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Yubira Vonce (illustrated by Kissa Maraña)

There was, oh what there was in the oldest of days and ages and times across the world known as Avah. The Rutma of Age 995 hit Sebel hard. It was a bountiful harvest. Hardship came all the same. Strangers from the Nameless Continent had arrived, Ilean to be exact. They were there for one explicit purpose: to snuff out the flame of the false god Dagarah-sa and the rebels who called themselves the Pact of Ram. This would be done by any means necessary, and Sebelian hands would be required. In service to the Prime Overseer, guardian of the continents, the people of Sebel would again pick up spear and shield. Deep down, though few admitted it, we smelled the rot. Something inside had died. As blood sprinkled our soil, one never would’ve guessed that the attack came from within. Amongst plunder and sacrifice, fates collided.

​

[image: ]

Loringa King (illustrated by Hendyoga)

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​PART

[image: ]


I

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1
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Sepu Island, off Jingseh’s northern coast

A millennia ago, an eruption on Sepu Mountain had sent a scorching river of magma flowing across the surface of Avah. The magma chamber, partially emptied, had collapsed inward and left a large pit. Over time, this pit became the beautiful Li-Qi Lake. During the warmer months, it was especially striking; the water showing perfectly clear in the bright sun, revealing schools of fish touring the lake in search of algae or insects. The Rutma cold transformed the lake into a frozen field of white. After crossing the ice, one would find themselves only a two-day hike from the island shore.

A Jingsehi man stood on the precipice of a rock formation, looking over the frozen lake. He had on a dual layer of fur coats, his face mostly shadowed by the deep hood. A calm breeze sent a flurry of snow streaking across the night. He could feel the frigid air numbing his toes as it seeped in through the holes in his boots. The extra layer of socks did him no good.

The man felt a warm throbbing in his right thigh; the bandages wound tight around it were mostly stained with red. It was an improvement from the first day, when the large amount of blood trickling down to his socks and the searing agony of the wound had both left him feeling faint. He’d managed to remove a few barbs, but time was unforgiving. Pausing meant his enemies drew closer.

His perseverance had paid off, but he was now paying for neglecting the injury. The dull throb in his right leg was now developing into a deep pain once again. He felt it—a barb still lodged deep in the wound. Only a pair of pincers and a skilled hand could retrieve it. Or I could play around with my knife. The thought was a tempting one.

There is no time, he admitted reluctantly. I need to keep moving. His stomach grumbled and ached in protest. He slipped into reverie as he trudged along. The thought of a plate of grilled thornback with walnut sauce made his mouth water. No matter how tough the fish, Nami would dice it in no time. His sister had a way with the blade. The wind hit his back, bringing him back to reality. He checked his satchel bag. Though it had been with him for more cycles than his worn boots and itchy, tattered coats, the strap still held firmly.

He put his canteen to his lips. He got but a sip’s worth. The Jingsehi shook it above his open mouth to be sure, but only got a few more drops. He refilled his canteen with snow and sealed it shut. I’m getting sloppy. Should’ve realized I was getting low.

The man made his way down the mountainside, the snow up to his ankles. All around him were thin urich trees, their paper-like bark white as snow; the moon barely visible behind their leafless branches. Each step took tremendous effort, but that gem in the sky kept him pushing. A trek through the woods; a careful tread across the ice. Easy. Boat’s already all set. Job masterfully done. He looked behind him and saw only trees in the night. The silence was, at once, comforting and nerve-wracking. He tried not to let his mind wander to fancies of who or what could be waiting in those dark woods. 

After reaching the base of the slope, he came upon the frosted white surface of the lake. He stepped gingerly on the ice and found it was frozen solid. The fresh snow atop it even made the ice much less slippery, though he still took no chances. The cold surface leeched even more heat from his feet. His boots felt almost useless against it.

He felt a slight sense of triumph as he neared the other edge of the lake, despite the long trek that still lay ahead. He took another leaden step and heard what he thought was a crack just as his boot hit the ice. He saw no sign of breaking, but he was taking no chances. He picked up his pace, trying his best not to slip as he awkwardly scrambled to the shore.

The man stumbled, landing face-first into the snow, just off the edge of the still solid lake. Damned fool, he chided himself. Probably heard a branch falling in the woods. He lay there a moment trying to catch his breath; he could feel himself finally succumbing to the hunger and exhaustion. He felt his face going numb and found the strength to slowly lift himself out of the snow. Fresh powder fell from the back of his hood, and he wondered just how long he had been lying there. He got to his feet and marched on. He only made it a few steps before his stomach ripped into him again; he paused and slumped sideways against a tree.  He slid down, resting his hands on his knees, looking at the path behind him yet again. He could no longer see anything besides snow and darkness beyond the trees. It didn’t seem that long ago, but the lake was nowhere to be seen. I must be losing my mind, he thought.

