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Age 924 P.X.D. ~ Moonlight Bay, Oujan prefecture, northern Sebel

The rolling waves came into the bay. The evening was settling in fast. Sebelian sailors and dock workers hurried to and fro. Soon enough the day shift would clear out for the thousands who would pour in for the night hours. A young woman walked among them at her leisure. She got stares from Sebelians walking by but all were too preoccupied to linger for long.

She was a Daijo woman with cornflower blue skin and dark green scales beneath her silver eyes. The same scales were spread out like freckles on her lean cheeks. A terrible scar went across her forehead and black spots marked her neck and collarbone. Her hay-colored hair was long enough to rest on the shoulders of her black leather coat, and atop her head was a matching tricorn hat. Her white shirt was tucked in but loose on her skin while her breeches were tight on her hips, ending just below the knee to expose light blue legs and feet with diamond nail beds. A diamond-encrusted gold scorpion dangled from the choker she wore around her neck.

The Daijo woman only paused along the walkway when she saw something of interest to her.

The torches were few and far between in the bay, but this warehouse had towering oil lanterns erected. All to illuminate a cage that hung off the edge of the structure’s high roof. Housed within the enclosure was a Sebelian stripped to the bare ass. If he was alive, one couldn’t tell from his shut eyes and his emaciated figure. A stick-like arm protruded from between the metal bars, but it had gotten no farther than the elbow. Hunched in his suspended prison, the smell of shit and piss carried with the sea breeze. The Daijo woman did not remove her hat or whisper a silent prayer. She ogled the gibbet with child-like fascination.

“Very creative, isn’t it, Thambo?”

Behind her on the wood walkway was a tall and dripping wet Daijo male. He had a single gold earring in his right ear and tousled blond hair. His trousers were like hers, and he didn’t bother with footwear, which exposed tiny golden hairs on his legs. He left his shirt open at the neck and wore a water-logged scarf around it. His belt was composed of whale leather and held his pants firmly in place. 

“What is it you think he did?” The Daijo woman inspected the gibbet from the other side. She took note of the raised bumps along his back. Any thinner and the vertebrae surely would’ve torn through the gray skin. “Peddle drugs? Steal? Then aga  in, in this part of the world, I hear ya can end in one of these contraptions for doubtin’ Vah is the God Above All Else.”

Thambo didn’t give into her antics.

“The rest of the crew has hunkered down for the night, boss.”

“And yet you’re here.”

The sailor hesitated before speaking. “I don’t wish to question you, but the crew feels unsafe here. They wish you would join us.”

“I’m touched, but I’m afraid the nomad spirit rules my heart, Thambo. New lands remain an enigma until they are explored. I intend to do just that.”

“But we’re on a job. Doesn’t the job come first?”

The Daijo woman stepped toward the man and he put his head down in shame. She touched his shoulder with a soft hand, and her underling shuddered at the touch.

“Careful, sailor. If you stick your neck out too much, yer bound to lose your head.”

“Aye, boss.”

The fellow Daijo leaped back into the water without another word. The woman smiled to herself. Now, let’s see what fun a gal can have in town. She turned away from the water and headed further inland.

The Daijo woman traversed the night chill without a care in the world. Though the bustle of the harbor lessened after dark, there was still activity here and there. Some Sebelians worked at loading merchandise to and from ships. Inspectors walked around with their all-important parchments, often trailed by assistants carrying scrolls.

If there was one thing she prided herself on above all else, it was her ability to listen in from afar. By trekking past chatting dock workers, the Daijo woman learned much. It wasn’t long before she found what she sought. She found a building much smaller than a traditional storage facility or supply shop on the eastern section of the harbor. The hall house did not face the water and was found in a space of grass behind the larger structures. Lantern light could be seen from the windows. Sebelian dockworkers drank outside with flagons of beer. Their drunken cheers and howling laughter allowed her to slip by unnoticed.

The Daijo woman approached through the grass, aware of the doorman glaring at her as she neared. He was a bald and burly Sebelian with facial stripes on his neck and face. He was unshaven and reeked of week-old body sweat, but the smell of ale was not on his breath.

“Good evening!” she announced with a wave. The doorman launched a wad of spit off to the side in response.

He’s a man who takes his job seriously. How lovely, she mused to herself. Upon approaching the wooden door, the doorman maneuvered to block her path. He crossed his arms and snorted.

