
  
    
      THE GELDIAN PROPHECY

      ASCENDENCE

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        R. R. PEACE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY R. R. PEACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Diary of a Black GenXer: Poems 1990-1999

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Geldian Race – Sangienes

      

      
        Geldian Race – Vix

      

      
        Geldian Race – Meridian

      

      
        Geldian Race – Pret

      

      
        Geldian Race – Lupiri (multi-racial)

      

      
        Map of Geldia

      

    

    
      
        1. 2040 Lumas

      

      
        2. 2040 Lumas

      

      
        3. 2040 Lumas

      

      
        4. 2040 Lumas

      

      
        5. 2040 Lumas

      

      
        6. 2040 Lumas

      

      
        7. 2040 Lumas

      

      
        8. 2040 Lumas

      

      
        9. 2040 Lumas

      

      
        10. 2040 Lumas – One Week Later

      

      
        11. 2040 Lumas – Three Weeks Later

      

      
        12. 2040-2041 Lumas–Winter Break

      

      
        13. 2041 Lumas

      

      
        14. 2041 Lumas

      

      
        15. 2041 Lumas

      

      
        16. 2041 Lumas

      

      
        17. 2041 Lumas

      

      
        18. 2043 Lumas–Two Years Later

      

      
        19. 2043 Lumas

      

      
        20. 2043 Lumas–Baraz’s Installation

      

      
        21. 2043 Lumas–Later On Installation Day

      

      
        22. 2043 Lumas

      

      
        23. 2043 Lumas

      

      
        24. 2043 Lumas–Day After Installation

      

      
        25. 2043 Lumas

      

      
        26. 2043 Lumas

      

      
        27. 2043 Lumas

      

      
        28. 2043 Lumas

      

      
        29. 2043 Lumas

      

      
        30. 2043 Lumas

      

      
        31. 2043 Lumas

      

      
        32. 2043 Lumas

      

      
        33. 2043 Lumas

      

      
        34. 2043 Luma

      

      
        35. 2043 Lumas–End of Summer Break

      

      
        36. 2043 Lumas–End of Summer Break

      

      
        37. 2043 Lumas–End of Summer Break

      

      
        38. 2043 Lumas–Fall Semester

      

      
        39. 2044 Lumas-Spring Break

      

      
        40. 2044 Lumas–Spring Break

      

      
        41. 2044 Lumas–Spring Break

      

      
        42. 2044 Lumas–Spring Break

      

      
        43. 2044 Lumas–Second Week of Spring Break

      

      
        44. 2044 Lumas–Fall Semester

      

      
        45. 2046 Lumas–Two Years Later: Day Before Installation

      

      
        46. 2046 Lumas–Day Before Installation

      

      
        47. 2046 Lumas-Installation

      

      
        48. 2046 Lumas-Installation

      

      
        49. 2046 Lumas–Day After Installation

      

    

    
      
        Guide to the World of Geldia

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Connect with R.R. Peace

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      Copyright ©2024 by R.R. Peace

      

      All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Printed in the United States of America

      

      Third Printing, 2026

      

      https://rr-peace.com/

      
        
        CONTENT WARNING: Recommended for mature audiences due to graphic violence, racism, sexism, and discussions of rape and abortion.

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Mrs. Bianco, my 7th grade teacher at John Paul Regional School in Woodlawn, Maryland, who first encouraged my writing talent, and to my St. Mary’s College of Maryland English teacher, Professor Robin Bates, who discouraged my writing talent. Without either of you motivating me, this novel wouldn’t have been completed.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GELDIAN RACE – SANGIENES

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Description: lily-white colored skin, blue or gray eyes, any color hair.

      

      

      

      Royal House – Homeland – Position to the Throne – Title – People in House in Story

      House Lumas – Bremner – ruler - Oracle/Scribe – Taima and Jael,

      Princeps Caelan (8th son), Regia Shaina (niece), Regia Veyn (sister)

      House Falco – Jespa – 4th in line – Prelate – Oriel, Regia Hadara

      (daughter), Regia Vima (daughter)

      House Oxtran – Jedet – 8th in line – Prelate - Saffi

      House Kanti – Cobol – 12th in line – Prelate – Weslyn

      Other characters

      Patris Dren Landis – private tutor

      Matis Gianna Enu – private tutor

      Viello – Palace Investigator

      Sage Reshan – Headmistress of Fraten Abbey

      Matis Anu – Headmistress of Scientists College

      Equite Nifla – Crystal Palace soldier

      One Eyed Sangiene – Commander Yolani - Sicari

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GELDIAN RACE – VIX
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        Description: brown skin, hazel or green eyes, any color hair

      

      

      

      Royal House – Homeland – Position to the Throne – Title – People in House in Story

      House Volmier – Maneris – 1st in line - Senior Prelate/Senior

      Cleric – Niveh and Perryn, Regia Adriena (daughter), Nea

      (granddaughter), Regia Hasana (daughter), Regia Zina (sister)

      House Paklin – Dienu – 5th in line - Prelate/Cleric – Gisel and

      Faxon

      House Rocan – Zmer – 9th in line - Prelate/Cleric – Bastet and

      Efrem

      House Sevant – Ulnis – 13th in line – Prelate/Cleric – Valen and

      Unai, Princeps Herin (son)

      

      Other characters

      General Korena Quanor – leader of the resistance

      Matis General Inya - Sicari

      Matis General Benalie - Equites

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GELDIAN RACE – MERIDIAN
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        Description: blue skinned, yellow eyes, any color hair

      

      

      

      Royal House – Homeland – Position to the Throne – Title – People in House in Story

      House Lexy – Bremner – former ruling house – Oracle/Scribe –

      Adia and Eugen, Regia Meska (daughter)

      House Remi – Rutan – 3rd in line – Prelate/Cleric – Chiara and

      Selwyn, Princeps Baraz (adopted son)

      House Nilef – Moble – 7th in line – Prelate – Oianru, Regia Eloise

      (daughter)

      House Jocova – Kigle – 11th in line - Prelate - Zephine

      

      Other characters

      Novice Kasinda – trains w/Riane

      Matis General Xemenia – Equites

      Dame Daeva Yulia - Representative of the Merchants of

      Microelectronics

      Patris Kull – teacher in the Historian College

      Matis Rici – teacher in the Historian College
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        Description: green skinned, red eyes, any color hair

      

      

      

      Royal House – Homeland – Position to the Throne – Title – People in House in Story

      House Atreyu – Gadsby – 2nd in line – Prelate/Cleric – Miera and

      Oran, Princeps Angelis (son)

      House Hitimer – Leat – 6th in line – Prelate/Cleric – Kamila and

      Kirn, Regia Edlyn (daughter)

      House Evander – Sarat Island – 10th in line – Prelate – Pyta

      

      Other characters

      Matis Phaedra B-Frid – teacher at Fraten Abbey

      Scribe Meeno – 2nd in command at Fraten Abbey

      Gemma – bar keep in Arcadian Rift

      Crystal Palace Physician

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GELDIAN RACE – LUPIRI (MULTI-RACIAL)

          

        

      

    

    
      Lupiri Characters

      Riane Datdema – the Amedtad

      Liera Datdema – Riane’s mother

      Delie Manir – Riane’s best friend

      Jaiden Apodem – the Abbey’s animal trainer

      Lauis Nebo – Taima’s childhood friend and spy

      Greysen Indio – Adriena’s mate

      Jedesia Indio – Greysen’s sister and Taima’s spy

      Niko Basir – Riane’s biological brother

      Tomid Basir – Riane’s biological father

      Lina Basir – Riane’s biological aunt

      Casia Netia – first Lupiri caught by Abbey impersonating a pure-

      blood.

