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​Prologue
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North of Diamante prefecture, Sebelian Midlands ~Age 974

The grasslands were baked warm from the Mesore sun, but the ball of fire was no longer visible in the Western sky. A dry wind swept across the land, carrying only more of the unforgiving heat. Palkan Sowell had torn the sleeves from his tunic, which had relieved some of the heat, but his chest was drenched beneath his breastplate. His curly black hair was concealed under crimson wrappings, matching the sash he wore at his waist. He was closer to home than he’d been in some time. Diamante was only a two-day ride to the south. The knee-high grass was scorched in places and littered with hundreds of corpses. Plumes of black smoke rose from the battlefield around them like crooked columns holding up the expanding, dark ceiling above. Palkan watched mournfully as the cloud spread like spilled coffee, staining the clear blue sky. All around him, his compatriots were carrying out the task of burying the dead and reading last rites to the mortally wounded. May they find peace in the Perennial Plains. The Jingsehi would be saved for last. The first of the People of the Forest to die in the battle, weeks ago, had been hung in trees as a gruesome portent to the others. The smoke came from the mounds of bodies that burned now that there was no more room in the trees.

Palkan sat on his knees in the long grass. Even though the wind was warm, it felt good on his sweaty face. Lying on a cot before him was a wounded Sebelian girl. Her dark hair was matted with blood. Her round, cherubic face had been slashed on one side by a Jingsehi broadsword. She lay there, silent but for her ragged breathing. She was seventeen, just a few months older than Palkan, and hailed from a small village in a prefecture near the Western Coast of Sebel. They’d met just twice before during battle planning between prefectures. Afterward, they’d spoken at length about the differences between their villages—of which there were few—and she had become something of a friend. Palkan’s fingers tugged at the grass. Not far away were the bloodied remains of one of his sleeves. The other was tied across her forehead and right cheek.

Before Palkan found her, he had spotted her right ear, the pearl earring shimmering in the sun. The stone had caught his eye often during their conversations. He found her a few meters away, standing over a Jingsehi corpse; her bloodied sickle in one hand, the knight’s head in the other. When she heard him approaching, she whipped around and raised the weapon, the savage fire still burning in her eyes, her face covered in blood. Palkan held out his palms and began to speak, but she fainted before he could say a word. He cleaned her wounds and patched her head and face. What they needed now was a healer.

Hurry, Vah damn it. Palkan did his best to remain calm, yet trepidation tugged on his heart. He hardly knew the girl, but he still thought of her—Arma, as she’d said her name was—as something of a friend, and he had seen enough death for one day. Hours had passed as he waited for the Mystic Order apprentices to make their way to the eastern end of the battlefield.

“You...the corn farmer...from Diamante.”

Palkan jolted out of his trance as if he’d just been splashed with icy water. He saw her left eye squint up at him. He couldn’t help but smile.

“Aye... it’s Palkan,” he reminded her.

“I didn’t think you’d make it.” She laughed weakly. “Your spear thrust was lacking last time I saw it.”

Palkan managed a small chuckle and raised his kaichin steel shield. It was dented from mace strikes and nicked all over from sword blows. 

“My Da’s lucky shield saved my ass more than once.”

Arma smiled, but she couldn’t ignore it any longer. She started feeling around, inspecting her wounds. She winced as she touched the spot where her right ear used to be. She felt the makeshift bandage covering her face. Tears welled up in her single exposed eye.

“Vah damn that bastard.” She was too weak to stand or even shout. All she could do was weep and speak in a shaken voice. “That son of a whore. He mangled me.”

As she looked away, Arma ripped up bloodied grass, but Palkan took her by the chin.

“Hey, none of that. You already paid him back tenfold. All that matters is that yer breathin’. Besides, I reckon such a scar will only add to your beauty.” Arma’s brow smoothed as she met his warm gaze. Her breathing steadied. She glanced at her hands before wiggling her exposed gray toes.

“I suppose you’re right. I seem to be all in one piece. Mostly.” Arma sighed. She looked over her rescuer closely. “I suppose you aren’t too bad lookin’ yourself. For a corn farmer.”

Palkan’s smile deepened. She’s still got that fighting spirit. She’s going to make it if those mages ever arrive. At that moment, he saw two figures tending to the wounded across the battlefield. They were wrapped from top to toe in red, with black tabards draped over them; even their faces were concealed by crimson. Only their eyes were left exposed. He’d seen Mystic Order apprentices before, but they had always worn blue. Now, in this time of war, they covered themselves with the shade that would soon cover all of Sebel. Palkan eyed the satchels hanging on their hips. He saw one of them take a gleaming polished kymir stone from his satchel and hold it over someone obscured by the waist-high grass. It glowed so bright that Palkan nearly had to shield his eyes, then they walked away calmly in search of others. When he glanced back to the spot they had left, he saw a soldier limping away, her spear leaning across one shoulder. He returned his attention to Arma, who was staring at the darkened sky with an absent look in her eyes. She forced a smile again when she noticed him looking at her.

“They have a saying in Diamante. ‘Home is home, and home is corn.’ I have a deed for a patch of land. My Da’s holdin’ onto it for me. Perhaps when you’re all healed up, you can come see it.”

Her smile faded to a soft but inquisitive stare. She peered into his eyes for a moment, as though trying to see something hidden behind them. Suddenly, her face turned to stone.

“Nice offer, but Arma Bismuth has no intention of sitting in one spot after this war. I’ll be the first in my family to see every nook and cranny of this continent. I can’t rest until I do.”

“The Ilean is waiting for us.”

Palkan turned to see his friend Besma coming up behind him. Like Palkan, he wore a hauberk and breastplate over his tunic, the blood-stained chainmail hanging to his thighs. Palkan thought the armor did a fine job of making his friend look more formidable. His small gut and thin arms were well hidden—Besma had enjoyed the taverns and brothels since his sixteenth natal day, and had always tended to avoid working in the fields. He had been on many hunts, though, so he wasn’t entirely useless in battle.

