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Yinmar (illustrated by Hendyoga)

There was, oh what there was in the oldest of days and ages and times across the world known as Avah. There are vast oceans and six continents. Though they once thrived, the Hollow Wars threw everything into chaos. One man, wise as he was fierce, rose to bind the broken nations together. Hailing from the northern-most continent of Ilea, this man was granted the title of Prime Overseer. Under his tutelage, the Hollow Wars were finally brought to an end. At the price of gallons of blood and weeks of negotiation, the Harmonious Union was born—a binding agreement that brought all four nations together in a new era of peace and cooperation. But no peace is everlasting.

The various ancient scriptures of Vah have spoken of a great unraveling. Something that will be felt across all the continents and beyond. The end was spoken of only in whispers, but all knew it would someday make itself known as clearly as a blade to the throat. 

The prophecy finally began to rear its head in Age 995, post Xannon dynasty, on the Southern continent of Sebel. The spring and summer months went by peacefully, with no signs of looming disaster. The sun rose to warm each day and washed away the darkness, signaling that all was well. The people of Sebel had no idea that the seed of their destruction was quietly blooming in its warm light.
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I:

Invocation
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Chapter 1 
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Diamante Prefecture, Sebel

Young Athaliah Sowell awoke with a jolt. For a long moment, she lay motionless in the pitch black. She didn’t dare stir until she was sure the nightmare was over. When her eyes finally adjusted to the dark, she slowly sat up beneath her fur blankets. Her ears picked up her younger brother’s snoring, crickets chirping in the night air; it appeared all was as it should be. She moved to stand and froze at a small rustling from the other side of the thin wall that separated the children from their parents. She listened a while longer before rising to her feet and quietly exiting the yurt.

She stepped outside the family home, the rush of night air chilling her to the bone. The yurt was made from the same material as much of Athaliah’s clothes: yinmar skin and fur. It was propped up by the bones of the massive herd animal. 

A thin arc of moon shone in the sky. It provided just enough soft light for her work. 

She shed her nightgown for trousers and a soft peach tunic hanging on a laundry rack at the side of the yurt. She wrapped the traditional dark blue sash around her waist, a sign of their devotion to their holy Vah above. Once dressed, she came to a patch of dirt encircled by reed baskets, each with a different dry ingredient. A cool night breeze passed, giving her a shiver. The thin tear tree that rose above their home had lost a few of its crescent leaves. The first day of Daimo is here. She suddenly forgot her nightmare and felt as if this were the real reason that she was awake so early this morning.

Athaliah minded her footing, avoiding the scattered mess of yellow and orange for fear that a single crunch might awaken her parents. She sat on her haunches at the firepit in the center of their campsite. She’d already collected the necessary firewood hours ago. In her left hand, she held a diamond-shaped crimson gem. In the other was a smaller stone, its edges streamlined. She struck the stone along the gem, sending a spectacle of sparks onto the kindling. Seconds later, the fire engulfed the pointed stack of wood. Athaliah secured the flintstone and gem in a satchel on her waist. The kymir shard she carried was Sebel’s most precious resource. When finely carved and heated, kymir became extraordinarily powerful spear tips and arrowheads; they never dulled and could pierce anything from stone to kaichin steel. The flames warmed her cheeks, but there was no time to enjoy them; she had to make use of it before it was past its peak. She placed a pot with an extended handle over the fire, filled to the brim with water. Next, she went to one of the reed baskets and removed the lid. The coffee grains inside had a heavenly odor. She used a stone bowl to scoop out a large portion and again used her flint. The grinding was tiresome work, but she was patient, moving the flint in a circular pattern around the bowl until the coffee beans were a fine powder. By the time she finished, the star-studded sky was a smear of orange and purple. 

“Atty, you’re up?”

Athaliah’s father emerged from their home, meticulously wrapping his untamed curls with a long strip of blue cloth, which marked him as the chieftain of Diamante prefecture. He wore a long-sleeve tunic identical to Atty’s, but with baggier trousers. “Morning, Da. Look!” Athaliah presented the bowl. 

Her father towered over her, looking down at her with a stern gaze. He took the bowl in hand, sifting the ground coffee grain within. Athaliah waited in silence, her dark brown eyes staring hopefully up at his. “If it tastes as good as it smells, then ya did a fine job, Atty. Don’t forget the—”

“Sugar, Da, I know,” Atty insisted.

After she poured their cups, father and daughter sat together beside the firepit. Athaliah was confident about her work, but the same could not be said about the question that she was currently working around her mouth. Her father didn’t give her a chance to spit it out. “So, is this the part where you ask to go on the hunt instead of help with the harvest?”

Atty couldn’t meet his gaze. “I think I’m ready, Da.”

“Ready, huh? Ain’t that rich. I heard ya couldn’t get through a week on the plot without a squabble. Ya decked Besma’s boy, and on his first day no less.”

“Da, I didn’t start that. He—”

“Poked fun at you?”

Atty felt a whirl of embarrassment. Labor had never bothered her. She had always been taught it was necessary to prove oneself. And yet, no matter how hard she toiled, it never seemed to make a difference with the other boys and girls her age. She could never work away the title that she’d carried since she was a child. As children, they had hurled the name at her directly; as they’d aged, it was whispered behind her back, but it never failed to make her blood boil. 

“Yes, Da. Mudskin was the name.”

“Atty, we need all hands on deck for this harvest. Let the other clans do their work so you can do yours.”

Athaliah sipped her coffee and stared dejectedly into the flames. “Yes, Da.”

“Atty, look at me.” 

The daughter did as commanded. He put a hand on her chin. The rough skin on his hand made the touch no less comforting.

“There will be other hunts, but we’re shorthanded right now. It’s not just the family that needs you, it’s the whole prefecture. Even Besma and his little shit of a son. Remember, Atty, you have the eyes and mark of Sebel. Nobody can say you aren’t one of us”

Palkan reached up and traced his finger along the black lines, resembling tear trails, that ran from his daughter’s eyes and around her mouth. He playfully poked at the black freckles that spotted her cheeks. To the people of Sebel, these markings represented their penchant for agriculture. The markings were of the seeds they planted and the lines of water they needed to sprout. The “Seed People,” as they were sometimes deridingly called, were also known as the “People of the Stone,” for the color of their skin. Atty had been an anomaly since her birth due to her brown skin, but her father was right. She was still of Sebel blood and carried the same markings.

“Nobody can take that away from you, Athaliah. And don’t forget—” 

“I know, mercy is a virtue,” Atty interrupted. “I haven’t forgotten, Da.” They’d had similar conversations in the past, and she knew the rest of it.

Her father smirked. “I hear ya decked him good all the same. Right in the nose, no less!”

Atty shrugged her shoulders. “Oh, just the once.”

“Attagirl, now let us pray.”

