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Prologue

In the months following the disaster that transpired 
in Trone Stenan, much of what remained of the city’s 
infrastructure was left in a state of disarray. Between the gaping 
chasm which existed at the heart of the industrial capital and 
the ruined blocks left flattened and scorched to the east, the city 
was split almost in half. Along with the difficulties that arose 
as the citizens attempted to go about their daily lives, most of 
Trone Stenan was without power or running water. A lengthy 
restoration and recovery effort would be needed before portions 
of the city could be deemed habitable. 

Without a clear and concise census of the population, 
officials on the scene had to estimate that approximately a third 
of the reported 700,000 citizens were either dead or missing. 
While efforts to track those who fled the metropolis had given 
hope that the final death toll would not be as dire as originally 
predicted, most in charge felt their task to accurately estimate 
the total loss bordered on impossible.

As reported by government officials and the crew of the 
VAF Navemaris, a segment of the fleeing citizenry had headed 
southward and eventually arrived in Chancel. The metro found 
itself quickly overwhelmed by the flood of refugees who erected 
a hastily-assembled series of camps in the fields only kilometers 
from the northern barrier. These would serve as temporary 
housing until many could find other arrangements in the 
following months. Some eventually appropriated lodging locally 
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or relocated to other locales. Some, despite warnings about 
their relative safety, revisited Trone Stenan once the Verenigen 
Marshal Forces (VMF) deemed it was possible to traverse. By 
the beginning of the new year, the first of Iefimond, 2071 BAE, 
only a few thousand people still remained in the tent village.

A significant percentage of the refugees from the western 
side of town had escaped to Geruvatan, at the foot of the 
Northern Hadleys to the west. The small mining township 
ballooned to almost twice its population overnight. Unlike 
Chancel, Geruvatan was unsuited to deal with the increase in 
inhabitants. Despite the town’s strong ties with the Grymore 
Foundation, the governor was forced to request aid from 
the VMF. After a squad of soldiers arrived and successfully 
established martial law, similar temporary accommodations 
were erected to the east of town.

Though it would never become public record, many 
former Grymore Foundation employees stationed at the mines 
eventually departed. Rumors floated about for days that they 
chose to relocate rather than deal with repercussions from the 
disaster that was caused by their employer. Though many of 
the mine shafts to the far east were closed as they were deemed 
unsafe, it took less than two months for aeustes ore excavation 
to resume at Geruvatan. Even though the mine operations still 
went under the name of the Foundation for the time being, 
it was obvious by the overt VMF presence that the Verenigen 
Congress had decided to ensure that the supply of aeustes ore 
would not be severely hampered. 

Although it would be days before people began to notice, 
many of Trone Stenan’s elected officials had likewise absconded 
for other locations, departing with haste once they realized that 
the Foundation was certainly in ruins and would no longer be 
able to provide subsidies for much of the city’s infrastructure. 
In interviews with survivors, the VMF presence came to 
understand how truly corrupt the legislature had become: most 
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of the representatives were receiving funding of some kind of 
another from the Foundation. Their flight from the city was as 
much in part from a fear of reprisal as it was a survival instinct.

The few public officials that persisted in staying in their 
homes were quickly taken into custody, largely for their own 
safety. Before the effort to gather the politicians was complete, 
one of the older legislators was dragged out into the streets, 
barefoot and dressed only in night clothes, by a mob who hung 
him from a nearby lamppost. The man was dead for some time 
before a VMF patrol found his body. 

With most of Trone Stenan’s security personnel gone, 
having also turned tail for their own reasons, the VMF 
established a temporary base of operations within the city 
limits. At first, their sole intent was to offer peacekeeping 
assistance as residents began to repatriate. The remnants of 
Trone Stenan’s original security force that remained eventually 
became a part of the VMF. It would take months of training 
and reeducation for many to shed the totalitarian education, 
including the active repression of basic human rights and 
regular street-side beatings, which was the basis of their original 
employment. 

As its leader was gone and the headquarters was now a 
mountain of rubble at the north end of town, the Grymore 
Foundation was by and large considered defunct. What had 
happened to Zane Grymore would never become public 
knowledge; many a story began to float about that he had 
bolted, never again to darken the city’s proverbial doorstep. 
Some even posited that he was the direct cause for the 
disaster and that the VMF had chosen to banish him from 
Verenigen soil. Even though there was never a proclamation 
from the Verenigen Congress on the matter, more than a few 
congressmen wondered in private conversation what had, in 
fact, transpired.
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Without the financial stability that the Foundation 
provided, the science division was disbanded and the more 
skilled project leaders were either forced to find work elsewhere 
or abandon their research altogether. It was said that Stillgert 
left the continent for good and was last seen on a boat heading 
northward from what remained of the Trone Stenan harbor 
district. Dohminger moved to Port Hadley and was working on 
a new venture there under private funding. No one was certain 
what happened to Chalmers, though a few employees who fled 
the Foundation property said they spied him heading to the 
subbasement only hours before the creature climbed out from 
below. 

As for the cause of the devastation, despite thousands of 
surviving witnesses, very few people would speak of the stone 
colossus that rose from beneath the city and laid waste to the 
Foundation’s highrise. Whether it was because they believed 
that it was nothing more than a shared massive delusion or 
not, almost everyone chose to refer to the incident as a natural 
disaster. The admission of the truth seemed troublesome and, 
more often than not, the survivors preferred to speak in allegory 
rather than facts. Years later, one Charles Whimbly of the 
Chancel Academy, a tenured sociology professor, would write a 
paper on the matter titled The Shared Delusion: How Survivors 
Cope with the Truly Unexplainable.  

To the far south, deep in the lush Vale Grans’tsarren, the 
handful of surviving citizens that once called Vertegarte home 
had long ago given up on the ransacked village, making the trek 
through the Vale and eventually to Grundy. Of those, only a 
few took residence there. Others moved on with the hopes of 
putting distance between themselves and the memories of their 
destroyed home. 

A particularly wet and chilly late season served to complete 
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the ruin of the settlement, left in shambles by the overzealous 
squad of Foundation soldiers. Except for a half-dozen houses, 
including the shack O’mas once called home, most of the town 
became uninhabitable as the stretch of cold months came to a 
close. By the time the early season arrived, the forest had already 
begun to reclaim the once-civilized acreage, as it crept inwards 
at a gradual pace. 

The Seventh of Gnosimond, Year 2070 BAE
Port Hadley

With the envelope held tightly between his slender fingers, 
Hollistier Thabies came to a stop at the edge of the street 
and looked to the postal office only a handful of steps in the 
distance. He tapped the toe of his leather shoe against the 
stone curb briefly. His eyes focused on the hand-painted letters 
centered on the green glass window to the side of the office 
door. He had only just arrived in the seaside town by coach 
minutes ago. Having found the building so close to his point 
of arrival proved both convenient and unexpected. While the 
connecting trip from Chancel took only a few days, it had been 
long enough for him to spend hours pondering, mulling over a 
single topic that he could not drive from his thoughts.

As he stood in the street, letting the afternoon sun beat 
down on his dark, caramel-colored skin, he knew he could not 
continue on to the harbor until he completed this one final 
task. Certainly, the three ships docked to the east were waiting 
impatiently for his arrival, but he would postpone joining them 
until the letter in his hand was delivered. 

Behind him was the coach station, where he had just 
parted ways with a pair of his fellow library staff, likewise in 
Port Hadley as a part of the Evisran delegation in charge of the 
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soon-to-be-departing expedition. After informing Jakara and 
Grathi that they should head on without him, Hollistier left the 
younger associates and made his way across the avenue. Even 
though he could hear their gossiping chatter, he paid it little 
mind and left them to collect their belongings.

Though much of his trip from Kit’abana to Port Hadley 
had been under clear skies, a light wisp of graying cloud cover 
could be seen moving in from the north. He hoped the trio of 
ships would be well on their way before the incoming storm 
eventually struck. He did not relish the idea of starting such a 
lengthy voyage on rough seas. The waters would be turbulent 
enough before too long as it was.

Except for the short, unexpected layover in Chancel, due in 
large part to the influx of refugees from Trone Stenan, the trip 
from Kit’abana had been uneventful. Over the days spent in 
transit, he could have used some distraction to turn his mind to 
other affairs. His coworkers were of little help; obsessed with the 
news of the recent disaster, they did little to assuage his anxiety 
and guilt. Even discussion of the upcoming trek eventually 
turned back to the rumors and rumblings from the north. 
Hollistier was a little disappointed at how much his associates 
were preoccupied with the unsubstantiated allegations.

He ran his well-manicured fingers over the wax seal that 
closed the missive, flipped the cream envelope and gave the 
handwritten address one last read. Once he handed over the 
lengthy and detailed confession to the postmaster, it would be 
on its way to Chancel, passing through Burghal and Terenton. 
From there, it would eventually be taken west, where it would 
end up in Kit’abana and at some point, placed on the cluttered 
desk of Agava Ra’khavale, the Library’s Chief Custodian.

