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I

	The foggy evening air grows dreadfully dim as Aeolin hastens down Torcerin’s nearly abandoned main street. Even for a town famed for its proximity to the gaping chasm wherein the world’s most sinister deceased are ceaselessly tortured by hordes of loathsome Edolythe, Torcerin is especially dead tonight. The pun, while in horrible taste, would have normally warranted a small grin from Aeolin, but the attractive smile that once ornamented the infamous lightning rogue’s stoic face has long since disappeared – along with the feelings it used to represent.

	One thing is for certain; this town has never been Aeolin’s preferred getaway. Everyone here is obsessed with death. And who can blame them? Business is booming. Stargazers from the Zophos Mythos journey from all directions to study necromancy, relatives of the dead pay tribute to free their ancestors’ souls from the eternal nightmare known as the Hollow Fissure, and overconfident, self-obsessed Edolythe hunters brave the chasm in search of rare bounty and monster parts used for various concoctions and spells. 

	Other than that, the town’s not so bad. Macabre streetlamps adorn the sides of the long, winding main street and douse the crystalline pavement in phantasmagorical, azure blue light. But as Aeolin follows the winding main street deeper into the Torcerin Valley, the swaying lamp’s azure flames start to lose their color. After a while, the flames revert to an eerie, ghostly silver hue that seems to consume light instead of producing it. Aeolin has reached his destination.

	“How delightful...”

	He studies the vast pit of darkness sprawled out before him as his toes dangle over a treacherous ledge. In the silence, he can hear the familiar echoes of the tortured undead screaming out in pain, then the guttural screech of stone grinding against stone as the living chasm once again scrambles its cave systems to remove any possibility of its prisoners escaping. It is at this point that, after staring into the endless labyrinth of unprecedented evil known as the Hollow Fissure, most adventurers would fear for their life and do the only sensible thing – turn around and never come back. But Aeolin is far too busy fearing for someone else’s.

	Somewhere down there, obscured by the limitless horrors of the underworld, is the one person in the universe with whom he still feels any connection. His time is running out.

	Aeolin closes his eyes and steadies his breathing. He focuses his thoughts on the warmth of the thousands of colorful stars shining down on him from the dazzling night sky above and channels his Solus. The black markings winding down his left forearm, the Zephyrath constellation, begin to glow a deep emerald green. Finally, he opens his eyes, which change from glowing their typical emerald green color to a burning dark crimson red, and time freezes.

	This is the tenth night in a row that Aeolin has used his unique skill to search for a safe route in and out of the Hollow Fissure. With Future Sight, he can simulate his rescue attempt by projecting himself into the future until he finds a reality he deems favorable. That is, if he can find one. All the attempts he’s made so far have ended in an exceptionally painful and gruesome death.

	That wouldn’t be a problem if his Future Sight was without limits. Recovering the massive Solus he spends performing the technique is nothing a little Stargazing can’t fix, but the heavy mental and physical toll of living out multiple futures, most of which end in a horrendous demise more painful than anything a commoner will experience in their lifetime, limits him to exploring just a few routes per night.

	Most nights, the Hollow Fissure consists of a gigantic, empty tunnel that plummets an average of 1,350 floors straight down into the underworld’s lower levels. Woven in and around the sides of the main shaft is an intricate system of shifting tunnels housing tortured souls and some of the nastiest Edolythe most have never seen. Like any falling object, it takes Aeolin approximately one minute and forty-five seconds to reach the bottom if he limits his surface area and the drag force his body produces.

	Tonight, the main shaft reaches especially low, touching down at floor 1,566, just one hundred floors from the lowest level of the Hollow Fissure.

	In his previous Future Sight attempt, Aeolin discovered that the hard way. Unable to judge the remaining distance in the pitch-black darkness, he manipulated the sulfuric air to slow his descent seven seconds too early, leaving himself vulnerable. A ridiculously massive Blacedrykon trailing him from above smashed him from behind and downed his Soul Shield, then impaled him against the cold chasm floor with a colossal ice scythe the size of a pine tree.

	Back on the surface, he stares into the Hollow Fissure in silence. A powerful chill racks his body as he reaches for the place on his neck where a giant icicle just tore through his throat – tonight's second failed attempt.

	“The main tunnel is much deeper tonight,” he thinks as he prepares to dive back into the chasm for his third simulation of the evening. “If I’m going to reach her, it’s now or never; there are far less floors to clear once I land compared to any other night.”

	A few moments later, Aeolin drops into an unsteady crouch, trying to restore his balance and catch his breath. He lets out a deep sigh. 

	He did it. His final simulation lasted longer than any before it and completely sapped his strength. After a whopping eleven fatalities tonight and over a hundred throughout the past week, Aeolin finally simulates a rescue attempt where neither of them dies. But… neither of them exactly comes out unscathed, either.

	“If Future Sight’s predictions become less accurate the further I project, I’ll just have to hope that it will be inaccurate in my favor. She’s out of time...”