The two knelt before the flames. Athaliah shut her eyes and uttered the revered words, “All that is to Vah. May He bless Avah and all the continents across her.”

Her father went on to beseech the blessing of the Diamante prefecture, the beaches of Sebel, and, of course, the yinmar upon which they relied. What Atty could never understand was why her father asked for the blessing of all the continents. She was little more than a child, but she’d heard the tales all her life. The Jingsehi had once ruled over Sebel in the time that was now known as the Clouded Centenary. They suppressed the practice of Sebelian magic, forbade the riding of hara, and forced Jingsehi laws and customs onto Sebelians. In the Hollow Wars, the People of the Stone forged their freedom in blood. After a decades long struggle, Sebel purged the Jingsehi from their land.

Shouldn’t we just wish the dragon riders all to hell and be done with it? Is that not what men of legend like Asum Ram would have done? Evil must be expelled, not compromised with. Athaliah said none of this and spoke the closing words, “All praise be to Vah, and may He bless all who walk upon Avah.”

***
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ATTY AND HER FATHER made their first stop only a few meters from their home. Here, the dirt constricted to a trail with short grass on either side. A simple structure with four wood beams and a thatched roof came into view. Underneath were their respective steeds. Atty ran ahead.

“Lightfoot! Sun’s up, lazy!”

Two hara slept next to each other, one of them craning its long neck to look in the humans’ direction. It peered at them with beady eyes set in a small head. Lightfoot, the smaller of the two, opened its bill in a low, squawking yawn, exposing rows of flat teeth. They were coated in soft blue feathers from the neck to the tip of their tapering tail, and sported a crest along the head. In the case of males, like Lightfoot, each end curved upward in a sharp edge. Rising on his muscular and lengthy hind legs, Lightfoot was as tall as Atty’s father.

Atty cupped her hands around her mouth and hooted. Lightfoot replied with a shrill of his own. The female, Boju, was fully grown and stood a head taller than her father. She flapped her vestigial wings as if to show off the colorful feathers. Boju lowered her head in a gesture of submission while Lightfoot leaped around, eager to play.

“I’ll make my rounds while you get Boju ready,” Atty suggested as she caught Lightfoot and hugged the base of his neck. Her father pondered this for a moment but ultimately relented.

“Go ahead, Atty. Within the hour, I want him ready to pull a cart as well.”

“Course, Da.” Atty was hardly listening. “Tee-tee!”

Lightfoot crouched, even then just short enough for Atty to climb aboard. However, she’d done this a thousand times before. She threw one leg over his back and grabbed hold of the reins attached to the harness at his chest. When he rose, Atty and her father were at eye-level. Seeing her atop her mount never failed to bring a smile to his face.

“Chari!” she commanded.

The hara were known as the nimblest creatures in all Sebel, and Lightfoot was no exception. Within just a few seconds, they were speeding down the dirt trail, listening to Palkan shouting something inaudible in the distance. Wind rushed over Atty’s face and through her thick hair. This was what she lived for. Lightfoot’s powerful legs carried the duo over a hill toward an expanse of cornfields as far as the eye could see. This was the pride and joy of the Diamante community. They spent all spring and summer cultivating their crops, and now, on the first day of fall and the new cycle, it came time to reap the rewards of their labor. 

As they approached the fields, Atty immediately noticed something was off. As they made their way down the steep hill, large patches showed plainly among the stalks. Other riders were poking around, searching for clues. Atty headed for the nearest one.

With a tug of the reins, Lightfoot slowed. Atty dismounted and led her steed the last few steps. All around her, the towering stalks had been stripped. The leftover green husks littered the dirt path, crunching beneath her shoes. Some stalks still had produce to share, but others had been outright trampled. Stopping at one such spot, Atty saw a zigzag trail through the cornfield. They wanted to avoid the trail at all costs, she realized.

Atty joined the crowd where an older boy was kneeling among the mess, his eyes glued to one item in particular: a yinmar skin shoe, not unlike their own. It was larger and considerably worn down, a large tear running along the heel. Sabotage from another prefecture, maybe. Or a few clanless. Sebel was divided into multiple prefectures, each with their own crops and agriculture. Clanless were those who had been exiled from their respective prefectures for one reason or another. With no land to call their own, they hunted and foraged in the wilderness, and occasionally, raided the odd village. But I haven’t heard of any clanless in the area since I was first learning how to ride. Why now?

Atty noticed a shadow looming over her and whirled around to face the threat.

Her father was atop his mount. He peered down at the young man brandishing the scrap of leather in a wordless exchange. Palkan’s face betrayed no emotion.

“Come, Atty. We’ll gather the other plot masters. Then we ride.”
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Chapter 2
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It didn’t take long for word to spread, growing into rumors along the way, like thorn bushes invading crop fields. Mounted on their hara, Atty and her father rode in silence. They were on a dirt path that headed east to the shoreline, a half-dozen other riders trailing behind them. The sun was much higher now, well into the afternoon. Though summer had passed, heat still clung to the land. Now that they were on the move, no one commented on it. These were the fellow plot masters, veterans of the land. None had brought their children as Palkan had, but as the daughter of the chieftain, Atty figured her presence was mandatory.

The dirt path ended. Low-cut grass overtook the area; men with sickles swiped away at the taller growth in the distance. Atty couldn’t see the Gulf of Lutan only a few kilometers farther, but the wind carried the scent of seawater. She could practically taste the salt on her tongue. Atty wished they had come on better circumstances. She enjoyed being this close to the water and she wanted to relax after the long ride. There it is. Diamante Shrine.

Up ahead, large granite boulders had been cobbled together to form a crude tower. Each was double the height of any man. More large stones were arranged in a row that seemed to go on endlessly in either direction. It was before this wall that they finally dismounted. Already a dozen other hara were at rest alongside it, their riders gathered close by.

“Palkan has arrived at last!” Out in front was a man around her father’s age. His short-sleeve tunic revealed his sculpted arms, his large gut threatening to tear the worn fabric. His left eye had been lost long ago in a challenge for chieftain of Diamante. Atty’s father had dealt the blow.

“Besma! You bastard!” Palkan embraced Besma, the two sharing a hearty laugh.

Atty held back. Standing next to Besma was Jeera, his son. He was as old as her, and the bandages over his nose had hints of red. Jeera approached first, catching Atty off guard. Despite the circumstances, she braced for a fight.

“Athaliah, I must apologize. Please, will you accept?” Jeera extended a hand. 

Atty was quick to comply. They took hold of each other’s forearms. She nodded, accepting the gesture.  There was no smile between them. She knew they’d likely settle this later. This time I’ll have to break his nose, she resolved. It would have to wait until after this was settled; the divine law could not be broken: harvest cometh before all.