Palkan checked to see how far away the mages were. He guessed just another few minutes. Surely it could wait that long. He opened his mouth to speak, but she cut him off.

“It sounds like you’re needed. You shouldn’t keep the field commander waiting.”

Palkan was caught off guard by her words. She met his surprise with a small smile.

“You’ve done more than I could ever repay. I’ll be okay.”

Palkan could only nod. He had been about to say something similar, but he suddenly felt conflicted. She was right; however, he had a duty that he couldn’t shirk. Before he left, he looked back at Arma.

“Explore Sebel to your heart’s content. When you’ve finished, you can find me in Diamante prefecture.”

Palkan and Besma strode past mangled bodies throughout the grass. Lammergeiers circled overhead. They were traditionally native only to the south of Sebel, but since the war had spread up north, the buzzards had followed with great interest. Palkan saw a dozen of them ripping away at a corpse just a few meters away. He turned away after watching one gobble down an eyeball.

Up ahead were the high cobblestone walls of Placid Market. For the first time in Palkan’s lifetime, Sebelians walked along the top of the wall. It had not come easily. A series of fortifications had been dug in around the market walls. A nest of sharpened wooden sticks had been erected every few meters. Between each nest lay the corpses of crossbow-armed Jingsehi. Just that morning, they had wreaked havoc on the Expeditionary League forces. Armed spotters made the going even harder, especially with the high ground controlled by the Jingsehi. They had planned to use the tall grass to their advantage, crawling through it in the dead of night. Once they’d been spotted, they charged the enemy, with archers returning the Jingsehi’s fire from the tree line. The plan had worked, but at the cost of many lives. Sebelian and Yunian corpses were strewn about the area, at least triple the number of Jingsehi.

In a patch of flattened tall grass on the west side of the wall, a tall stone statue had been toppled by several dozen Sebelians. Several dozen Sebelians were at it, hammering away with their pickaxes and hammers at the remaining pieces of King Draecana Theine’s likeness. Palkan and Besma watched a teenage girl standing atop the stone breastplate. Her breastplate had a large dent in the center where she had been struck by a Jingsehi wielding a studded mace. The last time Palkan saw her, she had suffered from several broken ribs. The apprentices must have seen to her since then. Her dark hair was held out of her eyes by a reed headband, and her almond face was painted in red and black streaks. A warrior raised their mallet over the king’s face.

“No!” Sahaeet yelled with fury. The young man froze with the hammer teetering above him. “We will leave only the head. When this body is nothing but rubble, King Theine’s head will look upon his defeat for eternity.”

The others all nodded and murmured their approval. Sahaeet’s fierce eyes fell upon her two compatriots. All three were Diamante born and raised. Each had a family patch of land that they would inherit when they came of age—no matter how little Besma desires the responsibility, Palkan mused. As they knew her, Sah leaped down from the crumbling monarch’s chest.

“You’re just in time.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Palkan replied. Sahaeet was the one person who stood between him and his future role as Chieftain. His own father had lost his bid for the position not once, but twice. He’d always believed his father would have led Diamante to greatness had things gone differently. He had sworn an oath to his father and to Vah that he would redeem the Sowell family name and serve the prefecture the way he knew his father had wanted. However, he knew that if Sah challenged him, his promise may not hold. She already had sway with many Midland prefectures. Her family was renowned for breeding nevu foxes; her ancestors were among the first to domesticate the animals. They were invaluable scent trackers and much sought after throughout Sebel. Worse still, Sah was easily his equal in combat, perhaps more. Palkan reminded himself that none of this mattered at the moment. Until the Jingsehi were purged from Sebel, she was his comrade in arms, nothing more, nothing less.

***
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THE SEBELIANS WERE watched closely as they walked through the arched wooden gates. Placid Market was a trading center for the various prefectures of the East Coast. Palkan was struck with a powerful sense of nostalgia as he walked through the entryway. The walls seemed just as massive as he remembered them from his childhood. The heavy gate swung open slowly with five strong Sebelians pushing it on either side, as though built for a giant to pass comfortably. He recalled seeing them swing open to endless stands lining the main street as far as the eye could see. Some sold weapons or armor, others strange foods, ale, or wine. Others sold clothing, tapestries, prayer mats, even kymir ore. He’d had his first serving of fried fish here. He’d never forget that exquisite crunchy texture or the delicious flaky meat that seemed to melt in his mouth. He recalled making their way beyond the vendor district and seeing thousands of acres of wheat and vegetables, flanked by rows of large wooden granaries.

Palkan had an idea of what he’d see behind these gates now, but that didn’t stop the reminiscent sense of wonder from swelling in his chest. The sensation fled instantly when the doors creaked open and the scene spread out before him.

Once the war had begun, the Jingsehi converted the market into a staging area for regiment deployments. The streets of the vendor district were now lined with hastily built barracks. Racks of weapons sat around fenced squares of training ground between them. All that remained of the market were the granaries, the crop fields, and a tavern at the end of the main street. A large armory had been erected across from it. It had been a major blow to the King to lose this stronghold.

Sebelian soldiers from all over the Midlands swarmed the area. They picked Jingsehi corpses clean, taking the kaichin steel armor, chainmail, boots, swords, shields, and anything of value. The Yunians stayed out of the looting—that honor belonged to the People of the Stone, for it was their land that was ravaged by the Jingsehi. Some of the wheat fields had been burned as the Expeditionary League finally broke through the barricades, along with a few granaries. They would have destroyed it all if they had not been overwhelmed by the Sebelian and Yunian forces. Anywhere the Jingsehi were expelled from, they left devastation in their wake.

