felt soothed as she watched with her father from the back of the group.  
 
    As they grew nearer, Ella felt a power she could not place, and her breathing quickened. She could sense a force that shielded the clearing in the forest around the sanctuary. She could feel, for the first time. Was this what Nerka had been sensing all along? It felt benign, serene, like a vacuum. 
 
    “Relax, my child,” she heard Kyr-Ta tell Nerka. “Go forth.” 
 
    Ella heard Nerka’s deep breath through the commlink. She watched as the warrior walked through an invisible shield and suddenly became enshrouded with darkness. The chant of the mavens grew in intensity. Then a whoosh filled the space as torches ignited and small fires raged in their sconces that lined the dirt walls. All around them, earth and soil shot up from the ground and flew towards the center where Nerka stood. Ella’s father shielded her from the debris and as hard as she tried, she could not see what was happening. 
 
    Silence followed. The chants ceased as all, maven and egrite alike, waited for Nerka to emerge. 
 
    “Nerka,” Ella called into her commlink. “Nerka, can you hear me.” 
 
    Through the static, Nerka’s voice rang out, scrambled at first but slowly, Ella began to hear her. “I.. see… dodecahedron… walking.. now.”  
 
    “Dodecawhat?” she turned to her father. 
 
    “Dodecahedron, a twelve-sided polygon,” he explained. 
 
    “Do you have it?” Ella leaned in, as if that would help her see through the shroud of darkness surrounding the clearing.  
 
    “Ella, I have…” she said, followed by a string of unheard words.  
 
    “What did you say?” Cherra raised his brow, and Ella stopped him from talking.  
 
     “On one of the faces,” she said, “I see an inscription.”  
 
    “What inscription?”  
 
    “It is not in any language that I know how to read, but in my heart I know what it is,” Nerka replied. “It is a symbol for Space.” 
 
    A flash occurred. White rays radiated from the dark shroud and a gust of wind blew out several torches. When the light disappeared, Nerka emerged, again in the clearing surrounded by Kyr-Ta and his maven. The troop at the sanctuary bowed as Nerka flashed into their presence. The master of the space crystal had emerged. 
 
    Ella and her father looked on at the group whose lives, and those of their ancestors, had been spent guarding the artifact. Ella had never felt this much power emanating from a single entity. Nerka was glowing, she could feel a continued wind gust flowing from her. Maven furs danced with the breeze. As the maven bowed to Nerka, Ella saw her look into her hands. 
 
    “The dodecahedron is missing,” Nerka said in the commlink, “but in its place the prism fits nicely into my hand.” 
 
    Ella relayed the information to her father. “The dodecahedron,” he said, “is merely the vessel that contained the crystal. Now, Nerka is its vessel.” 
 
    “I am a vessel,” Nerka chuckled. Ella and Cherra walked to the front of the group to join Nerka, who turned to face the mavens.  
 
    “Thank you all for your help,” she said. “May I ask one more thing?” 
 
    “Ask, and you shall know,” Kyr-Ta said, who stood closest to her. 
 
    “How do I store it away? I mean, I can’t carry it in my hand all the time, and the dodecahedron is gone.” 
 
    “Just think it, and it will happen.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. When she opened them again, the prism was nowhere to be seen. “Thank you once again,” she said to the maven. “Ella, I can sense another crystal. It calls to me.” Nerka said.  
 
    Suddenly, the air thinned. Ella tensed up. “Something is coming.”  
 
    All around them, chaos broke out from the deafening pounding against the sanctuary walls. The tremors caused pebbles and dust to fall from the ceiling, at first mildly, and soon it seemed as if several people were scooping handfuls of sand and shoving them with buckets. With increased force, the sanctuary walls began to crack and soon they started to crumble around them. Winged creatures rushed in screeching and roaring. Their eyes were filled with bloodlust as they flew towards them.  
 
    “Protect the chosen!” Kyr-Ta shouted. The maven drew their weapons and rushed between Nerka and the beasts. Kyr-Ta jumped forward and attacked the incoming seriports, thrusting and spinning with immense agility. 
 
     Cherra drew from his banyan magic and roots emerged and pierced from the floor and the walls.  
 
    “Father, we need to go,” Ella tugged his arm.  
 
    He smiled. “No my dear,” he pulled her in and held her affectionately, amidst the surrounding chaos. “You need to get Nerka out of here. The work is not yet complete.” 
 
    “I won’t lose you again,” she said. 
 
    “You will not,” he assured her, “I promise I’m right behind you. We need to protect the space crystal. Nerka can get you where you need to go. The Eye is much too important. Protect each other, Ella.” Ella wiped a tear and hugged him. “Per-Ah and his troop will join us very soon. Go, we’ll hold them off.” He turned and joined the line of maven.  
 
    “Come Ella,” Nerka said as she offered her hand with a smile. Ella nodded and turned off the private link. Nerka handed her her Nariasi blade and Ella tucked away her knives. Nerka then grabbed her chromital staff and they both ran through an opening in the sanctuary’s walls and back into the forest, away from the fighting,  
 
     “My father said you could get us home.” 
 
    Nerka nodded. “It’s not so different from portals with the space crystal as a guide. I’ll latch on to the signature of the Zorin Caverns, that is where I sense the other crystal. Take my hand.” 
 
    Ella grabbed Nerka’s hand. Out of thin air, the grey space crystal appeared in Nerka’s free hand and she squeezed it tightly. “This should be simple enough.” 
 
    “Should?” 
 
    Nerka laughed. “Relax, Larisse. I’ve got this.” 
 
    Ella was used to being the one who made the erratic decisions. This was weird. Her senses united with Nerka’s and in that moment, she felt as one with the energy that makes up all things. She saw more without her eyes than with them. Particles of light danced and swayed around her and warped her surrounding as a projectile distorts the airstream in its wave. In a momentary burst, they dissolved into a streak of light and reemerged. Ella hoped to recognize the falls, the granite walls, and the distant life-sized statues that ornamented its crevices. She hoped they had returned to the Zorin Caverns. 
 