      Bound Woman – first bound woman ever given her gifts back.

      Commander Osa Quanor – Korena’s niece and member of the

      resistance

      Commander Xell Avo – a member of the resistance

      Tati – Baraz’s 2nd in command
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        Riane

      

      

      Sixteen-year-old Riane strolled through the marketplace in the Arcadian Rift, desert sand coating her blue dress and long auburn hair. A scarf protected her face and the red mole on her forehead, allowing only her heterochromatic eyes to be visible. The wind whipped up the surrounding sand. The local Evangeli healer had predicted a severe sandstorm for that evening and the gusts were already picking up. She struggled to keep her scarf around her head. Grit ground underneath her feet.

      Geldia’s twin suns were so oppressive that heat ripples distorted the air. Riane was used to it and didn’t sweat as much as newcomers to the Rift did. She could smell the musk of people as they pushed around her to get food for their next meal. Riane heard the vendors crying out their goods and prices. Sand coated the farmers’ stands that carried desert produce, such as blue cactus milk, rahtan root, blue corn, black potatoes, and gray carrots. The sand pelted her face like desert gnats. She heard the mechanical engines of hovercrafts as they passed, gliding thirty inches off the ground, and the baying of Shetland Camels from the animal vendor.

      “Here, my lovely. This is the finest rahtan root in the Rift!” a vendor called out to Riane.

      Riane tried not to turn up her nose. The rahtan root appeared dried out and limp, a sure sign of a cheap vendor. Rahtan root tasted like steak. The cheap vendors took cast-offs from the more successful vendors. If she wanted better produce, she would have to go elsewhere.

      Stopping at one of the cheaper vendors, Riane surveyed the sad, anemic vegetables she carried. Her eyes caught sight of her favorite fruit, melon apples, which tasted like an apple but smelled like a melon. Riane resisted the urge to bite into the fruit while the Vix female vendor was helping someone else. This Vix’s tan skin was darker than most, most likely because of the desert suns.

      Her nose caught the scent of cooked meat. A few vendors over, there was a Vix male smoking desert rodents, snakes, and a Golen bull. It was normally too hot to breed Golen bulls in the Rift. Riane assumed that the meat was imported and attempted to ignore the growling in her stomach. It was getting close to the time for her one meal of the day.

      Above the cries of the vendors, the buzzing of hovercrafts, and the baying of animals, Riane could have sworn she heard someone calling her name.

      “Riane!” A female voice cried.

      Riane turned toward the sound and saw Delie.

      A pure-bred Pret male deliberately bumped Delie so hard she lost her balance and fell to the ground. His green skin clashed with his blonde hair.

      He growled. “Get out of the way, striga!”

      Some pure breeds pointed and laughed. One even said, “Look at the sandy striga!”

      It was Delie’s lily-white colored skin, green eyes, and long black hair that Riane loved so much. Yet being half-Sangiene and half-Vix made her a Lupiri like Riane, who was half-Meridian and half-Other, meaning she was so mongrelized she was just Lupiri.

      Delie hated that her lily-white colored skin drew so much attention in the Rift. There weren’t many Sangienes that lived here because their paleness suffered from constant sunburns. Delie didn’t burn because of her half-Vix blood; however, she also didn’t tan. Because of her ghostly white skin, the Rift vendors called her striga. It also didn’t help that Delie was an elemental.

      Riane pushed her way through the crowd to help Delie to her feet. She was tempted to summon a gust of wind to trip the attacker, but Riane saw a Fraten Equite, a Geldian military soldier, nearby. She thought better of attacking the bullies. If she embraced the elements, the Equite would sense it, and she might arrest her for assault, even though the Pret instigated the attack. Riane sighed.

      “Delie, are you okay?” Riane greeted her friend with a hug.

      “Yes,” Delie said with slight annoyance. “I’m used to it. Anyway, you’ll never guess what’s happened!”

      “I could read your mind, but that wouldn’t be fair,” she sent with the element of spirit.

      Smiling, Delie said, “I will be training with the Evangeli healer as her apprentice!”

      Hugging her, Riane then led them toward the more expensive vendors. Since this would be Riane’s last meal in the Arcadian Rift, she decided to spend a little more pecua.

      “I’m so proud of you, Delie,” Riane said. “You’ll be an excellent healer.”

      They walked through the market arm in arm. Riane wondered what they looked like. Riane with her blue-green skin and non-yellow eyes completely exposed her as a Lupiri, and not a Meridian, and Delie with her distinct coloring. She was proud to be Lupiri. However, she knew that in the rich vendor market, they were watched more carefully by the vendors, as if they were going to steal something. The pure-bred pickpockets had a field day in the rich vendor market because no one was looking at them—except the few Lupiri.

      Riane hadn’t told Delie that Senior Prelate Niveh of the Royal Vix House Volmier was coming that day to take her to the Fraten Abbey, the elemental university, in the morning. She knew she had to, but couldn't answer too many questions, such as how a Lupiri could be admitted to the pure-bred Fraten Abbey or why she was going at all. The thought made Riane sick to her stomach. I’m not ready for this. I never wanted to be the Amedtad. Why can’t I stay here in the Arcadian Rift?

      Her whole life was a lie that she had been selling to people since birth. Now Riane was leaving her best friend without telling her the truth. A pang of guilt pierced Riane’s heart. She glanced at Delie, hoping she didn’t sense her anguish through their spirit link.

      As she approached a blue-skinned Meridian female vendor, Riane asked, “How much is a pound of rahtan root, five ears of corn, a quarter pound of potatoes, six carrots, and thirty-two ounces of cactus wine?”

      “One hundred pecua, half-breed,” the woman replied.

      She flinched. Riane’s mother had only given her seventy-five pecua to get all the ingredients for dinner. She was familiar with this vendor. With the right amount of spirit, she could get the vendor to give her all the ingredients for forty. She knew it was wrong, but she had to use her powers like this sometimes. Her father made little money in his mechanical repair service. To keep them from starving, Riane used her powers to feed her family. Riane sighed. I should just go to a cheaper vendor, but I want quality produce. Besides, it’s just a harmless elemental push, and she’s well off. She won’t miss sixty pecua. She’ll make that up before I even walk away.

      “So do you want to buy them or not, kalatin-lay?” the vendor asked.

      The woman had the nerve to call her half-breed in Ancient Meridian as if Riane wouldn’t know what she was saying. Riane was furious. If this vendor knew anything about Evangeli, she would know that they teach ancient languages from all four races to their students from birth. Both Delie and Riane were practicing Evangeli.