To his front, the view was the same; the brown specks on the tree bark were the only relief from the endless white. I haven’t seen anyone in days. I can take a moment to rest. His head spun as he entertained the thought. The Jingsehi man sat in the snow with his back against a tree. He exhaled a cloud in relief and watched it drift away. His muscles relaxed. He was tired, so very tired. When I wake, I’ll be right as rain. Then the final push.

He allowed his eyes to shut. Just before he succumbed to the darkness, he saw his sister staring at him. She wore little more than a nightgown and her cheeks were slick with tears.

“Nami...it’s cold out...you’ll...”

***
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“THERE THE BUGGER IS!” Underneath the moonlight, a group of soldiers came upon the sleeping man. They were all lightly armored, most only wearing a pair of pauldron plates for the shoulders and a breastplate. These were made of kaichin, a heavy metal that was nearly as effective as kymir in close range combat. Underneath, they all wore a hauberk. The chainmail covered everything from the shoulders down to the knee, with long sleeves protecting the arms. The interlinked rings were composed of aimar, sturdy yet light.

Captain Corugan stepped forth. Like the rest, warm fur cape hung across his shoulders. On one shoulder he wore a medal. An orchid of fine detail. Each petal was composed of thin layers of kaichin. His rugged, weather-beaten face looked as if it usually wore a permanent scowl, but the slightest trace of a smile could be seen at the corner of his mouth now. The men lowered their bows and axes as they each confirmed that he was indeed sleeping.

“An easy hunt, boys. The Countess clearly overestimated Tenzeman, here. I’d congratulate you all but let’s not fool ourselves. Aza did all the real work.”

Among the fifteen Jingsehi soldiers, one lagged behind. The men made way for a hulking behemoth, with scaly skin and legs like thick pillars. A Jingsehi forest troll that they called Aza. He had a short neck and a small head that seemed both reptilian and human. Along his massive forearms were sharp, poisonous barbs—the very same that were embedded deep in Tenzeman’s leg. Even the captain stood barely up to his chest.

Aza grunted and nodded his head, his baby blue eyes locked on their quarry. The Jingsehi forest trolls were not one for words, but they took orders just fine. In Aza’s right hand was a large wooden club, studded all over with kaichin shards. In the old Jingsehi tongue, it was called a kanso. Normally, the weapon would have required two hands with even the strongest of men, but it hung loosely in Aza’s grip as if it were nothing more than a thin branch. After a moment, the forest troll sat down in the snow, and began scratching his neck while ogling the moon.

The soldier on point lifted the unconscious Tenzeman’s hood. Like them, he had lime green hair, but his beige skin had paled. The green vine markings on his cheek had faded to a sickly yellowish hue.

“How is he?” asked Captain Corugan.

“He might not make it back,” the soldier reported.

The captain was handed the satchel bag. Inside were coins, parchments, even a few necklaces. Corugan sneered in disgust. “Sack him.,” he commanded gruffly. “Countess Bara doesn’t take kindly to thieves, especially those who were under her employ.”

A soldier chimed in. “This is what happens when you hire out of The Shrubs. You get men who plot against you in the dark. No loyalty. Just eyes for coin.”

Another troop took it a step further. “You think she was being stingy with her purse? Hirin’ little shits like this?”

Captain Corugan glared at the soldier. The men grew silent; even Aza turned his attention back to the group. The veteran officer stepped closer to his subordinates. “The countess chooses who she determines to be the best. But if you truly feel that way, why don’t you run your mouth to her? Perhaps make a formal request.”

The soldiers remained silent.

“I thought not. Aza, grab the filth.”

The troll obeyed and stepped forth hurriedly. Aza threw the captive over his shoulder and then led the way back. His steps were slow so that the rest of the men could keep pace with his long strides, but soon, they would be nearing the edge of the frozen lake. No one would feel comfortable standing too close to the giant troll then, no matter how solid the water appeared. The captain followed at the head of his soldiers, staring resentfully at the half-frozen rogue dangling from the troll’s shoulder. We sent too many men in pursuit of this amateur, but I suppose what matters is that the job is done, thought the captain.

On the other side of Sepu Mountain, downhill from the steeper areas, was a palace owned by the countess. One of several she owned on the islands around Jingseh. In all the cycles under her employ, Corugan had never encountered a thief who’d gone through the trouble of becoming a servant to his target. Did this fool thief really think he could get away with it? If he lived long enough, he would get to see the man ripped apart by the countess’ pets.

Aza suddenly stopped dead in his tracks, bringing the party to a stuttering halt, some men nearly crashing into the man ahead of them. The troll looked around at his surroundings; he sniffed the air. The group of soldiers peered around them as well but spotted nothing in the immediate vicinity. There was only eerie silence.

Aza let out a bellow and pointed at the sky. Each man shot his head back to see what it was.

“Captain!”

Some distance away was a large silhouette gliding through the night sky. It seemed to glide effortlessly across the stars at a high speed; its wingspan looked imposing even from a distance. It kept a high elevation, but its shadow passed over them all. Corugan watched as it passed.