As the afternoon sun slowly fell behind the Southern 
Hadleys to the west, long shadows from the nearby buildings 
crawled across the street, creeping across Hollistier’s path as they 
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stretched towards the door of the postal office. The rumble of a 
motorcraft from off in the distance, tires steadily drumming on 
the stone-laid streets, caused him to shake off the moment of 
introspection. 

After tugging at the collar of his blue silk shirt with a single 
finger, Hollistier let out a sigh, shook his head and forced 
himself to press forward. No matter how long he delayed, the 
communication needed to be handed off, especially if he was 
ever to feel the burden of guilt lifted from his shoulders.

Once through the door, he stopped in the lobby as his eyes 
adjusted to the change in illumination. On the other side of 
the room was a single wood-topped counter where an older 
gentleman dressed in pale gray with a blue vest was focused on 
a stack of papers laid out before him. A brass-and-wood ceiling 
fan ran with a soft hum, causing the postmaster’s hair to ruffle 
in the light breeze.

Without as much as a word, Hollistier crossed the tan-tiled 
floor and sidled up to the countertop. Softly, he set the letter 
down, withdrew a small stack of coins and placed them beside 
the envelope. 

At the sound of the currency clinking on the wooden 
surface, the postmaster looked up from his work and offered 
a smile. He adjusted the glasses sitting atop the crooked, thin 
bridge of his nose and leaned forward ever so slightly, raising a 
single brow inquiringly.

“One letter.” Hollistier pointed to the envelope. “To 
Kit’abana, please.”

“Hmmm… let me see.” The older man reached out a 
hand and collected both the letter and the payment. After a 
quick assessment that the compensation would be enough, he 
nodded. 

“That should cover it just fine,” the postman noted before 
setting the epistle in a nearby bin.
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Hollistier thought that he would have felt something after 
the transaction’s completion, that having the admission out of 
his hands would provide some sense of relief, or that it would 
have given him a degree of finality. Instead, all he felt was a few 
coins poorer. He took a single step back and was in mid-turn 
when a question came to mind, one that he hoped the local 
could answer. 

“Oh, one last thing,” Hollistier spoke as he turned back to 
the postmaster.

“Yes?”
“Do you know how I could get to the harbor? This is my 

first time in Port Hadley and I am late for my ship.”
“The harbor? Once you get out on the street, hang a left,” 

the postmaster announced as he pointed to the entrance. “Take 
Pyrmanon Avenue all the way east. About five blocks down, 
you’ll run into a roundabout. Pass through that and Pyrmanon 
continues on the other side. Just keep following it and you’ll 
end up on the north end of the harbor, no problem.”

“Thank you.”
Hollistier left the office and returned to the stone-laid path 

before veering to his left. 
Hopefully, he would be well on his way before the Evisran 

administration received his confession. Even if Ra’khavale 
read it the minute it was placed in his possession, it would be 
days before he could dispatch someone to put a halt to the 
expedition, or worse, send someone to replace him. Hollistier 
anticipated that with his own delays in arriving at Port Hadley, 
the trio of ships would be eager to depart as soon as he was on 
board. 

Even now, with the deed done, he could not be certain 
why he felt the need to confess. Maybe he had been hasty and 
made presumptions that weren’t accurate. It was true that he 
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had given Flynn the Library’s greatest secret, the location of the 
Stairwell of the Byrael. Was he making assumptions that the 
events in Trone Stenan were related? How could they be? While 
he had a wealth of knowledge gleaned from the Library’s grand 
collection, his experience with the world at large was far less 
comprehensive. The daily machinations of Verenigen’s citizenry 
often perplexed him. Was the revelation he had imparted to 
Flynn the direct cause for the creature’s rising from below the 
earth? It certainly seemed to him as though it could be. The two 
incidents could not be coincidental, could they? 

There was one thing he was certain of: his admission would 
certainly be the end of his career.

That is, unless he found something of untold value out on 
the Great Sea.



10

Chapter 01
The Second of Iefimond, Year 2071 BAE
Chancel Academy for Higher Learning, Chancel

Jehn knew she was supposed to wait for Loren out by the 
entrance to the Byraelian chapel, but the glacial undercurrent 
in the air obliged her to seek warmth within the aged building. 
While Chancel had never been prone to heavy winds, the 
light breeze that cut through the yard was enough to send a 
shiver through her body. A mild gust blew a few strands of her 
reddish-brown hair across her eyes, which forced her to brush it 
away with the back of her hand. She rubbed the tip of her nose, 
now red and numb, with the hope of forcing some feeling into 
the skin.

Since it was her first year away from the temperate climate 
of the Vale where she had been raised, she found it a challenge 
to keep consistently warm while outdoors. Even draped in 
layers, including a green knit sweater and hooded leather jacket, 
the bitter temperature caused her teeth to clatter less than a 
minute into her wait.

Even though Loren promised that she would arrive once 
she was finished with her final test for the semester, Jehn 
honestly had no idea when to expect her classmate. Loren was 
not the fastest person when it came to a lot of things, much less 
taking written exams. If history was any indication, it could 
feasibly be another fifteen to twenty minutes before she arrived, 
skipping along as it nothing was the matter.
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As another weather-induced shudder ran down the length 
of her body, she made up her mind to give up on her wait and 
seek shelter. I’ll just slip into the reception area and warm up for a 
while. Shouldn’t be too long before she gets here. 

Jehn crossed the stone-laid court and climbed two steps 
to the pair of dark mahogany doors that faced out on the 
Academy’s main campus yard. 

Founded in 1712, just to the south of what would 
eventually become the central business district of Gortsa Ward, 
the Chancel Academy was spread out across a campus of 
1,250 acres. Many of the multi-story classroom buildings were 
constructed of red brick and wood, with gray slate tile roofs. 
Along the northern and eastern edges of the property were a 
series of dormitories and apartments, where most of the student 
body resided throughout the year. At the center of campus 
was a sizeable courtyard, spread across six acres, festooned in 
well-maintained trees and shrubbery. To the north of the yard 
stood the Academy’s lone Byraelian Chapel, a wood-and-stone 
building painted white and lined with arched windows. Above 
the double doors at the entrance stood a clock tower, a good 
six stories over the clearing. At the top, visible through an open 
archway, hung a massive iron bell that tolled the hour without 
fail due to an automated system of gears housed within the 
structure.

I’ll just keep an ear out for the noon bell, Jehn thought as she 
slipped into the hall. A palpable warmth smothered her as she 
released the brass handle, letting the door close with a click. 
From the heat, she was certain that the chapel was well-heated 
by a furnace, likely in the basement. 

As the feeling came back to her chilled fingers, she 
unbuttoned her jacket and took a deep draw of the temperate 
air. Light perspiration rose on her forehead, causing her to 
wipe the sleeve across her brow. After a few seconds spent 
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acclimating, she decided to take off her coat and hung it over 
her bent left arm as she proceeded to look around the currently-
empty reception area. 

The rectangular room was painted beige with a white and 
tan tile floor. Except for a series of benches along the back wall, 
the room was without furniture. A few banners and tapestries, 
decorated with doctrinal iconography, hung from the walls and 
she spied a staircase tucked in the corner of the room on her far 
right. Across from the entrance was another pair of matching 
doors that led into the chapel’s prayer hall. 

Because the entry between the two rooms was propped 
open, Jehn could see all the way to the back of the large 
chamber. Except for a central aisle that ran the length of the 
nave to the pulpit area, the hall was lined in padded pews. As 
Jehn entered, she took notice of wooden columns along each 
wall on either side. In between the pillars were a series of arched 
windows, paned with colored glass arranged in geometric 
patterns. 

Even though daylight spilled in through the windows, 
the hall was poorly lit, barring a quartet of brass lamps 
hung from the ceiling that illuminated the stage at the far 
end. At the center of the platform was an altar, covered in 
embroidered cloth and topped with assorted theological books 
and sculptures. To the right of the display was a wooden 
lectern where a simple lamp was left on and unattended. Jehn 
wondered if someone had been here and she had just missed 
them.

Her thoughts didn’t linger as she found herself drawn to 
the colorful display at the back of the room. She continued 
down the aisle and climbed onto the stage, moving towards the 
artwork that now towered over her. 

Mounted on the northern wall, behind the pulpit, was 
a mural composed entirely of 3cm square tiles that ran from 
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the floor to the vaulted ceiling. The multihued creation was 
mostly colored patterns formed from the tiles. Laid out at head 
height in the center of the display was a single tetrad of images, 
encircling an imbued ore that appeared to be affixed to the wall. 