      Delie whispered in Riane’s ear, “When I passed by her earlier, she told another woman she only wanted thirty pecua for two pounds of rahtan root and sixty-four ounces of cactus wine. She was a pure-bred Pret. She only upped the price because you are Lupiri.”

      Letting out a low growl, Riane wanted to claw the Meridian woman’s eyes out. She hated the rampant prejudice the Lupiri and Evangeli experienced. Riane would have paid forty, but after what Delie said, Riane decided it was too much.

      Riane weaved the element of spirit around the Meridian and herself, hoping no elemental, besides Delie, saw those white ribbons surrounding them and said, “You will allow me to buy it for twenty pecua.”

      The vendor hesitated, then said, “Twenty pecua. That is my last offer.”

      “Thank you,” Riane said, smiling as she handed over the coins.

      She bagged the produce and handed it over with a confused look on her face. Riane nodded.

      “Hey, I saw what you did, half-breed. Come back and pay the woman!” a gruff female voice said.

      “Run!” Riane cried as the woman called for them to stop.

      They dashed through the marketplace, careening in and out of the crowd. The woman called after them again, but the market swallowed her voice. Soon Riane couldn’t hear her at all. Riane glanced over her shoulder and realized they were no longer being pursued.

      “Did you see who that was?” Riane asked.

      “It was a Fraten Equite, and she saw our faces!” Delie said. “What are we going to do?”

      No one had ever caught Riane using spirit before. I’ll be gone in the morning. However, Delie could still get pulled before the Ludicum, the judges, and be bound from using her elemental powers.

      The Fraten Equites had a small outpost in the Rift and got rich off the side hustle from being security for the rich vendors. Riane and Delie were in serious trouble.

      “Go home and stay inside,” Riane replied. “She may know our faces, but she didn’t have a holovid. She couldn’t have taken a holopic of us and none of the Lupiri or Evangeli will help her.”

      “But what about the vendors?” Delie’s eyes darted around as they walked into the residential area of the Rift.

      “Just go home,” Riane said. “I’ll try to figure something out and send word to you.”

      Mud-brick houses of various sizes surrounded them with pathways that were barely large enough for a hovercraft to pass.

      Delie’s home was to the right, and hers was to the left. Riane stopped at the fork between their homes. She could see her father’s Shetland Camel, Ollie, tied up to his post. This would be the last time she would see Delie for at least a year.

      Reaching out to hug Delie, tears welled up in Riane’s eyes. “I will miss you, Delie!”

      “Why? You act like we’ll never see each other again!” Delie said, hugging her back.

      “I have my own news. I’m leaving the Arcadian Rift in the morning.”

      “What? Your whole family?” Delie asked in surprise.

      “No, just me.” Riane lowered her head and waited for Delie to respond.

      “You’re just telling me? Where are you going? When will you be back?”

      “I didn’t find out until this morning. Please don’t be angry.” Riane purposely didn’t answer Delie’s second question.

      “Angry, no. Hurt, yes. What about our promise?”

      The guilt twisted deeper within Riane like a sword. Riane was supposed to become an Evangeli healer as well; they were supposed to open their own practice in the Rift. It was a false dream. Riane always knew she could never be a simple Evangeli healer here. She was the Amedtad, the long-awaited Evangeli Prophecy. All of Riane’s lies were being exposed.

      “I didn’t know how to tell you. . .” Riane said, gazing into Delie’s green, tear-rimmed eyes.

      “Well, good luck. I’m going home,” Delie said, turning to walk down the pathway.

      “Delie! Don’t go away mad. Talk to me!” Riane cried.

      She kept walking away. Riane sighed and turned toward her family’s home. She wanted to run after her friend but sensed that Delie needed some space.

      Her home was the last one next to the wall that surrounded the Arcadian Rift. Riane stepped forward to have her eye scanned. As the door opened, she called out, “I’m back!”

      Taking off her sandals, Riane washed the sand off her feet in a basin near the door. She tossed her scarf on the sofa as she sauntered to the kitchen, which was separated from the dining room by an island. Her mother, Liera, was the one cooking the rahtan root soup tonight. Her father, Eugen, was away on Evangeli business. He was the inventor of the BNE, the bio-neurological enhancer, so he had to present it to General Korena of the Resistance. Riane knew her mother hated it, but she had to accept that science was not her expertise, only business management. Tonight, the matriarchal roles would be reversed, but Riane doubted her mother would serve the meal.

      Sitting in a chair behind the island, Riane saw a Vix woman with long, brown hair, brown skin, and green eyes. Dressed in white, her elemental energy was like a halo around her. Riane could sense she was powerful.

      “This is Senior Prelate Niveh of the Royal House Volmier,” her mother said, gesturing to the guest at their table.

      Riane took her tawny hand and kissed the ring lightly. “It is an honor to meet you, Your Eminence.”

      “We’re not at the Fraten Abbey yet,” Niveh said as Riane gave Liera the bag of groceries. “You may call me Niveh for now. I can sense the power of the elements within you. You are even stronger than Eugen led me to believe.”

      “How much did they charge you?” Liera asked Riane as she stirred an enormous pot of soup. From the smell, Riane knew she arrived right on time. The soup was ready for the rahtan root.

      “Twenty pecua, but I had to use my powers,” Riane confessed.

      “Riane! One day you will get caught doing that, and then where will we be?”

      Saying it out loud made it real for Riane. Her parents had always known she used her powers, even if she never told them. Now that she had said it out loud, Riane felt guilty. She thought of everyone she had cheated over the years. I am no better than a thief!

      “I agree with your mother, Riane,” Niveh said. Her face turned red with anger. “That was reckless! We have sacrificed too much for you for you to be arrested and bound before you are even properly trained! It is a good thing you weren’t caught.”

      She gazed at Niveh, ashamed. “My friend Delie and I did get caught today, your Em–Niveh. An Equite saw me use my powers.”

      “INFERNUM!” her mother cried from the kitchen. “If you weren’t a grown woman, I would turn you over my knee.”

      Holding her breath in fear, Riane waited for a beat. Niveh glared at her as if she was going to put her over her knee, regardless of Riane’s age. Riane had to ask the next question. She knew she was unworthy to ask. However, the True Goddess taught if you never ask, you never receive.

      “I have a favor to ask, Niveh,” Riane said. “It’s presumptuous, I know, and out of line. However, I don’t know where to turn.”

      “Go on,” Niveh said. Her eyes narrowed.

      Sitting next to Niveh, Riane said, “The locals would not turn Delie and me in, but the vendor who I cheated might.”

      Niveh rose and walked into the living room. “I’ll handle the Equite and the vendor you cheated. Tell your friend not to worry. Now join me on the sofa.”

      “Thank you, Your… I mean Niveh,” Riane said, letting go of the tension in her body.

      Glancing at her mother, Riane noticed her mother’s face was a paler blue than usual. What is she afraid of?

      “Kneel before me,” Niveh commanded.