In front of a smoldering field was a large audience of Sebelian soldiers. Palkan made his way toward the tall woman standing in front of them. Field Commander Loringa King was exceptionally tall, with dark-blue skin and shimmering golden eyes. Her dark hair was cut into a high mohawk, and her face was marked with ritual tattoos. Her rustic brown armor clung to her broad form, covering her breasts and abdomen. She also wore a thick leather coat, even now in the early summer weeks.

At first, Palkan had thought it strange to be under the command of a foreigner in this war for his homeland, not to mention one who was not much older than himself—he thought she was maybe twenty at best. He’d quickly learned that the legends were true. The most elite class of Ilean warriors, known as the Fangs of Ravenhill, had mastered a unique and formidable blend of magic and weapons styles. Few of them, as there were, had a title that carried fear and respect wherever it was spoken. Loringa King’s back was to the burnt crops. The older Sebelians were gathered around her in hushed conversation.

As they got closer, pushing their way through the gathered soldiers, Palkan did a double-take. A wave of hatred washed over him as he spotted lime green hair standing out among the dark curls of the Sebelians. Gathered on their knees with hands bound and heads bowed were nine Jingsehi soldiers. They wore nothing at all, but their beige skin was marked with green leaf and vine patterns. They ranged in age from around forty with slight wrinkles on their faces and thick green beards to Jingsehi, hardly older than Palkan and his friends. The youngest of them had hair so long Palkan couldn’t see his face, but he looked far too small to be a soldier; with those slim shoulders and bony arms, he couldn’t have been more than fifteen. He sobbed as the Sebelians around them spat on them and muttered threats. Palkan took note of the branding each invader had on their body: a serpent with two bat-like wings but a pointed tail. The emblem for slaves belonging to the Dragon King Theine.

Loringa King finally turned to the three newcomers. She was just finishing up cleaning blood off her face with a handkerchief. Her inquisitive golden eyes seemed to focus on Palkan more than the other two. A grin spread across her face, which to Palkan looked more like a baring of teeth than genuine happiness.

“Ah, our newest recruits have arrived.”

Her gaze drifted to the captured Jingsehi. She stepped toward the youngest of the knights and separated him from his battalion.

“All right, dispose of the rest.”

“What?” Palkan shook his head. “No, they’ve surrendered. That is not our way. That is not how my father fought! He had honor, and I will not besmirch it!” 

Besma and Sahaeet kept silent but stood rooted to the ground at either side of him. To Palkan’s surprise, one of the older Sebelians stepped forward and stood beside the trio. His uniform consisted of a robe and baggy pants, both as black as night, held in place by a crimson sash. The kaichin steel tips of his boots shone in the muted light. The Black was worn only by the most venerated Sebelian warriors in the Midlands. Palkan recognized this man from a nearby village in his home prefecture of Diamante.

“Elder Wul Fenité. It’s an honor.”

“Likewise. It never fails to warm my heart to see that the youths of Sebel still fight for the independence of our people. The sacrifices of my generation and those before us have not been in vain. You all bring great honor to your families and to Diamante.”

Elder Wul Fenité put a firm hand on Palkan’s shoulder and cast brief but heartening glances at Besma and Sahaeet. He turned and looked over the gathered youth. “You have all seen the tolls this long war has taken on our people. No doubt most of you have felt the sting of loss. Perhaps someone you care for has lost their life, a limb, or worse yet, their sense of self. There’s only one way to end the madness. To truly drive out the Jingsehi from our lands, we must break the back of King Theine’s massive army. That means expunging them from our land, our waters, even the Nameless Continent. Such a great task requires the aid of the Expeditionary League. Only together with the continents of Ilea and Yuna can Sebel truly be free, and all they ask on our end is commitment.”

Palkan gulped. He remembered his mother’s maxims far too well. He couldn’t bend, even in the face of The Black.

“I’m sorry, sir, but we can’t. Haven’t enough men died?”

“How noble of you, Palkan Sowell.” Loringa King interrupted. She stepped closer, still clutching onto the Jingsehi’ boy’s hair. “Truly, praiseworthy. I'd even say agreeable in a skirmish, a small border dispute, something of that sort, but this is a war that now spans beyond your continent. A war against one of the mightiest kingdoms in all of Avah. They’ve ruled your continent for over a century. Such a grip is not severed easily.”

Before Palkan could retort, Sahaeet brought a sickle down on a Jingsehi captive’s head. Blood sprayed across her face, hardly distinguishable from her warpaint. With a battle cry, she hacked down another. Besma gave in not long after and rammed his spear into a prisoner’s chest. He wrenched his weapon free with a spurt of blood, and the body tumbled backward.

Palkan clenched his fist. Every eye in the crowd was on him now, waiting. In truth, Palkan couldn’t blame them. He couldn’t even blame the foreigner Loringa King. They’d all signed the contract to fight abroad. Food, lodging, and travel expenses were covered in exchange for the promise to obey orders without question. Palkan moved in front of an older Jingsehi. The old man stared up at him, but Palkan couldn’t meet his gaze. He stared down at the ground and silently cursed himself.

“I’m sorry.”

In one swift motion, he unsheathed his dagger and swiped it across the Jingsehi’s throat. Blood spurted from the wound, and Palkan felt it splash onto his waist. By the time the three were done, he’d fallen to his knees among the bodies, the warm blood soaking into his pants legs. The cheers of his fellow Sebelians sounded far away, even as they surrounded him.

The Ilean warrior lifted the Jingsehi boy clear off the ground. Her golden eyes had grown wild, and her smile was full of pointed teeth. Urine trickled down the prisoner’s legs as he dangled by his hair, holding onto her wrist.

“The sight of your comrades getting put down has me all hot and bothered, but it’s your lucky day. I’m gonna let you go. Tell Commander Mirabil Xanti-Longavian what you saw here today. Tell her not one flower fucker will be given quarter until your kind is back on their boats headed to the eastern sea.”