    “Where are we?” Nerka said. The space crystal was no longer in her palm.  
 
    “Greetings space wielder.” 
 
    Ella turned to the voice. She would recognize it anywhere.  
 
    “Saion.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR – LESSONS LEARNED 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything was as Ella remembered it. She thought back to her last trip into Saion’s realm and how it had ended for her. She held Nerka’s hand.  
 
    “No fear,” Ella whispered. Nerka nodded in agreement and they faced the entity.  
 
    Saion floated around them and observed them for a few instants, without saying a word.  
 
    “I find your sudden incursion amusing,” Saion said with a wry smile on his face.  
 
    “Happy we’ve provided you with the entertainment, my lord.” Ella smiled, though her thoughts were mainly for the maven and concern for her parents. “I come bearing gifts, Lord Saion.” 
 
    His expression was unchanged. “What, pray tell, do you have for me?” 
 
    Ella raised her hands and willed the banyan to reveal itself; the sole tendril appeared, wrapped around her arm. “The banyan, my lord.”  
 
    Ella presented the banyan tendril to Saion and it slithered towards him as he gently grasped it. He smiled and ran his hand through its entire length before he looked back to her.  
 
    “You have given me a piece of home,” he said, “so I will grant you yours.” 
 
    Ella wanted to figure out what Saion had meant by the banyan being a piece of home, but she could not think of the answer now. 
 
    “You seek the Eye of Evermore Sight, do you not?” Saion leaned in close, his face was within an inch of Ella’s. Ella did not flinch. 
 
    Stillness. Show no fear. 
 
    Saion grimaced, “you are distracted, Ella Larisse. Clear your mind and search deeply. Do you seek the Eye of Evermore Sight?” 
 
    Ella nodded. She needed to focus. She was still worried to have left her father behind being attacked by a deadly horde of possessed seriports. “I do.” She knew that getting the banyan would not be all Saion would demand of her, but she did not know what else he would. 
 
    “Good. Answer this, so I will know it has borne its fruit.”  
 
    Ella looked to Nerka, who gave her a nod of encouragement.  
 
    “Answer correctly or become embedded within these walls for eternity,” he grinned. “Two questions.” 
 
    Two questions? Ella cleared her mind of any distractions and focused solely on the entity before her.  
 
    “Your first question. Who are the servants of balance?”  
 
    Ella’s mind immediately ran through her options. She hoped her answer lay somewhere in all the things she had learned in the time since her last appearance before Saion. She looked back at her talks with Per-Ah and the maven, her father, and even QT and his family.  
 
    QT! She remembered the dinner with Hamit Hara and the Elders. The conversations they had on the crystals of reality had to be her clue.  
 
    Ella took a deep breath. “The ones chosen to wield the crystals of reality. They are the servants of balance.” She imagined what would happen if she were to get this wrong. She thought of all those that would pay for her failure. 
 
    Saion did not react. He merely changed his stance and morphed into a new visage. He floated around them, and Ella could feel Nerka tighten her grip around Ella’s hand. “Calm down, Ombra. Do you want to get us killed?” she whispered. 
 
    Saion smiled. “What are you chosen for?”  
 
    How could her fate be determined by something she didn’t know herself? She felt there was no way she would know. 
 
    “I believe in you Larisse,” Nerka said. 
 
    Ella could see what Nerka was trying to do, but she could not get beyond her own frustration. Someone else’s belief meant nothing, not in this place. 
 
    What are you chosen for? 
 
    Ella thought of her journey. How am I supposed to know? She had abandoned her father and run back here. She had found her mother only to lose her again. She’d given the banyan and gained nothing in return. She needed the Eye, and she needed to get her mother back. 
 
    All the magic in the world, and still no relic. 
 
    She thought back to her mother. She was here for her. Her thoughts took her back to when she last saw her, transported by the power of the banyan trees. Her mother believed in her Durga.  
 
    The Durga within you is a gift; I believe in you. The banyan will give you what you need. She remembered her mother’s kind smile. You will have all the time you need, little one. Soon you will see. 
 
    “All the time you need,” she whispered to herself. You own time, Ella. “I know the answer.” Ella knew her mother would not have wasted any words. The banyan tree had given her the means to heal her father and granted her an audience with Saion. She knew even from the void, her mother would help her. 
 
    “What are you chosen to do, Ella Larisse?” Saion asked for the last time. 
 
     “I am here to earn the Eye of Evermore Sight. I am here to be the wielder of the time crystal.” 
 
    Saion’s face betrayed no emotion. He spread his arms. “Rise, Ella Larisse.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE – THE CAVERN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Saion’s words were the last thing she heard before he, without touching her, sent her falling backwards. For a moment, Ella was worried she was falling to her death, but then she fell on a sandy floor. In the sky above her, there were no suns. Ishta and Dorna had not yet risen, and Tau lit up from the horizon, leaving her to trudge in the twilight of dawn. She looked around her and she recognized the entrance to the Zorin Caverns, just outside QT’s home.  
 
    “Nerka!” she desperately searched around for her friend. “Nerka!”. She was only met with silence. She tried for her commlink. “Nerka do you read me?”  
 
    No response.  
 
    “Nerka come in. Base camp do you read me?” Only the deafening white noise from her device. She placed it in her pocket and wondered if QT was home. She ran up the stairs and opened the door into the spire.  
 
    The Harra living room was empty.  
 
    “QT, Hamit!”  
 
    Ella checked the kitchen before sprinting up to QT’s room, all the while yelling their names. The fire crackled in the hearth, dancing orange flames licked the stone fireplace as Ishta peeked above the horizon.  
 