Even though she was not well-versed with the lore, Jehn 
noticed that the five images were a representation of the 
Byraelian creation dogma: a single curled wave rising above 
the ocean’s surf; a pair of mountain peaks haloed in the light of 
dawn; a silhouette of a man, woman, and child standing side-
by-side; a quartet of glowing stones; and lastly, an obsidian-
hued blind-folded female figure draped in robes clasping a 
tome against her chest. The image triggered the recollection 
of the aged carpet that had been in O’mas’ home. At this, a 
pang of sadness bit at her. After a sigh, she shook her head 
and continued forward until she was within arm’s reach of the 
colorful artwork. 

The centerpiece of the mural, placed at the center of the 
five images, was an imbued ore that looked as though it was 
fashioned from polished glass. At the core was, as best as she 
could describe, a cobalt-tinted fluid whose position appeared 
locked in stasis. Three rows of carved runes, etched into a 
circular plaster frame, surrounded the ore. For a moment, 
Jehn felt a hint of familiarity. It took a few seconds of thinking 
before it finally occurred to her where she had witnessed 
the sight previously. The Stairwell… It looks exactly like the 
mountings for the Cierrosien and Veiith. Including the three lines 
of runes. I kinda wish Flynn was here so he could tell me what this 
says. Maybe, I should write it down and send it to him. 

For the second time since, her thoughts were drawn back 
to the events of the previous year. Even though she maintained 
regular correspondence with Flynn, who had gone back home 
to Palicosta months ago, she could not help but miss him. 
She would easily admit that they did not have the kind of 
friendship that she shared with Evans or Zoe, but they had 
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been travelling companions and that was enough reason for 
them to keep in contact. In all of their communication, though, 
neither broached the topic of Kyote. Most days, she knew it 
was probably for the best. Jehn understood that if she thought 
too long about either Kyote or O’mas, it would dredge up dark 
feelings she hadn’t struggled with since her aunt’s burial. 

Once again, she shook her head, this time a bit harder than 
before, as if to rattle the sadness from her skull. After blinking 
for a few moments to suppress tears that threatened to roll 
down her cheeks, she set her attention on the decorated wall. 

Under the lamplight, many of the tiles glistened and Jehn 
could have sworn that, as she approached, the ore had a glow to 
it. Now that she was right next to it, though, it seemed she was 
mistaken.

Even from where she stood, only a handful of the tiles 
were markedly cracked or faded, clearly owing to dedicated 
maintenance by the Byraelian staff. As her focus remained on 
the display, she reached out, her hand approaching the ore that 
curiously beckoned to her. Was I just seeing things? I could have 
sworn…

As her fingertips came within a centimeters of the 
stone, she paused. A prickling of the hair on her arms was 
accompanied by a repelling force that kept her from pressing 
closer. I’m not really pushing too hard. Maybe if I—

From the doorway tucked behind the lectern on her right, 
Jehn heard steps tapping on the polished floor as someone 
approached. She was certain it was one of the chapel staff, 
probably curious about their visitor. Perhaps, this person was 
concerned about the individual standing perilously close to the 
centerpiece of the prayer hall.

The sound of a man clearing his throat caused her to look 
over her shoulder and catch sight of the recent arrival as he 
slipped up beside her, the heels of his shoes clicking. 
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By his manner of dress—a black collarless suit and polished 
dress shoes—Jehn assumed he was the chapel’s chaplain. He 
was a tall, thin man, with a mop of straw-like blond hair that 
was losing a battle against time; streaks of white and gray hair 
striated the tufts that were combed away from each ear. Lines 
creased his eyes and along the flat slope of his forehead. While 
he seemed curious about the unexpected guest, there was a 
welcoming smile on his long face. 

“Is there something I can assist you with?” he asked, 
drawing her full attention away from the ore. Jehn met his gaze, 
noticing a brief glimpse of concern on his face. 

“I, uh…. I’m not entirely sure,” she sputtered as she took a 
step in retreat and faced the older man. 

After a few seconds of silence, he continued. “Pardon me. I 
think introductions are in order. My name is Cohlen Bengoad. 
I’m the chaplain here.” He offered a hand that she took in hers. 
The soft skin of his palm felt lukewarm to her own. 

After a trio of shakes, she replied. “Jehn Brumal.” 
“Would you be here on a matter of faith? Or is it a personal 

issue?” he inquired, guessing that she had something on her 
mind. While many would come to the sermons hosted in 
the prayer hall on every fifth evening, very few of the student 
population visited the chapel during the day. In a month, 
Cohlen was certain he saw at least a thousand students pass 
through the building, but for one to come during daytime 
hours was often a sign of a person in need of a sympathetic 
ear, to unburden something that weighed on his or her mind. 
When Jehn remained silent, he pressed on, hoping to initiate a 
conversation. “Are you Byraelian, perchance? I haven’t seen you 
around before.” 

“No, not really.” Her response was quick. Her aunt, Marcel, 
had been neither Byraelian nor Evisran and took great efforts 
not to influence Jehn’s own religious leanings. Maybe if Jehn 
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had grown up elsewhere, like Gold Flats or Chancel, this would 
have been a rarity, but very few people in Vertegarte were of a 
clearly devout conviction. The few that were members of either 
denomination had joined while abroad and only returned as 
converts. There had only been one attempt at a missionary 
trip by the assembly in Gold Flats that she could recall and the 
lackluster response from the township probably discouraged 
further efforts. Jehn wondered that, if the Evisrans were 
interested in proselytization, would they have had better luck.

“Evisran?” A slight glimmer of hope lit up in the corner 
of the man’s eyes, alerting Jehn to the idea that he might relish 
carrying on a discussion with a member of an alternate faith. 
As best as she understood, very few Evisrans lived in Chancel 
and those that did were scattered throughout the southern 
wards. Only a minority of her classmates was professed Evisran, 
though she often wondered if that was only so they could claim 
something unique about themselves. Bucking family traditions 
allowed them to claim a wholly different faith if only for the 
sake of staking their independence.

“Not myself, though I do know one or two.”
Her firm response caused Cohlen’s countenance to sag. 

He redoubled his efforts and returned to the original inquiry. 
“Then, what, may I ask, is on your mind?”

The real question that dogged her was one she knew she 
couldn’t ask, or at least one the chaplain couldn’t answer, a 
query that required knowledge to which only a handful of 
people were privy. She wanted to ask him what he thought 
about the deity that rose from the earth, only to lay waste to 
a good portion of Trone Stenan. She was certain there was 
an unspoken agreement that kept such facts from public 
knowledge. As it was, any such admission would certainly call 
into doubt her sanity.

Assuming her silence hinted at some deeper philosophical 
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struggles, Cohlen spoke up. “I know a lot of people have been 
seeking answers since… last year. The disaster has really set a 
number of people on edge.”

Jehn could not ignore how the chaplain had chosen to 
avoid the crux of the topic. She was keenly aware that he 
wasn’t the only one. Very few people wanted to admit, even 
to themselves in private, what had happened in Trone Stenan, 
instead choosing to refer to it as “the disaster.” Perhaps it’s the 
only way they can cope with it. Those who weren’t there dismiss it as 
a fabrication. Those who were, pretend it didn’t happen that way. 
“There was a chemical leak that caused hallucinations” or some 
other lie that lets them sleep at night.

“Actually,” Jehn finally spoke up, choosing to change the 
topic, certain that the chaplain would not be of any help to her. 
“I’m quite interested in the mural. I’ve never seen anything like 
it before.” With her right hand, she reached out to caress the 
polished tile.

“Oh, please,” Cohlen raised a hand in alarm. “Please don’t 
touch the tiles. They’re very old and we would wish to keep 
them in as good condition as possible.”

“Sorry,” Jehn blushed briefly as her arm recoiled from the 
surface.

“Well, is this your first time in the chapel?” he began as he 
placed his hands together. 

“Yes. I’ve passed by it on campus before but have never had 
the chance to stop in. It’s a gorgeous building.” She cast a glance 
back at the darkened hall before meeting his gaze.

“Thank you,” he responded with a proud smile. “The 
mural was erected as a part of the original foundation in 1608, 
predating the founding of Chancel by almost two years and the 
establishment of the academy by almost a hundred. While the 
building has undergone a number of renovations, the mural 
itself has required only minimal maintenance.”
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“And the imbued ore?” Jehn pointed to the cobalt-tinted 
glass at the center. “Would you happen to know where it came 
from?”

“It was actually a gift from the Byraelian Assembly in Gold 
Flats, a part of their collection. The story is that it washed 
ashore inside a waterproof jar on the sandy beaches of what 
is now Littoral, just north of where the Zeirchile River meets 
the Great Sea. It was passed down generation to generation 
for centuries ending up in the possession of the head of the 
Byraelian Assembly sometime in the late 600s.” 

Within a few minutes in his presence, it was clear to 
Jehn that Cohlen was a well-trained public speaker. He 
communicated as much with his hands and eyes as he did with 
the rich tone of his voice. His movements were energetic and 
demonstrative. His enunciation was clear and pronounced. 