“I’ve come to bargain, good gentlemen.”

Captain Corugan whirled around at the voice coming from a dense, shadowy area of forest. A woman emerged from the darkness, wearing a boiled leather tunic with long sleeves, and long leggings of the same material. A light layer of chainmail with short sleeves was draped over the leather armor. Her white cape was speckled with black spots and allowed her to blend into her surroundings. A matching layer of fur was tied around her waist. Her face was hidden in the shadow of her deep hood. A longbow was on her back. Even as the men raised their axes and pointed their arrows, she remained motionless.

“Who the hell are you?”

She put up her hands without urgency. “Someone who means you no harm. I merely want that degenerate you’ve captured.”

“You a friend of Tenzeman’s?” The captain chuckled.

“Well, no. In fact, I’ve never met him before. But I’ve read all about him. I know how he fooled your precious Countess. Tenzeman is but a ruse. If you cretins paid any attention to the mainland, you’d know that there’s been a wave of burglaries across northern Jingseh. The man you have is Janno Kltene, and the price on his head is 1400 semo.”

The captain outright laughed now. “When you’re being paid as well as I am, a paltry 1400 semo isn’t much to look at. Still, that’s easily a night’s worth of rounds at the pub. Isn’t it, boys?” The men fed off their captain. They hooted and shouted. “And what’s more, you’re trespassing by any account. Sepu Island is the property of Countess Bara. She'll want to question this scum when she returns. In the meantime, I intend to see him to a cell. Get lost, bounty hunter.”

Now, it was the stranger who laughed, though hers was much softer. Her joke was more private than the captain’s. She lowered her raised hands. “I’m afraid you misunderstood. I’m not leaving without him.”

The captain scoffed. “I’ll give you one thing, girl. You have quite the mouth. Any last jokes?”

The stranger threw off her hood. The captain’s eyes bulged in shock and fury when he saw her shoulder length bright orange hair, brown skin, and green irises. A Yunian. The devious look in her eyes was incongruous with her soft features. “Just the one,” she retorted. “You’re going to die for a paltry 1400 semo.”

The captain raised his bow, the rest of his men following suit. On their shields were the mark of the Jingsehi, namely the Theine dragon. The House that had ruled Jingseh for almost three centuries.

As he took aim, Corugan heard the screech growing steadily louder. He looked up to see the winged shadow growing larger as it descended on them. The Jingsehi troops scattered. Some even threw themselves into the snow to avoid the swooping predator. The captain took cover behind a nearby tree, staying low. Despite it coming so close everyone felt a powerful gust of wind from its wings, the great raptor did not pick off any troops. As it soared back up over the tree line the captain finally recognized it: a Sea Seer.

Its feathers were an icy blue with a white underbelly. Trailing from its head were two scalloped plumes of feathers, with white edges surrounding the black center. They reached to the tip of the great raptor’s tail.

A silhouette leaped off its back and landed in the snow. What appeared to be a cape fluttered in the wind on the back of a human shape. The bright red eye inspected the Jingsehi from beneath a strange helmet shaped like a coal scuttle. Under the lunar light, Corugan saw it rise off its knee.

As he got a better look at the thing’s remarkably broad chest and narrow waist, Corugan became increasingly sure he was not looking at a human. Moonlight reflected off the Kaichin steel plating it wore. The armor covered it from head to toe, somewhat resembling the suits that the elite of Jingseh would wear, though undeniably foreign. Even its neck was protected by a series of plates with just enough space between them to allow for flexibility. Each piece of it, from the pauldrons on the shoulders down to the cuisses that encased the thighs, reflected the moonlight radiantly. The intricate engraving around the edges showed clearly from a distance, if only as small dull spots in the brilliant sheen. The only thing other than armor Corugan could see were parts of the thing’s face—an unnaturally triangular jaw that seemed nearly as smooth as the armor, and that single red eye peering out from the darkness. The hood of a black cloak was fitted over the strange helmet; it fluttered in the wind behind him as he strolled toward the Jingsehi soldiers.

The realization hit the captain in the chest. A golem. A true Yunian golem. An inanimate object brought to life through enchantment. That was the sort of magic that was privy only to the upper echelons of magic users. He spun around with accusation on the tip of his tongue, but the Yunian woman was nowhere to be seen.

“Fire on that golem! Now!”

The Jingsehi bowmen released their arrows, but the golem leaped weightlessly into a tree and began bounding from one to the next. Aza growled, the barbs on his arms growing larger. With a swing of his arm, more than a dozen poison needles were released. He let out a frustrated roar as every one of them thudded into bark where the golem had been. As Captain Corugan tracked the golem through the trees, he realized it was searching for an opening.

As another Jingsehi soldier took aim with his bow, an arrow went through the back of his neck. Blood spurted from his mouth as he collapsed to the ground. Another soldier clutched his lower back where another arrow struck and screamed in agony.