      The white light of spirit surrounded Niveh and Riane. Instinctively, Riane stood up but then she resisted the pull of the command. She stopped herself from following Niveh’s order. Niveh’s elemental flow grew brighter. She summoned Riane again to genuflect before her. Riane was instantly on guard. No one had dared try to control her with the elements before unless she and her father were practicing battle maneuvers. If Niveh wants to fight, I am going to give her one!

      Crossing her arms over her chest, Riane said, “Never! I only worship Yireh!”

      As she released her hold on the elements, Niveh said, “Amazing! No one has ever resisted my elemental commands. Come, this isn’t worship. This is a test.”

      Peering back towards the kitchen, Riane could not see her mother. What is going on here? Riane knelt before Niveh and sat back on her feet for a more relaxed posture.

      Niveh pulled out a blue stone set in a gold necklace. From her limited knowledge of Fraten Mysticism, Riane guessed the stone was sodalite.

      “The Fratens use talismans like these for magnification, clarification, revelation, subjugation, and unification,” Niveh explained. “This sodalite stone will reveal your elemental potential to me.”

      “Does it hurt?” Riane asked as she watched the necklace swinging slowly in Niveh’s hand.

      “Only if you resist.”

      “How does it work?”

      Fastening the necklace around Riane’s neck, Niveh said, “It’s better for me to just show you.”

      Riane protested, but then she felt lightheaded. She slid to the floor as she felt the ribbons of the elements dancing around her. Her mind was eager to embrace them. Yet she was fearful of her powers, being told so many times she had to be in control. She started to resist but remembered Niveh said it would hurt if she did, so she gave herself over to the pull. She embraced the white flow of spirit, green growth of earth, red glow of fire, yellow burst of wind, and blue stream of water. Her mind was filled with the silver lightning of the combined elements. She levitated. Silver electricity poured out of her body.

      The earth rumbled. The wind outside their home blew violently. Riane heard the crack of thunder as the heavens opened up with rain. The last time it rained in the Arcadian Rift was five years ago. Lightning split the sky. She felt glorious, finally releasing her powers in their purest form. The planet was in chaos. She could feel the panic of every Geldian. As quickly as it began, it ended, and Riane hit the ground hard.

      She dropped her head and noticed a green stone in a gold setting around her neck, along with the sodalite. Her skull was pounding, and the smell of rahtan root soup coming from the kitchen nauseated her, even though it was her favorite meal.

      “What happened?” Riane mumbled.

      “The sodalite helped you reach your true potential. With the proper training, you will have the power to cause destruction or create utopia,” Niveh said in a soft voice.

      “How did you stop me?”

      “Green moss agate. It’s a stone that the Fratens use to calm an out-of-control elemental and to balance one’s psyche. It counteracted the effects of the sodalite.”

      Sitting up slowly, Riane took both necklaces off and gave them back to Niveh.

      “You didn’t have to test her,” Liera said, now standing in the living room. “We all know she is the Amedtad. You might as well have lit a beacon for Oracle Taima, letting her know where Riane was!”

      “I had to be sure of her power,” Niveh said. “All of this is for naught if she is not more powerful than Taima. Taima can wield four elements, granted one of them weakly, but still four. She was one of the most powerful elementals born since Amed and Dia until now.”

      “What about the Praeco of the Amedtad?” Riane asked.

      She didn’t really want to know the answer to that question, but she had to ask. The Praeco was the herald of the Amedtad and her future mate. She had no desire to be married off. Riane hoped she would not meet the Praeco until many years in the future. She wanted to live her life. It was bad enough that she was being forced to go to the Fraten Abbey. She knew the only reason she was going was to fulfill the prophecy. A prophecy she wanted no part of. She was a healer, not a warrior.

      “The Praeco of the Amedtad has been born and is under Evangeli protection,” Niveh said.

      “Waiting for the day until you marry me off to him and have us mate like Leat rabbits,” Riane said, sarcastically.

      “Riane!” Liera cried.

      “Liera, it’s okay,” Niveh said. “Riane has a right to her opinions. She is the promise of a nation, yet she still wants her own life. Am I right?”

      Her cheeks flushed. Riane didn’t mean to be so transparent. Niveh had easily read her mind. Her father had warned her she was too lax with her mental block. She realized that was something she needed to work on since she was going to the Fraten Abbey.

      “It’s just that all my life, Mama, you’ve told me I am to be Geldia’s savior,” Riane said, walking across the room and setting the dining room table. “No one asked me if I wanted to be Geldia’s savior.”

      “It is a high honor and a blessing,” Liera said, stirring the soup. “With all your power and invincibility, you are your own army.”

      “Once she learns how to use that power properly,” Niveh said as she returned to her chair in the kitchen.

      “I never asked for this power,” Riane said, trying not to slam the dishes in anger. “I don’t understand why I can’t stay home with my friends. Why aren’t the state-sanctioned public schools good enough?”

      Having spent her entire state school life hiding the fact that she could control the five elements, Riane practiced only the elements of spirit, earth, and water in school, and spirit, fire, and air at home with her father. Now, Niveh and her parents were asking her to go to the elite pure-bred private Fraten Abbey and pretend to be pure-bred at an even greater risk to herself. It was too much. She didn’t think she could pull it off. Yet no one wanted to hear her protests.

      “You are the Amedtad,” Niveh said with pride. “We cannot have you learning from regular elemental teachers. You need the best teachers Geldia offers. Those teachers are in the Fraten Abbey. Also, the state-sanctioned school has no military training. As Amedtad, you need a military background if you expect the people to follow you. You’ll go to the Fraten Abbey.”

      As Riane flopped down on a chair next to the kitchen island, something popped into her head. “Why are you, a Fraten Prelate, involved in this? How do I know you aren’t taking me before Oracle Taima and the Concilium to be bound?”

      “My maternal grandmother was an Evangeli,” Niveh replied. “She raised us to believe in the True Goddess, and she encouraged us to develop our elemental powers at the Fraten Abbey. She believed that the Fratens and Evangeli need to work with one another to make a better Geldia.”

      Niveh gazed sadly at Riane. “I don’t approve of Oracle Taima’s policies that have enslaved the Lupiri and oppressed the Evangeli,” Niveh said. “She needs to be stopped before she goes from just segregating the Lupiri and Evangeli to assassinating them. So far, the Concilium has been reasonable and has not passed the laws that Oracle Taima wants. However, the Concilium still has its prejudices. I am risking my life to help you, Riane. That should count for something.”

      Eugen broke the silence by opening the front door. Riane always thought her papa was odd for a man who lived in the Arcadian Rift. Even though he could grow hair, and it was advisable in the desert, he shaved his head bald. He would wrap his head in a shemagh when he went out into the twin sunlight to prevent sunburn. Because he was not a licensed Fraten scientist, he could not wear a purple uniform, so the clothes he wore were the regular commoner’s garb of black slacks, white tunic, and black cloak. His shemagh was black, and he took it off as soon as the door shut behind him, revealing his kindly features.

      “Good afternoon, Your Eminence. And how are my two favorite girls?” he greeted them. His smile was so genuine, it sparkled through his yellow eyes.