	Aeolin searches the night sky and locates his constellation. He admires the large cluster of emerald green stars depicting the Eldest of his Mythos, Zephyrath, and waits for his Solus to be refilled. As he gazes at the spectacular half-tiger, half-falcon beast forever imprinted in the night sky, a strange but familiar feeling of his powers being restored washes over him. He allows himself a few seconds of comfort, as it being the month of Zephyrath means that the Eldest’s constellation burns extra bright each night. As his strength returns, he allows his eyes to wander down to the tattoo on his left arm. The markings burn a deep emerald green to match the constellation radiating the same color in the sky – the markings that changed his life forever…

	By now the concept of love is almost entirely beyond his comprehension. The twisted irony of having donned this cursed weapon in the first place to save the very girl that he would later betray is already lost on him – reminding Aeolin just how much his emotions have deteriorated since then.

	But somehow – in spite of the Soul Shield’s perverse, parasitic nature – there is one conviction, one emotion, and one connection that has remained even when everything else has been methodically, forcefully drained from him. He needs to know why.

	Aeolin allows himself one last moment to admire the brilliant starlight that illuminates the serene night sky above, then channels his Solus.

	“You are my last hope. Here goes nothing...”

	A piercing black lightning dagger arcs from the base of his clenched fist as Aeolin dives headfirst into the consuming darkness of the Hollow Fissure and vanishes from sight.



	




	II

	The frosty air beats against Aeolin’s body as he divebombs down into the cavern, which protests his intrusive descent into the land of the dead at every turn. Ghoulish silver lamps ornament the chasm shaft around him but offer no additional light. Fortunately, the light from the crackling black lightning dagger he channels with his left hand cuts through the darkness, casting a shadowy glare upon the endless cobblestone and winding staircases that make up the tunnel's curved perimeter.

	Every few seconds, Aeolin grabs a mass of coagulated bells from his cloak with his right hand and throws the sticky substances into the air space above him. A snap of his fingers triggers the larger bell in the center of the mass and ignites its previously imbued fire Solus. With a pop, the remaining bells are sent flying to the perimeter of the Fissure’s walls and stick to it with a satisfying PLOP.

	Suddenly, his first of many challenges comes into sight. The Hollow Fissure’s cheerful doorkeeper. Looming up ahead in the center of the main shaft of the chasm is a rapidly approaching, gargantuan, crimson-colored tarantula-bear hybrid.

	Jerry, as Aeolin affectionately named him, sits alert and watchful on his thick web of interwoven, platinum razor-wire, covering the entire width of the main shaft of the chasm. During Aeolin’s first few simulations, Jerry managed to kill Aeolin with his surprisingly quick speed by pinning Aeolin against the chasm wall with one of his clawed legs before spewing acid all over him. But, after killing Jerry many times in his simulations since then, he almost feels sorry for what is about to happen to his newfound “friend”.

	Aeolin makes the first move. He extends his left hand forward towards the monster intent on blocking his descent into the underworld as the lightning that before acted as a dagger retreats back into Aeolin’s fist. He then reaches his right hand forward to meet his left, grabs the black lightning now clenched in his left first, and pulls it back toward himself. The ripping sound of powerful lightning Solus being stretched and then released echoes through the chasm as Aeolin launches a focused bolt of plasma from his arm with the propulsive force of a ballista. 

	Aeolin swiftly shoots two more bolts down in quick succession that strike Jerry on his legs at crucial support points on his web. Jerry’s body rocks diagonally in an attempt to regain balance as he lets out a terrifying roar. 

	“Perfect,” Aeolin thinks to himself. “My arrows stopped him from leaping off his web to intercept me. That gets me past the first slew of possible demises tonight.”

	After regaining his balance, Jerry bears his fangs up at Aeolin, then proceeds to vomit all over the place.

	“Perhaps vomit is not really a fair description for how disgusting this is,” Aeolin scoffs.

	The blood-based venom soars through the air, leaving little room in the shaft to maneuver around it. Aeolin channels wind Solus to manipulate the air. He spins as he divebombs to create a powerful cyclone around him that focuses down into a sharp point directly in front of his outstretched hands. The localized tornado shreds through the blood-venom, splattering it outward onto the walls of the shaft and etching new patterns into its rock face via nearly instantaneous corrosion.

	Before he finishes drilling through the deadly blood-venom unharmed, Aeolin is already channeling his fire Solus for the next attack. He feels a rush of power start from deep in his lungs that burns up through his throat until the pressure is so high that it forces his mouth open. A large stream of dark green fire gushes from his mouth and rains down on his opponent, momentarily making the shaft as bright as a normal night would be back on the surface.

	Jerry braces against the coming impact of the fire by lowering his head, revealing a nearly impenetrable array of iron-like spiky fur that could shred an Anthropos’ skin in a matter of moments. Aeolin lets a small cruel smile tease the corners of his mouth.

	While the fire is no more than a warm bath for his new friend, it successfully serves its purpose. Not only has the fire weakened the structure of the monstrously huge razor-sharp web blocking his path deeper into the shaft, but it has also bought him more time as he closes the gap between him and Jerry and continues his free fall straight down into the Hollow Fissure. 

	Aeolin again manipulates the air around him to help him start rolling his body forward into a somersault-like spin. By the time the fire clears around Jerry and he looks back up, Aeolin is already a few mere feet away from Jerry’s head, channeling his black lightning Solus down to his right leg extended out from his body. Aeolin lands with a crackling lightning axe-kick directly on Jerry’s face, forcing a powerful shockwave to reverberate throughout the chasm.

