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Muruid catacombs, Sebel ~ Age 974 P.X.D.

The small, brown-skinned boy peered around listlessly at the dazzling wonder surrounding him. He was in a gargantuan cavern, home to pillars of twisted stone and jagged stalagmites. Deposits of kymir crystal peppered the stone walls and cave ceiling, bathing the entire cavern in dull violet light. Yaphet looked down and tried to imagine that the skin of his left hand looked gray in the muted light, but he couldn’t deny that its shade more closely matched the dark brown of the wooden plate he held. He tightened the blanket around his shoulders and turned his attention back to the yinmar meat and cave crawler grits inside the bowl. The leg of one of the insects stuck out from the surface of the muck.

The smell was enticing, and part of him wanted to savor its crunchy texture, but he couldn’t summon his appetite. He pushed his long braid to the side so he wouldn’t sit on it as he sat in a slump on the cold stone floor. The weight he felt in his chest was mirrored in the faces of those around him. Most were huddled in corners, wrapped in blankets identical to his own. Loners gazed at the catacomb walls in sullen silence while those in small groups whispered among themselves. He noticed some staring straight up at the ulver tree roots that bulged out in thick waves across the glittering ceiling, but he knew that was not the focus of their gaze. They were dreaming of the world far above. Dreaming of their home, Muruid prefecture. Their sojourn had become an exile.

“Yaphet, my dear, you must eat.”

The five-cycle-old boy gazed up into his mother’s face. Unlike her son, her face was the same gray as the cave around them, with black stripes slashed across it. She wore a sleeveless tunic made of the same reptile skin as his vest, with identical yinmar hide pants. Her braid hung down her back and nearly touched the cave floor. She had a deceptively thin frame; her narrow shoulders and neck contrasted with the wiry muscles visible along her exposed arms. Yaphet had never seen his mother spend a moment idle unless forced. She smiled reassuringly at him and stroked his face with the back of her hand, her bracelet of cone-shaped teeth dangling from her wrist.

“Yes, Ma.”

The boy bit into his yinmar meat. He chewed slowly, the toughness making his jaw tired. He lowered his spoon into the cave crawler grits but couldn’t bring it to his mouth.

“Yaphet?”

Yaphet gripped his bowl tight as his hands began to tremble. He’d always been a taciturn young boy, but a veritable fire lurched within him. He dropped his bowl in front of him with a clatter and jumped to his feet.

“How can we just...just sit here like this? Ma, the shrine burns. The Asum of Muruid has fallen in battle.”

His mother gazed back at him with chestnut-brown eyes. She showed no reaction to his sudden outburst. She understood how he felt. “And what would you have me do, my son?”

Yaphet tried to form the words but couldn’t get them out around the lump in his throat. Tears ran down his brown cheeks. His sniffling turned a few heads but, otherwise, went unnoticed.

“I’m, I’m sorry, Ma.” Yaphet felt shame swell within him. He had nothing but the utmost obeisance for his mother. In his anger, he’d asked her for the impossible. “I just miss him.”

His mother took him in her arms, holding him tight. Face pressed into her bosom, he sobbed. Less than a week ago, a Jingsehi ambush took Muruid on Vah's Day. In the early dawn, they had awoken to their shrine doused in dragon fire, the sky still caught between twilight. His father had been among the first to perish, his body nearly unidentifiable from the other charred figures scattered throughout the village on that day of worship. The Forest People from the Eastern Continent had ruled over Sebel for over a century, but the people of Sebel had finally united in their efforts to push them out. Even as they lost battle after battle, they fought for every inch of land. Muruid had been scorched as their dragon riders retreated to the eastern coast.

“Fear not, Yaphet. Your father will be rewarded in the afterlife for his lifetime of service. His arrows ended the advance of many Jingsehi battalions. Why, he once led a hunting party into the nest of an ophidian! He came out with the serpent’s head!”

“An ophidian?” Yaphet had always been thrilled by tales of the legendary ophidians. At one time, they had thrived across Sebel, driving fear into the heart of beast and man. 

“Aye, tis true, boy.”

Yaphet and his mother saw an old Sebelian sitting with crossed legs a few meters away. His right arm was bandaged heavily, his scorched, red fingers peeking out of the end. He was dressed in dirty, tattered robes. Frail as he was, his brown eyes were fierce and lively above his short white beard. A spear with a kymir tip lay across his lap with crimson bandages wrapped around the center of the haft. It was the emblem of a spear handed down after spilling enemies' blood. When their eyes met his, the old man rose and walked over to Yaphet, placing his hand gently on the boy’s shoulder.

“Your father was a fine man and a superb warrior. There is no doubt he watches us from the Perennial Plains.”

Yaphet smiled, tears still streaming down his face. 

“Thank you, elder,” his mother added. “Thank you so much.”

“Think nothing of it, ma’am. Dabo served with my sons at the Battle of the Plains. My oldest came home with countless stories of your husband. I almost feel as though I knew the man myself.”

Before the mother could reply, a scream pierced the air, echoing through the catacombs. Every head turned back to the tunnel that led them there. Yaphet clung to his mother’s waist. Not a breath was uttered throughout the cavern. The boy’s heart pounded wildly as silhouettes emerged from the dark tunnel. 

