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​Magic is said to be as timeless as the rivers and mountains of Avah Herself. As destructive as fire and as gentle as a flowing creek, enchantment is a double-edged sword across all continents. Each nation wields its own unique arsenal of spells, rituals, and sacred rites. Yet nothing can be obtained without a price.

I trudged onward with my studies throughout the cycle of Age 988. Each cadet sought glory for their own reasons, even if they didn’t admit it to themselves. As we all struggled to find our footing, I had no idea something hideous and hungry waited in the darkness. A being perhaps as old as magic itself, and with a terrible power to match...
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The wilds of Naaman prefecture, Trial of the Lake (illustrated by Kissa Maraña)
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​Prologue
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Age 985 ~Naaman prefecture - western edge of the Midland Forest

The small rubber ball rolled among the undergrowth like a mischievous and evasive rodent, stopping against the raised roots of a weeping tree. Following close behind, a small boy stopped and peered furtively between a clump of tall bushes. His pants had a hole that exposed his right knee, and his tunic was filthy. His black curly hair was a mess. The boy approached cautiously. His bare feet slid through dry leaves and stopped just short of reclaiming his ball.

Most of the forest remained encased in shadow, with very little warming sunlight peeking through its thick canopy. Despite the darkness, the boy’s sharp eyes spotted a few dead leaves suspended in an intricate and enormous spider web dead ahead. Another few steps and he would have walked straight into it. The web expanded across the space between several weeping trees. Among the leaves were various cocooned animals; most were midland peckers. The unfortunate birds had likely pursued insects right into the trap.

The boy spotted an animal well over double his size caught in the sticky silk. A strider deer stood motionless on its brown and white striped hind legs. Its forelimbs and head were covered in layers of webbing. Its beautiful chestnut antlers had only tangled further as it thrashed about, hastening its inevitable demise.

The boy had never seen such a troubling sight in his seven cycles. He couldn’t tear his eyes from it as he backed away slowly. The strider deer's mummified head gave a sudden twitch. Whether it had smelled or heard him, the boy’s presence had sent the deer into a fresh panic. It kicked about with its hind legs, throwing up dirt and leaves. The restraints only stretched and contracted with the motion for all its writhing. The network was so vastly interconnected that weeping trees several meters away were disturbed, shaking more dead leaves from the branches. Something moving in the treetops made it clear that the leaves weren’t the only things that had been disturbed.

Descending from the branches like a marionette was the web’s designer. The giant spider came down on top of the strider deer and sank long fangs into its shoulder, injecting it with paralyzing venom. The deer’s wild kicks subsided as the spider worked to encase its prey in a full cocoon. The boy turned to run, only to come face to face with another giant spider rappelling down from the treetops. It blocked the main path, leaving the boy fenced in, surrounded by thickets with a web glued between the trees.

The boy drew a kymir dagger but didn't feel empowered. The Kumospigea drew itself up on legs half again as long as an adult Sebelian. Its smooth, black-and-yellow- striped body glinted in the spotlight from a gap in the trees. The fangs at the end of its massive chelicerae were dripping venom, forming a small puddle at the boy’s feet. Four shimmering blue eyes of various sizes stared hungrily at him.

The Sebelian boy trembled under the thing’s fearsome gaze. It spread its four front limbs out to either side. The only way out was forward into the spider's bristle-covered maw. He nearly soiled himself as he struggled to steady the kymir dagger. Still, he couldn't just sit back and allow himself to become a morsel. The boy realized he had no other options. His voice cracked with a feeble yell as he charged at his foe.

A kymir spear burst through the arachnid’s head. Green blood splashed the boy, and the eight-legged invertebrate spasmed with the throes of death. The boy avoided the flailing legs as the giant spider toppled to the forest floor. Rapidly approaching from behind was his sister, Mika. Her long, feathered braids hung across the top of her reptile-skin shoulder pads. She wore a short-sleeved tunic with black swirls and small diamond shapes along the seams, exposing her midriff. A knot held her skirt off the ground, and a blue sash tied around her waist. She placed a shoeless foot on the back of the spider’s bulbous abdomen and wrenched the spear free, releasing a geyser of green blood. The movement finally ceased altogether.

“I told you to stay close, Tabi!” she roared. For just thirteen cycles old, her vitriol was enough to stun the most hardened Sebelian warrior.

“Sorry, Mika. I’m sorry! I was just practicin’ my keep away and—”

“For what? You’ve seen where we live, right? There’s no one to play with, Tabi! There’s no Vah damn excuse!”

Her thunderous yelling rattled her younger brother. He hung his head in shame. “I know, Mika. I’ll just wait until you get back next time. The hunt is what matters.”