	Normally, the barbed fur around Jerry’s face would have pierced through any other Anthropos’ skin with such an impact, but Aeolin’s lightning is even sharper than Jerry’s fur. And while one would normally be correct in assuming that a somersault lightning-ified-kick at terminal velocity right to the face would be enough to end most people’s fighting careers, Jerry is unfortunately not most people.

	Luckily, Aeolin’s kick isn’t intended to take Jerry down. In fact, in a one-on-one fight on level terrain, it would be difficult for Aeolin to defeat Jerry by himself. That’s why, in Aeolin’s first few Future Sight simulations, he made the mistake of trying to slip past Jerry instead of engaging him, only to be caught off guard by Jerry’s speed.

	“If my predictions prove correct, the combined force of my kick and Jerry’s weight on the scorched webbing should be enough to reduce its structural integrity to... zero.” 

	SNAP!!!

	The series of intricate razor-sharp webs covering the vast width of the Hollow Fissure’s main shaft proceeds to fray and snap one after another as Jerry is pushed down in and through the webbing, with Aeolin trailing right behind him.


III

	Jerry’s massive body serves as both a battering ram and shield for Aeolin as he finds himself passing safely through the intricate wall of barbed webbing designed to keep intruders out of the Hollow Fissure – his first obstacle of many. Aeolin is starting to feel pretty good about himself, despite the giant, super angry tarantula-bear demon thing that is somehow even more intent on killing him than it was just moments ago. Extra-miffed Jerry and he continue to fall deeper into the chasm together while engaged in a fatal dance of vicious mortal combat.

	Aeolin channels black lightning daggers at the base of both of his clenched fists and manipulates the air around him to spin and fly through Jerry’s eight clawed legs – all while periodically releasing clumps of Solus-imbued bells that disperse off into the walls of the rock face above them. 

	Aeolin barely manages to dodge the swipes from Jerry’s legs while retaliating. His black lightning Solus, which is sharp enough to kill most Edolythe in a single blow, leaves only minor scratches on the beast’s legs as they swing and miss Aeolin by a few mere centimeters. Aeolin dives and spins through Jerry’s barrage of attacks, using Jerry’s size to his advantage. The increased surface area of his opponent means an increase in upward drag force, allowing Aeolin to slip through and get below the falling beast.

	Once below him, Aeolin carefully controls the surrounding air to fall below Jerry just inside of hand-to-hand combat range (or more aptly described: black-lightning-dagger-to-bear-claw-arachnid-leg range).

	Aeolin positions himself just far enough away from Jerry that his extremely speedy claw swipes are still dodgeable, but close enough to him that the now increasingly populated mob of Edolythe joining the divebombing party are unable to get a direct line of sight for an easy attack.

	Just above Jerry, three-dozen Edolythe of various horrifying shapes and sizes have joined the free-fall extravaganza in pursuit of the small Anthropo leading the parade – each one of them leaping out of a different cave opening after being alerted by the ruckus happening out in the main shaft. As they fall, each attempts to weave its way down past the mess of fur and roasted webbing trailing Aeolin to get a shot at him themselves. But so far, somehow, everything is still going according to plan.

	Aeolin shakes his head. 

	“I can’t believe this is the only safe route I found to the bottom after over a hundred Future Sight attempts, but at least my new oversized friend is proving to be good for something… It’s crucial I conserve as much of my Solus as possible during this initial descent, otherwise I won’t be able make it down to the bottom of the Midnight Realm and back up to the surface with her safely...”

	For as overpowered as his secret weapon is for providing a nearly impenetrable passive defense, any time it is saturated by enough strong attacks to be temporarily deactivated it costs Aeolin a massive amount of Solus. That means he can’t afford to tank any fatal hits in his journey this early. Fortunately, to his sadistic amusement, Jerry’s overweight frame is just enough to keep the frustrated Edolythe above him at bay as he continues his descent toward the body of the Hollow Fissure’s opening chasm.

	But suddenly, as if right on cue to make Aeolin regret his fleeting moment of optimism, something transpires that his Future Sight didn’t foresee. A massive winged Blacedrykon carrying an ice scythe manages to cut off one of Jerry’s legs on the left side and barrel roll his way underneath him – the very same monster that killed Aeolin in tonight’s second simulation.

	Aeolin adjusts his position in midair to dodge a huge swipe of the scythe, allowing himself to roll up closer to Jerry’s razor-sharp underbelly. Unfortunately, Aeolin doesn’t have time to block the barbs of spiked fur on Jerry’s underbelly that rain down at him, now that he is within distance of Jerry’s close-range defenses. The barbs shower Aeolin but are intercepted by a red barrier surrounding his body that seems to immediately manifest out of thin air at the last second – decimating the spikes with a loud sound somewhere between a metallic CLANG and an electrified ZAP.

	The Soul Shield saves Aeolin’s life, once again… if only that could make up for all the life it has maliciously ripped from him all these years.

	Without missing a beat, Aeolin electrifies his feet and slams hard into Jerry’s underbelly with his legs before kicking off from him as hard as he can. Aeolin shoots off of Jerry’s belly and rockets down toward the Blacedrykon below. It smiles a cruel and devilish, fanged smile before opening its wings wide across the chasm. A shock of sub-zero temperatures rips through the chasm and peppers Aeolin’s skin as the Frost-Blacedrykon’s presence effectively eliminates any remaining heat from its surroundings.