      Liera walked to Eugen and hugged him.

      “Eugen, how did it go?” Niveh asked.

      “Very well. I keep forgetting that the rest of this planet is not a desert,” Eugen replied. “Kilrabi Island is beautiful this time of year. I wish I could have taken Liera and Riane. General Korena plans to mass produce the BNE in the factory at Kilrabi. It will take time, but we should have enough to give one to every non-elemental Lupiri and Evangeli in three to four years.”

      He put his luggage on the floor. “What was going on with the storm? It was like all hell broke loose,” Eugen continued.

      “That was Riane,” Liera said as she directed him to the kitchen.

      Stealing a sip from the rahtan root soup, Eugen said, “Riane? What were you doing, for glories sake?”

      “I was testing her,” Niveh said.

      “Do you think that is wise?” he frowned. “I am still not comfortable sending her to the Fraten Abbey. You will protect her, Niveh, right?”

      “With my life, Eugen,” Niveh answered. “The Concilium and Ludicum do not know that you survived the assassination. They believe all of House Lexy fell because of a mysterious illness.”

      “How are you going to protect Riane from Oracle Taima and Scribe Jael?” Eugen continued. “They have shown they will lie and kill to get their way. In their mind, no one will miss a Lupiri from this desert dump.”

      “All of you will have to trust me,” Niveh said as she adjusted her cape. “I’ve been a spy for the Evangeli for decades. Taima, Jael, and I attended the Fraten Abbey together. There is nothing I don't know about them. I will be more careful with Riane than with my own child.”

      “How do you plan to get her into the Fraten Abbey? They only take in purebloods,” Liera asked as she added spices to the soup and took a sip.

      Folding her hands, Niveh said, “First, I must give her gehilne juice. It’s an ancient family recipe. Mix it with the blood of a pure Geldian and any Lupiri who drinks it will take on the attributes of that race for a week. It’s freeze-dried, so it will not need refrigeration. She can mix a tablespoon with a cup of water. I’m giving her enough to last her first year at the Fraten Abbey. During the summer when Riane comes home, she can replenish her supplies.”

      “I finished the soup,” Liera said. “Come, gather around the dining room table so we can eat.”

      As Eugen served them, Riane said, “Papa said something about testing.”

      “Yes, the Fraten Abbey tests novices and cadets to place them in the proper schools,” Niveh replied.

      “Yes, superb. I see Eugen has explained some things to you,” Niveh answered.

      “Let me bless the food,” Liera said. The conversation paused while Liera said a quick prayer.

      Riane silently prayed that she would not have to go to the Fraten Abbey in the morning, yet she knew that prayer would go unanswered.

      As everyone ate, Niveh continued with her explanation of the Fraten Abbey. “There are seven colleges at the Fraten Abbey: Historians, Mystic, Physicians, Scientists, Educators, Militia, and Concubines. They separate the applicants into selected colleges by a sodalite stone.”

      “Are applicants committed to only one college?” Riane asked, taking a spoonful of the soup. The combined taste of blue corn, black potatoes, gray carrots, and rahtan root in one bite exploded in her mouth with a savory punch. It was thick broth, and the smell reminded Riane of a smoked meat shop, but rahtan root was strictly a vegetable dish.

      Breaking a piece of ash bread, Niveh dipped it into the soup. “Sometimes the stone has indicated that an applicant be trained in multiple colleges. There is one student, Cadet Baraz of the House Remi, who is being taught in all seven colleges,” Niveh said.

      “House Remi? Prelate Chiara’s son?” Liera asked.

      As if something had come to Niveh’s mind, she frowned slightly. Riane noticed the frown disappeared as quickly as it came. Niveh said, “Yes, Prelate Chiara’s son. Because Riane can weave all five elements, she will probably receive an education in more than one college. But Riane, you must let no one know you can wield the five elements. Everyone must think you are a pure-bred Meridian who can only control the elements of water, earth, and spirit.”

      “How is my dear sister these days?” Eugen asked, absentmindedly.

      Niveh smiled a little. “She’s Chiara, Eugen, always concerned about appearances and seeking to make sure her children are well matched.”

      “I miss her counsel,” Eugen said sadly. “However, I pity Baraz. He’s her firstborn?”

      “No, but he’s her favorite, and the rest of the children know it, which makes things bad for him,” Niveh said as she took a sip of blue cactus milk.

      Eugen shook his head in disbelief.

      Barely listening, Riane took a sip from her bowl. Normally, she would have been halfway finished with her meal by now, but she was eating slowly. The fear of the future had made a knot in her stomach. She was curious about Eugen’s nephew. Did he look like papa? It would be nice to have a familiar-looking face at the Fraten Abbey. Yet Riane knew she could never tell this Baraz that his uncle was alive and well—another lie she would have to tell.

      Riane had never been away from the Arcadian Rift, so thinking about her trip to the Fraten Abbey sparked her curiosity. The province of Ryna, where the Fraten Abbey was located, was supposed to be lush and green, partially surrounded by the Quanto Ocean. She had seen holopics of it, but she still could not imagine a place like that could ever exist.

      Even though Riane had no desire to lead the Evangeli army, she could not abandon her people now. Riane realized that Niveh and her parents had expected her to go along with their plan because of her sense of duty. They had backed her into a corner, but that didn’t mean she had to stay in it. Riane did not know how she would avoid her so-called destiny, but she would not be the savior everyone expected her to be.

      After dinner, Riane went to her room to finish packing. Her mother noticed it was getting late.

      “Riane, you’ve got a long day tomorrow, and you need your rest. You can finish your packing in the morning,” Liera said.

      “Ok, Mama,” Riane answered reluctantly as Liera kissed her on her forehead.

      Yet Riane couldn’t sleep. After tossing and turning for an hour, she got up and walked down the hall to Eugen’s workplace.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be asleep, my sweet girl?” Eugen said, without raising his head. He was busy putting screws in a metal piece.

      “Yes, but I can’t. I need to talk. Did you know my real father?” Riane asked. Riane had never asked about her father before. In the past, it didn’t seem to matter. Yet pretending to be Meridian to go to the Fraten Abbey had brought up a childhood desire in her, that she wished Eugen was her father and that she was a Meridian and not a Lupiri. She wanted to know about the man her mother left so Riane could live in anonymity until the appropriate time.

      Eugen lifted his head and looked as if she had slapped him. “No, Riane. Your mother had to leave her family to raise you. You see how Taima treats the Lupiri. Liera could not risk having you discovered. Taima doesn’t bother the residents of the Arcadian Rift or Kilrabi Island.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      He tinkered with his metal pieces again. “When I was Scribe, my wife, Adia, didn’t bother with the Arcadian Rift and Kilrabi Island because they weren’t economically important cities. Kilrabi Island, above ground, is a sparsely populated land and constantly suffers devastating hurricanes and tsunamis that destroy any structures built there. But like the Arcadian Rift, the residents of Kilrabi Island have survived. They live underground.”

      She picked up a tool and handed it to Eugen. Riane was so in synch with him; she knew what he needed before he asked.