That Yunian bitch! Corugan and the remainder spread out to take cover behind the urich trees. They needed to find her before she could pick off any more men. The captain looked back at the golem.

The enchanted puppet clung to one of the taller trees with just its legs and one arm. Seeing the soldiers spread out, the golem seized the advantage. It leaped down to a tree that a soldier crouched behind and rammed its spiked elbow down into a soldier’s face. It went to another tree and drove its pointed metallic fingers into a Jingsehi’s neck. It proceeded to pick them off like this, one by one.

“Aza, take him!” Corugan commanded.

The captain went off into the woods with five other men. A survivor of the Hollow Wars, he was determined not to die here on a security job. No, he would see it through.

Aza threw Janno aside. The captive dropped limply into the crimson snow. The forest troll charged; its metal-studded club raised. The golem had just ripped out another Jingsehi throat when it turned to the source of the footsteps thudding toward it. The golem bounded backward as Aza brought his weapon down on the creature with all his might.

A couple metal shards tore through the hood of its cloak on the way by before the club hit the ground. The force of it splashed crimson snow and dirt up into the air all around them. The forest troll towered over his foe, beating his chest with his free hand while grunting loudly.

The crimson eye enlarged, taking in the scope of the new foe. The golem held its dripping, clawed fingers out to the either side, then charged at the troll, its cloak fluttering in the wind behind it. Aza swung his massive club, but the golem dived underneath, sliding in the snow. The kaichin claws dug deep into both his ankles as it slid between them.

Aza spun around and swatted the spot behind him, but the golem had already scrambled onto his scaly back before he could finish turning. Swipe after swipe, the claws sent scraps of flesh flying while Aza flailed around helplessly, bellowing at the sky. The golem reached around and raked its hand over the troll’s face.

The forest troll grabbed the wrist in front of him and swung the creature into a tree like a ragdoll. The blow made a loud screech as the hard metal scraped against the wood; it shook snow loose from the branches and left a large crack in the bark. The golem returned to its feet; its shoulder plate dented. Aza awaited another attack while drawing ragged breaths; legs that had once resembled sturdy tree trunks now swayed like thin branches in the wind. Blood trickled down his shoulders and back.

The golem clenched its metal hands into fists and crossed its forearms in front of itself. From the vambrace plate on the forearms extended nearly meter long blades with serrated edges. Aza let out a defiant roar and the golem charged once again.

This time, the troll swiped out with its arms. Resorting to the barbs was an act of desperation against an opponent protected entirely with kaichin steel. The only vulnerable section was the golem eye—the source of the enchantment. The golem easily protected it with raised arms. Needles dinged against the blades and the armor plating before falling harmlessly into the snow. Aza raised his club, but the golem closed the distance too quickly. Just as Aza pulled the heavy weapon back, the golem’s jagged blades were plunged into the troll’s wide chest.

Aza hacked, bloodied spittle raining down onto the golem’s helmet. The behemoth took hold of his enemy’s shoulders in one final desperate bid for victory before toppling backward.

***
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CAPTAIN CORUGAN AND the other troops ventured into the dark forest, staying low and taking cover where it was available. He had ordered his men to spread out. Best not to be clumped all together, he had told them in a half whisper. A solid group makes for an easier target, and we stand a better chance of finding her if we cover more ground. If anyone sees anything, signal the rest of us. They stayed close enough to keep track of the rest of the group, but just barely. So far there no one had seen her or even her tracks. 

As Corugan moved low through the trees, he now wondered whether he had made the right call or if the bounty hunter might seize the opportunity to take them out individually like the golem had. She could follow our tracks just as easily. He shook off the thought; there was no time for second guessing. 

Suddenly, he heard a high-pitched whistling in the distance. He gave the warning signal they’d agreed upon; an arrow fired straight up into a treetop, causing snow to rain down. It was a mostly silent, yet obvious message to halt and find cover. Corugan leaned against a tree and listened for the sound again, looking around to make sure she wasn’t coming from the side he was on. He heard the sound come again on the wind, growing louder. A sweet, yet ominous melody. There was no sign of where it came from. It seemed to come from all sides. A twinkle to his right caught the captain’s eye. “To the west!” He called to alert his men.

The Yunian woman came to them with her bow on her back. The source of the melody was the ocarina she held to her lips. It was round and made of purple ceramic. As she went on playing, a red glow was cast from its twelve holes. Corugan stared in bewilderment; he’d never seen magic like this. He called for the bowmen to take aim. Her eyes remained shut, showing no concern for her impending death.

Captain Corugan called out the order to fire, but sound was suppressed as if he were underwater. He screamed in agony; his head felt like a buzzing nest of angry wasps, all of them stinging. He looked around at two of his men crouched behind trees to either side of him. They made their own futile attempts to shout something to him, their faces cringing in pain. Slowly, he turned back to the bounty hunter. The Yunian woman had put away her ocarina and took up her longbow. Corugan watched helplessly as her arrows found the heads of his men. She began to run to the side to flank the others. Corugan couldn’t see the rest, but he heard more arrows hitting skulls with heavy, wet thunks.

