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      The fate of two worlds hangs in the balance.

      Everlasting is on the brink of total war. As the terrorist organization known as Garden attempts to assassinate key members of the Leadership, another unseen hand has plans of its own...

      Back at the human outpost, Mei Curie and her team are working to create the ultimate cure for the Variant gas. But with the war raging deep within the city, the shield could collapse at any moment, killing millions. Time is of the essence.

      Meanwhile, Terry waits beneath Everlasting, having been rescued by Garden's forces. In an effort to repay this debt, he agrees to assist them in a dangerous task. With Lena Sol at his side, Terry sets out across the sea to a foreign land, seeking a prize that may very well end this conflict once and for all.
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        There can be no tyrants

        where there are no slaves.

        – Jose Rizal

      

      

      

      
        
        A good deal of tyranny

        Goes by the name of protection.

        – Crystal Eastman
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      IN THE MIDDLE OF A RAGING SEA, a lone ship slipped between the towering waves. The strong winds raged, and thunder cackled in the night, taunting the boat with its ferocity.

      “It is a good night to be at sea!” cried the captain of the Waveguard, beating his chest to the song of the storm. The rain blew hard into his face. “Tonight we are alive!”

      This was a ship known in many harbors, for none had such a crew. Its captain, a legendary wavemaster, had traveled most of the known world, seeing more than most men could dream. Yet here, amidst this wild and natural chaos, he was truly in his element.

      “Shall we circle back, sir?” called Sederin, a newer member of the crew. He’d joined several months ago, but had only made it through a few storms, and none so fierce as this.

      “Do not be fooled by this tempest!” shouted Hux, staring out into the storm. “She means us no harm.”

      “Yes, sir!” answered Sederin, a confident smile on his face. It was the look of a man who had complete faith in his leader.

      “Have the others head into the cabin,” ordered Hux. “Tell them to secure our passengers. Stay on deck until everyone is clear.”

      “What about you?” asked Sederin.

      “I’ll join them soon,” he bellowed, turning back towards the sea.

      The crew scrambled to leave, having secured the storm sails and cargo. They'd ride out the remaining winds safely from within.

      Hux would follow soon, but not yet. He was made for this, born and bred in saltwater waves.

      He took a deep breath of the thick air, and smiled.

      The Waveguard had recently passed through the border of Everlasting, a forbidden kingdom on the other side of the great wall, probably to no good end. Probably to death.

      It was the realm of the gods, the host of the great Eye, the golden city on the hill. No place in all the world was more mysterious or dangerous. One of the last uncharted frontiers. For these reasons and more, few men had dared to venture here, to the land beyond the walls. The world would call him a fool for this, a witless man of senseless delusion and risk.

      Hux grinned a wild, mad smile as thunder echoed against the horizon’s edge, and he let loose a mighty bellow of a laugh. Let them mock him for daring to live. Let them call him a fool! He would see the gods, themselves, and rest his spear upon their necks. Let the deities of Everlasting come and try to stop him. Let them greet him at the gates.

      With all his strength and spirit, he would resist them.

      For Hux was a wavemaster of the sea, which meant he could not be ruled. Not by any man alive, nor god on Heaven's throne.

      Rain beat against his face, and he sat atop the bow, fighting heavy winds. Despite his lust for adventure, Hux still had a mission, a reason for his destination—to rescue Terry, a friend and ally, who’d been stolen to the other side of the wall, seized by some monstrous creature.

      A Guardian of Everlasting, protector of the gods…or so the legends had said.

      But Hux was, in his own view, a real seeker of truth, not so eager to believe in fairytales. He would sail and see with his own eyes. He would fight.

      “Captain!” called someone from the cabin door.

      Hux turned at the voice and saw a broad-chested man waving at him. It was Ludo, a farmer, and one of the Waveguard’s newest passengers. “Aye!” responded Hux, leaping down.

      “One of your crew has fallen. They require assistance,” said Ludo.

      “How bad is it?” asked Hux, entering the door with him.

      “Ysa says he will live. It’s only a few cuts.”

      “If it isn’t bad, why did you call for me?” asked Hux.

      “Because you were sitting out in a storm like a madman, you fool,” said Ludo. “Something had to be done about it.”