“It is a pleasure to see pointless squabbles put to the side.” The Asum of Diamante had arrived from behind a granite tower to greet them. Upon his arrival, all bowed. He wore a tabard over his tunic that extended to his bare feet. His blue wrappings concealed all but his aged face, the gray skin now almost white. He was clean-shaven; Atty wondered how he managed it with all the deep lines across his face. He wore a warm and sincere smile. Atop his head was a bone headdress. Two horns curved backward, one resembling a crescent moon centered between them. 

“You all may rise. I’m glad to see the chieftain’s daughter with us.”

“It’s an honor, sir.”

Atty locked onto his staff. The finely carved wood was nothing to scoff at, and at the end of it was an orb of kymir. The staff was carved into a hand with four digits, but the orb wasn’t held by them. No, the kymir floated perfectly in place regardless of which direction it was pointed. Atty was entranced by it. Magic, the gift of Vah Himself. 

Asi were the shepherds of their various prefectures. They predicted crop outputs, acted as mediators between the general populace and the Mystic Order, and led their people spiritually and tactically. The position of Asum was hard-earned. Once christened with the prestigious title, an Asum gave up all ties to the world, including their very name. Their commitment to their prefecture was total and absolute. 

“Come,” the Asum waved them all in, “there is much to discuss.”

***
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THE GATHERED FARMERS followed their Asum inside. As soon as they walked past the two towers guarding the entrance, they entered what seemed like an endless forest of granite towers sprouting from the soft green grass. Atty marveled at the massive towers and the intricate designs carved into them, each one unique. They were of varying height and width. Some were hardly wider than a single man, others could hide a whole family in their shade. 

It was the work of kymir tools. Sebelians in identical outfits to the Asum were busy chiseling more still. Only their eyes remained visible. The sashes around their waist were being used as toolbelts for various kymir chisels.

There were various markings in Talisi, but Atty couldn’t read them. Few could. However, alongside them were images she recognized. One displayed a herd of yinmar, unmistakable with their barrel-shaped bodies and long legs. One particularly tall tower had a great serpent coiled around it from top to bottom. The Ophidian. The most dreaded predator in the lands of Sebel. Atty had never encountered one.

“The runes are intriguing, aren’t they, child?”

Atty tore her gaze away from the towers and saw the Asum of Diamante watching her with that affable grin.

“So, what are they doing? Do they just carve whatever they want? It seems childish,” Atty replied.

“Athaliah!” Her father was incensed, but the Asum of Diamante merely chortled.

“The apprentices are inscribing the story of Diamante prefecture. True there have been no battles or anything particularly notable to memorialize these last couple decades, but they continue to record anything, and everything we wish to pass on—tales of hard winters, new life, the settling of new prefectures. I suspect today’s events will leave them with quite the task ahead.”

Atty felt a tug within her chest. Unfortunately, there was no time for questions. The group made their way to the Sovereign House. Here, stone pillars stood upon a smooth stone base. Atop these pillars were support beams and a thatched roof. Today, the Sovereign House would house only a dozen or so, but it could easily fit over two hundred under its rustic roof.

Apprentices lit one of the many large firepits. Smoke left via openings in the ceiling high above them. As the group formed a circle around it, the Asum of Diamante gazed into the flames.

“I have heard whispers of the trouble in Diamante. As designated by Vah, I shall hear you, and, in turn, so will He.”

Besma was quick to speak. “Our harvest has been ransacked, Asum. And not just one plot. Several. Whether they were clanless or forest dwellers remains to be seen.”

“I’d wager clanless,” said Palkan, holding up the yinmar skin shoe. The others locked onto it. Their anger was palpable. Palkan kept his tone calm, though he gripped the shoe with pale knuckles. “The question is why. Bandits normally strike on the trail to Oujan City, not at the plantations where they might be set upon but a whole village.”

“Does it really matter, Palkan?” Besma cut in.

“Aye,” agreed another Sebelian. Atty immediately recognized the voice as Sahaeet. Her arms were crossed. Like Besma and her father, she was in her early forties. Her tall mess of curls sagged under their own weight but were kept out of her face by a headband of reed. “Jingsehi, clanless, it’s all the same. The debt must be paid, and it will be paid in blood, as sacred law demands.”

The proposal got many nods and a few murmurs of “Aye.” Atty said nothing, following her father’s lead. She watched him intently as he stared thoughtfully at a distant pillar. She couldn’t read him.

“And there’s the loss of semo to be considered,” Besma added. “We’re gonna have a lot less surplus to take to market. This is the first day of Daimo, and every lost stalk is a trading post gained by the wine and coffee bean pushers.”

“And you worry about this? I hear tales of your run-ins with wine all the time, Besma. Pursue not riches, but Vah and connection to Avah. He will provide what is necessary.”

“With all due respect, Asum,” Palkan cut in, “there is also the Prime Overseer’s taxes to consider. Riches aside, if this happens again, we may not have enough left to make it through the winter.”

The Asum listened quietly as the crowd broke out in a cacophony of shouts. He turned and focused on the crackling fire as the voices slowly died down. 

“I’ve had many visions as of late. I see great tribulations for Sebel. Fields soaked in red; Sebelians, young and old, lying in it. Their weapons lay by their side, along with their hara. Loved ones wandered the fields in anguish, sifting through the carnage for those they’d lost.”

The stark cries for action and blame came to a halt. Even the boisterous Besma and critical Sahaeet had fallen silent. Atty balled her fist. It was all she could do to resist grasping her father’s arm. Gooseflesh ran down her body, standing every hair at attention. A field of red doesn’t sound like a raid. It sounds like a war. The Hollow Wars were a source of pride for some. For many others, it brought misery, and that was after twenty cycles had come and gone. Palkan had been Atty’s age when he fought to liberate Sebel. His stories were not of pride and glory, but of a heavy price paid in lost generations of Sebelians. The dragon riders again, Asum?” he asked.

The Asum shook his head, his eyes closed, warm smile long since melted away into a sullen droop. “I saw people of all continents on that field. Dragons lay there as well, along with the beasts of Yuna, and even Ilea.”

“But the Prime Overseer ensured us the peace would be eternal,” Palkan countered. “The Jingsehi ain’t got enough in them for another war that size.”

“Prime Overseer Valsora is a grand mediator, perhaps the wisest in all our lifetimes. However, he is still only human. As for the Jingsehi, the vision was unclear. I cannot lay blame on any nation as of yet.”

Atty watched as Palkan fell silent again. His face remained placid, but Atty noticed a slight twitch of his mouth. He wants to say more, but he can’t. She clenched her jaw in empathy for her father’s struggle.

“We’ll take a hunting party. It’ll only come to blows if it must. We’ll do all we can to avoid planting the seed of this war.”

