ROOTS UPTURNED

By Coltrane Seesequasis

SANCTUARY

The peaceful quiet before a war provided many opportunities to think.

Semshyr took full advantage of that fact in her shelter of woven leaves. The veins in the
deep green fabric emitted a gentle light that brought relief to wearied eyes. Hands clasped behind
her back in deep thought, she considered the possibilities tomorrow might bring. Her mind played
out the different scenarios like tragic hologram plays, each ending in bloodshed. To the victor
would go the spoils, which in this case was the very planet meant to serve as a sanctuary free
from the consequences of unchecked greed.

She supposed it had been foolish to believe her government could withstand such an
unstoppable force. Now she bore only regret for not trying to stem the flood of profit-driven
minds sooner.

I shouldn’t have grown complacent in the face of such an insidious threat. How could | let
the Council be infiltrated by the Guild Masters of the Eden System?

Several lightyears their constituents had travelled to offer their alternative to obeying the
laws of preservation so integral to this planet’s wellbeing. They claimed the good people of
Sanctuary were holding a leash on their own potential as a society. In many ways, that claim held
truth. Those bound to the masters of the Eden System had demonstrated the technological
marvels Sanctuary had ignored until now, the easy solution to every little problem: vessels that
travelled vast distances in the blink of an eye; generators that could syphon the lifeforce out of
the surrounding flora to power entire cities; implants that modified the user’s senses made from
rare natural materials.

Like insects lured to the flame, many had let the promise of convenience draw them away
from ideals of conservation. The flame now singed everyone indiscriminately, even those blind to

the heat. If only Semshyr had felt it sooner.
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Complacency is the enemy of caution. She remembered the wisdom of her mentor, the
one who had trained her in the art of politics. She had seen the subtle maneuvers steering the
Council toward the will of the Eden System, seen the strings being pulled on the government of
Sanctuary from lightyears away, and she had done little to stop the erosion of the laws protecting
the planet she called home.

Were the years of magnificent opulence worth it? Would she deny the gifts and bribes
even now? For a time, the denizens of Sanctuary had reaped the rewards of industry, and their
leaders had bathed in riches like swine in puddles of mud. Neither could keep themselves from
licking the honey after the first taste. She had met a young aristocrat from the Eden System during
that time.

Warmth bloomed in her heart, but swiftly it heated into anger. The veins all over her
leaflike skin emitted a yellowish gleam. Decades of eating the plant life of Sanctuary had changed
her body as it had the entire population.

She pictured the angular face of the man she once thought she had loved. Had his passion
for her been true at one point? Or had the plan always been to lower her guard until he could
usurp her position on the Council?

One day, I'll have to ask him, she extended her unseen reach to the vines hanging from
the roof of her shelter. They quivered in response and curled to the force of her temper. Right
before | strangle him for his betrayal.

She fingered the leafblade hidden up her sleeve, the same one that had saved her from
two assassination attempts so far.

The takeover of the Council had been quick and simple. A well-thought-out plan executed
to perfection. She almost admired the competency of the Guild Masters. Had they clawed their
dirty nails into other haven colonies such as this one?

Answers I'll likely never have. Answers | don’t wish to have.

A presence at the entrance reached out to her. Semshyr knew him by name before he
announced himself. She could sense his very being radiating from his proximity. His extended
reach touched hers, and she allowed him to enter her shelter. The circle of leaves at the front

spiraled open, and in came the captain of the Resistance.
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She held herself as a monarch of ancient fairy tales, regal as the tallest tree and strong as
the heaviest boulder. A war on her doorstep was no excuse not to dabble in these illusions. Her
moments of vulnerability weren’t for her soldiers to see. They needed an example to follow, not
a broken, nervous wreck.

A councillor turned general. A queen turned soldier. That’s how | must project myself.

“Captain Thessien,” she addressed him in as noble a tone as she could manage. Inside, she
wanted to scream. “What brings you here on the eve of war?”

Thessien grasped his intricate helmet of rockbark in one green hand, saluting with heels
together and a closed fist to the chest. All proper form. “General. I've received word that the
usurpers are ready to meet.” His veins glowed furiously upon mentioning the Council’s
replacements.