      Hux laughed. “Aye, I am a fool, I suppose. I signed up for this mission of yours, didn’t I?”

      “An action I do not take lightly,” said Ludo, looking him in the eye.

      “You asked me to help you rescue an innocent man…a good man, I should add. I couldn’t turn you down,” said Hux.

      The ship jerked, and they each held the rail for a moment. “Regardless, I thank you, sir,” said Ludo, standing straight.

      “None of that!” laughed Hux, slapping the farmer’s back. “Not from a man who fought a Guardian and lived. You call me by the name my mother gave me.”

      They entered the lower deck, which was filled with cots and benches, crewmates scattered throughout. Ysa, Ludo’s wife and a former priestess of the Eye, sat with a stack of bandages, tending to the injured crewman. She was a quiet woman, but deadly, gifted with enough power in her to rival a small army. Hux didn’t know a man alive who could kill a woman like that.

      The ship lurched and Hux grabbed one of the nearby pillars. Ludo stumbled, catching himself on a bench. “Watch the storm,” laughed Hux.

      “I don’t know how you do this,” admitted Ludo.

      “It’s easy. You just need to train your legs to love the sea,” said the wavemaster.

      The outer door swung open, and Sederin came inside. “Captain!”

      “What kept you?” asked Hux.

      “Sir, there’s something in the water. I saw it not far from us. Some sort of object coming out of the sea!”

      “Wind and rocks, that’s all,” said Hux. “The waves rise and fall…create illusions in a storm like this.”

      “It wasn’t a rock, Captain. It moved on its own, and there was some kind of light.”

      “A light?” asked Hux.

      “Green, like nothing I’ve ever seen,” said Sederin.

      “Show me,” ordered Hux.

      “You’re going back out there?” asked Ludo.

      “Only for a moment. Stay here and watch the others,” answered the captain. He followed Sederin, stopping a few times whenever the storm tossed the ship. A shower of hard rain hit them as soon as they opened the door.

      Sederin grabbed hold of the railing to steady himself, then pointed starboard. “It was over there!”

      Hux saw nothing, but he knew better than to jump to conclusions. He scanned the horizon, observing the roaring waves of the black sea, letting his eyes adjust to the storm, staring through the chaos.

      Beneath the surface of the darkened sea, a glimmer appeared, growing brighter. It lifted higher, becoming clearer, before finally breaching.

      Surrounding it, a large body rose from the roiling waves, standing far above the ship’s mast. Towering over everything, steady in the heavy winds, the monster raised its tentacled arms high into the sky. Its daunting green eye shone on the distant cliff near the shore, scanning to the left and right, as though it were looking for something. “What in the world is that?” balked Hux.

      “Is it a Guardian?” asked Sederin.

      Ludo stood behind the captain. “It’s not like the others. This one is different.”

      “We need to turn the ship around,” said Sederin. “There’s still time to flee!”

      “Won’t it see us?” asked Ludo.

      “Quiet down,” said Hux, lifting his arm to silence them. “We’re anchored now, and there’s space between us. The storm is too strong to risk a move.”

      “But staying could be suicide,” said Sederin.

      “Quiet yourself, boy,” ordered Hux, keeping his eyes on the lurking fiend in the water. “You’ll give us away.”

      The Guardian twisted its glowing green eye to the northeast, the opposite direction of Hux’s ship, and then paused. It lingered there a moment before slipping back into the storming sea, submerging completely.

      Sederin opened his mouth to say something, but Hux motioned his hand to quiet him.

      The sky lit up, roaring a thunderclap so loud it shook their chests. The cackle startled the other men, but the seasoned captain would not be moved. He could sense the coming threat. He could feel the waters shift. “Nobody move,” he whispered to the other two.

      “What is it?” asked Ludo.

      The planks of the ship shuddered with the slightest of movement. The others might interpret it as part of the storm, but such was not the case. The water beneath the boat had been displaced. “The monster is moving below, passing to the other side. Remain completely still.”

      “Beneath us?” Sederin’s eyes widened.

      “Still your feet,” Hux whispered, to which his crewman obliged.

      Seconds later, an emerald beam of light rose from the nearby waves, piercing the clouds. The Guardian revealed itself once more.