Corugan tried to aim his own bow. The rattling in his head made it impossible to focus. He managed to fire a single arrow in the woman’s general direction; he knew it wouldn’t even come close, but he had to try. One by one, his men went down. When he was the last man standing, the pain subsided, and the captain collapsed into the snow. His head felt clearer, but he was still delirious. He got to his knees. The forest was calm again. His men lay scattered around him, motionless in the snow. The captain looked up as sound of crunching footsteps broke the silence; the Yunian woman stopped just a meter away. She raised her bow again, and Corugan found himself looking at the end of an arrow pointing directly at his forehead.

***
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YUBIRA STEPPED PAST the bodies through the red stained snow. She found the golem standing beside the fallen troll. She took note of his crumpled shoulder.

“I guess you’re losing your touch, Flamma.”

The golem followed her gaze and noticed the ruined pauldron, then turned back to Yubira and replied in a voice that seemed eerily farther than it was. “Aye, but you’ve forgotten one thing, milady.”

“Oh, and what’s that?”

Flamma gestured to the fallen forest troll. “I had to best that one.”

“Alright then. The next time we come across a troll, you leave it to me. I’ll make shorter work of it than you did. Bet?”

Flamma was ready to retort, but turned when he heard the beckoning call of the Sea Seer as it came down from the skies. Its talons sunk gently into the frozen ground. Perched on the ground, the raptor stood even taller than the forest troll had. Despite its threatening hooked beak, its eyes were inquisitive.

A second rider leaped off its back just before it flew off again; its great wings picking up snow as they flapped. This time it was a man. He wore a wool tunic and leather armor made from the hide of the legendary voyager whale. Kaichin gauntlets were on his wrists. His cloak was wrapped around his shoulders and hung to one side.  

His face was a cornflower blue with spots of dark blue scales on his cheeks and around his steel gray eyes. He smiled amicably from underneath a conical straw hat, his lips the same pale blue as his skin. Above them sat a thin, hay-colored mustache. 

“You two did a fine job, I must say,” the Daijo warrior greeted. Across Avah his people were known as the People of the Sea, for this is where they spent most of their lives. Sailing from one continent to another, never staying long on dry land. It was rare to see an entire ship of Daijo coming to port. Instead, a few, or even one at a time would ride to land on the back of beasts. In his case, a Sea Seer. “And how’s Janno?”

Yubira inspected the pale Jingsehi. She lifted an eyelid. They were bloodshot, but the pupils were still visible.

“I can treat the toxins, but that wasn’t in my contract. I’m afraid that’ll cost you extra, stranger.”

“That won’t be a problem.”

The Daijo warrior tossed her a sack of coin. Yubira felt its weight. It had to be 3000 semo, maybe more. She knew better, but the itch was too great. She had to ask.

“You’re paying more than what he’s worth to keep him alive. Why do you give a shit about some bottom feeding thief?”

“Well, since we’re doing business, I suppose I should be forthcoming. My name, bounty hunter, is Karuwa Pike. I intend to hire Janno here as well. I believe we can help each other. The Sea brought us together for this moment.”

Yubira chuckled and walked away. Flamma turned to watch her. She came to the satchel bag that Janno had carried and peeked inside. Pleased with the treasures within, she threw the bag over her shoulder.

“The Sea, huh? You Daijo are something else.”

“The Sea is a force of her own,” Karuwa replied. He wasn’t fazed by her snide tone. “She can batter Avah as she pleases. Vah Himself can’t control Her. You could say the Sea brought you into my employ.”

Yubira was caught on that claim of Vah Himself being subjugated. It was blasphemy, to be sure, something the Daijo hadn’t dared do in many a Centenary. Not since they’d been bested by the Yunian people. “You play with fire, Karuwa. Prime Overseer Valsora comes down hard on that type of talk.”

The strange man smiled. “I honor the Pact of Ram. Not the Prime Overseer.”

“Ram, ay? You Daijo have a lot of gall, honoring the words of a dead guy above those of the Prime Overseer. A dead Sebelian at that. In any case, does the Sea have any more jobs in mind?”

“Yes. The next job I have in mind is bigger than this one. You’d be compensated quite handsomely. Are you interested?”

Yubira exchanged glances with Flamma. The golem shrugged.  “Ok, we’re in. I still want an island of my own someday. So where exactly is your next gig?”

Karuwa dug around a small purse he kept at his hip. He retrieved a folded piece of paper. “Rutma has come, and us along with it. We’ll strike as the winter does.”