Jehn let out a soft hum, impressed at the recounting of the 
tale. With her hand still held out, she moved her fingertips over 
to the inset ore. Out of the corner of her eyes, she noticed a bit 
of trepidation on the chaplain’s part.

Just as she was about to withdraw her fingers for good, she 
sensed something from the ore: a slight force that felt as though 
it was repelling her from its surface. After a moment to consider 
the sensation, she eventually slipped her hand into her pocket, 
much to the chaplain’s relief.

As she considered the stone’s nature, Jehn thought to ask 
an additional question, unsure of what his answer would be, or 
whether the subject itself would be well-received. “Have you, or 
anyone, ever felt anything from the ore?”

“How-how do you mean?” The look he gave her was 
dubious. While she had always been cognizant of the energies 
radiating from imbued ores, especially the more unique stones 
like the Rhepelles, tucked into her pack back in her room, she 
found that many people were far less perceptive. This included 
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Loren, who had shown no sign of being affected by the 
Rhepelles the single time Jehn allowed her to hold it. 

“I heard stories that some of the older ores held… energies 
that more sensitive people could feel,” she quickly fabricated 
to deflect any unwanted curiosity the chaplain might have. 
There was no need for him to know that she could tangibly 
sense these forces. Her mentor, O’mas, had made it clear that 
her awareness was due to an empathic gift she exhibited. In her 
time on campus, she was learning that she might be one of the 
few people who had any degree of sensitivity.

“Oh, but those are old wives tales.” He was quick to laugh 
at the notion. “Certainly, there are accounts written in many 
tomes about special people being able to use imbued ores in 
unique ways, but I, myself, have never seen anything of the sort 
in all my years. In fact, I can attest that this particular stone has 
done nothing more than shine prettily in all the time that it has 
been here.”

I guess I shouldn’t have expected too much from him. Jehn 
hastily let the topic drop, instead focusing her attention on the 
carven lines. “Well, would you know what these mean? Do they 
have any significance?”

“Oh, nothing so interesting, I’m afraid. It merely states 
that the ore was a gift of the assembly upon the founding of the 
chapel. There are no ancient phrases or hidden messages to be 
uncovered here.”

“Are you fluent in Byraelian?” she inquired, doubtful of his 
dismissal.

“Oh, no.” He shook his head. “The original translation was 
provided to my predecessors by members of the Evisran Library 
decades ago.”

After a lull in the conversation, Jehn spoke again, her voice 
low. “You strike me, well… for a man of faith, you’re very 
pragmatic.”
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He nodded as he cocked a single brow, as if impressed by 
her assessment. “And? Usually that kind of comment is leading 
to something.”

“I’m willing to admit I’m a little curious. What is your 
opinion about the existence of deities? The Byrael, themselves? 
Do you—” She paused for a moment, glancing around the hall 
before continuing, “—believe that they exist?”

“I, well,” he sputtered briefly before joining her in taking 
a look to ensure their privacy. Once it was clear that they were 
alone, he leaned in ever so slightly. “Between you and me, I like 
to think of the Byrael as an allegory. They don’t so much exist, 
watching us from afar, as they represent something. I like to 
think that our ancestors attributed certain naturally-occurring 
elements around them as influences of their makers so that they 
could better comprehend the world around them.”

Jehn hummed lightly at the comment. It took a concerted 
effort not to correct him, to tell him what she had seen only 
months prior. She hadn’t asked the question with any desire 
to be confrontational. As it was, he was being far more honest 
than she expected.

“That’s surprisingly frank, especially from someone—”
“Someone in my line of business?” he interrupted with 

a smile and a light chuckle. “To be fair, my opinions on the 
creation dogma could be considered blasphemous in stricter 
circles. But, I see someone, like yourself, come into the chapel, 
curious as to what’s inside and the last thing I would do is hit 
you with a story about five deities blessing mankind with gifts. 
Nothing drives people away like a story that strains credibility.”

“So you don’t actually believe in the Byrael? I thought that 
was what faith was all about?”

“I believe that people should be good to each other. Life 
is hard enough as it is. While the congregation may initially 
latch onto the stories of their makers, I always hope that they 
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take away the more down-to-earth lessons that can be learned. 
In the end of the day, all that really matters is that people treat 
each other well. Once you get past the creation dogma, you’ll 
find a lot of the written material is intended to teach lessons on 
charity, kindness and sympathy. Copeland’s Hearts of Faith and 
Lekwyth’s The Helping Hand are both pieces of literature that I 
like to refer to when speaking with followers. I would say that 
the lessons shared in either book are far more important in your 
day-to-day life than whether Shum Delial was, in fact, the seed 
for all life.” 

Jehn nodded silently, understanding it was for the same 
reason no one had gone public with what they knew about 
the incident in Trone Stenan: the average person would be 
unwilling to listen, much less believe. For all the general 
populace knew, a natural disaster had befallen the city. To come 
forth and claim that it was, in fact, K’vaan Zighurati would be 
inviting far more trouble than she could ever want. The lone 
person of good standing in Verenigen who was privy to the 
truth was Captain Roman of the VMF, though she doubted he 
would admit to such knowledge. 

“Well, thank you for your honesty and patience,” Jehn 
finally said as she brushed away the myriad of questions that 
still remained in the back of her mind. While the chaplain 
was certainly a kind and educated man, she doubted he could 
answer some of the more troubling questions that she had. 
It required evidence he didn’t own and, with his own recent 
admission, a faith he was unlikely to possess.

“It was my pleasure. Is there anything else?”
Before Jehn could respond, a toll rang out from the tower 

on the other end of the building. The deep-toned clang vibrated 
through the chapel. Jehn was certain that she felt the floor rattle 
beneath her feet as the notes echoed.

“Sorry to leave so quickly, but I have to meet someone. 
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Thank you for your time,” she announced with a bow before 
slipping into her jacket and departing, leaving Cohlen waving 
to her from the stage as she briskly ran down the aisle. 

As she exited, Jehn was struck by the cold that hung in the 
air, which caused her to stop short. She felt as if it had grown 
more frigid since her entrance to the building. Instinctively, 
she reached up with one hand and gripped the top button of 
her jacket to ensure that it was as secure as it could be. For a 
moment, she wished she had thought to wear a scarf. 

After blinking for a few seconds, she found Loren standing 
in the courtyard a few meters in the distance. Dressed in a red 
wool coat hung over a cream patterned dress, the short brunette 
stood with her back facing the structure, her arms wrapped 
around her torso as she shuddered. A brown pack dangled 
from one shoulder. On the front flap was embroidered a trio 
of colorful flowers. Her hair was tied back in a long braid that 
draped halfway down her back.

Jehn didn’t have many people on campus she knew, much 
less considered being on friendly terms, but Loren Brochant 
was in that exclusive group. At first, her association with the 
girl was merely out of convenience. They had shared a number 
of classes during the Midsummer Season Semester, often 
finding themselves seated adjacently throughout the lectures. It 
was because of Loren’s offer to help Jehn get caught up in her 
studies, due to her late arrival on campus, that the two girls 
came to know one another. In the following days, it became 
clear that Jehn was the quicker learner and that Loren was in 
more need of aid on certain subjects.

Early in their companionship, Loren struck Jehn as affable 
and good-natured, though there was a certain something that 
she was lacking. Perhaps it was only that Loren never held 
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any interest in more than her studies, the opposite sex and the 
occasional jaunt to purchase new clothing. 

When she thought to herself, Jehn could not help but 
laugh at the realization that Loren was clearly considered the 
more normal woman. Loren was a truly dainty specimen that 
caught the eye of many of her male classmates. In contrast, Jehn 
never wore makeup or fashionable clothes and continued to be 
brusque and distant with pretty much everyone beside Loren. It 
made no difference to Jehn, who held little interest in the male 
populace at the Academy. There were more than a few attractive 
boys in her classes, but they were often plagued with rampant 
immaturity or worse personality traits.

With an inkling toward mischief, Jehn took a moment to 
stretch her feet and calves before proceeding forward. The soles 
of her shoes touched the stone lightly and she made almost no 
noise as she crossed the distance. Only once did a heel scuff the 
earthen tiles, making a faint scraping noise that was lost in the 
breeze as it blew through the nearby trees. Got to keep up the 
practice. Don’t want to get rusty from lack of use.

Jehn snuck up beside the shorter girl, whose braided locks 
hung down past her shoulders, and placed a hand on her arm. 
With a jump, Loren spun about, her eyes wide with surprise.

Once she realized who was at her side, she let out a sigh 
as she placed a hand over her heart. “Jehn! Dang it, girl, you 
scared me! Don’t do that.” Loren frowned as she reached up 
with a single finger and pushed her tortoise-shell rimmed glasses 
back on the thin bridge of her nose. “Where did you come 
from? I didn’t even hear you.”

Jehn smiled for a moment before responding. “I was just 
in the chapel, keeping warm. Looks like I finished my last test 
before you did.” 