      Sederin took a step back, nearly collapsing, when Hux grabbed him by the shoulder, keeping him still. The three men stood motionless, staring into the breadth of the goliath, insects before a god.

      The Guardian’s green eye swept across the waters and onto the beach, darting between the trees. It waited there a moment, then plunged into the waters from which it came, tossing the ship and forcing Sederin and Ludo to the deck floor, while Hux caught himself on the railing.

      Hux let out a hand to Ludo, who took it. “Easy,” said the captain.

      “It didn’t see us,” said Ludo.

      Sederin got to his feet, a look of both wonder and panic across his face.

      “I’d wager it’s looking for something,” said Hux.

      “It completely ignored us,” said Ludo. “I’ve never seen such a thing.”

      Hux nodded. The beast had left their vessel alone and untouched. Either the Guardian had not seen them or it was more concerned with something else. “Perhaps it thinks us unworthy of its time. We are but men, after all.”

      “What sort of world have we come to?” asked Ludo, staring where the Guardian had gone.

      “You asked me to take you to the realm of the gods,” Hux told him. “I should say, we’ve finally arrived.”
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        Ortego Outpost File Logs

        Play Audio File 1287

        Recorded: March 21, 2351

      

      

      

      HARPER: The second delivery should be leaving Central tomorrow afternoon. We had to wait for the storm to pass through here before proceeding, hence the delay.

      CURIE: There’s no helping it. We couldn’t afford to lose the cargo.

      HARPER: You’re not wrong about that. Those injections take time to produce, so it’ll be at least a week before we have another out your way.

      CURIE: I understand. I’ll make certain everyone gets their assigned dose. They’re all pretty excited about it.

      HARPER: Are you sure they understand what you’re asking them to do?

      CURIE: I’m planning another briefing as soon as the supplies arrives, but I think we’re all on the same page.

      HARPER: Just make sure you remind them about the limitations. This isn’t a permanent solution to Variant, but it’s close.

      CURIE: I’ll make them take notes if I have to. Don’t worry.

      HARPER: Good. With any luck, these inoculations might be the last step in finding an actual cure to Variant.

      CURIE: Do you think we’re really that close?

      HARPER: If you’d asked me a year ago, I would have said there was no chance. However, after everything we’ve seen, I’m staying optimistic.

      End Audio File
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        Garden Headquarters

        March 21, 2351

      

      

      Somewhere underground, deep beneath the streets of Everlasting, Terry sat with his back against the wall. He watched in silence from the corner of a claustrophobic room as a dozen rebels unloaded armfuls of stolen weapons. It was not the first time such a thing had occurred in the few weeks since his arrival, nor would it be the last.

      “Trouble?” asked a female voice. He turned to see the armored soldier Jinel Den standing over him, her rifle firm against her chest.

      “What?” He blinked.

      “You look troubled,” she told him. “Or are you nervous about the mission? Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.” She laughed.

      “I should go with you,” he said, eyeing the rifle. “That way, maybe you could avoid a full-on firefight.”

      “We already talked about that, remember? You’re staying out of the enemy’s sights.”

      “I’m faster and stronger than all of your soldiers. I could get in there and do what you need without being seen. You wouldn’t have to⁠—”

      “You’re too valuable to risk like that. I can’t have you getting caught. It’s not worth it.”

      He pressed his lips together in frustration. She was right, of course. If the Leadership dissected him, found the key to his strength, they’d start engineering their own hybrids. It wouldn’t take long for them to create an army and wipe out all of Garden’s resistance.

      But he also hated the idea of both sides slaughtering each other. It all felt so pointless.

      One of the other rebels called for Jinel from across the room. She waved at them. “Time for me to go,” she said, glancing at Terry.

      “I just want to help,” he muttered.

      “And you will,” she assured him. “I’ll find something you can do. Something important.”

      He watched her join the rest of her team and leave. The bustling interior of the base suddenly grew much quieter as the two dozen soldiers disappeared into the hall toward the exit. In their place, a few analysts worked quietly in the corner, waving their hands against an invisible display only they could see. Even here in this underground bunker, Everlasting’s advanced technology was abundant.