“What business do you have here, fishgirl?”

The Daijo woman smirked at the slur. She tipped her tricorn hat and spoke warmly.

“This is a place of commerce, is it not? I’m a customer lookin’ to buy. Surely you do not quarrel with that.”

“We don’t serve your kind. Beat it.”

The Daijo woman maintained her smile, her teeth gleaming white. Her silver eyes flashed with a hint of something else.

“Now that’s just bad business, friend. Let’s not be too hasty.”

The doorman pointed at a vertical inscription on the facade wall. “You’re a foreigner so I’m pretty sure you can’t read Talisi. House rules: outsiders ain’t welcome. I won’t warn you again, lady.”

The doorman placed a hefty and calloused hand on the Daijo’s shoulder. She understood that he had enough strength to snap her collarbone like a twig with that grip and well-muscled arm. In the face of her towering obstruction, the woman sighed. She placed a finger on his hand, unleashing a wave of cold that swept through his arm.

The doorman pulled back and howled. Frost layered from his wrist to his fingernail tips. The nailbeds had already cracked.

“You bitch!” The doorman managed between clenched teeth. “You’ll pay for that!”

The woman had no concern about the threat. She would actually enjoy a little escalation. However, the drunken dock workers had noticed the altercation. They dropped their beers and headed over as a group when they saw her light blue skin and long blonde hair. 

The people of the Stone are rather fragile in both body n’ soul. I’ll enjoy the added company.

She made no sudden moves. There was no need. Her charging attackers came in from the right flank. She’d activated a spell that formed ice around her left fist in a blink. The knuckles were spikes of ice.

“What the hell is goin’ on outside my property?!”

All heads turned to the door that had swung open. An older Sebelian woman had emerged from the interior of the hall house. She wore a fine silk tunic down to her ankles with a brilliant pink sash about the waist and shoulders. Her braided locks were wound tight with not a hair out of place. She was shorter than every man and Daijo present and was easily more than double their age. She eyed the doorman, the drunken patrons, and the Daijo woman with the same contempt. She looked to the doorman first.

“Why in Vah’s Name did ya say ya could do the job solo if ya can’t get it done without customers stepping in. Denn’s Inn is a place of decency and luxury, damnnit! It’s the little gem of Oujan prefecture, not a wrestling parlor! Respectable clientele come here, Gunar! Do you know what that means?!”

“It’s this free magic folk-cur, Madam Denn! She put that fuckin’ ice magic on me!”

“You damn Daijo.” Madam Denn shook her head and put her fists on her hips. “Vagabonds of the open seas, I say. As it stands, the Mystic order of Oujan has laid down their edicts: I can’t serve you.”

“Well, that’s what the Mystic Order thinks. They’re a bunch of knobs who are wound just a bit too tight. What I want to know is what you think. I honor thy elder, as Sebelian tradition demands.”

“I just so happen to agree with ‘em! I serve only Sebelians and the occasional flower bastard. You Daijo cur fuck fish and squid, stuff like that, and I just can’t have that here. I gotta draw the line somewhere.”

The Daijo woman laughed so hard that she couldn’t reply momentarily. The sheer absurdity of it all. Those who walk the land are driven mad by chains. Bloody chains they tighten with their own hands! She collected herself as the elder Sebelian scowled.

“Is that so? What’s the usual rate per night? Fifteen semo, which I think is a swell deal when compared to the real bleeders in the central and western districts. I’m willing to go up to twenty-five a night. Surely that oughta be sufficient.”

“I told you miss, I can’t serve ya. I'm a Vah fearin' woman. If word got out my business would be threatened.”

“Among my people, those who remember anyway, there’s a saying, ‘Only the foolish reject the gifts of the sea. One can never know what good tidings Ibu Laut will bring.’”

The Daijo woman removed her tricorn hat, letting loose her long golden hair. It was frizzy in places and smelled of seawater. Reaching behind her ear, the Daijo woman produced a spectacular pearl of pinkish white. It sparkled under the lantern’s light. Even the once rowdy dock workers were in a stupor from the sight of it. Madam Denn herself was entranced.

“I know the Order and the provincial chieftains charge some hefty taxes for every square inch of this place and a portion of whatever profit you make. I, however, am a giver. I’ll come and go as I please for a week. At the end of that week, I’ll gladly pay you another. And if I were to happen to need further lodging, I could be persuaded to give more. What say you, elder?”