	Large ice spikes form in a circle in front of the Blacedrykon that fly towards Aeolin to intercept him as he dives straight toward it. Aeolin channels all of his black lightning Solus straight down into his outstretched, open-palmed hand, while channeling his wind Solus out from his feet for extra propulsion. The blade pulsing out from his hand fills the chasm with an ear-piercing, high-pitched crackling noise.

	He then slams through the ice daggers and shreds them into a million little shards of ice, all the while keeping his angry, steely gaze directly on his new foe. The Blacedrykon channels all its ice power into its scythe, which hums ominously with a glowing white aura of death, then swings with all of its might.

	“What is that look on its face?” Aeolin wonders. “Is that… fear? A Blacedrykon is… afraid of me?”

	CRACK!!!

	The extremely concentrated black lightning on Aeolin’s palm smashes into the shimmering white scythe. For a moment, time freezes as the two are locked in place, their energies colliding and reacting in a spectacular light show of white and black Solus explosions.

	“If only there were anyone else present to enjoy the impressive visual, though I suppose the horde of loathsome monsters and demons above me is audience enough,” Aeolin scoffs.

	He notices the haze of red energy covering his palm and lets out an angsty sigh. Even with his strongest attack, which typically makes his hand nearly invincible to damage, the Soul Shield has to kick in to protect him from the Blacedrykon’s full might. Aeolin wonders how much his hand would be injured by this exchange if the Soul Shield weren’t surrounding his hand right now. 

	Aeolin’s thoughts are suddenly interrupted by the horrible shattering noise of his enemy’s scythe splintering into nothingness before his renewed momentum blasts him straight into the Blacedrykon’s chest. White, icy blood sprays into the air as Aeolin’s lightning blade rips into the Blacedrykon’s insides and the two of them rocket down toward the end of the chasm, which has finally come into sight with all the extra light radiating from Aeolin’s hand. Aeolin grabs onto the roaring Edolythe’s neck for stabilization, while the lightning on his palm continues to arc and cut through its large torso. 

	“At least I don’t have to slow my descent myself now,” Aeolin smirks as the wings of the Blacedrykon provide just enough drag force for Aeolin to slow down to a survivable landing – so long as he uses his enemy's body to cushion the landing.

	WHAM!!!

	A smattering of black lightning and white blood smears the bottom of the Hollow Fissure’s main shaft and the surrounding walls as Aeolin smashes the Blacedrykon down onto the cold hard cobblestone and it expels its final breath.

	“Wow. I made it to the bottom,” is all Aeolin has time to think before he must recover from the fall and sprint toward the rapidly closing cave entrance directly in front of him. He rushes into the darkness of the remaining 100 floors of the Hollow Fissure’s underground labyrinth – filled with horrors few have ever imagined and even fewer have lived to see, then hears the slam of the rock wall close behind him followed shortly thereafter by the THUD of Jerry’s weighty body hitting the floor of the chasm at terminal velocity. 

	While the thought of such a scene would normally have made Aeolin at least crack a sadistic smile, he can’t think of anything else right now than the imperiled girl that has inspired him to embark on this perilous journey in the first place.

	 To Aeolin, nothing else matters but saving her; he’ll do whatever it takes to get her back. It’s also quite likely that the entire world will fall to ruin if he doesn’t.

	“Hang in there just a little longer… I’m coming for you!”



	



	IV

	Forgive him.

	 

	She wakes with a start. 

	Her eyes scan the ceiling as she rubs the sleepiness from her eyes. After a brief pause, she sits up and turns to look outside the window. 

	“What was that? Was that a dream… or a nightmare?” Maedelia fixes her eyes on the outside world in an attempt to regain her sense of reality, but she can’t stop her mind from replaying the vision over and over again on repeat.

	Outside, it’s still daytime. The blood red sun looms in the dark sky over Remissio – the sleeping town nestled in the valley below her house. Not a soul is stirring. She’s lucky to have a nice view of the village and its famous, seemingly endless pastures of Candela flowers, which radiate fluorescent hues matching the different types of Solus they store over night. 

	“Who was that boy?” Maedelia thinks to herself. “And why was he jumping into a gaping chasm in the ground filled with…” 

	A chill shoots up her spine as she recalls the evil, vast chasm filled with terrifying beasts she saw in her nightmare. She can’t decide which monster in her dream was most horrifying – the mountain-sized spider-bear or the mansion-sized winged demon with the scythe. After a moment of prolonged reflection, Maedelia suddenly remembers that the mysterious boy who was fighting those monsters was equally terrifying. He seemed too ruthless for a guy of his age. 

	“If I’m 18, he couldn’t have been that much older than me… Oh, why do I care. I mean, it’s just a dream after all, right?”

	But try as she might, Maedelia can’t help but shake how real the vision felt. It felt almost more real than her current view of the radiant town through her bedroom window. And then there was what she heard when she woke up…

	“Forgive him. Who, the boy?” 

	Maedelia wonders where that voice came from. It seemed to echo through her body down to the very depth of her soul. Unlike a dream, which fades so quickly after waking up, the voice and the vision seemed to stick with her even after she redirected her thoughts elsewhere. She’s been having more and more of these lately…

	“I need to clear my head.”