“Oh, well,” Loren said as she shot a look back to the 
sanctuary. “Don’t sneak up on me like that anymore, okay? 
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How would you like it if I did that to you?” 
“I don’t think I’d mind if you at least tried,” Jehn 

commented with a wry smile, provoking the tiny brunette ever 
so slightly.

“Oh, stop it,” Loren snapped as she playfully nudged Jehn 
in the arm with her elbow. 

Jehn winced for only a second before she smiled in hopes of 
hiding the discomfort. Before Loren could ask if she was okay, 
Jehn motioned that they should be on their way and hinted 
that it was too cold to hang around. She certainly didn’t want 
her friend probing about the fresh bruise on her arm, which 
might lead to the subject of where Jehn was the night before. If 
Jehn was honest with her, Loren might be appalled to discover 
that she had been at a tavern in the nearby Hotta Ward, where 
she had escaped a scuffle between herself and a pair of drunks 
twice her age with only minor contusions. 

In fact, there were a number of things Jehn chose not to 
share with anyone, much less the classmate who had taken a 
liking to her. The list of things Loren was privy to was small 
enough to fit on a slip of paper. Except that Jehn was originally 
from Vertegarte, she had chosen not to share much about her 
life prior to her arrival at the Academy. She did not tell about 
her defensive training, the staff that was still hidden in her 
closet or the nature of her collection of rare imbued ores. To 
avoid answering a litany of potentially problematic questions, 
she made no mention of her recent travels or the fact that she 
had actually been in Trone Stenan during the disaster. When 
the topic of friends and family came up, Jehn often concocted a 
reason to change the subject, only willing to admit that she had 
companions located across the continent. She explicitly chose 
not to say anything about Marcel, O’mas or Kyote. 

While she had sufficient time to cope with her aunt’s death, 
losing both her mentor, O’mas, and her friend, Kyote, the way 
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she had still troubled her. She struggled with many sleepless 
nights, though they tended to be preferable to the times when 
she eventually slipped into slumber only to be woken by her 
nightmares. These dreams were often flashing slideshows of 
horror and violence, warped scenes from memories, presented 
with little coherence. It was a rare occasion when she would 
find herself conversing with those she had lost, but even their 
words failed to provide any solace. 

Circumstances had left her with so few people that she 
trusted, so she had no outlet nearby to help deal with her 
feelings. Her written communications with Flynn, Evans and 
Zoe provided some temporary support, but even with them, 
she chose not to talk about Kyote. The loss of Kyote proved 
especially painful. She wasn’t entirely sure why this was, but she 
hated the idea of lingering on the subject to probe it further, as 
doing so always soured her mood. 

“So, are you still planning to head to Siracosta?” Loren 
asked as she trailed Jehn, who was making an eastward trek 
through the grounds, leaving the campus yard behind as they 
headed along a path between the mathematics and science 
buildings. A few hundred meters past the matching brick-and-
stone halls was the entrance to the campus residential area, 
where both girls maintained dorm rooms. Two rows of well-
maintained bushes lined either side of the pathway.

“Yes, I have a close friend there who invited me to stay for 
the break. I haven’t been out of Chancel since I arrived so it’ll 
be good to visit.”

“Even if it’s Siracosta?” Loren said with a disapproving 
scowl.

“It can’t be that bad.” 
“Jymwine says it’s a really small village.” Loren’s tone had 

a hint of pleading in it, as if she was trying to convince Jehn to 
change her plans. It occurred to Jehn that Loren might want 
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to rope her into her own plans for the break. “Nothing to do 
there. And he should know. He’s from Gazepella.”

“Still, I have a friend there I haven’t seen in some time,” 
Jehn reiterated, the tone of her voice hinting that she wouldn’t 
be dissuaded.

“Okay, well, if you change your mind—”
“Where are you going?” Jehn turned to her, interrupting 

Loren before she could finish the offer Jehn would be forced to 
decline.

“See my folks.” Her diminutive head bobbed, causing a few 
stray locks which hung beside her ears to bounce playfully.

“Don’t they live—”
“Yeah, on the other side of Chancel. I know, I know.” 

Loren blushed at the admission. “Still, I may stop in for a few 
days and then met up with Jymwine and Keits later.”

“And what are those two doing?” Jehn inquired more out of 
politeness than interest. The pair of boys had an uncanny knack 
for finding trouble in the most mundane of ways. Very rarely 
did either manage to come across anything of actual interest, 
especially to Jehn, who had logged in more travel than all three 
combined. Both were friends by association; even though Loren 
kept any sign of interest at bay, Jymwine constantly flirted with 
her. Keits was his roommate and, except for the occasional 
class, was almost never seen out in public without hiding in 
Jymwine’s shadow.

“They’re thinking of heading north to…” Loren paused for 
a moment, looking to choose her words carefully, “I guess we 
still call it Trone Stenan.”

“Depends on who you talk to.” Jehn was aware that 
there had been discussion that, with much of the central 
part of the city in ruins, members of the Verenigen Congress 
were considering reconstituting the city into two separate 
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municipalities. Jehn’s Political Science professor, Mrs. Tonwick, 
had spent a series of lectures railing on about the impact of 
such a decision, including what she deemed was “the attempt to 
cement Chancel as the de facto capital” by the legislature. 

“Doesn’t really matter,” Loren shrugged her shoulders as 
they reached the iron archway trellis that marked the beginning 
of the student residential area. Across the top was a steel placard 
with the words “Academy Campus Living North” formed from 
strips of metal, molded into curved letters. “All I care about is 
enjoying some time off. And, hopefully, I did well on all my 
finals.”

“You should be fine,” Jehn reassured her. 
“So, when do you head out?” Loren inquired as their 

pace slowed. Her quarters were in the brown and tan wooden 
residence hall coming up on their left. Jehn’s own room was 
further back in the village, just on the edge of property. Its 
location proved convenient to Jehn, as it allowed her to slip on 
and off of campus largely unseen when the mood struck. 

“Later today. I’ve already packed so all I have to do is pick 
up my bag and head on for the coach station.”

“That’ll have you—”
“Getting out of town late? Yeah. But if I get a head start, 

I won’t be stuck on the road for a full three days.” The trip 
itinerary tucked in with her belongings noted that coach would 
have stops in Lakewise and Bendwilds before arriving late in 
Siracosta on the third day. 

“Well, be careful out there,” Loren said as she came to a 
stop. She turned and held out her arms, offering to give Jehn 
a hug. For a moment, Jehn hesitated. After a few seconds of 
embrace, while Loren’s hand patted an abrasion along Jehn’s 
lower back, the pair separated and went their own ways with a 
wave and a smile. 
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The instant she was through the door to her single-
occupancy dorm room, Jehn opened up her jacket and let 
out an audible sigh. She had left the heater running before 
her morning departure and the cozy studio felt almost balmy 
compared to the unpleasant cold of the outdoors. She paused 
to let the heat thaw the skin on her face and hands before 
continuing. 

In the nearly six months since her first appearance at 
school, she had, slowly but surely, begun to adjust. On the 
day she was shown to her living quarters, she found it already 
furnished with a single bed, dresser, bookcase and writing 
desk. Having arrived with only the pack on her back and her 
green hooded cloak, it took time to accumulate enough new 
belongings to make the abode feel as though someone lived 
there. 

While she had access to the annual stipend O’mas 
bequeathed to her in his will, she had little interest in spending 
the coin, except for the barest of necessities. The manner in 
which she had come across the windfall left an unpleasant 
association to the fortune. 

Despite that, she spent a month’s allowance. Much of what 
had been purchased was left out for show. A handful of dust-
covered baubles and stacks of unread books were placed on 
the bookcase. The closet was half-full with apparel, the frillier 
of which had only been worn once to ensure that they fit. The 
green woolen coat that had once been her mother’s hung from a 
hanger in the back. There was a pile of unwashed clothes left on 
the floor, at the foot of the bed. For a moment, she wondered if 
she should at least deposit them in the hamper. Two handmade 
stuffed bears were undisturbed on a pillow at the head of the 
bed, having been placed there months ago. 
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Jehn made efforts to keep up the ruse that she was no 
different than her fellow students when a member of the 
Academy staff dropped by. In her time at the school, she’d 
had two such visits from Mrs. Hollock, the administrative 
counsellor assigned to her, who had originally came to see how 
she was acclimating to campus life. Upon seeing the nearly-
empty room, she immediately voiced concerns about Jehn’s 
well-being. Apparently, she was troubled that if Jehn didn’t 
“feel comfortable enough to live in the dorms” that she might 
be a risk to drop out. Rather than deal with Hollock’s vigilant 
nosiness, Jehn went out and paid for a haul of faux personal 
effects that were used as props to assuage the staff’s concern. 