The figures at the head of the group came into the dim light, revealing mothers with terrified expressions, clutching babies to their chests, and some with older children huddled around them. Hunched elders hobbled in at the rear. There were very few fathers or single women among them—nearly every woman without young children or able young men would still be fighting or already dead. Their clothes and skin were doused in ash. Yaphet jumped as a barrel-shaped man rushed past, not looking back once. The smell of soot wafted from him, and flakes of gray landed on Yaphet’s skin.

“What’s going on?” His mother held Yaphet close. They ignored her in their desperate rush for safety. They darted down the cavern, leaping over small stalagmites, most narrowly avoiding trampling their fellow refugees. One teenage boy limped in with the elders, grimacing with pain at every step.

Yaphet’s mother pulled free of his grasp. Her eyes were dead set on the injured boy. She grabbed him by his arm, pulling him close. 

“Answer me! What the hell is going on up there? Are the Jingsehi on the attack again?”

The boy hyperventilated, his eyes wide. His head snapped back toward the darkness. Sweat began to trail dark lines down his ash-covered face.

“We don’t know what it is. But it is coming! We all must get to the river!”

She stared into the boy’s crazed eyes. Even with his injured leg—she’d noticed his ankle was quite swollen, possibly even broken—he was fighting to get free. She released him. All Sebelians in the underground sanctuary were now on their feet. Seconds later, more figures rushed out of the darkness.

These were the warriors of Muruid—the very last. Few wore more than yinmar skin pants and a red waist sash. Armor was not easy to come by in the backwoods of Muruid, and none there had much coin. They carried worn spears with bows and quivers slung across their backs—weapons only used for hunting animals in past years. They looked every bit as distraught as the group before them. The one who led the way was wide-shouldered and fit as could be. Bandages plastered the left side of his face, all held in place by tatters of cloth tied into a knot. The skin on his left arm was badly burned and peeling. Many of the soldiers behind him screamed with agony as they were carried in; others hopped with arms around the shoulders of another. The leader stood tall, spear held high to appear strong and unflappable, but his wide right eye darting all around gave away his inner panic. He recognized her and strode quickly in her direction.

“Iso, the catacombs have been breached,” he reported.

Yaphet’s mother was stupefied. Her mouth hung open soundlessly for a moment before she replied. 

“That’s...that’s not possible. The Jingsehi cannot enter through an ulver tree. Those not of Sebel blood cannot use our portals.”

“I don’t know how, ma’am, but something came through. Call it dark magic; call it a Jingsehi abomination. I know not. It certainly isn’t a Jingsehi knight or mage. It left a whole hunting party in pieces about sixty meters back.”

Iso’s face tightened with determination; her back straightened. She glanced over the commander’s shoulder at the tunnel, ready to attack whatever could be there single-handedly. 

“We won’t let it get any closer. We’re just a few days from the underground river. This ends here.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Iso looked to the elder who had spoken of her husband. “Would you watch my boy until I return?”

“Ma! You can’t!” Yaphet screamed.

The woman ignored her son’s pleas. She kept her eyes on the old man. He used his spear as a walking stick, but his legs seemed steady enough to run if he had to. He bowed his head. 

“Yes, I can do that. I am Wonchi Creek. We will find each other again.”

“A pleasure and an honor, Wonchi. I expect to hear more tales about your boys.”

“Of course, ma’am.” Wonchi rapped his spear once on the cave floor. The crack of it echoed off the cavern walls. 

Yaphet watched as his mother came to a towering stalagmite. Behind it was her kymir-tipped spear. Yaphet rubbed fresh tears from his eyes. Always be brave. His father’s words came back to him. Accept fear and move past it. But the memory of his father only worsened the flow of tears. He hated this feeling of helplessness. Through his sobs, he wished he had his father’s strength—or his mother’s.

His mother knelt before him. He was stunned to see tears in her eyes. 

“A warrior always defends their people, Yaphet. I’ll find you when this is done. Don’t you dare return this way until I come for you.”

Yaphet rushed in for an embrace. He knew her duty. He’d watched her go into battle, go on hunts, and he’d seen her escape the blazing inferno above. He’d even seen her kill before; the image of that kymir spear tip gouging into Jingsehi’s chest would forever be etched into his mind.

“Yes, Ma. Be safe.”

His mother looked down at him as a few others gathered with the few remaining soldiers, their spears and bows in hand. She somehow managed a confident smile, incongruent with her tear-soaked eyes.

“I will. Vah will watch over us, Yaphet. Bye, my son.”

Wonchi pulled forward Yaphet. As he cried his eyes out, his mother held up her spear. 

“Muruid to arms!” Her voice cracked with her sobs, but she sounded no less fierce for it—a mother with everything to fight for.

The warriors took their positions in the cavern. Archers got behind stalagmites, nocking crimson-tipped arrows. Those with spears waited beside them, ready to charge at the enemy. His mother took refuge behind a lumpy stone pillar. There weren’t enough archers to support all spear-armed Sebelians, including Iso Orinse. It didn’t seem to bother her. Her eyes were locked on that tunnel where heavy footsteps had begun to arise from the darkness. With a final tug around a corner, the boy lost sight of his mother. 
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Giganato prefecture, Sebel ~ Age 995 P.X.D.