	Maedelia throws off her sheets and swings her legs over off the bed. She throws on some clothes – a silver dress that wraps comfortably around her waist and extends just past her mid-thigh. The outfit fits snugly over her slim, athletic body, allowing her to move around quickly when she needs to. She examines herself in the mirror as she ties back her hair, which is long and black aside from a few rogue silver streaks that she’s always been curious about. Her hair is mostly compliant except for a few rebellious locks that insist on falling off onto the right side of her face. 

	Before exiting her bedroom, she grabs the scabbard and leather belt housing her equipment on the dresser and tightens it around her waist. She allows herself a moment to enjoy the familiar weight of her sword as it dangles comfortably off her left hip. 

	Maedelia then carefully opens the wooden door and sneaks down the stairs of her house to the quaint living room. A crackling fire lights the hearth at the end of the room in the fireplace to warm the entire home. At the center of the hearth is a red Candela flower which emits a modest, continual stream of flame. Maedelia allows herself to enjoy the smell of the crackling flower for a moment before tiptoeing on past the kitchen toward the front door of the house. 

	“Going somewhere, are we?” A voice calls from the kitchen off to her right. 

	“Dad?!” Maedelia jerks back in surprise. “What are you doing up at this hour?”

	“I should be asking you the same thing,” Maedelia’s father responds. “You know I don’t like you sneaking out during the day. It’s not safe.”

	“Dad, we’ve been through this before. First of all, you of all people should know I can take care of myself. You trained me yourself. You, Dad – the best swordsman this side of like… the entire Intus? And Remissio is too far from the Fringe for anything too dangerous to wander all the way out here without the Pact noticing. I’m just going for a stroll to clear my head.”

	Her dad lets out a deep sigh. 

	“Mae, sit down and let me make you some tea.” 

	He pulls out the chair next to him at the small round table near the window to signal a truce.

	Maedelia lets out her own exaggerated sigh before trudging over to the table in defeat to take a seat. Her dad gets up quickly to hide the smirk that is beginning to break through his intentionally stoic facade.

	He loves his daughter… perhaps a little too much. Even though raising a stubborn 18-year-old can be a ridiculously frustrating endeavor at times, it's hard not to find these little exchanges amusing – and even a bit fun. But he can’t let her know that, otherwise she won’t take his warnings seriously.

	“Mae,” he begins as he reaches for the Candela flowers potted near the window.

	“First of all, I may be the best swordsmith this side of the Intus, but that really doesn’t make me the best swordsman. So at best, that just makes you the second-best swordsmith in this household, of the two of us who live here…”

	Maedelia rolls her eyes. She can tell where this is going.

	“...and second, I’m not worried about you getting hurt…”

	“You totally are,” Maedelia thinks to herself.

	“I am worried about you getting in trouble if the Pact does happen to be coming by and sees you sneaking around during the day, and feels they need to babysit you or escort you home…”

	“Like anyone would need to babysit me.”

	“We really don’t need to get any more attention from the Pact than we already have. With the recent increase in Edolythe activity on our side of the Intus, they’ve already been demanding we make more weapons for them without paying a fair fee and are taking a larger crop of the Candela flowers than this town can comfortably sustain.”

	Maedelia places her elbows on the wooden table and props up her head with her hands as she tunes out the rest of her dad’s rant. She allows her thoughts to slip back to her dream of the boy free-falling into that dreadful pit of death as she absent-mindedly watches her dad grab a petal from a blue Candela and drop it into a large pot. 

	With a wave of his hand, the blue petal explodes into water that fills the pot up to just below the top. Then, her father grabs a red Candela petal and drops into the water. With another wave of his hand the red petal bursts into a bright spark that shocks the water, causing it to cavitate instantaneously and come to an immediate boil. Within moments, tea is served. 

	The silence of her dad taking a sip of rich, warm Remissio tea wakes her up from her daydream and reminds her that she shouldn’t make it too obvious that she wasn’t listening to him. She takes a sip as well, allowing the warm and flowery goodness to warm up her insides and perk up her mood. 

	“Dad, you and I both know the reason you don’t want me to wander out during the day, and the reason you don’t want me to join the Pact. And yes, while the Pact’s governing style doesn’t exactly sit well with you, I know you love the Intus too much to not be willing to make the sacrifices necessary for our civilization to keep running. I’m 18, Dad. I love you, and I don’t intend to torture you by needlessly jeopardizing my life, but you won’t be able to keep sheltering me from the dangers of this world forever. You know it’s not what Mom would have wanted–”

	Maedelia sees a brief look of pain flash across her father’s face that makes her stop. She can’t help but notice how aged he looks suddenly as the sun’s blood-red rays penetrate the window, washing his face in a dim scarlet light. The attractive creases of his face that once caused women from all across the Intus to swoon over him now serve to make him look both hardened and tired. 

	“I’m sorry… I–”

	Her Dad interrupts by firmly placing his teacup down on the table. 

	“I know you aren’t a kid anymore, Mae. And you’re absolutely right, you’re damned good with a sword… just like your father,” he smirks. “I’m not asking you not to grow up and do awesome things. I’m just asking you to be smart…”

	Maedelia feels a spark of hope.

	“...and joining the Pact would be one of the most idiotic moves you could make with your life.”

	Maedelia feels that spark of hope crash and burn like the winged monster in her dream that the lightning boy slammed to the ground at terminal velocity.