“So be it, Chieftain Palkan Sowell. Your party will depart on Hunter’s Day. I suggest you spend the next two nights preparing. I’d like to speak with the other prefectures about sending additional warriors. This task has the divine blessing of the Lord. Use your wisdom as well as your knowledge of the battlefield.”

“I will, Asum. By Vah.”

“Good. Now, let us bow our heads and quiet our minds. All that is to Vah. May He bless Avah and all those who walk upon Her.”

With a swipe of his staff, the fire winked out without protest.
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By the time everyone departed the Diamante Shrine, the sun had dipped to rest on the road to Diamante. The shadows had grown long, and the sky melted from its earlier blue to a purple orange. Everyone rode ahead, leaving father and daughter alone on the trail. Atty watched her father’s back intently, wishing he would reveal his thoughts on all that happened. Going past the cornfields again, Atty thought about what the Asum had told them; thievery hardly seemed to be a large concern with the images of such a massacre planted in their minds. She noticed dots of orange light now floating around the plots. No doubt farmhands scanning the area for more signs of their quarry. The high-pitched barks of nevu carried in the night air. The small animals weren't as strong or fast as hara, but they had a keen sense of smell and hearing, making them excellent hunting companions. What human eyes failed to see, they were likely to sense with ease.

As they rode through the farming village, Atty sensed the dread in the air. It seemed word of the Asum’s vision had already spread. Sebelians sat outside their yurts with forlorn expressions, as if the era of peace had already been broken. As they crested the hill, she noticed a small figure running at them from the fields to the east, silhouetted against the glow of the firepit she’d lit that morning. As it got closer, Sadi’s features slowly came into view.

Atty’s younger brother slowed and began to trot alongside the striding hara, excitedly trying to get his father’s attention. He was shirtless and still slick with sweat from the day's labor. He had the gray skin tone of Sebel, but black stripes covered his cheeks, arms, and chest in place of the small, seed-like markings. Atty sometimes joked that it meant he was part yinmar, while their parents insisted that his markings represented the furrows they dug in Avah’s soil. Around his right eye was a black spot. A small blemish, but it nonetheless marked him as an abnormality like his sister.

“Da! Atty! You two been gone all day!” Sadi stroked Boju’s wing. “Is it—” 

“Sadi, enough! Help Atty feed the hara,” Palkan barked. He leaped off his mount, handing the reins to his son. Just like that, all Sadi’s exuberance was snuffed out.

Atty and Sadi led the hara to their shelter. She refilled the trough with fresh water while he fed them pears and apples. Boju chewed an apple slowly and methodically while the younger male gulped them down one after the other. The siblings worked without saying a word, the sound of crunching fruit seemed loud against the silence. 

The first yell from their yurt carried on the wind, followed by retorts from their father. Atty snuck a glance at her brother and saw the dismay in his eyes. He wouldn't say it, but she read it clearly. Atty knew that their father had tried to spare them, but there was no escaping it. The hara finished their meals and settled on the soft grass.

“Come on, Sadi, let's head back.”

Sadi was frightened, but once she took the lead, he followed hesitantly. As they approached the yurt, the shouting overtook them; Sadi froze and gripped her arm. She put her hand on his and gently led him through the flap.

As Atty and her brother Sadi entered their home, their parents’ argument cut off and they went their separate ways as though nothing had happened. Their father moved to the soft floor and sat before and sat before his array of weapons. A lantern lit the spacious family room, one of three chambers, each separated by walls of animal fur. There was a pair of sickles, one crossed over the other. The finely carved wooden handles and kaichin blades were noticeably chipped and worn, but still held up nicely. They were essential tools in the harvest, but they’d cut through an opponent just as well as it did grass or corn stalks. The shield was made of the same alloy and crafted to resemble the rounded shape of the Sebel rose. It seemed to have gotten even more use than the sickles; it was covered in dents and scratches that marred its beautiful design. Palkan took the spear and began polishing its long haft, the jagged kymir blade at the tip glowing in the warm light.

Leaning against the wall of the yurt was the Sebel warrior’s most crucial weapon: the bow. In addition to being the best tool for hunting, it had proven invaluable against the Jingsehi. When the People of the Forest brought their magic against them, it was the Sebelians’ kymir-tipped arrows that shifted the odds in their favor. Not even magic could do much against a storm of arrows flying too fast to see. It was said not even their shields could stop them.

Atty’s mother returned from the bedroom, and looked at the children as if nothing had happened. She was a mirror image of her daughter, only differing in her height and gray skin tone. That and the enormous scar that ran from her forehead to her cheek.

“What’s wrong?” Atty pried.

At first, it seemed neither parent would answer. Putting down the spear, Palkan rose and moved toward his daughter. His gaze was piercing. “You’ll be joining me on this hunt, Atty.”

“Palkan!” Her mother straightened; her fists clenched as she set her own sharp glare on her husband. The sight of her rage made Atty’s reply stick in her throat. “I forbid it!”

“Arma, enough. You know damn well we weren’t much older than her when we first picked up a weapon. We did all we could to give them a better life. I wish this day hadn’t come either.” He took his wife’s hand and kissed it. “But it’s time she learned.”

Arma didn’t reply at first. Her face turned red as she fought the tears welling in her eyes. They rolled down her cheeks, smearing with the dirt. There were few Sebelians their age who had not served in the Hollow Wars. Atty had learned much from her mother, and she loved her for it. But she’d never spoken of those days. She sighed and released her fists. “I know she must do this. I just hoped she wouldn’t have to go through what we did. But remember, things aren’t like they were before. You have kids now, Palkan. You can’t just do as you please. Mind your inclinations out there.”

“I know. This ain’t war...yet.” Palkan turned to his daughter. “Do you accept this task, Athaliah?”

“Yes, Da!”

“Atta girl!” Palkan smiled. Arma couldn’t bring herself to do the same. 

Sadi stepped forward. “Me too, Da! I can fight!”  

Palkan knelt before his son. “Atty has seen fifteen cycles. You, my precious Sadi, have seen only twelve. I know that doesn’t seem like much difference, but Atty’s been on a hunt before.”

“This is different! Everyone who can fight should fight!”

Palkan took his boy by the shoulder, laughing heartily. “By Vah, look at the spirit in this boy! Someday we will fight side by side. I swear by that, son. Do you believe your old man?”

Sadi’s face contorted for a second. It was clear he wasn’t pleased with the answer, but he knew there was no point in arguing it further. Atty thought he looked like he might burst from trying to hold it in. “Yes, Da.”

“Good. We’re already in for a lackluster harvest with the Asum’s vision weighing on everyone’s mind. We’ll need ya out there bright and early.”

Palkan ruffled his son’s messy hair, but his hand was left frozen in midair as his son turned and walked away. Atty reached out to interject, but decided to let her brother be. It’s for the best. Da’s right. He’s never aimed the bow at anything more than a tree.