Beside the desk sat her canvas rucksack, crammed full. 
In anticipation of her trip, she had finished packing days ago. 
Except for a few items, she was certain she was ready to be on 
her way. Kneeling down, she reached out a hand and patted one 
of the pockets, double-checking to ensure that the Rhepelles ore 
was in its usual place. With the feeling of the smooth lump on 
her fingertips and the soothing aura that the stone emitted over 
her palm, she felt something akin to relief. 

Now, on her lonesome in the metropolis, the stone 
provided a safety blanket both emotionally and physically. As 
long as she kept it charged, the protective barrier that radiated 
from the imbued ore provided her with a sense of comfort 
and security. While, a few months ago, on her way back from 
a nearby tavern, she hadn’t allowed a mugger the opportunity 
to test its effects with his knife, it had prevented a drunken 
gunman from killing her during a particularly-rowdy brawl 
during the first month she was in town. That incident had 
provided enough of a scare that she chose to be more careful 
where she travelled on her late-night jaunts. 

As Jehn stood upright, she took a quick glance around 
the room before moving to the front of her closet. She swung 
open the doors and reached in to collect her hooded cloak. 
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Once she’d slipped into the garment, she returned, dragging 
the wooden hamper to one side with her right hand. After a 
few seconds of clearing a pile of discarded fabric, she unearthed 
her staff, still in its leather sling. The weapon, another gift from 
O’mas, was hidden for fear that Mrs. Hollock might confiscate 
it if she ever discovered it. The presence of Jehn’s ores, often 
left out on her desktop, were less problematic. They looked like 
nothing more than paperweights to the untrained eye. The staff, 
though, was clearly meant for combat. The meter-long piece of 
wood was formed in the shape of an axe handle and the ends 
were wrapped in leather and metal bands. Contained within 
each end was an ore which radiated with an electrical charge 
when Jehn focused her energy.

With the staff over her left shoulder, Jehn returned to her 
desk. Before she reached out for the one of the pack’s straps, 
her eye caught sight of the ore that was left on top of a loose 
stack of papers on the desktop. The coarse dark gray stone that 
had brown flecks along its center was the last piece of O’mas’ 
collection of which she could claim ownership.

Unlike the staff and the Rhepelles, Jehn had no knowledge 
of what this object did. No matter how much of her personal 
stamina she fed into it, there never appeared to be any effect. 
She could tell that stone was absorbing the energy, and she 
could even feel a small radiance from it that faded after a few 
days, but beyond that she had never seen anything of note. I 
wish I had thought to ask O’mas what this did when I had the 
chance. But… well, I guess I hadn’t thought things would go the 
way they did. 

After a moment to ponder, she nodded her head, reached 
out and gathered up the ore. Who knows? Maybe I can get it to 
do something for me while I’m on the road. Can’t hurt to try. I’m 
sure I can find room in my pack.

She knelt down beside the backpack and opened it. After 
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she moved a pair of unread letters aside, she slid the ore in 
and tucked it between two pairs of pants. She returned the 
correspondences, one from Flynn and the other from Callie, 
before pulling the drawstring tight. Though both had arrived 
in the past week, Jehn had held off as she wanted something to 
help occupy her time on the lengthy trip ahead. 

As she rose to her feet, Jehn hefted the canvas sack and 
slung it over her free shoulder. The bottom of the pack smacked 
against the small of her back, causing her to wince for a second 
as it rubbed against a bruise. After turning off the heater by the 
lone window at the back of the room, she headed for the door. 

Taking a few seconds to look over her shoulder, she made 
sure that nothing of value remained before departing. 
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Chapter 02
The Third of Iefimond
Sodebrest Airfield, North of Port Hadley

Bang. 
Bang. Bang-bang!
Evelyn Hollum groaned in protest at the sharp metal-on-

metal clatter that rudely stirred her from rest. As she kept her 
eyes closed, a scowl furrowed her brow. She took a handful of 
the brown comforter and yanked it over her head, as if it would 
help. For a moment, the smothering warmth from beneath her 
covers began to slowly draw her back into the soothing sleep. 
Keep quiet, pleeeasssee… I beg of you. Just give me just a little 
while— 

Before she could successfully slip back under, another pair 
of clangs pierced the air, causing her eyes to pop open as she 
swore under her breath.

“For the love of…” she snarled as she tossed her sheets 
off with a single hand. Just as another sound rang out, she sat 
upright and slammed her feet down on the cold metal floor. A 
pair of chuckles that echoed from somewhere below her in the 
building was the final straw that caused her to launch out of the 
bed in a rage.

Evelyn swung the door aside and stomped out of her room 
and onto the walkway which overlooked the hangar. Sprawled 
out below her was a nearly-complete twin-engine propeller 
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plane, in the final stages of its assembly. 
The craft’s shoulder-mounted wings, spanning a width of 

sixteen meters, flanked the oval-sectioned fuselage. To each 
side of the two-man cockpit was a single-engine-driven, three-
bladed propeller. Some of the panels attached to the aircraft’s 
frame were mismatched, color-wise, leading Evelyn to the belief 
that the original materials might have been appropriated from a 
steel scrap-yard or salvaged from another craft of undetermined 
origin. 

On the floor surrounding the unfinished vehicle were an 
assortment of crates; some had already been opened to reveal 
that they contained various parts padded with packing straw. A 
few empty ones were dragged aside and left in an uneven stack 
near the back wall. 

Evelyn raised a hand to block the morning light that fell 
across her face. To her left, running along the top of the east 
wall, was a row of windows that clearly hadn’t been washed in 
months, if not years. The diluted haze of sunlight that filtered 
through the clouded glass was enough to irritate her sleepy eyes.

“By all the gods, would you two keep it down?” Hollum 
screeched at the top of her lungs as her hands gripped the metal 
railing tightly. Her face was glowing red as all other sounds 
except for the echo of her voice went silent. After a few seconds, 
a pair of older men, dressed in grey mechanic’s uniforms, 
stepped out from behind the cover of the plane’s left wing. 
Despite their efforts to hide it, they were sharing a laugh at the 
outburst. Each man held tightly a set tools in their hands and 
from the grime and dirt already caked on their fingers, it was 
apparent that they had been working on installing equipment 
in the open nosecone of the craft.

The younger of the two was Gessum, an awkward mechanic 
in his late thirties with a mop of dirty brown hair and a thin 
goatee that always seemed to have a spot or two of grease 
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in it. When he smiled, it was always cockeyed, as if he were 
perpetually leering. His elder, Peschetts, was beefy in stature, 
with thick hands and a protruding gut, whose salt-and-pepper 
beard hung down to just above his chest. 

“Sorry about that, darlin’,” Peschetts spoke loudly with 
a wave, the morning light glinting off of the wrench in his 
outstretched hand. “The boss is on us about getting her ready 
for flight in the next few days.”

Evelyn frowned briefly before flicking an exasperated 
wave to Peschetts. He was so perpetually congenial that it was 
difficult for her to stay cross with him for any length of time. 
If either of her own grandfathers had been alive during her 
childhood, she was certain that Peschetts might have reminded 
her of them. “Well, I’m already up, so don’t forget it tomorrow, 
okay?”

“Will do,” Peschetts hailed before returning to the 
underside of the plane. For a moment, Gessum stood out on his 
lonesome, a wolfish smirk plastered on his face. 

“And thanks for the free show,” Gessum called out with a 
toothy grin before joining Peschetts.

Hollum frowned for a moment, pondering the exact 
meaning of his comment. As a chill ran over her skin and 
gooseflesh rose on her bare arms, she looked down and 
immediately began to blush. In her rush to yell at the 
mechanics, she had barreled out of her room in only a thin 
white tank-top and underwear. In the poorly-heated hangar, her 
nipples were poking at the front of her cotton shirt, creating a 
pair of small tents in the cloth.

Evelyn cursed to herself before turning on a heel and 
charging back into her room. As the door slammed shut, she 
was certain she heard Gessum’s guttural chuckle off in the 
distance. After a disgusted shiver ran down her spine, she gave 
up any pretense that she might try to slip back under her covers 
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and make the best of the morning. Instead, she chose to dress 
and see what was on the agenda for the day. 

Upon a quick scan of the room, it was clear that, up until 
recently, Evelyn’s quarters had once been an office. In fact, 
the steel desk that was bolted into the floor had been crudely 
converted into storage space, where she left stacks of books and 
personal effects laid out along the top surface. Across from the 
entrance was a cot, sloppily covered in a pile of wool and cotton 
bed linens. 

She moved to two matching filing cabinets at the back of 
the room, opening the top drawer of both. After a quick perusal 
of the contents, she reached in and withdrew a pair of olive 
slacks. Once the pants were pulled up over her hips and the top 
buttoned, she moved further down the makeshift dresser until 
she unearthed an umber-hued button-down shirt. 

Another round of laughter from the hangar floor caused her 
to think back with regret on her earlier unplanned show. Now 
that she was fully awake, all she could do was shrug it off. At 
the worst, Gessum might leer a little longer than usual when he 
looked in her direction. She might have been more embarrassed 
by the situation if the pin-ups hung over either man’s work 
stations weren’t of far more voluptuous women arranged in 
much less demure poses. 