      “How’s the floor?” came a woman’s voice. It was Lena Sol, standing a few feet away, smiling down at him. “Isn’t it cold?”

      He gave her a wry smile. “Should you be walking around with a hole in your chest?”

      “I’m feeling much better now, thank you.” She sat down next to him, wincing a bit.

      “Liar.”

      “What about you? How are you feeling?”

      He shrugged. “I’d rather not be here, stuck in the ground.”

      “You must be eager to see your friends again.”

      “Yeah,” he whispered, staring at the floor.

      She frowned. “It isn’t going to be a simple thing, getting you to them. Everlasting’s monitoring systems have the entire domeguard under scrutiny. Even an insect would have a hard time slipping through.”

      “We’ll find a way. Every day, Jinel and her people try to break the system. Maybe today they’ll get lucky and succeed.”

      Lena gave a slow nod. “Perhaps.”

      “You don’t seem very confident.”

      “The system is secure. Without proper credentials, penetration is impossible.”

      “I take it you don’t have any.”

      “Not personally. After my inquiry into the database, my access credentials have been expunged.”

      “You’re sure about that?”

      “Jinel Din has already checked.”

      “That’s too bad. Garden could have used the help,” said Terry.

      “I suppose so.”

      “You suppose?” he echoed.

      “I apologize. Of course, I find it unfortunate.”

      “No, please, say what you wanted to say,” said Terry. “What’s on your mind?”

      She hesitated, but went on. “I only mean that, if you’ll pardon my candor, we know so very little about this organization. There is much to learn about their goals and ambitions. We only have the information Jinel Din has seen fit to share, which admittedly sounds very encouraging, but⁠—”

      “You don’t trust her?”

      “I do, but her testimonial is only one of many. I would like very much to question the other members of Garden before coming to any definitive conclusion. I would certainly prefer to believe they are working for the benefit of Everlasting, but at the same time we have witnessed their violence firsthand. It leaves me…uncomfortable.”

      “Fighting is like that,” said Terry.

      “I suppose you understand better than I do.”

      He wanted to tell her she was wrong, that no one really understood the point of war, but decided to leave it alone.

      “I was glad to see you heal so quickly. I have to admit I’m a little jealous.” She glanced at her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry you got dragged into all this.”

      “Don’t be,” she assured him. “I might complain, but I find all of this quite stimulating.”

      “How’s that?” he asked.

      “Finally knowing the truth about the Leadership,” she said. “Or part of the truth, I suppose. There might be more to come. There might be less.”

      “The truth?”

      “The Leadership tried to tell everyone Garden didn’t exist. They actually went so far as to claim Jinel Din had been killed rather than admit she joined the rebellion. I wanted to believe they had their reasons, but the more I talk to the people here, the more I question the Leadership’s motives.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find your answers eventually.”

      “I am certain you are correct,” she answered, giving him a faint smile.

      Terry wished he had the right words for her, but he couldn’t pretend to imagine what she was going through. “How about we get something to eat?” he finally asked.

      He pushed himself up, then let out a hand to her. She took it, biting her lip from the pain in her shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “Jinel told me they confiscated more of that fruit you like. What’s it called?”

      “Jesotni. The miracle fruit. Is that the one you mean?”

      “That’s the stuff,” he said.

      Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, how wonderful.”

      “I figured you’d like the sound of that.”
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      “They’re back!” called one of the sentries guarding the outer door. He gripped the handle and turned it clockwise.

      Jinel Din and her team piled into the base as quickly as their feet could carry them. Blood covered most of their uniforms. Two of the soldiers carried a body between them—a man Terry recognized as Kaelin Thad, whom he had met only a few days ago. From what Terry could remember, the boy was only about sixteen years old.

      Kaelin moaned in pain, his eyes covered in a cloth, soaked in his own blood. “They’re coming!” yelled the boy, flailing his head and arms while his friends tried to keep him steady. “They’re coming to kill us all!”

      “Quiet him down!” ordered Jinel to one of the medics. “Give him something to make him sleep. Hurry!”

      An older man ran to the boy’s side. “Hold his arm out,” he said.

      Terry watched as Kaelin went limp a few seconds after the injection.

      “What happened to him?” asked Terry.