“Atty, you should rest. There’s work to be done.”

Atty put Sadi out of her mind and nodded. She took one last look at the weapons on the soft floor and went off to bed. She snuffed the lantern out, but sleep would not come. She’d been on several hunts, struck down yinmar at a distance with ease, but never had she aimed a weapon at another human being. Looming in the back of her mind was the sickening thought of another Sebelian lying dead before her. Avah covered in fields of red. But who is our enemy?
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Chapter 4
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Giganato prefecture, thousands of kilometers south

Yaphet peered out at the sunrise from his broad cavern window. He placed a foot on the stone ledge, taking in that first whiff of humid air. Weeping trees danced lazily in the soft breeze below. Unlike the tear trees and pines from up north, the branches of these trees were hung like long curtains of foliage, drooping closer to the ground the older they were. This time of year, the leaves and fruit caused these branches to sag even more. The sound of a calm river could be heard whispering behind the calls of early morning birds echoing across the landscape. 

Yaphet wore a scaly vest with large scutes around the neckline and shoulders. Like the Sebelians of the north, he wore a blue sash around his waist with matching wrappings around his wrists. His pants were made from Sebelian silk slugs, the loose-fitting fabric fluttering and jerking against his skin. As pleasant as it was, Yaphet knew he had work to do.

He left the ledge, turning to his barren chambers. Other than his bed of yinmar fur, the only objects in his room were his spear and a burlap sack. He took the sack in his right hand, feeling an enormous strain on his wrist. Almost heavier than I remembered. Perfect. Of course, there was one more task.

Beneath his blanket, he took one last look at the parchments. The thin yet tough material was made from specially prepared yinmar hide. The text was written in Talisi, the old tongue. In the era before the Xannon dynasty, each continent had its own unique tongue, most with a few fringe dialects. The most advanced people of Avah for many a centenary, the Xannon dynasty brought the common tongue spoken today by all people. At the time, it had triumphed as a great uniting, but all became undone when Prince Xarlene fell. Ever since, each continent kept their united tongue, but their written word was exclusively in their old language. 

Most Sebelians across the land knew hardly a word of Talisi, save for commands for nevu and hara. His caretaker had taught him the basics at a young age. He thanked Vah that he held the blessing of being raised by their prefecture’s Asum himself. Of course, studying these documents required a hint of sin along with such luck. Yaphet knew the parchments he had here were ancient and, in truth, only to be handled by seasoned apprentices and the Asum of Giganato himself. 

Beyond his confined chamber, he had explored every length of tunnels since he was but a child. He knew the various archive chambers, and over time, he’d learned which areas held what knowledge. Yaphet reveled in it.

Only a few sacred fragments of the blessed law of magic still existed today, said to have been a gift from Vah Himself. In turn, Sebelian apprentices spent a lifetime chasing after it, gaining whatever new knowledge they could on their own. Yaphet found that much of what they had accumulated on these scrolls seemed to be the history of their people: Wise asi, valiant chieftains, and legendary hunts. The battles were endlessly fascinating. Then, of course, there were the astronomically rare incantations, rituals, even tales of dialogue with the cherubs.

Yaphet reached down and traced his fingertip along the gentle, rhythmic curves of one of the symbols. He’d always thought there was a kind of beauty to the Talisi characters—the way they flowed so smoothly, occasionally breaking into hard angular shapes at the end. It had taken cycles to master the more complex symbols with their various intricate combinations of these shapes. A short and squat triangle at the end of a character had a totally different meaning than one tall and thin on the same character. Add a box or a diamond to the other end and the meaning distorts even further. It only got more complex from there. However, all that effort had been worth it to unlock the knowledge these scrolls contained. Each parchment, no matter the record, ended with an depiction of the Sebelian rose in full bloom. 

The records he had here spoke of Chieftain Guin. Guin led a series of raids into Jingseh controlled territory, his first conducted when he was but eleven. He would go on countless more, often bringing back the heads of the Jingsehi he’d slain, until the day the People of the Forest collected his in return.

Yaphet had studied this scroll before, but tonight, he intended to once more. For now, duty called. Collecting his spear, Yaphet left his quarters.

He traveled through a tunnel of unpolished rock. The rough walls with their lumps and contours were not shaped by tools, but neither were they a natural formation. Wind flowed through the caverns, providing cool air, refreshing after the warmth of his quarters. He knew that it would cool further into Daimo and he would regard the heat of Sullah like a lost friend. If one is only happy in future moments, then the future will be just as bitter when it becomes the present. The Asum’s words echoed in his mind. Along the walls were murals carved by kymir. The oldest of them dated back to before even the reign of Xannon, and new stories were constantly being transcribed: battles, the birth of legendary asi, and the devastating losses of so many divine trees in the north and Midlands. Yaphet dragged his fingers along them as he walked. He slowed as he passed an ophidian that stretched for several meters. All along its sides were Sebelian arrows. Even as just a stone etching, the curved teeth jutting from its gaping maw sent chills down his spine.

“Ah, the droppings of Giganato!” 

Yaphet stiffened and tore his eyes from the murals. Up ahead were two apprentices. As was the custom for apprentices of every shrine, they were heavy black tabards over red tunics, their faces wrapped entirely in blue cloth with only the eyes showing. The wrappings symbolized their devotion to Sebel. Just as the Asum gives up his name, they give up their faces and become the face of the Mystic Order—servants of Vah. They only revealed their faces upon rising to the rank of master, or more rarely, to Asum. Despite having been raised among them, Yaphet knew he was no apprentice.

“Morning, Sinhar, Chuntee.” Yaph put his head down in their presence, but they did not return the greeting. They walked right past him, looking at him with pure disgust in their eyes.

When Yaphet was sure he was alone, he stopped in the tunnel. Portholes above allowed sunlight, but more than ever, he wanted to hide from it. He looked down at his hands, still shaking from his shame. He had been mocked and even attacked for his brown skin for as long as he could remember. He was born in southern Sebel to parents with stone-gray Sebelian. Why did Vah see fit to curse me? Stained by the mud of Avah, the Seeds of Sebel washed from my skin. He raised his golden eyes to the sky, another burden he longed to shed, and begged for an answer. It was a line of questioning he had repeated many times, but he never received a response. He forced himself to venture on; his steps seemed heavier than they had before.

He trudged through the winding tunnels, no longer caring to look up at the walls. Just as well, this stretch was barren—a blank canvas awaiting notable events or words of wisdom to be forever preserved on them. Most would be lost in these tunnels without a guide, but Yaphet knew their twists and turns like the lines of his own palms. As he neared the end of the path, light poured in; the wind assailed him now, flowing over his bald head and toying with the long black braid that ran down from his crown. Squinting against the light, Yaphet stepped out onto the cliffside. He saw the great Tendrils of the South stretching off into the distance. The tunnel he emerged from was just one part of a vast network of stone structures that followed the path of the rivers but never blocked them. There were no records of how the massive structure was formed, but it was thought that it must have taken dozens of powerful mages, stronger than any known today.