      As he took the tool from her hand, he said, “I will miss you, my sweet girl. Believe me when I say you are my daughter in every way that counts.”

      “I know, and you have been a terrific father. Tell me about Meska again?” Riane asked.

      Eugen paused, and a faraway look came to his eyes. “Yes, I had seven children, but Meska was the youngest at twelve. She was the most promising elemental I had ever seen. She wasn’t the heir, but Adia was planning to use her Oracle privilege and have Meska anointed to be the next Oracle.”

      “Does it hurt to talk about them?” Riane asked, feeling slightly guilty.

      “No, not now. But it did for a long time,” Eugen said, accidentally cutting his finger with a utility knife. He flinched in surprise. “Your mother was patient with me, and I appreciated that. Liera wanted no more children after you. Her whole adult life, she went from one pregnancy to another, trying to have the elusive female heir. She was ready to experience life. I understood that. Besides, you are not my daughter by blood, but by spirit. Where else did you get your talent for fixing things?”

      “Do you still love your wife?”

      Eugen paused for a long time. He looked sadly at Riane. He put a napkin on his wound and kissed her on the forehead. “It’s time for you to go to bed. You have a big day tomorrow.”

      Riane realized that he still did; he just didn’t want to answer her. She let it go.

      “One more thing, Papa.”

      “Yes, my sweet girl?”

      “I cheated a vendor today because he was prejudiced against Lupiri, and I almost got caught by an Equite,” Riane said.

      “Riane, you know better than to use your powers that way,” Eugen chided her.

      “I know. Niveh said she would handle the Equite and the vendor. But I would like to do something for the vendor.”

      “Why?” Eugen asked.

      “I feel guilty and like a thief. That’s not who I want to be.” Riane hugged Eugen. “I love you, Papa, and I’ll miss you more than you know.”

      Eugen held her tighter. She could feel wetness on her shoulder. She had never seen him cry before. He released her and wiped his tears away with his sleeve. “May Yireh bless and shelter you, little one.”

      “And you too, Papa,” Riane said as she left his workshop. She went back to her room and fell into a dreamless sleep.
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      “Bring in the prisoner!” the Cleric of House Kanti cried.

      Oracle Taima of House Lumas watched as the Equites brought in a young Lupiri woman in chains bound by neurocuffs. She was a rare half-Pret and half-Sangiene mix made evident by her light green skin. Taima regretted the loss of such valuable DNA, but she had to make an example of this woman.

      Spectators filled the throne room, the commoners on one side and the members of royal houses grouped by family on the other. Taima and her husband Jael sat on their thrones. The Lupiri was covered with welts from fire-whips. The smell of burnt flesh hung in the air.

      The Fratens chained her to a post in the center of the room.

      “Casia Netia, for the crime of impersonating a pure-bred Pret student at the Fraten Abbey, your punishment is to be bound from the elements,” Senior Prelate Perryn of House Volmier said.

      It impressed Taima that Casia had made her way up to a fifth-year novice before they caught her. Sage Reshan, the Novice Headmistress, discovered the deception when Casia refused to leave her room. She forced her way in and found that Casia was no longer Pret green with Pret red eyes. She had light green skin and Sangiene blue eyes, revealing herself to be a Lupiri. Casia would not explain how she appeared as a Pret for the past five years. None of her other classmates admitted they knew of the subterfuge.

      Reshan had used the sodalite option. However, someone had wiped all memory of how she could pass as a pure race from her mind.

      How many others are there? How can the Fraten Abbey test for something when they don’t know what they are looking for? Taima ordered blood tests on the entire school and as a requirement with admissions, starting with the next class.

      Gazing down from the dais at Casia, Taima watched as the thirteen Clerics of the Ludicum circled Casia, holding hands. Taima watched in amusement as the Ludicum closed their eyes. She could feel the elemental flow of spirit build around them. The citrine floor glowed below them, and their bodies shimmered white with the element of spirit. The power emanating from them sang inside Taima’s body.

      The white elemental flow expelled from the Ludicum in one giant ball and slammed against Casia. Her screams sent a chill down Taima’s spine. The room became so cold, ice formed on the windows. Smoke formed in the air, leaving a caustic taste in Taima’s mouth. A black mist surrounded Casia’s body. She twisted like a ball on a string, trying in vain to escape it. Yet the black mist became a ribbon, doing an intricate weave and then it dissipated. No longer embracing the element of spirit, the Ludicum had released each other’s hands. The room returned to its normal temperature. The ice melted as quickly as it had formed.

      Casia was on her knees, her head hanging down. The Ludicum walked over to their wives, the Concilium, except for Senior Cleric Perryn, Niveh’s husband. Taima’s eyes narrowed. She realized that Senior Prelate Niveh was not present.

      The Equites unchained Casia, since she was no longer a threat, and unceremoniously dragged her out of the throne room by her arms. Casia made no motion to fight them off. She appeared as if she were dead, but Taima noticed her chest rising up and down.

      Taima crossed her legs and motioned to Perryn. As he approached her, she folded her hands on her lap. He stopped at the bottom of the dais and bowed to her. Taima scrutinized Perryn, dressed in his military white uniform of the Mystic College. His long blond hair was braided back into a ponytail and his piercing hazel eyes gave him an imposing visage for a Vix, but Taima thought nothing of him. She thought very little of any man. They were tools to be used. She rarely dealt with any of the Clerics unless she had to, that was Jael’s responsibility. Niveh’s absence, however, was something she couldn’t ignore.

      “Perryn, where is your wife?” Taima asked.

      “My wife?” Perryn asked innocently, as if stalling for time.

      “Yes, Perryn, your wife,” Taima said firmly. Her eyes bored into him. To his credit, Perryn did not seem the least bit anxious.

      “Your Grace, she found a promising new student in the Arcadian Rift, to whom the Fraten Abbey has offered a scholarship to,” Perryn said. “She is escorting the student personally to make sure she arrives here safely, as she has never been out of the Rift before.”

      “The Arcadian Rift?” Jael asked incredulously, “That cesspool? How did she find a student there?”

      “Niveh has contacts all over Geldia who keep her abreast of all the talented, less fortunate, pure-bred students that might otherwise slip through the cracks,” Perryn said. “It keeps her grounded.”

      “How noble,” Taima said, slightly bored. “A wonder I have never heard of this before.”

      “She doesn’t like to advertise,” Perryn said.

      “Tell her that her presence was missed at this binding, and it should not happen again,” Taima said. “Bindings are official state duties, especially for the Senior Prelate. You may leave.”

      “I will tell her, Your Grace. Blessed be,” Perryn bowed and left.

      Smirking, she did not say “blessed be” back to him. That was the normal farewell greeting, but Taima wanted to change it. It reminded her too much of the Evangeli farewell “may Yireh bless and shelter you.” However, after centuries of saying “blessed be,” how could she get the people to change to something new and have it actually stick? Taima didn’t know. She would have to think about it. The new farewell will have to be something good— “May Your Grace protect you” sounds good.

      She smiled to herself.

      “What are you smiling about?” Jael asked her.