Loringa King released the teenage Jingsehi, and he crumpled to the ground. He scrambled away from her through the blood of his comrades, then took off like a hunted animal, never looking back as he ran naked down the streets of Placid Market and through the open gate. Palkan still could not raise himself off the bloodied grass. He felt drained and numb, but for a clenching in his gut, like the hand of his deed squeezing and twisting his innards. His field commander towered over him, brushing strands of green hair from her hand to fly off with the passing draft.

“War is won before men ever meet on the battlefield. There’s a reason why Jingseh never occupied Ilea and Yuna. Harden your heart, young Sebelian. Your mercy will be your people’s undoing.”
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Gulf of Lutan, off Sebel’s eastern coastline~ Age 995

Over two decades later, the same knot was still in the chieftain’s stomach. No matter what Palkan did, he couldn't shake the haunting memory of that day. His palms sweated, unbeknownst to all around him. Besma and Sahaeet flanked him to either side, just as they had that day. All three now wore The Black. Palkan fingered his crimson sash, staring down at it. He felt the blood on his knees again. So much blood. So much death. Will it ever truly end?

They were on the main deck of the Ebira, another of the Expeditionary League frigates circling the Gulf of Lutan. Gathered here, along with the Diamante regiment, were the survivors of battalion leader Canda’s unit. Crutches supported the battered Yunian. A bandage bound his knee where an arrow had pierced it.

Loringa King leaned against the polished rails at the edge, standing far apart from the rest of the League soldiers. One arm hung in a sling. A cold morning breeze brushed past her, causing the ends of her coat to flap in the wind. She wasn’t her usual boisterous self.

“Someone did a number on her, huh? So much for the Ilean wolf,” Sahaeet said with a derisive grin.

“Aye, the same Yunian bounty hunter who put an arrow in Canda’s leg. She was no novice,” Besma replied. He spoke low to avoid upsetting Loringa, but it didn’t seem to work. She did have the hearing of a wolf, after all.

“Oi, everyone, shut up and bring it in!” Loringa announced without warning. The Sebelians and Yunians packed together tightly around the sole Ilean warrior. “I won't mince words. A week ago, we got our asses kicked. Not only did many League soldiers die in battle, but the cargo was stolen right from under us. This will not stand. We will instill fear in Vah into these bastards! That is why a joint operation will be departing within the hour. Your destination is Muruid. Intelligence reports suggest the Pact of Ram may be in the area. Their numbers and who exactly is there are unknown, but now we know what we’re up against. This time, we will be fully prepared to squash them or any magic they conjure up. Canda Nal-Tzu is unfortunately out of commission. Battalion leader Topha Godo will take his place. She has been briefed, but please confer with the Sebelians. It is, after all, their land.”

Battalion leader Topha Godo was a middle-aged Yunian woman with short red hair and tan skin. Like all Yunian soldiers, she wore baggy pants that caught in at the ankle. Two braided belts were around her waist, with small burlap sacks hanging along them. Palkan assumed this was for any enchantment she needed. He had no doubt he was in the presence of a Yunian alchemist. Light kaichin plates were on her chest and back. A scar was on her cheek, and a spotted cream-colored fur cape was draped over her shoulders.

Topha looked at Canda and flashed him a warm smile. “Enjoy the time with your kids, Canda. I’ll have a scribe send a tale of the battle to your abode.”

Canda offered a half-hearted chuckle. “Some of my best will be working with your unit. They’ll tell me all about it when they return.”

Besma, who’d fought alongside Canda on Kimsee Isle, stepped forward. His nose was broken, but it didn’t seem to faze him. He looked at Topha from top to bottom. He paused and smirked at the Yunian shoes with their curled tips—the strange style never failed to amuse him. 

“I saw Canda in the field. He managed to clear the damn Daijo fog they used for cover. How much experience do you have dealing with them?”

The blunt question made Topha smirk. She looked to her fellow Yunian soldiers, who laughed and patted her shoulders.

“My men and I have hunted Daijo and Yunian pirates alike. I know their tricks. They’re not soldiers, they’re simple thieving thugs. One run-in with us and they won't roam your waters for a century.”

“Tall order.” Sahaeet crossed her arms. Compared to Canda’s leg, Besma’s nose, and Palkan’s scraped head, she had escaped the first battle with the Daijo with few visible wounds. Palkan could see nothing out of place aside from a torn sleeve.

“We’ll see. Since we’re guests in your lands, I expect a drink when it’s all said and done.” Topha beamed smugly; her confidence was infrangible.

Palkan disregarded all this and looked to Loringa King. Your destination, she had said. Did that mean their Field Commander wouldn’t be attending the mission? She caught his gaze and held it, clearly waiting for him to ask a question. He thought he saw the slightest twitch of a smile at the corner of her lips. Of course, he thought, the ever-curious chieftain from the backwater continent.  Palkan could tell that Loringa still viewed him as the naïve, idealistic farm boy she’d met all those years ago. Her amused stare piqued him to no end, but he asked anyway.

“Are we to capture any for interrogation?”

Loringa King’s golden irises reflected the light of the rising sun. She answered plainly, but the smile she’d been hinting at broke through as she answered.

“Orders have come from the Interior. Slaughter them all. For every corpse you claim, a bonus will be applied! Happy hunting, my vicious hounds!”

Palkan and others headed for the shore in a skiff. With him in the boat were Sahaeet, Besma, and seven other Sebelians. Over a dozen skiffs rowed along with them. Not far from them was Topha Godo’s boat. She sat at the bow while the others rowed. He saw that glimmer of excitement in her eyes. He realized that, like most Yunians, she had never seen Sebel.