	“But, as a matter of fact I do have something you could help me out with… and it is pretty dangerous.”

	Maedelia raises an eyebrow as the previous spark of hope rekindles on the ground and builds up into a small, tentative ember. 

	Her dad sighs again, but this time he really hams it up to prove just how painful the next sentence is about to be for him to deliver.

	“The Pact ‘asked’ me to deliver a shipment of some provisions, and a very special weapon by the end of tomorrow night. The shipment is to be delivered to Gratia, a small city right on the edge of the Fringe, where their scouts have been reporting larger Edolythe activity than usual.”

	“The Fringe?!” Maedelia thinks to herself. “This is great. I’ve never even seen the edge of the Borealis up close before!”  

	“I’m ready!” she announces, perhaps betraying her excitement a bit too obviously. The ember of excitement in her chest has already built back up into a roaring fire.

	“Yeeeeaaaah, I can tell,” her dad allows himself to adopt playful grin before his eyes meet Maedelia’s firm and beautiful silver eyes. They beam with a mixture of confidence, excitement, and resolve that reminds him so much of her mother. He can already tell she’ll be great, but the pride he feels toward his beloved daughter is mixed with the heart wrenching uncertainty of not knowing how much that greatness might cost her… and him.

	“You’ll need to get back in bed right now if you are going to get up early enough to make it to Gratia before the daytime.” 

	“I’ll get right to it!” Maedelia assures him.

	“You’ll have to borrow a leon from ol’ man Retusus to make it in one night...”

	“Ok, will he be up in time?”

	“Yeah, he’s already agreed to have it ready for me.”

	“Sounds great!”

	“But I’m making you take Lakami with you, just to be safe…”

	“Good call! That way I won’t get lonely.”

	“…and Mikeo of course.”

	Maedelia nearly chokes on her tea.

	“Mikeo! Dad please, you know it’s still awkward between us. I just rejected him when he asked me out like two weeks ago!”

	“I know, I know, that’s why I’m sending Lakami with you as a buffer. But he is Retusus’ son, so I can’t exactly stop him from sending Mikeo to take care of the pets that he’s being more than gracious to let us borrow.”

	Maedelia lets out a loud groan. 

	“Fiiiiiine,” she concedes.

	After finishing their tea, Maedelia and her father truce and promise each other they’ll both go to bed right away. Maedelia turns and starts back up the stairs first but then remembers her dream. Halfway up the staircase she stops and peaks over the railing. If there is anyone who knows about an obscure place in the Intus it’s the Master Falchion himself. 

	“Hey Dad, one last thing.”

	“Yeah, what is it?”

	“Have you ever heard of a place in the Intus that has, like, this huge chasm thing in the ground that’s super deep and scary and stuff… by chance.”

	Her dad pauses for a moment, trying to hide a pensive look, then answers.

	“No, I’ve never heard of a place like that, why do you ask?”

	Maedelia pauses.

	“No reason, just heard some weird stories from… a friend.”

	“Ahhh, sounds like some good scary stories.”

	“Yeah, they were. Anyways, see you at dusk!” 

	Maedelia turns to finish her journey back to her bedroom. She’s not sure why her dad would choose to lie to her, but she’s sure he has his reasons.


V

	“Riding a leon is not for everyone!” is what Mikeo used to say when he would brag to other kids about how he got to travel by the fastest land animal in the Intus while they had to walk to school. Maedelia always found his gloating rather rude, but after all these years she does see Mikeo’s point. 

	“I suppose being a famous animal tamer’s son has its perks,” she admits.

	They barely managed to say goodbye to her dad and ol’ man Retusus back at the menagerie before the leons excitedly broke out in a mad dash toward Gratia, leaving Maedelia genuinely worried that she lost part of her stomach back on the starting line. She holds on for dear life as they zip through the forest outside of town, dashing between trees as the wheeled supply carts strapped to each leon creak and groan in protest at the extreme lateral accelerations.

	They left at dusk, and Maedelia already misses home a bit. Remissio will soon be starting to stir as the townspeople wake up to get their work done under the light of the moon and the many stars that illuminate the Intus.

	“You sure you don’t want to ride with me, Maedelia?” Mikeo says with a smug smirk as he pulls up next to Lakami and Maedelia before darting out of sight to dodge some trees as their leons engage in a playful, high-speed race to see who can make it to Gratia first. Much to Mikeo’s dismay, Maedelia decided to ride behind Lakami on the leon named Greg, while Mikeo rides solo on his leon named Bob.

	Maedelia rolls her eyes. “Can’t you drive this thing any more gracefully, Lakami!” Maedelia yells as she squeezes her arms tightly around Lakami’s waist, who is herself white knuckling her leon’s mane. She wonders if Greg would make it all the way to Gratia before realizing her and Maedelia had fallen off if they were to get knocked off now.

	“You want to try, princess! It’s not as easy as it looks!” Lakami screams back as she pulls Greg’s mane hard to the right to avoid a large, phosphorescent tree peacefully absorbing Solus from the night sky directly in front of them.

	“It’s pretty easy if you focus on driving instead of screaming at each other," Mikeo chimes in as he and Bob reemerge from the surrounding foliage.

	Lakami turns her head to the side so Maedelia can see her roll her eyes, risking her life to make sure Maedelia knows just how much she’s dreading traveling with Mikeo. 