      “Nothing, my love. Just amusing myself,” Taima said, still smiling. Maybe I’ll make that my next declaration? ‘May Your Grace protect you.’

      As the rest of the royal houses were leaving the throne room, her youngest son, Caelan, walked toward her and Jael on the dais. He had Taima’s coloring—white-blond hair and blue eyes, but his father’s face—strong jaw, deep-set eyes, and a thin mouth. At nineteen, he was still a wiry, thin young man with a boyish body. Taima figured he was a late bloomer. Eventually, his physique will fill out. He’ll be hard to marry off if he looks like a child. Women want men, not boys to breed with.

      He bowed to Taima and Jael. “Mother, I came to say my goodbyes. I’m preparing to head to the Fraten Abbey.”

      “Shaina didn’t come with you?” Taima asked in surprise. Shaina was her niece and heir apparent, since Jael and all Taima’s concubines had failed to give her a daughter. Eight sons from three concubines and one husband! Has Yireh cursed me for my disbelief? Shaina was the heir to her throne, but Taima had no intention of giving it to her. Taima planned to rule as Oracle until her dying breath.

      “No, Mother, Aunt Veyn wanted to see her,” Caelan said.

      “Mother’s privilege, I suppose. Very well, stay out of trouble. Don’t disgrace the house by breaking the rules of chastity,” Taima said.

      “I second that. And always look for an opportunity to ingratiate yourself to another member of the Sangiene royal house,” Jael said.

      “Yes, being a concubine is a noble profession for the eighth-born son,” Taima said with pride.

      Caelan appeared as if he would be sick. Taima didn’t understand. The sodalite stone had selected him for the Concubine and Militia Colleges. His teacher said he had a natural aptitude for his concubine courses. What would he rather do than be a concubine? The life of a soldier was a cold, lonely existence without glory or creature comforts. Being a concubine was all about comfort and knowing how to give and receive total satisfaction and gratification. Not like Taima would choose to be one, but there were worse career paths at the Fraten Abbey. The sodalite stone occasionally selected women for the Concubine College. However, it was rare that a woman chose that profession unless it was the only profession the stone selected for her.

      Assuming Caelan noticed her expression, Caelan said, “Don’t worry Mother, I haven’t changed my mind on becoming a concubine. I feel I should have more latitude. If I’m already the low-born son, who cares who I marry?”

      “You are still our son, Caelan, and we have to keep up appearances,” Jael said.

      “Enough! This is an old argument,” Taima said. “Caelan, you will not soil our bloodline. If I could find a pure-race Meridian who is a strong elemental, I could make my own Amedtad.”

      “If you can create a Lupiri that lives, and that can wield all five elements,” Jael sent to her with the element of spirit.

      Taima shot him a dirty look and sent back, “If I use all-powerful elementals, able to wield different elements, why can’t I create my own Amedtad?”

      Standing uncomfortably looking at them, Caelan obviously didn’t hear their conversation. “Mother, it’s getting late. Do you and Father want to see Shaina and me off?”

      Sighing, Taima stood up and smoothed her white gown. “Caelan, my dear, I am the ruler of a planet. I do not have time to see you off. I have a meeting with the Fraten Consortium representatives. You better get going.”

      Caelan bowed with a sad countenance and walked out of the throne room.

      Jael stood beside Taima and offered his arm. “Shall we head to the war room?”

      Nodding, she took his arm, but she didn’t lean into it. That would be a sign of weakness for any woman. Geldian couples had to keep a respectable distance from one another, which varied with the closeness of the relationship. Taima and Jael kept about an inch between them, a closeness, but not too close. Taima noticed Perryn and Niveh kept about a half an inch between them. That was the closest distance she had seen amongst the royals. It was borderline scandalous in Taima’s mind.

      As they exited the throne room, Taima thought about matches for Caelan. She knew she couldn’t marry him to a royal house, no matter how powerful he was in the elements. Finding the right royal house to place a concubine was a tricky business. Women chose concubines in the hopes they would help them produce daughters. Their parentage was not always the best determination for this. Therefore, they put the men through a battery of tests, which still weren’t very accurate. Taima just hoped Caelan had the stamina for the life he chose. I can’t have him disgrace the house by behaving like an Evangeli, believing in true love and all that nonsense.
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      Princeps Baraz sat on a bench, watching the exotic fish dancing in a pond in his mother’s garden inside his family’s castle in Rutan. His mother, Prelate Chiara, sat in a chaise across from him. Baraz watched his mother as she weaved a barrier of silence around them. A white light only visible to elementals flowed from her fingers, weaving a grid around the garden. If anyone touched it physically or elementally, his mother would know. No one outside the grid could hear their conversation.

      Her long curly red hair was pinned up so that little ringlets framed her face like a halo. Her yellow eyes gazed intensely at him. A Lupiri servant poured them cups of honey tea, set down a plate of carrot cookies, and then departed, leaving them in the garden alone.

      “I have arranged for you to ride with Regia Eloise of House Nilef on your way back to the Fraten Abbey today,” his mother said as she took a sip from her cup.

      Baraz shifted uncomfortably. He knew why his mother had done this. Eloise was the first in line to Prelate Qianru of House Nilef’s title. A marriage between Houses Remi and Nilef would be a good match. However, he knew he was not the man of House Remi that would be the best match for a member of House Nilef.

      “You must marry into a royal house. You must be a Cleric,” Chiara continued.

      “What if I don’t want to be a Cleric?” Baraz replied, taking a bite of a cookie.

      “Baraz, I have sacrificed everything for you. I have lied for you. All I have ever asked is for you to become a Fraten and marry into a royal house to become a Cleric,” Chiara said. She took a sip from her teacup.

      “Mother, you know I’m grateful,” Baraz said. “If it weren’t for you, I’d be dead. However, having me court a member of a Meridian royal house is playing with fire.”

      “I don’t understand why. You are Meridian,” Chiara said.

      Baraz picked up his teacup and took a sip. “Mother, that’s not the point.”

      Chiara sighed. “Look, with our luck, the girl is probably dead. How long has it been since we have heard anything? Regia Eloise is here, ready, and willing to be mated with you. You must look at your future.”

      Baraz put down his teacup and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I am looking at my future, Mother,” Baraz said. “I can’t marry into a Meridian royal house, not without telling them my secret. It’s my life, and I have already chosen my career path. In my classes, I excel in the militia courses over the other seven colleges. I plan to join the Oracle’s army upon installation.”

      “Joining the Oracle’s army is fine for a few years, but you will marry Regia Eloise,” Chiara said.

      “But Mother!” Baraz exclaimed.

      “We have to keep up appearances, Baraz,” Chiara said, taking another sip from her cup.

      “Appearances, that’s a laugh.”

      “Baraz, I don’t understand why you’re being so resistant. You knew this day was coming.”

      “I would have thought you would have been more reasonable instead of being in complete denial.”

      “What would you have me do, Baraz? Not properly mate you? People will talk. You must understand my position.”

      “Knowing what you are going to set me and my intended up for in the future?”