Even though Peschetts was a family man, he left a wartime 
era poster of a busty blonde straddling a blue ‘55 Holder & 
Dash motorcraft hanging over his workbench. Gessum, on the 
other hand, was an equal-opportunity pervert, with multiple, 
more-recent pictures of women with similar attributes. More 
than once, Evelyn had seen him pause by his station to kiss 
his fingertips and touch one of the depictions, often at either 
the start or end of the day. Considering his behavior, she was 
certain he went home alone every night.

Her lean body had curves, but the muscle put on during 
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her time in the VMF accentuated her boy-like qualities. This 
was made all the more exaggerated by the short length she kept 
her hair. Straight and brown, she never let it grow longer than 
the bottom of her jawline as it was just easier to manage under 
the flight helmet resting on top of the nearby cabinet. Despite 
complaints about the unfashionable apparel, the padded 
leather helm was a piece of safety equipment mandated by her 
employer.

As she finished buttoning the shirt, she heard her name 
being beckoned. 

“Hey! Hey, Evey!” Peschetts called out, his voice booming 
in the vaulted wood and metal building. “You gots a visitor!”

“Hold on a second!” Hollum responded with a raised voice 
as she picked up her footwear and headed back out. 

Now that she was alert, she was well aware of the cold 
metal walkway beneath her bare feet. With the leather boots 
still in hand, she looked to the far side of the hangar, where 
a single doorway was left wide open. In the entryway a man’s 
silhouette became immediately recognizable to Evelyn by his 
broad shoulders and the outline of his hair. 

As she plodded down the steps, she paused half-way to slip 
into her boots. By the time she landed on the wooden parquet 
of the hangar floor, the laces were tied. She weaved through the 
maze of half-opened crates and toolboxes, tossing a half-hearted 
gesture to the mechanics that stopped to spy on her meeting 
with her guest.

Waiting for her, dressed in a leather flight jacket, cream 
button-down shirt and tan cargo pants, Kurtright shined a 
smile to Evelyn as she drew near. A halo of light from behind 
him caused the tips of his blond hair to glow like gold.

“You weren’t kidding about keeping room and board here 
to save yourself some coin, were you?” Kurtright commented 
dryly as he peeked over her head to the converted office at the 
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other end of the hangar. 
“What are you up to?” Hollum ignored the comment as 

she greeted Kurtright, who was leaning against the doorframe 
with hands tucked in his pockets. If she had thought he would 
be receptive to it, she might have given him a hug. It had been 
months since their last visit, just around the time of her change 
in employment.

“I was in town with a break and figured I’d stop by.” 
Kurtright grinned as his cold blue eyes met hers. “See how you 
were managing in the private sector.”

“I take it the Navemaris’ is on down-time, then?” she 
quizzed though she already knew the answer. Every three 
months, the airship was required to report to Fort Granic for 
regular maintenance. 

Kurtright nodded as he subtly examined the aircraft under 
construction behind her. Hollum kept silent for a few seconds, 
allowing his sneak peek to go interrupted, before clearing her 
throat. 

“I probably shouldn’t be letting you look her over just 
yet. It is still kinda top secret.” If he had called on her months 
ago, at some point right after her change in vocations, she 
might have shown him the door. Now, though, she relented, 
allowing him an eyeful in part to show that she was doing just 
fine without him and the VMF. This project had given her an 
unexpected sense of freedom and self-reliance that the old chain 
of command tried to keep under wraps. Here, she felt far more 
ownership of her role, even if she wasn’t contributing to the 
manual labor of the plane’s construction. It was more than just 
following a series of orders and somehow that exhilarated her. 

“Yeah, but it’s private sector top secret, which isn’t nearly 
so important.” Kurtright laughed the kind of dry cough that 
implied superiority.

“Still.” She nudged him on the arm at the snide insinuation 
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and led him outside. 

The hangar and adjoining office building were the last 
remnants of the original Sodebrest Airfield, which had served 
as a staging ground for the VMF during the war. It had been 
where many of the coalition forces, including the lion’s share 
of township militias assembled upon their arrival to Port 
Hadley. Considering that most of the military force sent to 
Moa’rehnza had departed from the nearby seaport, the size of 
the original temporary camp had required a plot of land which 
ran from Fort Granic kilometers to the south all the way to the 
now-aging hangar. Beside it sat a lengthy stretch of dirt that 
currently served as a runway.

After the end of the hostilities in 2061, most of the 
temporary housing and training grounds were taken down, 
leaving little between the northern airfield and Fort Granic’s 
own airbase, where the VMF’s airship hangars stood. All that 
remained, besides acres of wildgrass and a few copses of trees, 
was the pair of buildings Evelyn currently considered home. 

The single-story office space, a couple dozen meters to the 
south, had been recently converted into Dohminger’s personal 
quarters and lab, where he continued to fine-tune his plans for 
the airplane. From time to time, Hollum would see people, 
many of whom were dressed in suits, come in and out of the 
building. This led her to believe that they might be investors or 
other businessmen with whom her employer was working.

“So, how is this going for you?” Kurtright asked as he came 
to a stop a few meters from the still-open doorway. Evelyn came 
up beside him, her boots kicking up a plume of dust as she 
shuffled her feet. 

“Decent. It’s a paycheck and I get to fly.” She took a quick 
look back over her shoulder. “Well, eventually.”
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“Do you, well… trust that thing to stay airborne?” 
Kurtright inquired. While he was usually stone-faced, there was 
a hint of doubt on his features. 

“We’ll see. Dohminger seems to think it’s just a matter of 
getting everything put together right. He goes on and on about 
aeronautics and the scientific theories involved and I just zone 
out and then twenty minutes later he takes a breath and I nod 
and pretend to understand him. Even after all the studying for 
the senior helmsman exam, half of the things he prattles on 
about are just high-end science mumbo-jumbo.”

Kurtright let a single note of laughter slip at Hollum’s 
comment. Instead of commenting on her inattentiveness, a trait 
he was all too familiar with, he continued. “And how does he 
propose you’ll stay airborne without apech-core thrusters?”

“That’s the bottom line of his designs,” she replied after 
a pause to ensure they were alone. “He wants to make a craft 
that’s not dependent on imbued ores. The first step is to ensure 
flight without apech ores.”

“And aeustes? How does he plan on fueling it?”
She shrugged her shoulders. “Not sure. I assume that’s why 

he’s still working on the final specs. The guys—” She nodded 
back to the hangar. “—they’re fitting it for aeustes ore power 
cells for right now. I guess if Dohminger can locate a viable 
alternate fuel source, he’ll see if he can make it work.”

Kurtright let out a sigh. “I still don’t see why he’d want to 
dump apechs, myself.”

“Two words: intercontinental flight.” 
As the thought had not occurred to him, Kurtright let out 

a grunt. While apech ore was an essential element in hovercraft 
and airship propulsion, it had a single flaw that was evident to 
anyone who had flown before. Because the energies within the 
ores were earth-based, the directed thrust pods had to remain 
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over land to function. Once a craft travelled far enough away 
from the continental shelf, the pods would fail, causing the 
vehicle to either lose directional thrust, or worse, altitude. If the 
plane he saw was capable of sustained flight, the possibility for 
trips between the three major continents could open up all sorts 
of possibilities, in both travel and commerce.

“Well,” Kurtright began after some introspection. “If it 
doesn’t work out, you could always come back to the VMF.”

“Not likely.” Evelyn responded with a coarse laugh.
“Why not?”
“You yourself told me that I wouldn’t get a shot at being 

senior helmsman for years.” She leveled a finger angrily at 
Kurtright. “Has that changed?”

“Well, no.” The situation was exactly as Kurtright had 
described to her last year after she passed her senior helmsman 
exam: there were only three airships in commission and the 
oldest senior helmsman of the group was in his early forties, 
a good fifteen to twenty years before retirement. Kurtright 
was the youngest at thirty-five. Without the VMF perceiving 
a need for additional airships, she would not see a promotion 
for at least a decade. In fact, with the loss of the Grymore 
Foundation, a sizeable portion of the military development 
projects were placed on hold as smaller, privately-funded 
companies throughout Verenigen and Tir worked to fill in the 
gaps. She had even heard of a fledgling shop in Moa’rehnza that 
was toiling to develop their own brand of hovercraft, likely with 
start-up capital from the reformation government. 

“So, no new airships? No reason for me to get a 
promotion?” Her words had an undercurrent of venom. 

Kurtright shook his head as he tried not to roll his eyes. 
This was quickly becoming a repeat of a conversation that 
occurred before she resigned from the VMF at the beginning of 
Sehbienimond last year. 
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“Well, then, I’ll stick with what I got here, if you don’t 
mind.”

“Sure, whatever.” Kurtright looked away before it became 
heated. 