Madame Denn smiled warmly and took the Daijo woman by the hand. She only paused to speak to her wounded doorman.

“Oh, Gunar, you can go home for the week. Can’t imagine you’ll be of much use. Raz and Tumin can finish up your shifts.”

“Madam Denn, I can still—”

The hall house door had already slammed shut.

The Daijo woman found herself in a small room on the establishment’s second floor. It was small and cramped. The two opposite walls were slanted, giving the room a high ceiling in the center. Each step on the floorboards elicited a loud creek. The pillow cases were little more than stuffed burlap sacks while the bed was little more than a pile of animal skin blankets. The room did have one thing going for it: a spectacular view of the other buildings nearby. Swaying tree branches couldn’t obscure a spectacular crescent moon. With her hat on the small nightstand beside the furs, she stood at the large window and observed the night sky.

The groan of weathered hinges alerted her to the door. Walking in with a platter of broth, cheeses, and bread slices was a dazzling Sebelian maiden in a nightgown. The texture was some kind of animal hide, complete with fringes along the hips. Her jet-black hair came down past her exposed shoulders. Soft brown eyes gazed downward at the broth.

“Madam Denn sends her regards and wishes you a warm welcome. As an extension of that Oujan hospitality, I shall offer my services. If I am not to your liking, another can be sent in my place. You need only say the word.”

“That won’t be necessary,” the Daijo replied. “You may shut the door.”

The Sebelian girl set down the platter before standing before the Daijo guest. The broth smelled of peppers, tomato, and squash, but it was far and away in her mind.

“Tell me your name.”

“Api, ma’am”

The Daijo woman raised her eyebrows at that. “Api, huh?” The taller woman circled the Sebelian maiden. Once behind her, she got close enough to where their bodies touched. The gown was brought to her ankles with a gentle sweep of her hands. Api had a thin frame and small breasts, though her hips still managed to have noticeable curves. Black stripes ran down her gray skin from the shoulders and the small of her back. The smell of roses came from her dark hair. It was intoxicating for the Daijo woman. She bit her lip to contain herself.

“Is there anything you’d like to ask me, Api?”

The Sebelian woman lifted her eyes briefly before lowering them again. “No, ma’am.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the patron laughed. She brushed some of her blond hair back, exposing the scar on her forehead. “You want to know how I got this pretty little number.”

Api looked up at her, reassured by the Daijo’s inviting smile. “Are you a warrior?” 

The older woman scoffed. “I am Somphal Lepton of the Iski tribe. I serve as their matriarch and war chief . Those who challenge me usually find themselves dead. I’ve come from the farthest reaches of the Frozen Continent to this place called Sebel. This place will truly be worth remembering if I meet a worthy foe.” She put her hands on Api’s shoulders and her lips to her neck. “You poor thing. You're trembling.”

“I’ve heard tales of Daijo ridin’ clear through storms without batting an eye. They say you can grow fins and tails!” Api corrected herself. “I don’t mean to assume, ma’am.”

“Assume anything you want, my dear. I’ve heard it all and then some. Remember the most important thing; I can’t tell myself no when I see something I want. Bad habit of us Free Magic Folk.”

The Sebelian girl blushed as she felt Somphal’s breasts against her back. She’d removed everything except a waterskin pouch that hung off her waist. The cap unscrewed all its own and glowing aqua-green water flowed outward. It creeped around Somphal’s waist like a coiling serpent before reaching Api’s body.

The warm water soothed as it spread over her shoulders, along her neck, the tips of her fingers and toes, and lastly it snaked its way between her legs. 

Goosebumps broke out over Apiskin as a soft moan left her lips. Somphal kissed the nape of her neck and her legs buckled. Through the window, the radiant moon beckoned.
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[image: ]


The Misty Forest, south of Oujan City, Sebel

The little Sebelian girl skipped along the stream. She was clad in animal furs hunted over the worst of the winter. A deer hide skirt was worn over her loose-fitting trousers. Raccoon fur was worn over her shoulder and hung down to the small of her back. Her arms weren’t quite strong enough for the bow necessary for larger game and aggressive predators, but she could nail a hare at ten meters with ease. Today, however, she was on a hunt of a different kind. As she went along, occasionally passing under the shadows of fir trees, she sang an old folk song of her people—a song of the Loess tribe.