Yaphet came to a stone platform near the precipice, the rose of Sebel etched into its surface. The young Sebelian moved to its center. A small copse of weeping trees stood a few meters away, their branches swaying in the wind, scattering dead leaves around where he stood. Yaphet emptied his burlap sack, revealing several heavy stones. He’d spent the last several days searching for more to add to the collection. He stuffed the older ones, half the size of the new arrivals, back into the bag. Securing the heaviest four, Yaphet tied a stone to each limb: one around each wrist and one around each ankle, then tied the sack onto his back for balance and added resistance. His weights in place, he took hold of his spear.

Yaphet whirled his spear around, moving along the circumference of the rose. Feet ever on the line, he completed a new form each time he made his way around, swiping, jabbing, kicking his way around the platform. He blocked blows and gutted imaginary opponents. Lap after lap, pushing himself to keep going as his arms started to burn and his legs threatened to give 

He imagined Sinhar backing away from each attack when he felt his will dwindling. No longer slicing through an army of opponents, his lifelong rival parried and sidestepped attacks with ease. His brown eyes mocked him from behind his wrappings. Droppings of Avah! Abomination! You are a stain on the stone of these sacred walls! Yaphet heard it all. Every taunt, every abuse he’d endured since he came to the Tendril as a boy. He found his second wind and unleashed a storm of attacks and finally landed a blow, swiping his spear up across Sinhar’s wrappings, revealing his face to shame him. With a flourish he vanquished his opponent in his mind with a final thrust of his spear through the heart. 

Finally, he collapsed onto all fours, heart pounding, spear pinned beneath his hand. As he collected his breath, a shadow passed overhead. He paid it no mind, that was until a bird landed on his spear, staring at him with large eyes and a short beak.

“Hello, friend.” Yaphet curiously examined the bird. He took a few more gasping breaths before speaking again. “Can I help you?”

He realized he didn’t recognize the fowl. It certainly wasn’t a Midland pecker. The feathers on its back and wings were a brown not unlike his own skin, and its under plumage was snow white. Its tail feathers were not fan-shaped but long and yellow, marked with black stripes.

The realization hit him smack dab in the face: a willow dove. He held out a wrist and the bird hopped over, eyeing him with its head cocked to the side. His heart had no reprieve. It was pounding once more. The northern prefectures had called for an audience.

***
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YAPHET TREKKED THROUGH the Tendril with the dove perched on his arm. It wasn’t a long walk. Still, a knot was in his gut. Vah willed it that you came to me. How can I not act on it? He went around a bend, entering a cavern that dwarfed his own chambers. The domed ceiling was well over ten-meters high with unlit lanterns lining the edges. Sunlight streaked down from a hole in the center.

A firepit complete with a chimney resided under the sunlight. The stack had been crafted to resemble a weeping tree, including its drooping branches. Walking around the room were several apprentices, most carving new murals into the stone or passing on through to the tunnel on the other side. Whether coming or going, all eyes went to Yaphet. All movement ceased. He should’ve stepped into the shrine. He wanted to oh so badly, yet his legs were stiff. 

It’s not me they’re staring at, Yaphet realized. How presumptuous of me. Their eyes were locked onto the willow dove.

“Yaphet. Is that what I think it is?”

He recognized that voice. Emerging from the ranks of apprentices was their master: the Asum of Giganato. He wore a tan tunic. The ceremonial blue wrappings hid all but his face. He’d led the clan for countless decades, but it was beginning to show. His gray skin sagged. His eyebrows were snow-white, and his back was hunched. Despite his appearance, he didn’t lean on his staff. He appeared to wield it, the floating orb at the top glowing with his power.

Yaphet genuflected upon sight of him, moving carefully so as not to disturb the bird. “Yes, Asum. A willow dove from the north.”

“A beckoning from the lands of the plains,” the Asum of Giganato announced, holding out his arm. The dove came to him, just as it had been trained. The bird ogled the spectacular crimson gem. “The first in twenty cycles. Come, brethren, let us indulge them.”

“Asum, if I may,” interrupted Sinhar. He shot a glance at Yaphet before returning his eyes to his shepherd. He bowed his head. “The impure one should resign himself. This is, after all, a holy chamber.”

There was an end to the murmuring. Confronted by silence, Yaphet kept his gaze to the cave floor. Of course. I’m not worthy of this honor. I am untrained in their arts. I am not adorned with their sacred concealments. How could I stand among them?

“Nonsense! The dove came to our dear Yaphet. By the grace of Vah, he was brought here! Rise, my boy!”

Yaphet did so, but there was no grin on his face. The victory felt hollow. The collective scorn of the apprentices seeped in. Yaphet rose, bringing his eyes to the Asum’s. The venerable elder’s were a soft brown while Yaphet’s irises were a radiant gold. 

“Thank you, sir.”

Sensing the lack of enthusiasm, the Asum of Giganato turned away. “Load the pit, all of you!”

In a chamber adjacent to the pit, logs were piled high. Yaphet was the first to enter and grab an arm load. He ran back and forth, perspiration trickling down his chin. As he went for his third trip back, he met Sinhar’s gaze. No words need to be spoken. The disgust was palpable. Yaphet was shoved aside as Sinhar passed, knocking him off balance. Yaphet paused for a moment to swallow a mix of shame and outrage. He knew he wasn’t worthy of this honor, but he reveled in it all the same. Nothing could take this away from him. He grabbed another trio of logs.

Yaphet set the kindling alight. Well over fifty logs were piled into the sizeable pit. The Asum of Giganato stepped forth. He plucked a single feather from the willow dove. His fingers were frail and bony, but the movement was so quick the bird barely even flinched. The elder held the feather before the pit, chanting:

“O thee

O thee

Dearest, speak to me

O thee

O thee

Send forth the Asum of Diamante!”

Yaphet watched as the small glimmer of the flame he set began to grow. It flashed brightly then retreated in on itself. 

“Rise! Rise!”

The kindling seemed to explode from within, engulfing the entire pile of logs. An orange glow lit up the entire shrine, bathing all in its radiance. The Asum raised his staff forcefully and the fire shot up into the tree-shaped chimney. From all the stone branches sprouted leaves of flames. 

The fire emerged from the pit, towering over the Asum, threatening to consume him. All the apprentices stared in terror; none had seen this ritual performed. There were whispers that a fire of such power could devour the very stone they stood on. Yaphet felt beads of sweat on his forehead, and his throat suddenly felt dry. The flames receded as the elder waved his staff back and forth. The glow took shape. A human form appeared, waving an orb-topped staff as if mirroring the Asum of Giganato. The willow dove stood at attention. Yaphet’s mouth dropped open in awe. All stared with equal disbelief, all except the Southern Asum. His face seemed of iron.