	“Rich kids,” they say in unison. 

	“I heard that!” Mikeo yells back at them. 

	“Ya know, if you hate driving so much, you could both ride with me!” He lets go of Bob’s mane in order to taunt them with an overly dramatic shrug that contradicts the smug grin on his face.

	“Not a chance!” they yell back in unison, before being suddenly pulled off to the left by Greg to take a path that must have appeared to be a shortcut to the charging leon. 

	 

	• • •

	 

	Lakami, Mikeo, and Maedelia come to a stop at a stream cutting through a series of rolling hills. The leons detach from their carts and rush down to the river to drink and rest while the three old friends stretch their legs and take in the beautiful fields of grass and wildflowers surrounding them.

	“I haven’t been out this far this way before” says Maedelia. “And, come to think of it, this is only my third or fourth time actually seeing the Borealis this close.”

	As they stare off at the horizon, they can now see the shimmering multicolored barrier that covers the Intus wrap down into a steep downward angle and disappear behind the remaining series of forested hills that separate them from Gratia. After a full day of riding, the three are exhausted. 

	“Well, we have you to thank, Mikeo,” Lakami says as she drops down on her knees to rest. “On a horse, it would have taken three or four days to make it this far.”

	“Nah,” Mikeo replies. “Thank my dad. He’s the one who offered a leon to Master Falchion in the first place. There is no way he would let him leave Remissio that long nowadays with him being the main buffer between our quaint town and the Pact’s more ‘intense’ demands for provisions from our farms recently. He was worried they’d ask to borrow our pets. They may be exotic and strong, but we haven’t raised them to be fighters – just exceptional snugglers.” 

	Mikeo adjusts his glasses and shifts his gaze down at Bob and Greg as the three travelers allow themselves a moment to enjoy the sight of two enormous beasts playing like cuddly puppies in the stream and rolling over one another in a combined boulder of fur. 

	Lakami stands up and reties her long blonde hair back into a bun before breaking the silence.

	“Alright, time to get back into action. The sun will be up soon enough, and we promised your dad we would have you to Gratia before daytime, Maedelia. We intend to keep that promise.”

	Maedelia rolls her eyes. 

	“Thanks guys, but I think we all know I’m the one chaperoning you two.”

	With a whistle, Mikeo summons his two pets and the five of them ride off toward the forested hill looming in front of them.

	 

	• • •

	 

	“This forest is a lot denser than it appeared to be on the outside,” says Maedelia.

	After the break, she takes another turn driving Greg while Lakami holds on to her waist for balance. This time, the forest makes progress a bit slower than the rest of the journey, as Greg and Bob are forced to carefully maneuver around the trees to avoid damaging the precious cargo.

	“By the way Maedelia, I know we have a boatload of Candela flower petals and weapons to deliver, but what was that special thing your dad sent us with? It sounded like some crazy secret weapon. We aren’t at risk of triggering a bomb or something if things get bumpy, are we?” Mikeo asks tepidly. 

	Maedelia feels a prick of fear start to creep up in the back of her mind, “Honestly, I have no idea. He wouldn’t tell me who it’s for or what it does, and I didn’t see him load anything too big or strange up this morning. I’m not even sure if we will know when we have successfully delivered it to the right person or not.”

	 “That’s reassuring to hear,” he retorts sarcastically. Mikeo slows down Bob more than usual before taking the next corner, picking a fortunate time to start navigating with extra caution. 

	“Everyone halt!” he yells. 

	“What in the–” Lakami’s mouth hangs out agape as she meets with a viscerally disturbing scene.

	“Who could have done this?” Lakami asks aloud, as she reels from the blood and gore splattered all over a small opening of brush front of them.

	“Maybe the hunters from Gratia are a little sick in the head?” Mikeo jokes before investigating the entire herd’s worth of scattered deer entrails. A few meters ahead of them lies a severed deer head with a few dozen barked spikes protruding from its face. 

	Maedelia leans forward to get a closer look. “No, wait. It’s not who did this… it’s what!”

	She tosses her head back to look up at the sky. Though it’s hard to see through the dense layer of leaves, she notices faint flickers of scarlet hues subtly bouncing off the tops of the trees. The sun is about to rise.

	“We have to go now!” Maedelia kicks hard into Greg’s side and their small caravan snaps into a hurried race to get out of the forest as fast as possible.

	“But it’s way too soon!” Lakami assures. “It’s not even morning yet. There’s no way any Edolythe could not have made it this far past the Borealis so quickly!”

	“Normally you’d be right, Lakami!” Maedelia yells over the sound of the cart creaking in protest to their full-on sprint through the woods. 

	“That is unless–” Maedelia is suddenly cutoff by a cacophony of heavy thumping sounds coming from behind them as a wall of growls reverberates through the foliage.

	“CRAP!” Mikeo yells as he gives Bob and Greg the signal to run for their lives. “Get to Gratia!” He yells before Bob disappears around a tree.

	Maedelia and Lakami hold on for dear life as Greg maneuvers faster than he has during their entire night of travel. They can sense his fear and become increasingly anxious themselves knowing that there is something chasing them that even a massive beast like Greg is afraid of. They duck their heads as tree branches and foliage pelt them from both sides, cutting up their arms and legs. Lakami makes the mistake of looking back over her shoulder and is immediately horrified by what she sees.