The trip back to the shoreline was surreal. The battle a week ago had never touched the mainland, but Palkan felt that Sebel had somehow been changed as he saw it looming in the distance. There was a strange quiet as the soldiers made their way to the beach. Over a hundred soldiers crowded the beach with not a sound between them. The roll of the waves sweeping the shoreline was soothing, as was the brilliant orange sunrise reflecting off the Gulf of Lutan. They marched awkwardly, sinking nearly to the ankles in the cold white sand as they moved toward the rapid elevation and onward to the wall of thick forest.

Slaughter them all, huh? Palkan pondered this as he observed the familiar assortment of brown and gray faces. Even with the Diamante and Godo divisions coming together, it was still sure to be dicey. On the other hand, Palkan wasn’t sure if the Daijo could conjure another massive fog bank without being close to a major water source. Muruid was a decent-sized prefecture, and it was over a kilometer from any river. If there were hideouts, it was likely to be a face-to-face encounter. Good, the sooner this ends, the better. 

Palkan recalled waking up this day the previous cycle, Hunter’s Day, and lying beside his wife before doing the day’s chores and setting out with his spear. He knew Diamante was less than a week’s ride north—if he found and broke a wild hara—but his quiet farm life seemed a world away. He tried to envision bursting through the trees and riding up the dirt road between the fields to his family yurt. Atty and Sadi would leap into his arms, asking for tales of the sights and people he’d seen—he would surely have to omit details. His children would watch with rapt gazes as he regaled them with stories of the Daijo and their powerful connection to the sea, of the fierce warriors of Yuna with their desert magic. They would pelt him with questions until the sky turned black, and he finally sent them off to bed. He knew it would come eventually, but just then, it all felt like a hazy dream—like he had only imagined that simple life.

In the midst of this reverie, Palkan’s mind was suddenly flooded by images of Diamante covered in a layer of blood and bodies—of corn fields ablaze and his family huddled in terror as Pact of Ram heathens from all continents clashed with loyal Sebelian warriors. The words he’d heard on Kimsee Isle echoed in his mind. The words of his newfound enemy, Karuwa Pike:

We stayed away from the continents, content with our union with the sea. We even stayed out of the Hollow Wars. All of that, however, is now under threat. We chose not to be a part of your Harmonious Union, and for a time, that was honored, but now I fear Valsora cannot control his appetite. The Prime Overseer means to take the Free Islands.

He hadn’t shared those words with anyone and did not intend to. All it would do was tie him up further with the world's affairs, the very thing he was trying so hard to escape. So far, it seemed to be working. He’d continue asking inane questions, even if it did prompt those patronizing looks he despised. He was sure the League would loosen its hold on him all the sooner if he remained that ignorant farm boy they believed him to be. He desperately wished his wife were beside him. Not for the coming battle, though she was undoubtedly an asset in a fight—he was reminded of that every time he looked at the scar across her beautiful face. No, he wished Arma were there to guide him; he felt lost, and she was the only one who had ever made him feel sure of which path he should take.

By not sharing what Karuwa claimed, did I endanger the mission? What will happen when they find out I knew more than I let on? Have I incurred Loringa King’s wrath?  There was one question that stood out above all the others: Am I a traitor for my omission? He forced himself to keep moving, one hand lay furtively over his churning stomach.
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​Chapter 2
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Within the Tendril, Giganato prefecture

Archimage Opos made his way down the cavern, savoring the rhythmic tapping of chisels as apprentices carved new images and inscriptions into the walls. Over the decades, he had grown fond of the sound of another cycle of Sebelian history being immortalized in the stone walls. His mood was only slightly soured by the realization that this cycle’s grimmer events were surely being etched into these walls now. He wondered how much would be left out of the story of the Asum’s disappearance. He tried to focus his mind on the more positive achievements of the order—one of his former students had invented a new type of aggregate magic that caused a storm of kymir daggers poisoned with a rare herb to rain on one’s opponent. Surely that was being recorded here, too. Up ahead, he saw something that pulled his mind away from the pleasant ringing. Five Giganato guards were standing across the doorway, blocking his path, with Lieutenant Zarley Allactite standing in the center.

Even in times of peace, the Guard had rarely spent much time in the capital. Their place was in the field, whether vigilantly protecting the borders or carving through the enemy in battle. Ever since the former Asum's disappearance, their role had changed. Suddenly, the Guard was not only long-term residents of the capital, but they also enforced curfews and interrogated suspected Pact of Ram rebels. Opos wondered why Abazon felt it necessary to unleash the Giganato Guard on his own people. There was no doubt he had given the orders directly. Abazon had famously ascended the ranks of the Giganato Guard at an unprecedented rate and became the youngest Sebelian ever to achieve the rank of general. Thanks to his legendary prowess in strategy, he was accepted into the circle of masters that advised the previous Asum long before he had earned become a master himself. Through all of that, his influence had never faded from the Guard. Even now, after succeeding the Asum himself, he had only become more involved in their affairs.

For the sake of a secure Giganato, perhaps it is for the best. I suppose Abaz...the Asum must have his reasons. Opos considered the unrest the war was surely causing outside the Tendril walls. Perhaps that could have warranted such a decision. Blasphemy against Vah only brought chaos, and chaos was a fire that had to be smothered. The question was, were the Guard smothering the flames or lighting their own?

“Archimage Opos. It's been some time. Your presence graces me.” Zarley bowed deeply.

“It seems Vah has willed our reunion. I will carry the blessing forward,” Opos greeted in kind.

Zarley parted the rattling beads. “Your kind words humble me. Please, the Asum is expecting you.”

The archimage wondered if Zarley knew his other intentions for this meeting. Surely not, but he would deal with the inevitable backlash as he always did. Opos entered the Giganato Shrine. It was not the usual hub of activity; the flow of apprentices and scholars through the other arms of the Tendril seemed to stop at the dam of Guardsmen and women outside this room. For now, the spacious area was occupied by just one figure. The fire burning in the pit cast a large shadow on the wall—the shadow of a man with great height, broad shoulders, and a horned headdress.