    She found QT standing next to the pillar onto which a folding table clipped where the breakfast dumplings he had been shaping lay ready for baking. The beats thumping from his ear pods made him oblivious to Ella’s calls as she entered the room.  
 
    “Oh, sh…, what the!” screamed QT, startled when Ella tapped him on the shoulder from behind. He brought his right hand to his chest and squished a couple dumplings while he accidentally tossed the ones in his left hand over to the kitchen sink.  
 
    “Anybody home?” asked Ella, with a hint of playfulness.  
 
    “Ella!” he exclaimed, stirred by the unexpected sight. He pulled her into a hug and held her for longer than the air in her lungs could last. She tapped him and he let go. “Sorry! How are you here?”  
 
    “You don’t have to yell QT. I’m right here.” The thumping beats still blasted from his pods.  
 
    “What?” not realizing his voice was muzzled by the music. Ella gestured him to remove his earpieces. He searched for the pause button. 
 
    “I knocked from the door to check if anybody was home,” she said, now that the music had stopped and she knew he could hear her, “and no one answered. I heard some shuffling in the kitchen and I thought no one was here.” 
 
    “You scared me there for a minute.” QT was still visibly shaken. “I’ve been following up on you with Lente but I didn’t know you had made it out of the equatorial forest yet.” 
 
    “It’s been crazy, there’s so much that has happened.” 
 
    QT’s nostrils flared. “So how are you here?!”  
 
    “A long story involving vicious beasts, misunderstood tribes, and lots of portals.” Ella smiled at him, almost as if catching a breath. 
 
    QT laughed. “I can’t believe you are here. Where is Nerka?” 
 
    “We were with Saion, and one second we were together, and the next I’m here without her.” Ella hoped her friend would be safe somewhere in Scorpino. 
 
    “You went back to Saion?”  
 
    Ella smirked, “I have some interesting new developments QT. Are your parents home by any chance?” 
 
    “They left earlier today with the rest of the Elders. They’re meeting in the cavern making plans to deal with Sintila and her bunch.” 
 
    “She’s still around, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’ve set up camp just outside town and have brought greater numbers of people and vehicles. It’s as if they couldn’t take a hint. Father and the Elders seem worried.” 
 
    Ella brought out her commlink and turned it on, but to no avail. She felt uneasy, a bit uncomfortable, yet filled with vigor. She thought she was running on adrenalin. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” Ella seemed shocked. “I can sense a very powerful presence, I’m not sure what it is, but I know it’s not Methulan.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Ella?” QT seemed concerned. He wiped his hands on his apron and placed his earbuds on the table, away from the flour that sprinkled the folding table. 
 
    She walked over to the dining hall just next to the long trestle table where she had dined with the Elders a few days prior. QT trailed curiously behind. She felt compelled to close her eyes to concentrate and extended both palms in front of her facing upward. A warm, welcoming sensation enveloped her, somewhat foreign, yet reassuring. Rays of light beamed just inches above her forehead as a trinket slowly emerged out of thin air.  
 
    “Wow Ella, I see you’ve learned some neat tricks. What is it?” 
 
    The trinket hovered for an instant over Ella’s forehead and then slowly descended on it. It was a thin tiara, seemingly made of silver chromital, with a simple curvy design that converged in spirals which seemed to lift a central gemstone, similar to a warm orange sunstone, that resembled a butterfly’s wing. 
 
    It felt a bit foreign to her. She at first hesitated to touch it. The light rays slowly vanished. She gently used both hands, took it off, and looked at it more closely. 
 
    “Do you think…?” QT held his answer.  
 
    “I think so,” she was as perplexed as he was. “It’s the Eye of Evermore Sight.” She could now perhaps see her mother once again. 
 
    With those thoughts, the entire building suddenly shook. QT’s dumplings fell to the floor and he tripped, but Ella steadied him. She gripped her tiara so it would not slip her fingers. 
 
    “What was that?” she looked around astonished.  
 
    Another explosion shook the spire.  
 
    “Sintila has attacked Scorpino,” QT looked at her. “We have to get out of the house and find refuge in the cavern. My parents and the Elders are there.”  
 
    Ella placed her tiara into her bag and pulled out of it Nerka’s sheathed Nariasi blade which she strapped to her back. They both sped down the staircase and after checking the front door to be sure the coast was clear, they made their way to the Zorin cavern entrance. Ella checked to see QT’s house still standing, but the debris from an impact on the mountain just behind it was scattered around it. 
 
    “The Guards have probably left to defend the city,” QT said when he saw the cavern entrance unguarded. She continued running inside, but QT stopped right before the cavern entrance. 
 
    “What are you doing Quresh? Impending danger usually means we run.” 
 
    “Ella, I feel something powerful deep within the Cavern.” Ella was about to suggest that they find his parents first, but he interrupted her. “Did you hear that?” he said, startled and seemingly entering into a slight panic. 
 
    “The explosion? Of course, I heard the explosion. Mavens in the equatorial forest heard the explosion, QT. Come inside!” 
 
    “No, not that. Can you not hear the ghostly, blood-curdling howls and shrieks?” Quresh turned around again facing the cave entrance. “The clanging of weapons? Do you not hear them Ella?” 
 
    He walked across the entrance, as if in a trance.  
 
    “Your parents are that way QT!” 
 
    He instead paced in the opposite direction, slowly, deeper into the cave. Ella’s first thought was of concern for her friend. He had either lost his mind or his shock had misled his senses. Soon though she knew something was up. She followed his footsteps, deeper still. As they ventured into the mysterious darkness, Quresh Tani Harra stopped in his tracks, suddenly afraid. The slightest howl of the wind blowing through the cave or the sound of a stray pebble hitting the sandy floor underfoot seemed to startle him.  
 