“We fly free

We fly free

Under the light of the sun

We fly free 

Oh, so free

Roaming through meadows

Drifting across waters oh so blue

We dance not alone

But with spirits of the woods!”

The song encapsulated all that was the Loess tribe. A strict tradition to the ways of old, a life bound to the land without ever tarnishing it. The Midland farmers ravaged the forests and meadows for their plantations. The prefectures of the Northern Guild obsessed about coin accumulation and etiquette. They poisoned their soul with the excesses of the outside world. Then there was the glorious south which would never tolerate them. The southern Sebelians sheathed themselves in a facade of the old ways while partaking in the very segregation that made them like the rest of the world. The little girl fetched a crimson pebble from her pocket. It was a lump of refined kymir, smooth as a newborn’s skin. She paused when she reached a space where the stream reached a pond. With a whispered spell, the pebble of kymir became a rod that ended in a gleaming net. The young nomad marveled at her work. It was flawless in its execution. The conjured tool was stiff yet lightweight. Teaching a nine-cycle old magic would’ve been unthinkable in any of the prefectures, but for the Loess tribe it was a way of life. Kymir tool in hand, she turned her caramel eyes to the water. Removing her moccasins and rolling up her trousers, she waded in. 

She spotted her quarry easily enough. Mummichog fish darted away from her cautious steps. Each white-striped gray fish was small enough to fit in her hand, but they were plentiful and quite tasty when roasted over a fire. Most darted under leaves floating on the surface or retreated to deeper waters. The little girl went no farther and held absolutely still. Even her breath was controlled. She emptied her mind and waited patiently, just as she’d been taught.

A mummichog scampered out from underneath a leaf, scanning the pond bed for food. The girl ever so slightly raised her arm for the swipe. Just as she prepared to strike, the diminutive fish was grabbed by a strange claw and tugged backward. The girl’s sharp eyes tracked the source and saw a drab, elongated, aquatic insect that clung to a plant. The so-called claw had been an extendable lower jaw. While four legs held onto the plant, its front pair held the mummichog in place as the insect chowed down on the fish. It was gone without a trace in a matter of seconds, leaving not even a scale.

“Why hello, stranger.” The girl made no sudden movements and observed the insect more closely.  It had small wing buds on its back and large dark eyes. All in all, it wasn’t much larger than the fish it had just ingested in a flash. To her surprise, the Sebelian girl squatted over the water, but the aquatic insect did not dart away. Instead, it stared inquisitively at her from just beneath the surface.

“You’re a brave one, aren’t you, pipsqueak? But what are you?”

The insect tilted its head. Its only response was the bubbles that left its mandibles. 

“Aniso! Where are ya, girlie! Aniso!” 

“Here, Da! Over this way!” Aniso turned back to the forest. The baritone of her father’s voice carried through the woods. It seemed her playtime was all used up, much to her chagrin. “Guess I’ll see ya later, pipsqueak. Don’t go stealin’ my fish again!”
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​Chapter 3
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Moonlight Bay, Oujan prefecture, northern Sebel

Somphal Lepton lay with her breasts exposed as tremors of pleasure ran through her body. She clutched the animal hide blankets tightly as she struggled to stifle a moan. Api had a hand on each of her thighs, her face smothered at the Daijo’s groin.  Somphal felt a surge of pleasure and closed her thick thighs around her lover’s head. Her eyes rolled back as the moan she’d tried so hard to constrain came forth. Her back arched as she entered a brief state of ecstasy, her eyes rolling back for a moment. With a heavy exhale, she fell back to the mortal realm. For several seconds, the Daijo couldn’t bring herself to speak. While she was effectively out of commission, the svelte Api brought her head to rest on the Daijo’s bosom. Somphal held her close, cherishing her rosy aroma. Api ran her fingers through Somphal’s hay-colored hair, planting gentle kisses on her neck and collarbone.

“You sure do learn quickly, little Sebelian” Somphal finally managed. “I find it hard to believe you’ve never been with a lady before.”

“When I’m with you, it’s different,” Api answered meekly. “When I’m with a man, I find myself...” she struggled to put it into words, “I go through the motions. Like I’m not really there. I just can’t wait for it to be over. With you...I hate the fact that I know
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