Archimage Opos bowed before the new Asum. At forty-six, there were fifteen cycles between him and the new shepherd. A glaringly insignificant gap compared to Namu Pyri, the previous Asum, who had been twice Opos’ age. In step with the rest of his decades of service, Abazon was the youngest Asum in the history of the Mystic Order. Opos wasn’t yet sure how he felt about this, but in the end, he knew it wasn’t his place to criticize.

“Sir, it is an honor to be summoned by you.” The words were only slightly bitter on his tongue.

“No need to be so modest, Archimage Opos. We have both given our lives in service to the Order and to Vah. Moreover, you’ve gone on to train several batches of exemplary apprentices. Many of whom have gone on to the Giganato Guard. Why, Zarley herself was once under your wing.”

“That greatness is already within these young Sebelians, my dear Shepherd. I am simply one of many tasked with chiseling it to perfection.”

The Asum smiled. “Aye, perhaps that is why Vah thrust the position of Asum upon me. Namu Pyri was an archimage, like yourself. After the Hollow Wars, he focused on adding more cadets to our number; he even made appearances at their Inductions to take stock of the talent himself, whereas I spent my life instructing the same Sebelians in where and when they should use the tools the archimages supplied them with. In a time of war, Sebel needs generals, not teachers.”

Opos nodded. “Yes, of course. May your reign be the pillar Sebel needs in these turbulent days.” 

Opos meant every word; he deeply hoped their new Asum would lead them true, but he could never speak his thoughts on the man’s ability to do so. To his eye, this Asum cared little for molding the next generation after the war was over. As he himself had stated, such guidance didn’t come from generals. That work fell to the archimages who drilled the lessons into their cadets and apprentices. Without archimages like Namu Pyri to teach Abazon Sebelian history, he would have surely repeated the strategic blunders of the past. Without his studies in Talisi, he would never have fully utilized magic or been able to learn the ancient combat techniques of the Order. Without the lessons in honor, discipline, respect, and perseverance taught along the way, he would never have become the man he is today. Prominent figures like generals and asi could inspire and set the young on their ascent to greatness, but without the archimages, they would never have the tools to make the climb. Opos had seen countless students fail for having set their sights on the peak without a care as to whether they were meant to settle there. He hoped he was wrong, but he was sure he sensed the same lust for power in this man. Except Abazon had much farther to fall than a cadet or apprentice, and he would take the rest of Giganato—and perhaps even all of Sebel—with him. This Asum or the next, he would never say such thoughts aloud.

“Aye, I will do my utmost to fulfill that role. Alas, there are troubling signs, Archimage Opos. Surely by now, you’ve heard the news of the attack on Kimsee Isle.”

“Yes, my Asum. It is said the Pact of Ram came for our precious kymir, and by slaughtering good and decent men, they stole it from us. Rumors are circulating that the false god Dagarah-sa intervened on their behalf. I imagine this Pact of Ram must be adept warriors to take on the Expeditionary League and come out victorious.”

The Asum turned to face the legendary fire pit. The logs smoldered within the trunk of the stone representation of the sacred ulver tree; wispy streams of smoke leaked from the false branches. With a wave of his staff, the logs ignited in a spectacular blaze. The torrent of flame was forced upward by powerful magic. Leaves composed of flames appeared on the stone branches. Opos could feel the heat on his face from several meters away, where he knelt. The brilliant orange light illuminated every inscription and wall carving in the domed chamber. When the Asum turned to face the archimage again, there was a cold aura to him. His sharp features and unforgiving eyes spoke to the stories Opos had heard so many times. Though he was now their Asum, this Sebelian was still none other than the Dragon Smiter.

“I cannot speak for the Yunian military, but our brothers in the Northern Guild and Midland Belt were not adequately prepared for such a situation. They carve furrows in the land, grow their own food, and build their homes around herds of animals. They’ve forgotten what it’s like to trust Avah to provide each meal completely. That is why they ultimately failed. And do not refer to the Pact of Ram as warriors. It only validates their pathetic cause. They are nothing more than filthy brigands. They besmirch the name of the Asum Ram. They will pay for such sacrilege.” The Asum came toward the prostrated Archimage Opos. His eyes seemed to burn almost brighter than the inferno behind him. “Despite their decadent ways, our fellow Sebelians cannot be allowed to fall. We will do as we did before: save them from themselves. Make no mistake, followers of Dagarah-sa will be purged, Pact of Ram related or not.”

“Understood. My apologies, sir.”

“You are forgiven, Archimage Opos. We must move quickly, which means in conjunction with outsiders if necessary. I have been informed of a possible hub of Pact of Ram activity in Muruid prefecture. You will be sent as an emissary of the South first and foremost. Reveal nothing, only listen, and put down every Dagarah-sa pagan you come across without exception. These unruly scum may have drawn first blood, but it will be the South who delivers the final blow.”

“I am here to serve, Asum,” Opos replied. He kept his head bowed, his mind racing. The prefecture that Jingseh torched. Why would anyone choose to hide there? The place is said to be cursed by Yaphet Orinse. Could it be that he’s somehow linked to this Pact of Ram? Perhaps that’s the real reason he’s in our custody. For all his speculation, Opos said nothing. It wasn't his place. He was meant to serve, no matter his many qualms.

“There is one last thing, Archimage.” From his sleeve, the Asum produced a small stone. It was smooth like a river stone, with a long, curved shape like the continent of Sebel. It shimmered like amber in the firelight. “Do you recognize this?”

“A hymn stone, am I right? The common people believe it brings good fortune to the gazer. Quite frankly, I haven't found any evidence of that in the scholarly records.”