    “You still cannot hear them?” 
 
    “I don’t, QT.” 
 
    QT got closer to her and grabbed her hand. He suddenly ducked as if some creature had zipped by.  
 
    “These flashes, red, I’ve never seen them before. They’re dancing, flickering, swirling. Do you not see them?”  
 
    Ella could now sense that her friend was either hallucinating or being overtaken by a powerful force. At that point, a warm orange glow pierced through her half-open bag and Ella felt a slight tug towards it. She opened the bag and noticed that the sunstone on the tiara had a dim illumination. They ventured slowly, deeper into the Cavern. 
 
    “It’s growing louder Ella.” QT was now shaking, seemingly unable to make any sense of his experience. Ella was intrigued. What else was down there that could draw QT and the Eye to it?  
 
    “I think there is another relic in there, Ella.” Ella looked at him. She no longer felt the urge to pull his leg or give him a hard time.  
 
    “It makes sense that the Guards would protect the caverns so fiercely.” 
 
    “And why Sintila is attacking the city.” 
 
    “We’ll follow your instincts QT.” Ella knew she had to trust her friend. They kept navigating deeper into the cave, holding each other’s hands, more for QT’s sake than Ella’s, until they reached a clearing. 
 
    “The chants, they’ve stopped here.” As he said that, he brought his finger forth to point forward and was shocked to suddenly see it disappear. Quresh jumped back to pull his hand out of whatever it was that he had just pierced. He panted and blinked. Ella eyed the space she had just seen his fingers disappear. She stepped forward with a conscious decision and disappeared behind what served as an invisible curtain, leaving QT behind. She could not see him when she looked back and an instant later, he too emerged on the other side. 
 
    His belly impacted the stone block first, then his head. The crash caused the entire platform to jerk, and his yelp echoed all through the cavern walls. Even surrounded by darkness, Ella could sense he was shaking. In the dim light of her sunstone, she could see QT laying on the floor with his hands plastered to his ears. 
 
    It almost made no difference whether their eyelids were closed or open. Pitch black was all enveloping. Ella fumbled with her hands and moved them across the granite block. She met a thick rope that further wobbled the stone surface. QT cautiously rose to an upright position and the platform jerked into movement. She managed to pull her tiara out of her bag and thanks to its dim light they could faintly see the walls glide upwards as they descended, plunging deeper into the mysterious darkness that dominated the Caverns. QT crouched and the stone block shook once again. 
 
    As they lowered, they suddenly noticed light emerging from the narrow crevices between the platform and the surrounding walls, and its glare increased to envelop them in their descent. Ella’s eyes protested against the blinding luminescence and she squinted them to cope. QT’s tears glistened on his ebony face. As their eyes slowly adjusted, they could distinguish a sprawling chromital structure that stretched far into the mountain.  
 
    Lit by lights anchored to the rocky, rugged ceiling of the cave, the metal reflected every photon that hit it. Quresh looked around in amazement, observing the spectacle in awe. Ella lifted her head to see up the shaft and found that the lights that lined the walls reached a certain cut off point. She imagined they met the cloaking field that protected this secret space within.  
 
    The granite block they stood on lowered further into the cave and finally came to a stop, opening into a long corridor. Ella was stunned. She could now hear what QT could hear from so high up. Snarling and metal hitting metal.  
 
    “Were you hearing those sounds from the depths of the cavern, Quresh?” She walked briskly towards the noise.  
 
    “Be careful, Ella.” QT called after her.  
 
    The corridor opened into a chamber and Ella came to a halt at the entrance. She was suddenly disturbed by the sight within. Nerka stood before her with her chromital spear drawn. She faced off a man in a pristine black mask. She recognized the Sintila suit, but instead of hands, he had thick, long claws that emitted a dark trail of energy at each swipe. 
 
    “Nerka!” 
 
    Her friend did not take her eyes off her opponent. “Hey, Ella,” she said. “Care to help?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX – UNDERWORLDER  
 
      
 
      
 
    Ella had many questions, but she rushed to Nerka’s side to help. QT stayed behind in the corridor, barely stepping outside the platform they had descended. The man in the black armor attacked. He jumped, pushed off the cavern wall, and glided towards Ella and Nerka. The girls stood side by side to face him. He dodged Ella’s knives, but not Nerka’s spear.  
 
    “Nice one, Ombra,” Ella called out.  
 
    “I was portaled here from Saion. I sensed a powerful force around this room, but as soon as I started checking, this claw creep appeared and attacked me.” 
 
     “Is he an underworlder?”  
 
    “No clue. Sintila’s goons all look the same to me,” she replied. “We need to protect the box.” She pointed to the stone block in the corner of the room behind her. On top of it Ella noticed a floating dodecahedron bathed in red light. “Keep him in front of us at all times.”  
 
    Ella agreed.  
 
    Nerka ran towards her opponent. Her spear had shifted form and had turned into a broadsword. She was using her magical chromital staff. Underneath his mask, the underworlder snarled. He grabbed a rod from the floor and charged at her. Nerka swung at him, but as he lifted his rod to block, she transitioned her weapon into a knife and went underneath his strike. He fell backwards and rolled back to a stance. His mask fell off and revealed his face. His skin was halfway between a soulless ghoul and a pale face she recognized, as if one had engulfed the other or they were transitioning between each other.  
 
    “Ingar!”  
 
    Sintila’s communications officer snarled. “How is you father, Ella?”  
 
    He bore his teeth. He was an underworlder. Ella wondered whether an underworlder would have infiltrated Sintila’s camp, or if Sintila even knew who she was dealing with. Surely, she must. She likely even actively engaged with them. What twisted plan was she up to? This was not a man they were facing. It was a monster.  
 