After a few seconds of uncomfortable silence, Evelyn spoke 
up.

“Do you want to see something cool?” she asked, which 
caused him to look back to her. A sly smile curled her chapped 
lips.

“Always.” 

As they came around the side of the building, Kurtright’s 
attention was drawn to a red motorcraft parked beneath a pair 
of trees that abutted the hangar. From the distance, the vehicle 
looked no different than any of those he had seen on the streets 
of Port Hadley: a wide-framed, low-to-the ground chassis 
with a quartet of fleece-covered bucket seats in the passenger 
area. The wheels were dense vulcanized rubber with polished 
bronze hubcaps. As he drew closer, though, he began to notice 
a unique set of curves along the vehicle’s sides that flowed into a 
pair of fins which rose from the back of the craft. 

With a bob of his head to the side, he looked at the front, 
taking note of the pattern on the front grill. A metal logo 
highlighted with glossy cerulean details was mounted to the 
hood, confirming his suspicion. 

“Wow, is this a—” Kurtright slowed to a stop as he finally 
made the connection. Evelyn kept walking until she was less 
than a meter from the parked vehicle.

“Holder & Dash? Yes.” She motioned for Kurtright to 
join her. “‘57 if I recall. It belongs to Dohminger. From what 
I understand, Gessum was his mechanic when they were both 
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in Trone Stenan. I think he brought him along when he fled to 
Port Hadley.” Considering the man’s repellent nature, she was 
certain that he was retained for his skills with keeping the prized 
motorcraft in working order. In her time here, it had become 
increasingly clear that Peschetts was the far more capable man 
in terms of assembling Dohminger’s new project. 

Kurtright stepped closer to the vehicle as a hand reached 
out towards the polished surface. 

“Hey! Don’t get too handsy with it. Dohminger doesn’t like 
it when people fondle his pride and joy.” Her voice was louder 
than she had intended. As she blushed briefly, she glanced over 
her shoulder to see if anyone had heard.

He grunted disappointedly, showing that he understood 
that the owner might want to keep it in pristine condition. 
“Should be keeping it in the hangar and not out here in the 
sun,” he mumbled under his breath. After a sigh, he turned 
away from the vehicle.

“So, are you really sleeping in the hangar?” he inquired, 
hoping that focusing on Hollum would distract him from the 
desire to run his hands over the curved metal frame. “I can’t 
imagine it’s the coziest place to shack up.”

“More privacy than my bunk on the Navemaris had.” She 
shrugged as if it were nothing to worry over. “I don’t have my 
quarters at Fort Granic anymore. All I need is a cot and place to 
store my stuff for the meantime.”

He nodded, knowing that there wasn’t much he could 
say to convince her otherwise. She was young and bullheaded 
when she wanted to be, which tended to be when someone 
questioned her on a decision she was dead set on following 
through with.

“Oh, well. I probably should be heading back,” he noted as 
he pulled a silver pocket watch from his pants and looked at the 
ornate face before slipping it back into place.
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“I’ll walk you to the gate.”
As they headed away from the motorcraft, Kurtright took 

once last longing glance before losing sight of the vehicle as they 
walked around the corner of the hangar. 

After a few seconds of silence as they trekked across the dirt 
lot, Kurtright spoke up. “You do know that the VMF isn’t going 
to buy any of those, right? I don’t think they’re interested in 
anything beyond what they have already.”

Evelyn grunted without looking to Kurtright. His constant 
focus on what the VMF would and wouldn’t do was beginning 
to grate on her nerves. “Dohminger doesn’t seem to care. Or at 
least he didn’t when I mentioned it around the time I was first 
hired on.”

“Really?” Even with the deadpan tone of his voice, 
Kurtright’s surprise was apparent.

“Yeah, his position was that we’re privately-funded, so the 
first one we get up and running is already paid for.”

“And after that?”
She shrugged her shoulders. “Not up to me. I’m just here to 

make sure it gets up in the air and stays there.”
“So, is it really ready to fly?” He came to a stop at the edge 

of the clearing, only a few yards from the wooden gate that 
separated the airfield from the path heading south back into 
town.

“Soon,” she said as she tried to stifle a giggle. Kurtright 
chose not to press the topic. 

From out of the corner of her eye, she spied Dohminger as 
he stepped into the open doorway of the nearby office. His gaze 
focused first on her and then eventually settled on her guest. 
Probably heard my outburst earlier and wanted to see what was up, 
she thought to herself.

The elder project head was a doughy man who wore a 
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cream button-down shirt and tan gingham vest. A pair of 
square-rimmed glasses that sat on the bridge of his stubby nose 
was dwarfed by his wide face. His frizzy graying hair was in 
dire need of a brushing. Both hands were dirty with pencil lead 
smears, owing to the hours he spent poring over hand-drawn 
schematics. 

“Oops, looks like the boss is up and about,” Evelyn 
commented as she turned back to Kurtright. “I probably should 
go check in with him.”

“Well, take care of yourself,” he said as he placed a hand on 
her shoulder and squeezed. Before she could give him a hug, he 
spun about and strode off, kicking up dirt in his wake.

“Thanks! Talk to you later!” She waved to him before 
turning on a heel and trotting across the lot to where 
Dohminger waited, just outside of his office building. Even 
from a distance, she could tell he had a sour look, more so than 
usual, on his face.

“And who was that?” Dohminger inquired as he stepped 
back and let Hollum follow him inside. The lobby area was 
a tiny room with a single desk in the middle of a green-and-
white checkered tile floor. A dust-coated clock that hadn’t been 
wound in months hung from the back wall. 

“Oh, just a friend of mine,” she replied flippantly. She 
knew telling Dohminger that Kurtright was from the VMF 
would only cause consternation. Despite the carousel of visitors 
to his own office, he fretted over the thought that unexpected 
callers might leak details of his efforts.

Dohminger looked back to her as he continued towards the 
single door on the other side of the lobby. 

“I didn’t tell him anything that he didn’t already know,” she 
added. 

“That doesn’t make me feel any better,” Dohminger said 
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with a frown. Evelyn knew that her employer had gotten used 
to the extreme level of secrecy that working for the Foundation 
had afforded him. Having his latest work in a location with 
easy public access agitated him more than it reasonably should 
have. There were a few occasions, during her first month, when 
he flew into a paranoid rage at the mere proximity of the VMF 
and Port Hadley.

They passed through the doorway into the connecting hall. 
It was apparent to Evelyn that, except for the office Dohminger 
claimed for himself in the back corner, the building was almost 
completely empty. There were some leftover furniture and office 
supplies, but nothing of value remained from when this site had 
been in use during the war.

To distract her boss from delving deeper into her 
relationship with Kurtright, she changed the topic. “I see you’ve 
been having all sorts of guests. Investors?”

“Of one kind or another.” He scowled as he came to a stop 
in the middle of the hall and took off his spectacles. From a 
back pocket, he produced a small cloth and began to wipe at 
the edges of the lenses. 

“I guess I’d be pushing it to ask what you talk about with 
them.”

He gave her a grave look that caused her to go silent. 
“Perhaps you should stick with flying.”

“Will do,” she said as she recoiled ever so slightly. After a 
few moments of heavy silence, she spoke again. “And the fuel? I 
know you were—”

“We’ll stick with aeustes for the meantime.” He set his 
glasses back on the thick bridge of his nose and blinked twice. 
“I can’t find a suitable replacement in viable quantities right 
now. And, it’s not worth the delay in our timeline to construct 
and install the new fuel storage lines. Frankly, it’s too late in the 
build to be making those kinds of revisions. We’ll get her in the 
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air and work on improvements with the next prototype.”
“Sounds good to me,” she said with a nod. Unsure as to 

whether the conversation was over or not, she held her ground. 
With Dohminger’s mood already ill, all she wanted to do was 
slip away and return to the hangar. 

“Well, be sure to familiarize yourself with the 
instrumentation and the cockpit. I’m expecting that she’ll be 
ready for her first test in the next couple days.” He gestured to 
her with a sweeping motion of his hand, dismissing her.

A thought occurred to her as she paused mid-turn and 
looked back to Dohminger, who hadn’t budged from his 
position. “And her name?” she asked with a smirk.

“Hmm?” The inquiry caught him by surprise.
“You’ve been putting off giving her a name,” she implored. 

“You can’t exactly put an aircraft in the air unnamed. It just isn’t 
done.”

“Hogwash,” he snorted with an exaggerated roll of his eyes.
“Oh come on. You should know this. You’ve been—”
“I designed and built hovercraft for the Foundation.” He 

raised a single finger in her direction. “I never once felt the need 
to name any of them. They were not children to be titled as 
they were completed.”

She gave him a wink before she spun about and marched 
off towards the entrance. “Well, now you’re in charge. I’d say it’s 
finally your chance,” she said without looking back. 

A thin smiled creased Dohminger’s lips.