“You, the Asum of Diamante prefecture, are the first of the northern asi to contact the south since the Hollow War’s end. Twenty long cycles. To what do we owe this pleasure?”

The flaming figure bowed his head. The orb atop his flaming staff was alit with bright yellow, akin to an earthbound star. “Yes, I beseech you, brother, for the times grow inscrutable. A humble Asum prays for a modest harvest, perhaps a light rain, but the balance seems to have faltered. I have had a premonition of horrible things to come. Fields of blood and dead. Not just Sebelians, but all people from across Avah. Floating over it all the vertical eye of Dagarah-Sa. I believe a dark force will take root in Sebel very soon if it has not already.”

“If what you say is remotely true, then it is a scar left behind by the spineless nature of the Northern Guild and the Midland Belt,” the Asum of Giganato retorted. “Dagarah-sa cults were a perversion brought by the Jingsehi. We drove out the invaders, while you coddled them, and now it seems you will reap what you have sown. Foreigner’s business is foreigner’s business, not Sebel’s. I only hope you northerners have not gotten yourselves tied up in the affairs of those across the sea. After all, it is your people, and the like-minded, who indulged the Jingsehi for decades. You gave in and so in turn became the plaything of the People of the Forest.”

The man of flames sighed deeply. Yaphet struggled to remember this was an asum of the north. More specifically, the Midlands. The maps of Sebel were laid out in study chambers for apprentices. Though technically off-limits, Yaphet could never resist taking the occasional peek, even as a boy. They were decades old and still marked all prefectures to the north as Jingsehi territory. In recent cycles Yaphet had become much more brazen in his pursuit of forbidden knowledge, as evidenced by the scrolls tucked under his blankets back in his chamber. From all he’d read about them, he was surprised to see no signs of decadence or ignobility in one of the northern asi. Other than a slightly rounder face and smaller nose, this shepherd appeared nearly identical to their own. The Asum of Diamante raised his chin in vexation, but kept his voice calm.

“We cannot atone for what choices were made during The Clouded Centenary. We seek only to maintain peace. I was hoping, along with the rest of the Midland Belt and the Northern Guild, that we could consolidate our efforts, if only temporarily. We must scour our respective lands and root out any possible threat to Sebel. What say you?”

The Asum of Giganato stared into the northern Asum’s flaming orange eyes, decades of contempt bubbling up from a forgotten place within. He clenched his jaw, the knuckles on his staff turning pale. How dare he beseech the south to help clean up the mess they created with their cowardice. Had they stood firm against the Jingsehi, their false god would never have poisoned Sebel in the first place.

“Yinmar shit. It was the North and Midlands that allowed the Jingsehi to rule over Sebel. You brought the Clouded Centenary upon us, and when it all became too much, you reached out to the Prime Overseer. By opening yourself to foreign treasures, coin, and drink, you have brought further ruin to Sebel. We shall do as we always have: protect Sebel. Nothing more, nothing less. It is your folk who bring ruin on us with your entreaties. We shall take no part.”

The man in the fire was silent for a moment, his face as hard and as unmoving as if it were carved from stone. The only motion was the flames lapping the air all around him. Slowly, his posture began to slump, his face softened as he finally accepted the futility of his efforts. He bowed and Yaphet thought he sensed something all too familiar in the man’s haggard face: a hint of shame.

“Understood, honorable Asum of Giganato. Please, give the fellow asi of the south my regards.”

With a simultaneous tap of their staffs, the fire died down to mere embers. Though the Asum of Diamante was gone, the smell of charred wood still clung to Yaphet’s nostrils. That had been real. He found his mind racing: A false god? It was as if he’d snuck a glance at another world, and just like that it was again shielded from his gaze. He longed to know more.

The Asum of Giganato turned and looked over Yaphet and the apprentices. Most still stared in astonishment, having seen something they’d only read about previously, while others wore expressions twisted with disdain for the northern asum. 

“Enough idle gawking, my flock. There is still work to be done, and all of you have a job to do. Go about your business.”

The Asum’s words resonated in the shrine, and all followed his orders. Yaphet approached the holy leader. The gaze of iron was gone now, and in its place was the affable elder he knew so well. 

“The potting chambers still await you, Yaphet. As I’ve told you before, it would be much wiser to do your tasks first before practicing with your weapons. Do you still believe you’ll finish before sunset?”

Yaphet was slow to reply, eying the willow dove. It did the same, as if equally curious at the sight of such an aberrant human. “Uh, yes, yes, sir. I’ve no doubt I’ll get it done well before then.”

The words were at the tip of Yaphet’s tongue, but he stood frozen. His tongue suddenly felt dry, and this time it had nothing to do with the haze of smoke still making its way out through the opening above.

“What troubles you, child?” the Asum of Giganato inquired. “The day will not wait for you.”

“It’s...” Yaphet cleared his throat. “It’s nothing, sir. I’m just left with so many questions.”

There was a twitch in the Asum’s face. Something had been ticked, but Yaphet couldn’t tell if it was scorn or pity. Whatever it was hidden by his stern gaze. 

“Do you remember what I told you about the Asum named Ram? He spoke of such pursuits.”

“Yes, sir. He said, ‘O sons, O daughters, pursue light, but do not be enraptured by it. The king who seeks endlessly will falter from the path. All those who falter—’”

“Risk falling into the Void,” the Asum of Giganato finished.

Yaphet bowed his head. “I apologize for my hastiness, Asum.”

“There’s no need, Yaphet. I have complete faith in your integrity. You’ve never wavered.”

“Thank you, Asum. I’ll be on my way.”

As Yaphet turned his back, the Asum of Giganato watched him go. So did the willow dove. He put up his arm, and the bird took to the air. Though the manifestation of their northern neighbor had come and gone, the impact of his visit reverberated through the minds of everyone in the Tendril.
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Chapter 5
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Atty and her father rode for the edge of Diamante prefecture. The air was cool, and the sun was barely peeking out over the horizon. Atty had a cup of coffee in her left hand, and her right gripped Lightfoot’s reins. It was her third cup. Though she’d had a whole day to prepare, it had seemed to last only minutes. Now, the time was finally here. Atty kept it all sealed away, excitement and apprehension simmering beneath the surface. Her father rode beside her in silence, keeping his eyes glued to the path ahead.

Loaded on each hara were bags containing food, water, and tools. Both had their bow and arrows strapped to their backs and sickles hanging from their waist; a kymir-tipped spear sat at their side at an angle through two loops on the side of their saddles.

“It’s all right if you’re a bit willie, Atty. Any more caffeine, and you’ll still be up this time tomorrow.”