    Ella knew he was trying to get to her, but she could not resist slashing this beast, for her parent’s sake. The Eye stone on her tiara shined brighter. She grabbed it from the bag and placed it on her forehead. She thought it would perhaps be of some use, if anything, to ward of her threat. She wasn’t sure how it worked. It had appeared out of its own volition and had been shining as they had neared this place. It too seemed to be connected to whatever was going on in here, much like QT has sensed it from the cavern entrance. 
 
    “Together, Larisse!” Nerka called out.  
 
    Ella immediately understood. She rubbed the stone on her tiara, willing it to do something. She tried to speak to it in her mind, to see if she could trigger a response from it. The stone wasn’t reacting.  
 
    As she busied herself with that, Nerka suddenly disappeared from her side and reappeared about to strike Ingar’s head. He ducked with lightning speed at the last moment and prevented the decapitation attempt. Ella was shocked to see this new move from Nerka. She had seen her portal them to Zorin once she had claimed the crystal, but until recently, her companion had pranced around just like her. Nothing, the stone wasn’t working, so she reached for her Nariasi blade and ran towards Ingar. She couldn’t let Nerka face him on her own.  
 
    Nerka had already started her assault on the underworlder and seemed quite agile for an old man. Once Ella reached him, he too blocked all of her attacks with ease. Ella could barely keep up and he suddenly emitted a strong force that launched her backwards. 
 
    She recalled how well they’d fought in the forest and rolled to the side.  
 
    Ingar hurled the rod he was holding towards Nerka, but she vanished again and reappeared by Ella’s side. Her action disoriented Ingar for a moment, but he quickly adjusted.  
 
    “Are you using the space crystal, Nerka?” 
 
    Nerka nodded. Ella wished she could call on the time crystal or The Eye to bolster her power, but the stone in her newfound tiara was not yet responding to her. She’d have to rely on her Durga and her skills. 
 
    “Do you even know what you are protecting?” Ingar spat. His face morphed within a haze of darkness. His eyes ebbed to a bright burgundy and returned to the face they recognized, only to be engulfed again by a ghastly shadow.  
 
    “No we don’t,” Ella said, “but you want it. That’s good enough for me.”   
 
    Nerka drew a water tablet from her canister and after an instant’s concentration, a blade forged from the water. 
 
    “Here, you might want to use this.” She handed Ella her water blade. “This thing is not normal.”  
 
    “How quaint,” Ingar laughed. “Fools, you don’t even know where you are, do you?” 
 
    “Ordinarily, I do not kill, but you are not really alive, are you?” She spun her water blade over her head and sheathed her Nariasi knives. “You will not get this relic, Ingar. Instead, you’ll pay for the suffering you’ve caused.” She powered up her Durga. She connected her light magic to the blade and concentrated to feel a connection with it. 
 
    “You’re giving more of a fight than your father did, that’s for sure,” he smiled.  
 
    Ella looked towards Nerka.  
 
    “Training day.”  
 
    Nerka smiled and vanished. Ella ran towards Ingar with her water blade, charging for a mortal stab. She drew on her Durga and sprinkled light energy into the blade. It began to glow and she felt it become an extension of her body.  
 
    “You tried to kill my father!” Ella screamed as she launched towards him and unleashed on him a quick succession of strikes. Twenty moves in under five seconds. Ingar roared and ducked each sway, but as soon as he tried to attack with an energy burst, Nerka appeared out of nowhere. She had planned to surprise him as he focused on Ella. Instead, Ingar reached out at the exact point Nerka appeared and grabbed her by the neck, midair. 
 
    QT appeared faster than Ella could recognize and struck at Ingar’s midsection with Nerka’s chromital weapon. The underworlder roared in pain and kicked QT, who was violently ejected, but Nerka had managed to break free and appeared behind him and cushioned his fall. 
 
    Ella screamed as she continued to charge. Nerka responded too. They flanked Ingar from both sides, charging swiftly. The underworlder adjusted so he could face them both. Ella jumped and attacked from above, while Nerka shifted, and appeared low, as she swept for his feet. With her water sword and filled with light, Ella managed to slice Ingar’s hand he used as protection. It was a clean cut. 
 
    Ella dragged Nerka away from the fight and stood in front, shielding them from Ingar. The underworlder laughed. Ella watched his hand slowly grow back until it was fully formed.  
 
    “Did you really think that would work? Pathetic!”  
 
    Ella looked at her friends. She felt slightly disheartened. They had given it their best. Even Nerka had a newfound space magic. Yet the underworlder was still standing, largely unscathed.  
 
    He walked towards the dodecahedron. He seemed unstoppable. 
 
    “Reality is a cosmic phenomenon within the greater Universe,” Ingar explained.  
 
    He reached the stone pillar on which the dodecahedron floated as his face lit up from the burgundy light that matched his eyes. He then raised his bare hands and pushed them passed the threshold light barrier, into the space around the artifact. As he did this, he seemed to feel pain, but his masochism also seemed to pleasure him. It seemed as if he was drunk with power, grasping the artifact they had fought so hard to protect.  
 
    “In their design,” he continued, his face bathed in red light that emerged from the stand, “the gods placed fortunes and perils, traps and treasures, fear and desire.” He seemed to be talking to himself. “I remember meeting you at the gorge, Chaos wielder,” Ingar said.  
 
    Ella, Nerka and QT looked at each other. Was he delirious? Who was he speaking to?  
 
    Quresh straightened his back and tightened his grip. 
 
    If Nerka wields the space crystal, Ella thought, that leaves… 
 
    Ella recalled how they ended up here. She was following QT’s trance.  
 
    Could he be?  
 
     He seemed to not understand. Or, perhaps, he was just afraid of understanding.  
 
    “You are special, boy. The relic calls to you,” Ingar said.  
 
    “What-what relic?” Quresh stuttered. 
 
    Ingar’s hands emerged out of the red light that emanated from the stone pillar, with the dodecahedron in his hands and faced them. 
 