They turned our own citizens against us. Made them think we were putting unfair limits on
their wealth. The revolts came soon afterwards, and luckily the saviours of the Eden System were
there to depose the incompetent Council who denied their electors the chance to advance.

“General?”

Thessien’s deep voice drew her back to the present.

“Yes, captain,” Semshyr found herself saying, “the Edenists are ready to parlay. A useless
formality. We all know how this ends. Prepare the solar cannon crews and the cloud-riders. We'll
hit those Eden System pests so hard they’ll think twice about uprooting our forests and mining
our fields.”

The captain who had once been a mere clerk in the Starstone Palace frowned at the
dishonorable plan. “Ma’am, the spies report that Calestron has been selected to lead the talks on
their side.”

Semshyr froze, all manner of composure shattered. Her veins glowed brighter than the
lines decorating the leaves of her shelter. She sucked in a heavy breath, and it seemed as though
the world had suddenly been thrust into a whirling vortex. She leaned on the solid petal that
served as her desk, its stem stretching stiffly out of the inner wall.

“Calestron...” she exhaled, “they seek to destabilize me before the battle, then.”

I hate to say it’s working.
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“The Lower Generals are assembling at the Rally Point.” If Thessien was nervous, he hid it
deep under his stoic expression. “Our forces are at the ready should the talks go awry. Should |
still prepare our detachments for a surprise attack?”

Semshyr envisioned a lonely flower poking out of the winter snows to calm herself. “Not
yet, captain. Wait for my signal and escort me to the Lower Generals.” She made sure her
leafblade was nice and hidden.

Thessien clicked his heels together and did an about-turn, marching through the shelter’s
opening with Semshyr at his back.

The cool air just before the dawn froze her weariness in place. Other shelters in the shape
of cocoons dotted the field stripped of green. Hologram banners supported by towering poles
depicted the emblem of the Resistance: a single root with a green bud at its upper end. Machines
of destruction loomed over soldiers who'd once laughed at the very prospect of war. There, a
solar cannon at high angle hummed as the gunners performed maintenance duties upon the
dense plant matter comprising the cylindrical weapon. In another section, the cloud-riders
assembled the skylizards out of their pens. The huge prehistoric-looking beasts bellowed and
stretched their massive wings made of translucent scales, their masters checking the reins and
saddles for any deficiencies. Soldiers saluted her as she passed, but her eyes watched only the
blackened corpse of what was once the Glimmerwood Forest.

She remembered voting on its destruction for the rare materials found beneath its soil.
How naive she had been back then to believe the deforestation was a necessary sacrifice for
progress. How foolish she had been to believe that the Edenists would not push the Council
toward more devastation. When she and her fellow Councillors finally put their collective foot
down, it was already too late. Now only one path remained.

Her Lower Generals stood at the Rally Point, two of which had also served as leaders of
the usurped government. As she arrived, the bickering ceased and the grim salutations
commenced. When all was in order, they marched toward the enemy with fifty guards to defend
them against treachery. Semshyr scowled at their rifles; they were of Edenist make, ruinous to

any poor soul who found themselves facing the blast of superheated kinetic energy fired out of
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the muzzle. She had to admit that those foreign tools were more efficient than anything her side
had designed.

Mere minutes seemed like hours as they walked, the sky gradually becoming more and
more choked by fumes vomited out of the major factories polluting her city. The Starstone Palace
shone among the black and ugly constructs—a cruel reminder of what once was.

She paused upon sighting Calestron among the leaders of the enemy. His black hair flowed
gently to his shoulders, his skin in the process of transforming into flesh akin to hers. In an inky
black uniform, he stood with hands clasped behind his back in an imitation of how she carried
herself. Instead of guards looking after him and his fellow usurpers, massive juggernauts
comprised of metal exhaled smoke from the pipes on their backs, the men piloting the suits
unseen under layers of reinforced armour.

They marched right up to our doorstep for these talks. They know their position well.

Semshyr steeled her mind and her nerves and led the procession forward. Predictably, the
talks began in silence with a clash of scowls, frowns, and looks of utter hatred. Twice Semshyr had
to force her hand not to cover her nose while the sour air continued its relentless assault on her
nostrils and throat. How did the Edenists stand it?