Yubira unfolded the paper and saw a map. She always enjoyed scoping out a land mass. Knowing the topography was just as vital as her skills with a bow. Smoothing it out, she received a shock. This Karuwa gets stranger and stranger by the minute. But as long the semo is there, I’m all in. Displayed on the map was the continent of Sebel.
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​Chapter 2
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Diamante Prefecture, Sebel

What a fine day, the Ilean warrior thought. He stood on the shoreline, gazing off into the horizon. The sun was largely hidden by dark gray clouds. They moved in slow motion, like whales in the deep. It was early into Rutma, but a pleasantly cold wind blessed the man’s dark blue skin. Ritual tattoos were all along his neck, jaw, and beneath his eyes. His scalp was covered by a fur hood made from the top of a black wolf’s head, the upper jaw jutting out over his brow; the rest of the hide was fashioned into a cape that hung over his shoulders. He wore a tan leather coat down to his ankles. The infamous intricately plated armor covered his chest and stomach in maple brown. A cherrywood sheath housed his Accursed Stone sword. The emblem of the Harmonious Union—an arrow crossed with a lightning bolt—was on his belt buckle.

A military man most of his life, he enjoyed the serenity of early Rutma. Ilea was a land known largely for its darkness. For three seasons, the continent was plagued with bitter cold and an absent sun. The Ilean people were the masters of their land, a people forged from the brutality of their surroundings. Their undying loyalty to Prime Overseer Valsora was deeply ingrained as well. Valsora was the renowned Ilean who’d brought peace to Avah.

For decades, the Hollow Wars had raged. Yuna and Jingseh repeatedly clashed for the Nameless Continent. The prize was atop a mountain within the heart of the land mass: Xannon City. A city left behind by a long-dead civilization who were said to have wielded the most powerful magic and technology ever known. At that time, Sebel was an insignificant land of savages; most of Avah had not even heard of the People of the Stone. Ilea had stood on the sidelines for cycles, but they, too, coveted the great forgotten city. They were a people feared across the continents, but relative to the other continents, they were few in number. Despite this, Valsora had risen from a local warlord priest to titan at the Hollow War’s end.

The Ilean warrior took in a refreshing breath of that early morning sea air. He enjoyed the call of gulls and the roar of the surf. If it were any other occasion, he’d have his boots off and his bare blue toes in the sand. But I know better. Peace has always been a fanciful notion.

Ileans were not accustomed to peace or leisure. They came from a land where getting lost meant freezing to death. Some called Ilea the Accursed Land. He loved it all the same. They were a proud and unconquered people. The Jingsehi had invaded late into the Hollow Wars, and they’d never got more than a kilometer from the shoreline. The Ilean legacy was built on bloodshed. Even now, in this moment of tranquility, the Ilean warrior envisioned a field of bodies around him. His coat fluttered about over crimson stained sand. Such were the sights before these two decades of peace.

“Head Commander Siah Fiske. My, my, it’s been many a cycle.”

Fiske focused on the figures approaching from the trees. They stepped onto the sand without hesitation.

“Ah, Asum of Diamante. It is good to see you.”

The old Sebelian wore a red tabard over a large tan tunic. Cold notwithstanding, his gray feet were bare. In his hand was a wooden staff with the signature floating sphere of kymir crystal carried by the Asum of every Sebelian prefecture. Fiske was entranced by it for a moment. Sebel’s greatest resource, coveted by all of Avah. He glanced into the woods and noticed a handful of Mystic Order apprentices. He saw them lurking behind trees and perched on branches. Fiske grinned openly at them. An amusing attempt at stealth.

“I count at least a dozen, Asum. Are we ruffled before it even starts?”

The Asum blinked at him in surprise, clearly caught off guard by the Ilean’s candor. The old Sebelian cleared his throat.

“We have customs that cannot be ignored. We fought to free ourselves from foreign powers. No one can arrive on our shores without a proper greeting. But you’ve had your soldiers on our land already. That much I know.”

Fiske put his hands up defensively, though the fact that his eyes were the same golden color as the wolf’s did not help him. The implication was all too fitting.

“I apologize, Asum. Prime Overseer Valsora gave his orders, and I must obey. Unfortunately, he feels Sebel has given him reason. I’m willing to believe you have information for me.”

The Asum of Diamante didn’t speak for a moment. It was clear something else was on his tongue. Something he dared not say out in the open. He spoke at last:

“Come. This abrupt intrusion will be forgiven this time.”

***
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FISKE AND THE ASUM strode through Diamante Shrine. He’d been here twenty cycles ago with this very man. They’d discussed the end of the war and all it meant. Some would say a new Avah was forged that day. Around him stood granite towers of various heights with unique markings in the old Sebelian tongue. Tall tales and tedious history, Fiske mused. He basked in the sensation of the soft green grass, even through the leather of his boots. He was used to more unforgiving terrain. As they walked, he couldn’t help but notice the apprentices peeking at him from behind granite towers. A few pretended to train with weapons or chisel new work.

The Asum of Diamante stopped in front of the Sovereign House and turned to face Fiske. The wind blew in hard, causing their cape and tabard to flutter respectively. Then the Ilean realized the Asum of Diamante was staring at his wolf head hood. The old man couldn’t seem to take his eyes off it.

“You must lower your hood. An emblem of death cannot be within the Sovereign House.”