    “The relic of chaos, one of the most powerful elements in the universe.” 
 
    Ingar seemed to be enjoying his position of power. He prattled on. “From the Universe's perspective, Reality was created in the blink of an eye. From Reality's perspective, it took billions of years. What you might not have seen,” Ingar held the small case in his hand, as it throbbed red “is that hidden below the surface of Tau, on its southern tip, is a cavern. It is hundreds of miles deep as it is wide. Just like Zorin, it is lined up with statutes. In fact, it is a mirror image of the Zorin Cavern. We are no longer on Methula, young ones.” 
 
    QT and Ella looked at each other for a second as Ingar laughed. Had he mentioned Tau? This was one of Methula’s dual moons.  
 
    Ella took a second to visualize the two suns in the sky, Ishta and Dorna, and the two moons which also emerged at night, Alpha and Tau.  
 
    “It is not by chance,” Ingar now stepped forward towards them, lifting the dodecahedron case as if holding a prized possession, “that the side entrances to the Zorin Cavern line up directly with the Magnus Maxima constellation.” 
 
    Nerka stood to her feet, though Ella could tell she was not at full strength.  
 
    “Right now,” he continued, “we stand in that cavern. In fact, we are on Tau right now. You came all the way to the moon to die. But fear not, I will spare your lives if you run away now.” 
 
    He laughed and Ella bowed her head. Balance was beyond them now. An underworlder trying to claim the chaos crystal. Nerka was nursing her wounds and QT looked shaken.  
 
    “Everything has been for nothing,” Ella muttered. “Our trip to the equatorial forest, all that we went through to claim the crystals. All for nothing.”  
 
    In her despair, a bright orange began to glow, radiating from Ella’s forehead. It startled her. She raised her hand and there, nestled around it, was the Eye of Evermore Sight. She felt it and suddenly the tiny trinket vanished into her forehead. A soothing warmth enveloped her. Her breathing pattern shifted and stabilized. She was slowly feeling restored after the previous exertion. Her shoulders relaxed and her chest filled with air. She felt she could now stand up straight.  
 
    At that instant, Ella felt a surge of power. She smiled.  
 
    “Ingar Velt Hof, Underworlder.” The underworlder looked up at her. Ella could see in his eyes he knew something was different. She pointed the water blade at him. “Allow me to re-introduce myself. Ella Larisse, daughter of Vyana and Cherra, holder of The Eye of Evermore Sight. Let’s try this one more time!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN – A LIFE FOR A LIFE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Stillness. Ella felt her own Durga reenergized through a newfound energy emanating from the Eye. She could see everything clearly. She had never felt this way before, not when training with Athos, not when facing gishan or seriports, or magical trees.  
 
    “You guys stay put.”  
 
    Ella felt connected with the Eye. She remembered how her training with Athos had gone. The cavern was big enough for Ingar to move around. He still held the dodecahedron, but this time with only one hand, as he positioned his right hand to provide some cover. Ella crouched low and in the blink of an eye she charged.  
 
    As she moved, everything slowed. She could see Ingar’s hand slowly move to crush the casing that covered the chaos crystal, but she knew she could get there in time. She moved as fast as she could, seemingly unconstrained by the effects of time. Before Ingar’s fist closed, she grabbed the casing of the chaos crystal and returned to her place by Nerka and QT.  
 
    Ingar’s hand closed into a fist as he grabbed nothing. He looked up at Ella and growled. “You petulant child,” he bared his teeth, “I will feed on your flesh.”  
 
    Ella handed QT the casing. “I believe this is yours, Quresh Tani Harra. Figure out how to connect with it.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” QT seemed perplexed.  
 
    “Killer on the move guys.” Nerka pointed out. The three closed ranks, too battered to face him alone. They all charged at Ingar, protecting Ella’s flanks, and she acted as the tip of their spear.  
 
    “Brace!”  
 
    “Your chance to escape alive has vanished!” Ingar said as he clawed at them.  
 
    Ella grunted as Ingar flipped before she could strike him. Why can’t I be this fast all the time? She wondered. Her connection with the Eye seemed to fade, still uncontrollable, triggering at its own request. Nerka also jabbed her blade to slice the underworlder, but he altered course midair, impossibly contorting his body. He landed behind Nerka and immediately resumed his launch towards QT. Nerka formed a hammer from ice and swung backwards to stall his advance.  
 
    Anyone else would not have been able to exploit her current weakness, but Ingar was an underworlder. He rolled under her hammer and clawed, scoring two strikes that hit but did not penetrate her body armor. Nerka reeled in shock as he grabbed her hand, flipped her over him, and slammed her into the ground. The underworlder pinned her to the ground and levelled his rod over her. “Give me the crystal or die.”  
 
    Nerka spat. “Does it seem to you like I am afraid of death?” Ella could see the truth in her eyes even if Ingar could not. Nerka was afraid.  
 
    Ingar struck at Nerka just as Ella’s vision tinted green. Seeing her friends in peril filled her with will to prevent it and save them. She launched at Ingar. He blocked her strike. The strength of the impact shook the cavern, and Ella realized that her eyes were not playing tricks; she was actually glowing, enshrouded in a bright green aura. 
 
    Ingar advanced with blinding speed. She sidestepped and jabbed with her blade, but with the intensity she could feel the power from her Durga waning. Ingar countered with an energy burst that loosened her grip and disarmed her. The water blade sled across the cavern, a few dozen feet away. Unarmed, he punched her with his other hand and she fell to the ground. She could feel her aura fade. 
 
    Ingar ripped Nerka’s chromital spear from her hands and launched an assault towards Ella. She in turn reached and grabbed one of her Nariasi knives at her back and held it over her for protection. He kept trying to force his spear down and Ella held each blow by scurrying out of the way or knocking it to a side with her knife. She was using all her strength in the process. 
 