Mika ruffled the boy’s hair. “I didn’t catch anything anyway, so it looks like mushrooms again tonight.”

“That’s fine! I know where to get some as well! Just fifty paces or so back!” Tabi exclaimed.

Mika couldn’t stay angry at him for long. Much to her brother’s surprise, she suddenly wrapped her arms around him, realizing how worried she’d been about him just a moment ago. She silently chastised herself for taking out her frustrations on him.

The afternoon sun was barely visible, with only a few rays piercing through the canopy and Kumospigea webs. There was no room for farming with so many large, old trees, and most of the shrub berries were poisonous, pink, and yellow-red. A painful death by uncontrollable defecation came from the former, while a paralyzing muscle toxin came from the latter. Game was hard to find, and there were few safe places to sleep. Baramuttos dominated the areas that Kumospigea enclaves hadn’t carved out.

On top of that, avoiding the other Sebelians here was wise. The Clanless roamed freely. They were the Sebelians who’d been cast out of their original prefectures for unforgivable sins at the decree of the local Asum. Just as common were the diseased. Mika had been born here in the armpit of Sebel. All her life was stuck in this hell, and she had been left alone for the last few cycles to look after Tabi.

“Glad you kept a sharp eye out,” Mika said. She wiped her eyes before letting him go.

“Course. We should get going before it gets late.”

Tabi headed off, but Mika stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll grab your ball.”

The boy shook his head. “It’s okay, Mika. Let’s just go.”

“Nonsense. We’ve never left it behind.”

Mika lifted her spear, fresh green blood still dripping from the tip. There were several Kumospigea eyeing them in the surrounding trees, but seeing even one of their kind go down was enough to keep them back. Had they been hungrier, they may well have risked it, but the Naaman forests kept them well-fed. Nearly everything that walked or flew through here became a meal if it wasn’t on guard.

Mika had seen enough of these spiders to know not to press her luck. Female Kumospigea were more than twice the size of males and far more aggressive. A spear wouldn't be enough to end that fight.

She sidestepped web traps and never kept her eyes in one place for long. She came to the small rubber ball. It was a trinket from her childhood, now passed to her brother. Alongside the spear, it was also all they had left of their parents. Mika back-kicked the ball. Her shot scattered leaves.

“Got it?” she asked.

“Mika!”

The older sister whirled around at her brother's panicked cries. Her heartbeat went into wild bursts as she realized a hooded figure had snuck up on them. They stood close behind Tabi with a large kymir dagger held to the artery in his neck. She couldn’t help but take note of the culprit’s unusual gloves. They were of fine brown leather and had metal studs along the knuckles. Mika stepped forward without thinking, and the blade was pressed tighter against her brother’s skin.

“Let him go, Vah damn it!” Mika demanded.

The hooded figure said nothing for a moment. The dark blue cloak, covered with black swirls and dark red trim, concealed the person’s face, especially in the shadow of the overhanging branches.

“Sure, I'll let him go. On one condition,” the stranger said at last.

Mika was flabbergasted. The voice belonged to an older woman. She suddenly noticed the woman’s feminine build and slender shoulders. It didn’t change the situation.

“What's your price? I have no coin to trade with and no food to speak of.”

The stranger scoffed. “Do I look like a beggar, stupid girl? What I demand of you is a task. You see, I’ve lost a rather important personal item—about sixty paces into the thicket. A saddlebag of strider deer hide. Comfortable leather strap as well. Can't miss it. Upon recovering my property, I'll let this worm go.”

“How do I know you’ll keep your word?”

“Better question is, what’s your alternative? Do you think you can reach me before I spill his blood? I'm fine with whatever choice you make. Just don't keep me waiting. If I get tired, my hand just might slip.”

Mika looked back the way she’d come. The webs turned the forest into a maze. The wrong turn landed one into a silk trap large enough to hold dozens of men. She'd seen the uninitiated make that fatal mistake. The deeper she went, the more aggressive the Kumospigea would become. The outer edge of their territory was defensible; heading farther in was a death wish. Mika contemplated as she looked at the tree line.

The sun was already dipping. She had maybe two hours before nightfall. That was surely more than enough time for sixty paces. The question was how much time would be lost to fighting. Night in Kumospigea territory was suicide.

Mika jolted as something heavy landed near her feet. She saw a large kaichin steel machete among the leaf litter. The broad blade was the very same Jingsehi soldiers had used in days long past. Mika glanced at the stranger. 

“Go on, take it. It’s no trick. You might want to hurry.”

Mika picked up the blade and tucked it into her waist sash. Tabi's eyes were red with tears. She held back her own tears as her own helplessness filled her with rage.

“I'll be back for you, Tabi. I swear it.”
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