	In their wake is a pack of what looks like beasts the size of Greg and Bob. But they aren’t running after them… they are rolling after them. The shadowy figures are rolling after them like giant massive spikey balls of death.

	“Keep Greg steady!” Lakami yells at Maedelia as she swivels 180-degrees around on Greg’s back to face their pursuers. She digs in her heels and flexes her core to avoid falling off as she slips off the recurve bow from her back and unfolds it with a quick pump of her arm.

	“Wait, use this!” Maedelia screams as she reaches behind her back to offer Lakami a white paper pouch tied together at the top with a red string.

	“You just carry this stuff on you, you crazy Anthropitch?!” Lakami curses.

	“Just shoot it, you idiot!” Maedelia retorts.

	Lakami pulls a glowing red tipped arrow out from her quiver, throws the pouch into a high arc over the beasts rolling after them, and nocks the arrow. She draws her bow, and time slows to a stop as she carefully aims the vital shot. She inhales and exhales steadily, aligning her shot with the gap between her heartbeats, then releases. The arrow flies through the air as the tip ignites into a burning streak of fire. Fortunately, Lakami’s aim is as true as ever. The arrow strikes the pouch, igniting and scattering hundreds of tiny, red Candela petals all over the air in front of the beasts.

	“Hold your ears!” Lakami screams while spinning around quickly in the saddle. She leans forward to brace herself against Maedelia’s back before the forest is lit up with hundreds of miniature explosions and the shockwave of roaring fire blasts them from behind.



	

	VI

	“Did we stop them?!” Maedelia yells even louder than before now that her ears are ringing from the cluster-bomb they just incited in the woods behind them.

	“I don’t know, but I see a clearing up ahead!” Lakami replies.

	At last, they’ve almost made it out of the treacherous forest to the safe haven of Gratia. The Pact has enough forces stationed there to help deal with a few rogue Edolythe. If they can just make it into line of sight, they’ll be sure to get the help they need.

	Maedelia can feel Greg increase his speed even further as he eagerly anticipates being free from the tight corners of the forest. The light of the outside world begins to come into view, and Maedelia notices the sky turning a dark blood red color as day falls over Gratia.

	“We’ve technically made it just before daytime.” Maedelia thinks to herself. “But my dad’s gonna be uber pissed when he hears about this anyways.”

	After a few more painfully tense moments, they finally emerge from the forest.

	“Scratch that. I’m gonna be dead long before he even gets the chance to hear about any of this!”

	Mikeo smashes through the trees 30 meters to the right of Maedelia and Lakami while sporting a similar expression of shock. Gratia lay at the bottom of the grassy hill in front of them… partially in ruins.

	Fire, ice, rocks, metal, and various Solus-imbued shrapnel decorate the city as the Pact and an army of Edolythe engage in all out warfare. Behind Gratia, Maedelia notices that the multicolored Solus wall that would normally separate Gratia from the closest part of the Foris has a gaping hole punched straight through it. Even at this distance, Maedelia can’t keep her eyes from immediately fixing on a sight she’d never thought she’d ever see in her lifetime… the sight of the outside. 

	The Foris.

	She can just make out the Foris’s defining feature through the ruptured section of the Borealis: black sand. She’s heard rumors that the outside is filled with nothing but endless miles of freezing black sand dunes with not a drop of water… or Solus – a total wasteland of death and depravity.

	And somehow, for some weird unexplainable reason, the Edolythe keep coming from the Foris and trying to make their way inside. How they survive out there or where they spawn is a mystery. All that’s clear is their unswerving commitment to destroying what’s left of Anthropo civilization. And today, it looks like they just might succeed.

	 

	Maedelia, forgive him.

	 

	“What?!” Maedelia mutters under her breath as she reacts to the eerily familiar voice cutting through her mind. 

	“The voice from my dreams… here? And it sounds like it’s coming from…”

	Her eyes linger for a moment longer on the sliver of the Foris she can see from her current vantage point before Lakami’s scream interrupts her.

	“Take cover!” 

	Maedelia checks over her shoulder and finally sees the beast that’s been pursuing them out in plain sight. The large rolling porcupine-hyena hybrid lets out a wicked laugh as it shoots a barrage of spines into the air toward her and Lakami. Maedelia flicks Greg’s mane as they lurch to the left and out of the way just in time.

	“Guys!” Maedelia screams as her surging adrenaline tempts her with an extremely stupid idea. “Get these supplies down to the leader of the Pact! They won’t survive without them! I’ll take care of this. Lakami, drive!”

	“No, wait Maedelia! Don’t–” is all Lakami has time to say before Maedelia stands up on Greg’s neck and leaps off backwards in a graceful flip, completely clearing the cart trailing behind them.

	She somersaults in midair and unsheathes her falchion from its scabbard, then lands crouched on the grass facing her foe with her sword extended out to her side. Its silver blade – a blade she painstakingly forged with her own hands – reflects the vermilion red of this dreadful dawn as the large round sun breaks out over the horizon.

	Maedelia stares up at the mass of fur rolling straight towards her and steadies her breathing. She lets a smirk play across her lips as she takes in the excitement of the challenging fight ahead of her. 

	“Come on!” she yells at the Edolythe.

	It replies by unrolling into a four-legged run and flashing a cruel, toothy smile
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