      Jinel shook her head. “Ambushed.”

      The doctor removed the rag from the young soldier’s face, examining the wounds. “Get him to the regeneration unit immediately.”

      “Will you be able to fix the damage?” asked Jinel.

      The doctor cleared his throat. “The machine can only regrow so much. It cannot replicate entire organs.”

      “Keep me informed, please,” said Jinel.

      “Of course,” responded the doctor. “Though, he may need a transplant. His left eye is completely gone.”

      The other soldiers took the incapacitated boy away.

      “The hell was wrong with his face?” asked Terry.

      “A grenade exploded,” explained Jinel.

      Lena was standing a few meters behind Terry. “Might I ask what the purpose of your mission was?”

      Jinel cocked her brow. “I don’t think so, Analyst.”

      “You still don’t trust her?” asked Terry.

      “No, I don’t,” the soldier said, rather frankly. “She’s only been here a few weeks. Besides, you need to earn that kind of trust.”

      Lena raised a finger. “If you’d allow me to⁠—”

      “I don’t have time for a debate,” said Jinel. “Kaelin needs looking after. Excuse me.”

      They watched her leave into the hall toward the medical bay. “Don’t worry,” Terry said when they were alone. “She’ll come around.”

      “Perhaps so,” said Lena in a defeated tone.

      “Hey, come on. You wanna take a walk with me around the halls?”

      She smiled at the invitation. “Yes, please.”
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      The afternoon dragged while they waited for news on the wounded soldier. Terry hadn’t spent much time with Kaelin, but he’d seen him around. Hopefully the doctor could do something about the pain.

      Terry and Lena had volunteered to assist in cleaning and organizing the pantry. Mostly, they did it to keep themselves occupied. Aside from watching the occasional assault team come and go, Garden was a little dull. Officers like Jinel, when they were around, spent much of their time planning and handing out orders. Since neither Terry nor Lena could leave or participate in any of the missions or projects, they were left in the base to carry out inconsequential tasks. Terry had complained about this a few days ago, citing boredom and a willingness to participate, but Jinel simply said it wasn’t time. “I am working on something for you,” she kept telling him. “A few more days. I promise.”

      Those days had passed now, and Terry wanted answers. How long was he supposed to stay in this underground cage before they let him do something? How long before they let him in on whatever it was they were doing? Maybe they never will, he thought, not for the first time.

      “What are you thinking?” he heard Lena ask him.

      “Nothing, sorry,” he muttered, snapping out of it.

      Lena smiled at him. “I don’t believe you.”

      He scratched the side of his jaw. “I was just wondering how long we need to stay down here before they start telling us their plan.”

      “I suspect it will be some time, given our outsider status.”

      “I hope you’re wrong,” he said, and he let out a yawn.

      “Are you tired?” asked Lena.

      “Annoyed, mostly” he admitted. “And drained, I guess. Frustrated.”

      She said nothing as he headed to his bunk—a box of a room that he suspected used to be a closet. After closing the door, he sat with his back against the wall and shut his eyes, letting his mind drift to another world—the one inside his head.

      Suddenly, he was sitting in a field, feeling the soft winds of a familiar valley. Ludo’s farm stood in the distance, the light from the two suns reflecting off its windows. This was so much better than the cold underground of Garden, with its lifeless Spartan design. Terry hated living in a hole. Ever since he first walked out of the ground as a child and saw the light of the true sky with his own eyes, he never wanted to go back. He never wanted to be trapped again.

      At least in here, deep inside his own mind, he would always be free. He’d always have this sky.
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      Terry’s door opened in the early hours of the morning, forcing him awake. “Get up,” said Jinel Din, clad in her armor, standing in the archway. “There is something we must discuss.”

      “What is it?” he asked, wiping the grime from his eyes.

      “An important matter which cannot wait.” She tossed him a fresh shirt. “I’ll be in the conference room when you’re ready.”

      She left him alone to gather himself. He glanced at a small device on his table, which told the time of day. It was still before the first sunrise. What could she possibly want from him so suddenly, and at this hour? Maybe it’s about John and Mei, he thought, trying to be optimistic.