“Because that is no more than an old wives’ tale that, over time, passed into legitimacy. A hymn stone, however, has a special ability that none quite understands. The stone is completely ordinary unless it is in the presence of an otherworldly essence. The asi of old would use hymn stones to track abominations of various kinds, and a select few species can be tracked with hymn stones even when they try to hide among us. It’s truly a shame these tools have become a rarity in this day and age.”

“Then I shall gladly use it. Thank you, my Asum.” Opos accepted the stone. It was light in his gloved palm. The coloration and curvature made it beautiful, though he still had doubts about its usefulness. All the same, he’d been entrusted with it.

“You will leave tomorrow at dawn for Muruid. Stay off the main paths when you can. Your mission is of the utmost confidentiality. Understood?”

“Yes, your holiness.” They’d arrived at the end of their meeting, but Archimage Opos reached out to the Asum just as he turned away to dismiss him. “If I could borrow just one more moment of your time, sir.”

He froze and turned back to face him. He uttered a small sigh.  “Yes, archimage, I shall hear you.”

Archimage Opos bowed his head again. “I come to you with a request. I understand it is most unusual, but I believe a recent decision must be repealed. If it goes wrong, I will take full responsibility.”

The Asum stepped forward until his shadow loomed over Opos. He looked at the kymir orb atop his staff. Something within it caught his gaze, but it was something the archimage could not see.

“I admire your selflessness, but you cannot absorb the consequences in such an eventuality. Am I mistaken, or do you come to me on behalf of your disgraced former student?”

“You are correct, your holiness.”

The Asum tapped his staff on the shrine floor. The impact echoed throughout the entire chamber. Opos felt it in his bones.

“I must admit, you have captured my curiosity, Archimage Opos. I may just have a use for the young delinquent. Know this: Ex-communication will not be an option if he fails us this time. I will task you with carrying out the sentence.”

Opos nodded. “If it comes to that, sir, I will not hesitate.”
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​Chapter 3

[image: ]


Sorna Beach, Sebel’s eastern coastline

The glowing white beaches with their roaring tide had always been a place of refuge and serenity for Palkan Sowell. He recalled his first memory of the fine sand between his toes; his folks cheering him on as he ran straight into the surf. Cycles later, he’d returned to the same beach to make Arma his wife. He remembered her stubborn refusal to join him for a swim later that day. Arma was like his mother. She enjoyed the view but had a distrust of the ocean. For her beloved, she’d ventured into the shallows for that matrimonial kiss. Earlier this very cycle, on the seventeenth of Daimo, the Sowell family had stood with thousands of other Sebelians to celebrate The Day of the Hanja. The sand was still warm, clinging to the day’s warmth, but the chill in the air and beneath the sand reminded them that the summer months were over and harvest time just around the bend. A rousing sermon from the Asum of Diamante blessed fireworks and a cavalcade of food. Athaliah had wandered off on her own, her first time spending such an event away from the family. Palkan was secretly no fonder of the idea than Arma, but he understood her growing need for independence.

Palkan was now hundreds of kilometers south of the familiar Diamante beaches. This cycle’s harvest seemed a lifetime ago. Palkan had never ventured to the southern prefectures, though Sorna Beach looked much the same as the ones Palkan knew. 

Rutma did not feel the same here as in the Midlands. There was a chill in the air, but without the icy, stinging quality that spoke of coming snowfall. The clouds above had mimicked the gray of Sebelian skin for days now, but the promise of rain had still not been fulfilled. He gazed up at the gloom as he considered what awaited them. Beyond was the Cutlass Woods. Arma had told him of her travels here during her extended time with the League. The thick forest of pine went along the shoreline for twenty kilometers before breaking into intermittent patches of swampland with broad-trunked cypress trees reaching from the shallow edges of the treacherous waters. Massive eels roamed in wait for careless animals or humans to wander into their territory. Between the waters, tall tupelos joined the bulky conifers, housing their own assortment of predators. The prefecture of Muruid itself was hidden deep within these dense forests, with stretches of swamp marking the border on all sides. Judging by Arma’s stories, Palkan felt certain that if the Daijo attacked, they would be quickly thinned out by the wandering myonoma, if not the eels. Perhaps they would realize the dangers of dry land and retreat to the safety of their waters, though he wouldn’t hold much hope for that. Karuwa had all but promised another battle. He wouldn’t let Valsora’s armies take their home or their way of life, and right now, Valsora’s armies included them. He would do everything he could to make sure his people were prepared to face the Daijo and their magic this time around. 

The battalion sat clustered in two groups on the beach. The Sebelians were brewing kettles of coffee and mava stew while the Yunians drank some peculiar tea with a savory yet sweet scent that mingled with the heavily spiced foods they cooked. Palkan had to admit the aromas were enticing. Besma and Sahaeet sat beside him, sipping their steaming cups. The trio’s matching dark robes of fine silk slug material stood out in stark contrast with the sea of tan yinmar skin around them, with mismatched, often rusted and dented, armor handed down through generations and seldom used before or after the Hollow Wars. For most of the Sebelians there, this was their first time wearing armor or carrying weapons for anything other than a hunt. Those clad in The Black—only two more besides the three of them; Palkan did not recognize them—were all old enough to remember the Hollow Wars. The rest were all fresh conscripts.

A pair of sickles hung from either side of Palkan’s hips, with the extendable kymir spear on the right. Its kaichin steel haft shimmered nearly as bright as the crimson stone tip in the moonlight. His trusted bow hung across his back with a quiver of kymir arrows in the sand beside him. Sahaeet put her coffee down and began cleaning and inspecting her arrows, while Besma held his cup in one hand and hefted the newly invented spear in the other. Without warning, he held it out in front and pressed the button to extend it. Sahaeet jumped, then returned to her arrows with a shake of her head. Besma paid the others no mind and began twirling it in his fingers, admiring the even weight distribution.