Atty’s heart skipped a beat. No matter how scared she was, the last thing she wanted was for her father to decide she wasn’t ready and send her home. “I’m just expecting a long trip, Da. Speaking of which, why didn’t you don The Black?”

“The Black is only to be worn in times of war. That is divine law.” 

Atty suddenly felt embarrassment rather than fear. “Stupid question. My apologies, Da.”

For the first time since the harvest debacle had begun, Palkan chuckled. “No need for apologies. You’ll come to learn much, my dear Athaliah.”

Relieved a bit, Atty smiled. She put her eyes back to the path. “There everyone is.”

Growing in the distance as they rode nearer was a short wall that stretched for kilometers in either direction. At a gap in the stone sat a group of fellow Sebelians on their mounts. Like Atty and Palkan, they all wore light Kaichin steel breastplates. The armor was old, but each had a fresh Sebel rose painted on the upper right side.

Atty made the rounds and greeted everyone. Jeera was there, along with his father, Besma. She noticed Besma’s armor was a bit tight around the midsection. Several other plot masters were in attendance, bringing along any farmhands of suitable age who had volunteered. The only person not on their mount was Sahaeet. She was seated on the grass, surrounded by her pack of nevu. With her own small stretch of land, she was technically one of the plot masters. However, her family made most of their living breeding and selling these useful hounds. 

The animals were barely knee-high and covered in short-striped fur. Their small snouts and large ears gave them a deceptively harmless appearance. One look at those long sharp teeth was enough to convince anyone that this wasn’t the case. They were particularly useful in hunting. The trick was teaching them not to tear your quarry apart before you got to it. That’s where Sahaeet and her family came in. 

Seeing them climbing playfully on Sahaeet’s lap and shoulders, Atty chuckled. “You brought the whole pack?”

“All except Digger. She just had a litter.”

A few nevu darted around Lightfoot. The young hara managed to remain calm with Atty gently stroking the side of his neck.

“Do you think they’ll have a problem picking up the scent?” Atty pried. The question brought a smug grin from Sahaeet.

“We all have a unique smell, child, and a nevu can recognize it weeks after. If there’d been a downpour, we’d be delayed.” Sahaeet gazed up at the sky. “Vah has blessed this hunt, just as our Asum said.”

Suddenly, all nevu stopped their playing or lounging. They stood at attention, their ears twitching this way and that. Their snouts pointed back toward the cornfields. In turn, the gathered Sebelians followed suit. Indeed, another rider was coming down the path, leaving disturbed dust in their wake.

“Just one additional warrior? What was the point of waiting?” Jeera commented.

“This oughta be good,” Besma chortled.

The distance finally closed, and everyone stared with confusion at the rider. They had expected a hardened warrior, seasoned by battle, or at least a young apprentice from one of the other shrines. Approaching was a young woman with finely braided hair and a beige cloak. Atty was startled to be staring at a Sebelian her age, but even more so at the gold ring on her left index finger. It gleamed in the breaking dawn. Her hara forced itself to an abrupt stop, the three-toed feet digging into the soft earth.

“Greetings, corn folk! I am Unma of Aska prefecture. I’ll be joining you lot on this hunt.” Black stripes framed her gray face. Her smile was warm, possibly oversold.

Palkan showed no sign of irritation. “Morning to you. I’m Chieftain Palkan Sowell.”

“I can’t help but wonder why they would send us a child from the Northern Guild.” Besma emerged from the group. On his hara, he circled Unma. “Look at this, a drape made by silk slugs from Yuna! You wear foreign garb!”

His laugh elicited chuckles from all the rest. Unma, however, was unfazed. 

“I am here as a gesture of good faith to the Midland prefectures, elder. And, yes, it is from Yuna. Bought in Oujan City, no less.”

“Seems to me like we wasted a day waitin’ on you” Sahaeet added.

“I assure you that isn’t the case. The Asum of Aska prefecture did not wish to send anyone. He insists we have enough troubles with pirates trying to raid Oujan City. When I heard that my fellow Sebelians of the Midlands needed assistance, I volunteered. I have studied the history that too many of the Northern Guild seem to have forgotten. Sebel was divided when the Jingsehi came to our lands. For that reason, the People of the Forest ruled over the Northern Guild and Midland Belt for well over a century. I, for one, believe this travesty must never be repeated. I attempted to gather others, but none wish to go against the Asum’s opinion. Rest assured, I’m up to the task. Besides,” she dug in her pack, holding up a canteen, “I brought some of the best red wine from Aska.”

“From the bottom shelf, no doubt,” Sahaeet asserted. Unma only smiled placidly at her. “No, ma’am. Aged almost three full cycles.”

Palkan, Besma, and Sahaeet all exchanged glances. Atty hadn’t a clue why that seemed to have caught their interests. She’d never bothered with ale, let alone wine. The nuances were meaningless to her. 

Her father spoke up. “All right, let’s see how you handle yourself, young lady. I only hope the Northern Guild hasn’t succumbed to more of that piss from the desert continent. The Yunians may be bright, but their taste for wine is dodgy.”

“Wouldn’t think of it, Chieftain.”

“Good to hear. Let the hunt begin.”

From his saddlebag, Palkan grabbed the shoe. He lowered it, and the nevu pack gathered. All of them reared on their hind legs to get a whiff. Their thin tails flailed about with excitement. Seconds later, they were all facing west and barking on top of each other. Their teeth dripped with saliva as they paced from side to side, awaiting their orders. Only the alpha could lead, and even the alpha had to answer to the pack master.

Sahaeet shouted, “Longo, kiye!”

With that, a nevu with white fur on his paws took off, his legs were a blur, hardly seeming to touch the ground. As he led, the others took off after him. After giving them a slight lead, Palkan led his own pack not far behind. Even with their supplies, the haras’ strides covered a great deal of distance. The riders kept up with the nevu pack as they darted across the grass plains. 

Morning dew was kicked up all the while, speckling Atty’s cheeks. She savored it, knowing that the remnants of Sullah would make themselves known again once the sun was higher in the sky. She looked to her side and saw Unma to her left. Her thin cloak billowed in the wind, exposing a blood-red interior. Without warning, Unma’s soft brown eyes turned in Atty’s direction.

“The chieftain’s daughter?” she asked.

“Uh, yeah.” Atty had a pretty good idea how she’d guessed. “Talk of the ‘aberration’ gets as far as the Northern Guild, huh?” She cast a scornful glance in Jeera’s direction.

Unma smiled regardless of Atty’s snide tone. “Call yourself whatever you like, I guess. Don’t be fooled. Behind closed doors, those same boys would beg for your hand in union.”

“I’m not worried about that nonsense.”

“That right? And I thought all you corn folk were wed off the first chance you got. Guess I owe some
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