    I cannot hold out much longer, Ella thought. 
 
    “Ingar Vet Holt!” Nerka’s voice shook the cavern “Ready for round two?”  
 
    She flashed past Ella and kicked Ingar on the back. The underworlder flew into the wall towards the far end of the cavern. Ella took her hand and Nerka helped her up. 
 
    Ingar tilted his neck to the side and smiled before charging. Ella willed the Eye’s powers to help her but felt nothing. Why is this trinket not responding?  
 
    As Ella waited, Nerka charged. She watched, but she could not really see the moves, as hard as she tried to follow. Nerka landed blows, but so did Ingar. Ella watched the battle wage before she could will her body to join in.  
 
    We do not choose our fates. QT was by her side now. She was feeling slightly guilty she could not match up Nerka’s display. Still, she advanced to rejoin the fight. 
 
    “No, Ella,” QT stopped her, grabbing her by the arm. “Nerka’s slowing down and you’ll only get yourself killed.” Ella could see Nerka struggling. QT then grabbed her other knife from Ella’s back and ran to join Nerka in the fight.  
 
    “QT, no!”  
 
    Ingar saw the same thing and went for Nerka’s open flank, but QT’s timely arrival saved her. He blocked the strike but was nowhere near fast enough to match Ingar. The underworlder caught his blade and grabbed him.  
 
    He then blasted a shock wave with seeming full strength that launched Nerka on her back. Ella tried to catch her, and the duo tumbled to the floor. Ella eased Nerka to the cavern floor and scrambled to her feet. Ingar held Quresh now. “Give me the chaos crystal, or I will sever your spine. I need only one hand to do it.”  
 
    “No!” Ella watched with tears on her eyes as the events unfolded.  
 
    Ingar pointed with his free hand. “Give it here chaos wielder.”  
 
    “Let go of him!” Ella screamed.  
 
    The underworlder laughed. “Do you think me a fool?” A portal opened behind him. “The chaos crystal is now mine.”  
 
    It happened faster than she could think, but she watched Ingar drag QT with him inside the portal.  
 
    Ella screamed. The portal shut and left her and Nerka standing, alone, in the middle of Tau’s cavern. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT – MASTER OF CHAOS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the aftermath of the battle, the Tau cavern was damaged extensively. The walls were broken through and there was debris everywhere, remnants of a hard-fought battle with an underworlder.  
 
    She had not considered that QT would be taken away from them. Her complacency had blinded her from seeing the truth. Everyone was vulnerable. They had been up against death itself, a lifeless enemy, and he had taken away what he had come for. He had QT and the chaos crystal. 
 
    “Open a portal!” Ella shook Nerka, but her companion was in too much pain to help her. “Open, a portal Nerka!”  
 
    “I can’t! I can’t feel them!”  
 
    Ella let her go and shouted in rage at the spot where they had disappeared. She felt her chest tighten. “He probably opened a portal to the underworld,” Nerka said.  
 
    Ella knew she was probably right. 
 
    “We lost QT and the chaos crystal to Ingar and the underworld.”  
 
    Ella could no longer hold her tears. They had fought so hard and she had lost her friend. She wanted to have him close by again, but she didn’t know what she could do. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Nerka whispered to her, “it’s not your fault, Ella.”  
 
    “There has to be a way to go to the underworld.” Ella said.  
 
    “I’m sure there is.” 
 
    How would QT now be faring having fallen into the realm of the underworlders? What did it mean that they now possessed the chaos crystal and its wielder? 
 
    Ella looked at Nerka. She knew she’d be willing to go to the underworld with her.  
 
    “Perhaps the Elders will know something. We need to get back to Scorpino,” Ella reasoned. 
 
    Nerka helped her to their feet and they both picked up their weapons and made their way back to out of the hall and towards the corridor that led to the platform. They crossed the magical threshold that connected Tau with the Zorin cavern. In the darkness, Ella’s thoughts scrambled between frustration for their loss and deep concern for her friend.  
 
    As soon as they reached Zorin’s main entrance, they encountered a legion of Scorpene guards who led them to QT’s father, Commander Hamit.  
 
    “Sintila’s forces have retreated,” he said. “I do not know what changed, but they suddenly stopped their attack and moved out of the gorge.” The giant Egrite seemed weary from battle. “How are you girls back here?”  
 
      
 
    Neither of them spoke at first. From behind the legion, someone called to be let through. After pushing through, Athos and Lente arrived at the front of the group. The fennec immediately seemed to recognize their disheveled state and lifted Ella before she would fall to the ground from exhaustion. In turn, Lente helped carry Nerka. The girls had not rested for hours, moving from one battle to the next. “Easy, child.” Athos said, “I’ve got you now.” 
 
    She struggled to stand on her feet. 
 
    “Your father is well,” Athos said. “He let us know that the seriports have once again become docile.” 
 
    That was a relief for Ella. She sighed. All attacks seemed to have stopped as soon as the underworlder had taken QT with him. Was that a coincidence?  
 
    “Sintila has joined forces with the Underworlders,” Ella could muster. “I believe her attack on Scorpino was a distraction to allow Ingar Velt Hof, an underworlder in disguise, to sneak into the cavern and steal the chaos crystal from Tau.” She was trying to organize her thoughts and make sense of what had happened. She then looked at Hamit. He would have to know, but she found it hard to put it into words because she felt angered and frustrated that she had not been able to prevent it. “QT was brave to save the crystal, but Ingar took him and they both plummeted through a portal he created. We think he took him and the crystal into the underworld.” 
 
    One of the men stepped forth and turned around to face the highest Elder. He was a large man with a stocky build. Ella did not recognize him from the dinner table. 
 
    “How do they know about Tau and the chaos crystal?” he asked. He sounded shocked, and his deep voice boomed with authority.  
 