      Despite knowing he shouldn’t, Terry rushed through the halls with anticipation. He rounded the corner to the conference room door. When he arrived, he tapped gently on the door.

      “Enter,” said a muffled voice.

      As Terry cracked the door open, he noticed Jinel Din sitting at the far end of the table. Two others sat in the adjacent chairs—Morgan Thur and Vivia June, two of Garden’s most prominent commanders. Morgan, a stout woman with broad shoulders and thick arms, boasted her rifle on the table, gently tapping its butt with her thumb. Vivia, who was far less physically intimidating than her companions, had a thoughtful, serious look in her eyes.

      “A bit small, isn’t he?” asked Morgan.

      Terry looked at Jinel. “What is this about?”

      “Welcome,” said Vivia June. “Terry, is it?”

      “It is,” he answered.

      “Look at his ears,” said Morgan.

      “Round, like the other humans,” said Vivia.

      Terry cocked his brow. “What do you know about humans?”

      “Not as much as I’d like to,” said Morgan, glancing at her weapon.

      “Everyone, please stay on point,” said Jinel. “This isn’t why I called this meeting.”

      “Apologies,” said Vivia.

      “So, what is this about?” asked Terry.

      Jinel cleared her throat. “You’ll remember I mentioned I was working on something you could help me with. This is it.”

      “Does it have something to do with my people?”

      “Not quite, I’m sorry to say. We’re still trying to figure out a way to contact the other humans, but I could use your help with something else, if you’re willing.”

      “I’m not killing anyone for you,” said Terry.

      Jinel nodded. “That’s good, because that’s the last thing I want.”

      “Since when are you about nonviolence?” asked Terry.

      “None of us wants to kill anyone,” said Vivia.

      “We only do it because we must,” Jinel agreed.

      Terry said nothing.

      “Sit, please,” she went on.

      He did as she asked, minding the hard stare coming from the other two women. “I can’t promise anything until after I hear the plan.”

      “Of course,” said Jinel. She turned to Vivia. “Go ahead.”

      “You’ll recall your encounter with the sentry unit near the border wall,” said the woman.

      An image of a mechanical beast flashed before his eyes. Metallic, strong, and with swords for arms, it stood as high as a building. He’d watched it kill a priestess with a single blow. “You mean the Guardian.”

      Vivia glanced at the others, a clueless expression on her face. “Is that what the natives call them?”

      “If memory serves, they think of them as gods,” recalled Jinel.

      “Not gods,” corrected Terry. “More like monsters.”

      “Oh, that’s right. They think we’re the gods,” said Jinel.

      “In any case,” continued Vivia. “You managed to disable one by yourself. A remarkable and uncommon feat.”

      “Uncommon?” asked Terry.

      Morgan Thur laughed. “She means it’s never been done.”

      “Right,” said Vivia. “In any case, there remains some curiosity on the nature of this accomplishment. We have the recording, so we’ve seen the battle ourselves. It’s⁠—”

      “The recording?” asked Terry.

      Jinel nodded. “We have a plant inside the Tower of the Cartographers. That’s how I knew where to find you when you were taken.”

      “Do you have a lot of moles inside Everlasting?” asked Terry.

      “We have enough,” said Jinel. “Let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

      Vivia leaned forward. “Terry, I have a few questions I need you to answer about your encounter.”

      “Which part?”

      “The weapon you used. Can you tell us about it?”

      “You mean the sword?”

      She nodded.

      “A friend of mine gave it to me as a gift,” he said, thinking of Plead. “Why?”

      “Was it made of a certain material? Something unique, perhaps?”

      “Sure,” he answered.

      “Can you be more specific?”

      “Plead said it came from overseas. A place called Tharosa, I think.”

      “Tharosa? You mean the northern country in the mountains?” asked Vivia.

      “Right. He said the smiths who made it came from somewhere else and settled there.” He tried to remember the details. “I think they were called Carthonons?”

      “Carthinians,” corrected Vivia. “They were exiled from Lexine. I don’t know if there are any left, though.”

      “We’ll have to check the database,” said Jinel.

      “That’s if the records are even up to date,” interjected Vivia. “Our contact at the Citadel still hasn’t responded to⁠—”

      “Vivia!” snapped Jinel. “Please
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