Fiske grabbed the hood by its fangs and lowered it back. His bald head and neck were marked with Ilean ritual tattoos. The Asum’s gaze still didn’t waver; he now stared inscrutably at the markings.

“Shall I place it back on?”

“No.” The Asum of Diamante tapped his staff on the grass. “You may enter.”

Within the Sovereign House and its immaculate smooth stone flooring, an enormous fire pit was lit; it provided the only light on such an overcast day. As they entered, the apprentices departed out of sight without command. Despite being an outsider, Siah Fiske was a Head Commander in the Expeditionary League. Military matters demanded confidentiality unless the treaty was otherwise breached. The fire’s warmth was heavenly, the feeling felt almost alien to him at times. He rested a black-gloved hand on the stone, taking it in.

“You’ve heard the whispers, haven’t you, Asum?”

“Even way out here, word travels, Head Commander Fiske.” The elder Sebelian answered.

“I respect the people of Sebel. Remember, I’m old enough to have seen the many failed rebellions against the Jingsehi occupation. Despite insurmountable odds, your people never submitted to tyranny. Generations came and went before freeing an entire continent from the Jingseh’s grip. Vah’s Blessed Gem in the South, that’s what the Prime Overseer calls this land.”

“Thank you.” The Asum folded his hand and gazed dubiously at Fiske. He knew the commander did not come all this way for flattery.

“However, I’m afraid these are very different times. You know as well as I do that the Hollow Wars is something many do not wish to repeat. Therefore, the treaty and all its stipulations must stand. There are insurrections stirring up along the eastern shore of Jingseh. I believe you’ve heard the tales of this Dagarah-sa. Followers of this false god have taken shelter on your lands.”

“What business is that of ours?”

“Don’t be naïve. The Seven Tenets of the Union of Harmony called for an end to the aggression on the terms that all customs would be respected. If rebels reside within your lands, they must be expelled. You cannot harbor them. They’ve also broken a sacred decree: worship only Vah.”

“And if any men refuse?”

“That would be unfortunate,” Fiske replied. He stepped away from the Asum, coming around the side of the firepit. The Ilean warrior gazed above, watching the smoke travel up the stone chimney. “Complications are the last thing Prime Overseer Valsora wants. Your refusal would send a message of ill will to King Theine. I can’t hold back the Dragon of the East and all his people. If a single one of them sets foot on your land and you retaliate, Sebel and Jingseh are at war once more. It’s my job to prevent that by order of the Prime Overseer.”

Fiske reached into his coat and retrieved a scroll. He handed it to the Asum. The old man took it and read it carefully, line by line. He watched as the clear skepticism on the Asum’s face slowly melted into incredulity. He slowly lowered the scroll with a wide-eyed grimace. Fiske couldn’t help but feel a hint of personal satisfaction. He could practically see the old man‘s urge to chuck the orders into the fire pit. Nonetheless, the Asum kept his composure.

“We are not hunters of men. We are proud warriors.”

“Your warriors are obligated by contract, Asum. They were paid handsomely and signed over two decades ago. You aren’t being singled out. Across the continents, we have Expeditionary League members. Active and not. However, you let the filth into your lands. Now it must be purged. Per contract, it must be done by Sebelian hands. Mind you, this document has been signed by both Prime Overseer Valsora, King Theine the III, and the Northern Guild. They would all find you in contempt, should you refuse.”

The Asum of Diamante glowered at the commander, his knuckles turning white and hands trembling in anger as they clenched his staff. His dark brown eyes were full of ferocity. Despite it all, the Asum of Diamante bowed his head.

“We will carry out these orders. Regarding this investigation, just how many do you plan on interrogating?”

Fiske put his arms behind his back, coming close to the revered leader. He lay a hand on the warm stone; he felt the heat building in his palm, but he did not budge. His golden eyes met the Asum’s.

“That depends, my dear Asum. Quite a few questions must be answered. Namely, how is it that a false god could so suddenly plant roots in Jingseh, Yuna, and now even Sebel? We know the Daijo curs are involved, but it goes beyond that.”

“The People of the Sea refused to stop worshipping their gods long before the Hollow Wars. Why is that significant?”

“Because of the coalition’s newest member: your Asum Ram. In fact, as you’ve surely heard by now, there is a rumor of a Pact of Ram. Scum across multiple continents spread not only false gods, but dissent. They oppose the Harmonious Union itself. Jingsehi and Yunian merchants have been raided. Call it farfetched, but could there possibly be followers of this Asum Ram conspiring with these criminals?”

“That is a ludicrous assumption! The Asum of Ram is a hero among our people. We would never slander his name by using it as a moniker for plunder!”

The fierce retort was a relief for Fiske. “I will oversee the headhunting. Then I have business to attend to in the east. This is the price of peace, Asum. Rejoice, and thank Vah.”