    “Quresh,” Hamit seemed to be in shock. His silence seemed to mask his inner thoughts, as if he was processing his next move. He raised his hand and out of it, a sudden burst of blinding light and a powerful gust of wind caused everyone to close their eyes and step back. Ella noticed how everything around just fell away. Every sound faded into silence, and every physical sensation dissolved into nothingness. When she opened her eyelids, the raging bonfire around him had been put out. Hamit was emanating a powerful energy that seemed to know no bounds. 
 
    The man who had intervened with questions looked in awe as if he could not believe his eyes. He bowed his head.  
 
    Hamit then spoke. “A great tragedy has occurred on our land today. We were attacked and almost overwhelmed. My son had been taken and I will not stop at anything to get him back safe.” 
 
    Those who surrounded him bowed to him too. He assembled those of the Guard and the Elders that were there with him and gave them instructions to enter the cave. He seemed to have instantly shed his exhaustion and his strength felt renewed. After barking orders, the Elders seemed to know what had to be done and they very quickly reentered the Zorin cavern. 
 
    Ella made a move to join them, but she could hardly move a muscle. Athos halted her with a gentle gesture and that was enough to make her stay in place. She knew she had to restore her strength if she was to be of any use. What she could do, she did not yet know. 
 
    Her thoughts were with QT. She worried for her friend. 
 
    

  

 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE – THE SERVANTS OF BALANCE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ella could not eat much. She had spent the last two days in her room, watching Ishta and Dorna shift the hues of the barren landscape, chasing each other with no hope of an end. She’d let her mind run through the incident in the Tau Cavern; how Quresh had attacked the underworlder and fallen into the underworld. She had blamed herself for not being strong enough, or fast enough.  
 
    Next to her, Nerka had slept for hours on her bed. Athos placed them all in the spire at Hamit’s home, hoping that Lente could nurse them back to health. Saana tried to activate her motherly instincts and care for the girls, but she was distraught with her son in danger. Ella barely felt like eating and Nerka had slept an impressive amount of the time.  
 
    Athos and Lente treated their wounds and Ella could not get out of her head what happened in Zorin Caverns.  
 
    “We lost,” she’d told him. Her voice was filled with sorrow. “We lost so much, Athos.”  
 
    Athos wrapped her shoulder with a bandage. “You and Nerka made your way through the equatorial forest, a journey that most grown Methulans cannot make. You gained a renewed perspective on the maven civilization. You both found and claimed a crystal of reality, and you now also have the Eye of Evermore Sight to contact your mother. You are true servants of balance, Ella. Your actions were those of the protectors of our world.” 
 
    Ella could see what he was trying to do, but the weight of the loss was too much to lift that easily. After a few hours, she willed herself back to her room to check on her friend.  
 
    “Nerka, sweetie, it’s time to wake up.” 
 
    Nerka covered her head with a pillow and refused to get off the bed. “Nerka, wake up.” She pulled the pillow away from her face to see her.  
 
    “I let you starve,” Nerka groaned. “Let me sleep!” 
 
    “No. You’ve been here two days. You need to get up.” 
 
    “The beds in the jungle are not this soft, Ella.” 
 
    “Wake up or I’m calling Athos to sit on you.”  
 
    Nerka rolled off the bed and sat on the floor. “You are the worst roommate ever,” Nerka said, “and we’ve lived with maven.” 
 
    “You snore worse than the seriports, Nerka Ombra,” Ella said. 
 
    Both of them laughed and Ella joined Nerka on the floor next to the bed. “Where do we even begin?” Nerka sighed. Ella could see that they were thinking about the same things. “Where do we start to fix this?” 
 
    “My mother,” Ella said. The underworlders were responsible for her mother being trapped in a parallel dimension, the banyan trees disappearing from their world, QT had been taken away, and they were clearly after the crystals. “We get my mother and then we see how we can help QT.”  
 
    There was a knock on their door. “Who is it?” 
 
    “It’s me,” Lente’s voice came from the other side of the door. “Breakfast is ready girls.” 
 
    “We’re coming.”  
 
    “I’m hungry, and I haven’t eaten in a while,” Nerka said. She placed a hand on Ella’s leg. “Your pain has been my pain. I am so sorry.” 
 
    Ella knew Nerka blamed herself for what happened to QT too. She and Nerka had been through so much together in such a short time. They’d fought off gishan and seriports, climbed mountains and protected each other every step of the way. She owed Nerka her life. 
 
    “You did nothing wrong, Nerka. I am sorry if I lost it at times,” she pulled Nerka into a hug. “Thank you, Nerks.”  
 
    Nerka raised a brow. “Never call me that again.” 
 
    Ella laughed and embraced her even more. She soon joined. Ella imagined that QT would walk in and sit next to them and they could be talking about snacks, and light magic, and trees and Guard training.  
 
    They both helped each other up and opened the door to make their way breakfast.  
 
    “So, your mom,” Nerka said as they walked down the hall. “How do we get to her?”  
 
    “I don’t know yet, but I’m sure we’ll find a way.” Ella steeled her resolve. She would find her mother and QT. The underworlders could not overpower the chosen. She wasn’t going to give up. “The only way we will survive what is to come was if we stay together.”  
 
     “You know I’m in,” Nerka said. “I might have to train more, but I’m in. This space crystal keeps pulsing within me. I feel a bit uneasy, don’t really know yet how to control it.”  
 
    The girls entered the kitchen and were delighted to see how much care Athos and Lente had put into restoring them back to health. Nerka didn’t wait and she shoved a dumpling into her mouth.  
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
    Ella looked at her friends. She was grateful to be with them. The chosen ones were tasked to save Methula and the known universe. They were its servants and restoring balance demanded it. 
 
      
 
    TO BE CONTINUED 
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