At last, Calestron stole the first words as efficiently as he had stolen her position on the
Council. “It is a regrettable circumstance that we are forced to meet like this. The Eden System
has offered you many opportunities to join the future of humanity, but your Resistance insists on
clinging to the past.”

Semshyr made sure none of her rage seeped into her voice. “You do have a way of
throwing the blame around without realizing the true source of the problem. Tell me, is this the
future you have in store for us?” She gestured to the darkened skies over her city, at the withered
grass and shriveled trees that were once part of thriving pastures.

“Small sacrifices in the name of progress,” Calestron made light of the destruction the
Guild Masters had sanctioned. “The advancement of our species demands such a price be paid.
Look at all we’ve accomplished just by uprooting a few forests and mining a few fields.” He waved
his hand toward the impressive machines drilling into the earth near the outer walls of her city,

at the vessels gliding through the smoky heavens.
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“The Guild Masters will ravage every habitable planet in their quest for unlimited profit.
Can’t you see this, Calestron? We’re but pawns to them. Our only purpose is to enrich their
pockets!” Semshyr appealed in vain to the man’s reason or lack thereof. “How many peaceful
colonies have they subjugated? You lived in the Eden System all your life before they sent you
here, no? How many worlds has their greed destroyed?”

“You don’t understand. How can you?” Calestron used the same infuriating tone he
weaponized whenever he wanted to end an argument. “You’ve never seen the Eden System,
Semshyr. Oh, the pearly skyscrapers and the glass cities would make you swoon. None of that
would’ve been possible without the syphoning of natural resources found on planet’s like this
one. You’ve squandered its true potential whereas we have unlocked it. For generations to come,
your citizens will praise us for our ingenuity.”

Korthrex, a puppet of the Eden System who had been instrumental in the former Council’s
downfall, stepped forward to speak. Obnoxiously, he cleared his broad throat first. “Calestron is
young but wise, Semshyr. Heed his words. It's better to have one great utopia rather than a
hundred stagnant ones that reject ideals of advancement. Our technology has made us strong
beyond our original design. You’ve had but a taste of it here, but if you were to see the wonders
of the Eden System for yourself—"

Adalar, one of her Lower Generals, interrupted the black-suited oaf. “You would murder
her before she even stepped foot in your vessel. Twice now you’ve hired cloaked assassins to take
out the head of the Resistance. We won't fall for your tricks, Edenist.”

Korthrex balked at the accusation, shaking his head in dismissal. “Oh, please. No doubt
those assassins were disillusioned members of your own faction. We would never stoop to such
levels. We're as civil as we are reasonable.” Korthrex eyed Calestron as though his altered flesh
were contagious.

The collective outrage of Semshyr’s generals was made obvious by the way their veins
glowed. Before they could wrestle control over the meeting from her, she saw an opportunity to
at least send the Guild Masters one clear message: fierce would be the resistance against their

influence.
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When the prey finds itself cornered, it must bare its fangs and bite back as hard as it can.

She signaled to Captain Thessien and silently, he withdrew from the gathering to alert her
detachments of the order that would officially begin a full-scale war.

I must be quick if | am to survive.

“Calestron.” She managed to say his name without her voice quavering. “Was this always
your intent? Was | just a tool for you to exploit so you could impress your true masters?”

Calestron’s hurt expression was so convincing one could almost be fooled by it. Semshyr
knew better. “My dear, plenty of times I've begged you on my knees to accept the harsh terms of
progress. But time and time again you stalled our ambitions. What should | have done differently
to make you understand?”

“You could’ve chosen me instead of those... parasites.” Semshyr clenched her fists,
struggling to keep her fuming anger concealed. Her veins glowed brightly as the new Council
Members stiffened.

“Oh, my sweet Semshyr.” He stepped tentatively forward despite the protests of his
equals. “You were always too... distracted by false ideals to do what needed to be done, but it’s
not too late for you. | can have the Guild Masters write you an official pardon if you agree to
disband your army here and now.”

Semshyr trembled not in sorrow, but hate. He mistook it for the former, though. Her
guards moved to block his path, but a swift hand signal denied them their chance to defend her.

“That’s my Semshyr,” Calestron said without a drop of affection in his voice.

As he moved to embrace her, she flicked her arm and loosened the leafblade hidden up

her sleeve.
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