      “You could pray to the True Goddess,” Chiara said as she took a sip from her cup, a smile playing around her lips.

      “I’m glad you’re amused at my predicament,” Baraz replied, glaring at her.

      She knew the True Goddess would be the last deity he would turn to. He was a die-hard Fraten pupil. That she would even mention it as a joke was insulting.

      As Baraz turned to leave, Chiara said, “Regia Eloise is waiting for you in Moble. Don’t be late.”

      Baraz glared at his mother but said nothing. He didn’t want to go to Moble. Much less, he didn’t even want to go to the Fraten Abbey now. Baraz walked toward the hangar where the hovercrafts were kept. The Lupiri servants already loaded his suitcases aboard his hovercraft and made sure it was fully fueled and in working order. Baraz tried not to take the servants for granted and praised them every chance he could. He even tipped them, albeit secretly.

      One servant came over to Baraz with an envelope.

      “She said you would know who it’s from and what you need to do,” the servant said.

      Baraz took the envelope and opened it. After reading it, he knew he had to make a stop on the way to Moble. Baraz sighed. This is the last thing I needed to happen to me today.
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      The scent of her father’s infamous minty Kenis coffee wafted through the house. Her father only made Kenis coffee when he and Liera didn’t sleep the night before. As she walked into the room, she saw a sight that stopped her cold. Her mother sipped on the frothy coffee drink, looking like a Meridian!

      “Good morning, sweet girl, how did you sleep?” Eugen asked. Her father let out a deep yawn, holding his drink in his hand.

      “Better than you did,” Riane replied. “What happened to you, Mama?”

      “We had to do some last-minute adjustments to your herbal concoction,” Liera said with a sheepish smile.

      Shaking her head in amazement, Riane realized the gravity of what she was going to do.

      “Papa, I know what I want to do for that vendor,” Riane said. “I want you to give her this.”

      Eugen held out his hand and Riane pulled out a small tiger’s eye marble.

      “Riane!” Eugen cried. “This is one of your most prized possessions! You saved up a lot of money to get it! You were going to get a gold setting and chain for it next!”

      “I won’t be able to get the gold setting and chain until after I graduate from the Fraten Abbey and by then, I’ll have other responsibilities,” Riane said. “It will go to waste. Someone else might as well get some enjoyment from it.”

      “The vendor won’t remember the girls,” Niveh said. “I wiped her memory, along with the Equite’s.”

      “You can still give it to her, Papa,” Riane said. “Tell her it’s from an admirer.”

      “For Geldia’s sake! She’ll think it’s from me!” Eugen exclaimed.

      Liera smiled. “Would it be that bad? We’ll get the best produce for the next year or more!”

      Laughing despite herself, Riane changed the subject by saying, “I need to tell Delie it’s safe to go to the market.”

      “I’ll do it, Riane,” Eugen said with a sad smile.

      “Yes, we have little time,” Niveh said, smiling. “Your parents wanted to let you sleep until you naturally woke up. Let me show you how to mix the gehilne juice. It’s mixed with the blood of a pure Meridian. I thought it best to keep your appearance as close to your current form. You’ll have to drink it now before we leave.”

      Riane watched as Niveh mixed a half teaspoon of powdered gehilne juice with half a cup of hot water. She took the glass from Niveh. The gehilne juice looked and smelled like black paint. Riane sighed in resignation. She closed her eyes and drank the concoction in one gulp. It did not taste as bad as she expected. In fact, it had very little taste.

      Her whole body began to itch. It even itched behind her eyes. Looking down, Riane noticed her skin was less green and now a shade of Meridian blue. She looked in the hallway mirror: her one gray and one hazel eye had become as yellow as the sun, and her mole had disappeared. Her hair color was still auburn, and she remained taller than most Meridian women, yet she could pass for Meridian. The itching subsided.

      “Wow, you and your mother can pass as sisters right now,” Eugen gasped.

      “We should get going,” Niveh said. “I’ll take your bags outside and allow you some privacy.”

      Niveh pulled the wagon full of Riane’s suitcases out the door of the house. Riane turned to her parents. Tears were in her parents' eyes.

      “Don’t…you’re going to make me cry,” Riane said, her voice cracking.

      Liera walked over and hugged Riane tightly. “I have sacrificed everything for this moment—your father, your brothers. Make me proud.”

      “I will, Mama,” Riane said, tears falling down her face.

      Releasing Riane, Liera walked away, her back to Riane. Eugen smiled at Riane and wiped the water from her eyes. Riane smiled back. He said nothing but reached out and hugged her, rocking her back and forth. After a little while, he let her go. Her shoulder was so damp from him that Riane thought it might never dry. Riane struggled to keep composed like her mother had. She remembered so many lectures saying women must be strong.

      Riane walked to the door of her home and took one last look. Her vision was bleary as she walked out the door to meet with Niveh, who was waiting on the other side.

      “Now what?” Riane asked as she wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

      “Take the handle of the cart, we have a magnatram to catch,” Niveh replied.

      Her three suitcases were in a large wagon, so that all Riane had to do was pull the handle to drag them. She noticed Niveh had no bags with her. Riane was impressed at Niveh’s ability to sleep in such uncomfortable clothes.

      Walking outside, sand was everywhere. At first, Riane thought it was from a sandstorm, but then she remembered how out of control her powers were the night before. As they left the residential area into the marketplace, people were out trying to clear the sand off their tents so they could sell their wares.

      There was a handful of people waiting by the magnatram. Riane didn’t have time to see where they were going because Niveh led her to an empty car. Niveh locked the door behind them.

      “How long will it take us to get to Ryna?” Riane asked.

      “We have to switch trains in Sarat Island, which is an hour away. Depending on the layover, we should get to Ryna from Sarat Island in another hour,” Niveh replied.

      “So maybe three hours or less. How often do I have to drink the gehilne juice?”

      Niveh shifted in her seat. “Once a week. You will get a warning before you change. Your skin will start itching. Keep the gehilne juice close to you.”

      “Thanks.”

      Riane’s thoughts consumed her as time went by. She wished she had gotten to see Delie one last time. She didn’t like how they left things. Riane would have told Delie how much she meant to her. It would have ended in hugs and tears and promises to holocom every day. Instead, there was this gaping emptiness in the pit of her stomach. Then there were her parents. How will Papa finish the new project for the resistance without me? Mama is a businesswoman, not a scientist! Riane missed them already—their playful bickering, their annoying public displays of affection, and the way they said her name. The way one says your name is a silly thing to miss. Yet Riane couldn’t deny it. She would give anything to be called “sweet girl” at that moment.

      Riane glanced at her hand, suddenly fascinated with the color. Such an ordinary blue, not unique like my normal color is. Her vein was sticking out in the skin of her hand. With her free hand, Riane touched the vein and followed it up her arm until it disappeared. Riane touched her hand to her forehead and realized with this gehilne juice, she could grow out her bangs and not have to hide her forehead. This transformation has even affected my mole.

      Thinking about her mole made her think about passing as Meridian at the Fraten Abbey. Nervousness crept into her heart. “Does it matter what order the stripes are
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