Palkan hardly noticed. His mind was still playing out possible outcomes of the mission. At least they won’t be near the sea this time. Surely their magic won’t be as strong without it. The magic used to sink the Mandaija is a different story. He thought of Ryo and the other mangled bodies they’d found with the wreckage. May Vah guide their souls through the Perennial Plains.

The Sebelians of the Northern Guild sat nearest the woods, separating themselves from the rest of the Sebelians, though only by an imaginary line where the clothing shifted from drab leather to blue cotton robes with white trim. There were thirty-eight of them to the Midlanders’ twenty-six. The Aska Sebelians were much better equipped and even had matching armor. They all wore polished kaichin breastplates, kaichin steel gauntlets, and greaves, each piece forged to fit its owner perfectly. For now, their lengthy dreadlocks were exposed, but when the marching started again, they would don their famous helmets with a large opening for the face and fixed cheekpieces. There was a quadrangular opening for the face, but no curvature for the mouth or eyes. Like the Midlanders, they all wore crimson sashes around the waist, symbolizing their dedication to the battlefield.

Palkan recognized one of them personally. He was close to the same age as himself; he remembered seeing the man in the crowd at Placid Market. Lieutenant Gabro Fawar, Palkan recalled. Fawar had personally escorted Palkan’s daughter to Aska prefecture three months ago. Back then, they’d been on friendly terms, gracious even. However, that cordialness had burnt out. Palkan watched as Fawar displayed proper lance thrusting technique to a small audience of younger Aska Sebelians.

Sahaeet joined Palkan at his side. Palkan hadn’t even realized he’d turned to eye them until that moment.

“You stare as if we’re going to war with Aska instead of the Pact of Ram,” she jabbed playfully.

“A true warrior is always aware of his surroundings,” Palkan replied flatly. “You know that.”

“Aye, I do. What I also know is that they lost people on Kimsee Isle, too. From my count, as many as we did, maybe more.”

“It’s their own damned fault,” Besma cut in. The swelling of his broken nose had lessened in the past few days, but it was still slightly crooked.

“I’m with Besma on this one, Sah.” Palkan scratched his ear beneath the bandages around his head, his own gift from Kimsee Isle. “The Northern Guild has been secretly trading our precious kymir. Something that all Sebelians once agreed was unthinkable. Their avarice for foreign coin led to the loss of dozens on Kimsee Isle. How else do you think the Pact of Ram knew where to strike? They probably scoped out the shipping lanes for months.”

Sahaeet made no effort to refute this, though the tightness of her face said that she felt differently. Palkan and Fawar locked eyes, but no words were shared between them. Palkan had always kept a distance from northern Sebelians. They often looked down on the rest of Sebel and lived a lifestyle much more like the rest of the world, with lavish cities lined with ports. The Jingsehi had transformed Oujan City into the trade capital of Sebel, a practice the Northerners continued after the People of the Forest were driven from the land. As a result, the Northern Guild had become complacent. Now that he was considering it, this arrogance had even been present in the young warrior they'd sent. Instead of sending a hunting party to assist Diamante in hunting down intruders they’d suspected to be Jingsehi scouts, they’d sent Unma, who was only around Atty's age. She’d come bearing a message that she alone would be enough, as if to imply that one northerner was worth a team of Midlanders.

***
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LORING KING MARCHED through the crowd of Sebelians, raising her knees high to pull her feet from the fine sand with each step. She walked with her gaze forward and a scowl on her lips. As the only Ilean among the deployment, she was used to her blue skin and facial tattoos drawing the eyes of insular Sebelians. She would find it easier to tolerate their gaze if they weren’t staring at her injuries. As she trekked through the sand, her long leather coat fluttering in the wind, she noticed a firm divide between the northern Sebelians that had joined them on Kimsee Isle and the Midlanders. She shrugged it off and kept moving. As the Expeditionary League field commander, her only concern was whether they would fight together. So long as they refrained from attacking one another, whatever conflict was between them made no difference. Now if only I could find a stray group of Yunian mages.

She made her way down the beach to the Yunian battalion. Only twenty-five remained of them. The desert people of the West were brown-skinned to various shades and often sported red or orange hair. Their green eyes shone like gems. Being accustomed to much warmer climates, they were wrapped in heavy animal pelts and wool blankets provided by the League. 

There was a blend of heavenly smells coming from the Yunian camp. Loringa smelled a familiar staple of the Western continent’s cuisine, hawayej mixing powder, which consisted of cumin, black pepper, turmeric, and cardamom. The unique smell of saffron tickled her nostrils. It reminded her of when they’d seized a pirate ship just last cycle.  Smugglers had raided merchant ships loaded with tons of saffron. The value was monumental. All over Yuna, the Nameless Continent, and even parts of Jingseh, saffron was used for culinary purposes and traditional medicine, fabric dye, perfumery, and rites. The smell of simmering sheep, bought from Sebelian markets, made Loringa’s mouth water.

The wondrous smells did nothing to improve the Yunians’ sour moods. Her enhanced hearing picked up some of their complaints as she strolled by. 

“This is a fine brew you got goin’, Skholil, but we don’t have any raisins, pine nuts, or peanuts.”

“We’re thousands of kilometers away from home, so we gotta make do with what we got,” the Yunian soldier replied in a gruff tone. 

“Damn shame,” added another soldier with arched eyebrows and intricately bedazzled braids. “Their meat is gamey. By Vah, traditional preparation may not work with this Sebelian meat.”

These complaints dried up as Loringa King approached. The Ileans were the tallest race on Avah, including Ilean women. Loringa towered over the seated Yunian troops. She eyed their fire pit, which had been built in the sand. The clay had no doubt been fashioned by powerful Yunian alchemy. The orange flames reached from beneath a grate and embraced the rounded bottom of a large black cauldron. Inside was the whole sheep, its rear legs floating at the top of the savory broth. 

Loringa King removed her glove with her teeth and secured it in her pocket. Without forewarning or request, she
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