***
[image: ]


LORINGA KING MARCHED into Diamante prefecture with a trio of hara behind her. Atty rode out in front, followed by Unma and Sadi. Each of the young Sebelians carried a pike taller than themselves. Mounted on top of each were severed Jingsehi heads. The remainder were stowed away in the Ilean’s saddlebag.

They marched through the grassland first, bringing a game of keep-away to a halt. The very boys and girls Atty and Sadi had played with earlier watched in stunned silence as they rode past in their macabre procession. The Sowell children kept their eyes forward. Blood dripped down the pike’s haft; Atty’s stomach lurched as it pooled in her enclosed fist. There was nothing she could do but accept it.

Up ahead were the cornfields. They passed the paddock where the hara were being fed. The sight of Marrow, the three-eyed tundra cat ridden by the tall Ilean, sent most hara into a panic. Farmhands in the cornfields on the other side of the street paused their work, dropping their baskets in utter shock at the sight passing before them. The golden fields of corn had always been a place of peace for Atty; she felt as if she brought defilement to this place that had been so sacred to her. No Sebelian they passed spoke a word to them, only a few furtive whispers; Atty could not tell where they came from nor what was said.

They passed the cornfields and rode on to the fields of grass beyond. The landscape was spotted by large tear trees. Loringa stopped beneath one of the trees, enjoying the shade even though the day hardly called for it. The air was cool and humid; thunder rumbled softly from the dark clouds above.

As they waited in silence, the murmurs grew louder. Atty saw the people of Diamante approaching from every angle. Dead crescent leaves blew about as they arrived. On a day not so grim—and with less threatening weather—such an open area would often serve as a gathering spot for target practice or a shared meal. Atty had spent countless days training Sadi in this very field, just as her father had done for her.

The Ilean gazed up at the sky, displaying the tattoos that ran from her jaw to her throat more clearly—parallel black lines separated by tiny dots. She drew in a long breath.

“Ah, this place hasn’t changed a bit. I’ve always admired the simplicity of the Midlands. You'd be amazed at how similar Daimo is in Ilea, though it is much shorter.”

Atty didn't know how to respond. After being strongarmed by the Ilean wraith, the last thing she expected was casual conversation. The surrounding crowd grew and grew, including the visiting Aska apprentices. They, too, held back.

Atty fought her wayward stomach and attempted to match the woman’s casual demeanor, “I heard tales that you Ileans are the greatest fighters on Avah. And that your abilities come from devouring a wolf heart.”

Sadi elbowed her in the ribs while Unma gave her a cross look. Atty ignored both. Loringa didn't seem to hear her at first. Her head turned as she examined the crowd.

“Surely you have an idea how tales spread across Avah's waters. Just know that not everything you hear from the local drunks hold true.” Loringa King looked back at Atty. “Every tattoo upon my body was earned. Each a dead warrior at my feet. Such is the Ilean way.”

“Loringa King!”

The conversation was cut short by a small group forcing their way through the gathered audience. Chieftain Palkan emerged at the forefront, followed by his wife Arma, Sahaeet, and Besma. These four got closer than anyone, and Palkan stood only meters from the Ilean warrior.

“Chieftain Palkan Sowell. It’s been so very long.”

“Enough with your pleasantries! You dare drag my children into this!”

Loringa gave him a derisive smirk and turned back to the three young Sebelians. She curled her pointer finger to beckon them toward her. Once all seven were gathered around where they could see, the Ilean took her saddlebag from her mount and dumped the remaining heads on the ground. They rolled in every direction, one stopping at Palkan’s yinmar skin moccasins. The chieftain stared in horror into the eyes of Etzel, the Jingsehi he had spoken with and fed not so long ago; shock and anger still plain on the outsider’s face. He managed to tear them away when the guest spoke.

“You brought this upon yourself by giving aid to these runaways. Did you think no one would ever come looking for them?”

“Slaves of the Jingsehi are free in Sebel.”

“Unless they’re deserters, Palkan of Diamante. Even among your people, deserters are not given quarter. Am I wrong?”

“No. we do not.” Palkan’s jaw was clenched; his eyes glaring indignantly at the Ilean woman. “Do not take me for a fool, she-wolf! It has been decades. You did not come all this way just for some runaway slaves.”

Loringa leaped off her tundra cat; her long legs did not have to travel far to the ground. The big cat’s three-eyed gaze was locked onto the chieftain. Loringa sauntered calmly toward Palkan; she looked down at him, nearly a head taller. The wind came in, exposing the sheath on her waist. Atty was petrified, sure that the wraith would draw her sword for his slander. Loringa smirked.

“You are as clever as they say. And just as bold. I see how you came out of the Nameless Continent alive. If you’d stayed in the capital, you probably could’ve made some decent money. You seem to have a habit of poor decisions.” she glanced at the severed heads then back again. “The Prime Overseer is invoking Sebel’s contract. A platoon is to be assembled of Expeditionary League members and volunteers—if any have the integrity to step forward.”

Palkan took a moment to process what he'd just heard. Murmurs broke out among the
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