Dahan crept through the forest, the leaf litter crunching softly with every step. The air was colder than usual for Rutma in the south; her steady breaths appeared in large clouds before her face. Compared to plowing forward through the swampland, this was nothing. She wore a sleeveless reptile skin tunic that stopped above the navel. A tapering deerskin loincloth came down to her ankles, held in place by a bold red waist sash. Leaves and debris stuck in her wild, coarse hair. Lengthy scars ran across her right thigh, disfiguring the natural black stripes. She’d been clawed while on a hunt in her teens, but she hadn’t let that deter her from becoming the lead huntress of the Imitarian hunting clan all the same. At just twenty-five, she was one of the youngest commanders in the Giganato prefecture.

Weeping trees abounded in the forest around their settlement, their branches forming thick curtains of leaves that nearly obscured the trunks completely. Their leaves fell constantly but were always quickly replaced. Even in Rutma, they were never bare unless a tree had reached the end of its life.

Despite thick clusters of these trees blocking her view in every direction, Dahan knew precisely where she was headed. She’d been here before as a girl, led by her mother. A helpless child faced with circumstances she couldn’t comprehend. Much had changed in twenty cycles.

Behind her was Amil. The slim Sebelian wore a wool cloak over his tunic. Beneath the cloak was a necklace of teeth, each representing a different kill. Everything from junpa mandibles to the sharp, hooked teeth of swamp eels to the long fangs of baramutto. Turuk trailed behind a bald Sebelian with a thick and curly beard. He was a tall man, overshadowing Amil and Dahan both.

Turuk was also the oldest. Sometimes, it showed. “Are you sure we should be here, huntress?”

“Are my own lands forbidden to me, Turuk?”

Dahan fought back his question with fire. She’d done so all morning. All her thoughts went back to that night by the river. The last time she’d seen Yaphet. He’d had a satchel bag containing his precious few belongings, bound to depart Giganato. There was one peculiarity she couldn’t understand. Yaphet had spoken of some task that finally drove him from his precious Tendril fortress, but he’d never explained what it was. Dahan had watched him go off to speak to the Asum one last time. While she waited, she’d fallen asleep against a tree stump. Hours later, Turuk had shaken her awake in the early dawn to tell her that the Asum’s headquarters had been breached. Blood and bodies had been found, yet not a trace of Yaphet Orinse or the Asum.

Dahan and her hunters had traveled over thirty kilometers from the Tendril Core these past few days. She’d led them into the forest after spotting what she suspected could be a group of Mystic Order apprentices through her spyglass—a marvel of Yunian technology. Once news spread that Sebel had risen against the Jingsehi invaders, Yuna and Ilea reached out to the once-isolated continent with an offer to join forces against their common enemy. The soldiers they sent introduced Sebel to unheard-of tools and strategies to use against the People of the Forest. Using this wartime tool, she’d caught movement in the weeping trees and was sure she’d seen blue wrappings around their heads. Turuk and Amil looked unconvinced; they had begun to wonder if their leader was only seeing what she wished to see.

They’d been on this hunt since early dawn. Giganato’s hunters were spread out in all directions from the heartland, yet not a single group had been sent to the closest ulver tree, Evernome. The Mystic Order hid something, and Dahan intended to uncover any secrets to help her find Yaphet and the Asum.

“My question is, what do you intend to do if we catch them?” Amil inquired. He was rarely one to question the decisions of his superior; that he chose to do so now was nearly enough to make her doubt herself.

Dahan considered the best way to answer. The truth was she had no concrete plan in mind, but she couldn’t reveal that to them. The Order had given her nothing to go on besides a general direction, so all that was left for her to do was to follow her instincts.

“The impregnable Tendril fortress has been breached. The shepherd of our prefecture is missing. So is Yaphet. I want answers, Vah damnit. If either of you wishes to turn back, be my guest. I can carry on by myself just fine.” Dahan strode on without looking back at either of them. She brushed another curtain of leaves away from her face and disappeared behind it.

Silence roamed. Neither Amil nor Turuk would abandon her, and she knew it. They’d been on countless hunts over the cycles. After a kill, Turuk would always regale them with one of his embellished stories of war or other hunts. Most ended with a lesson—often of what one should not do. He’d taught Dahan much in early lessons, picking up where her sister had left off. In turn, Amil grew into a seasoned hunter under Dahan’s tutelage. Amil and Turuk looked at each other thoughtfully, then hurried after their huntress.

Dahan swiped through one wall of leaves after another. Her breaths were quickening, her legs growing tired, but she pushed on. She could see the ulver tree now, just a few meters from them—Evernome. Evernome was at least three meters across and taller than any of the thin weeping trees with their branches like long whips. Their bark, always hidden beneath the foliage, was brown, but Evernome’s was cool gray, akin to Sebelian skin. Thick, tapering branches stuck out all angles at its upper half, shading the area under jade green leaves. The last time Dahan had seen it, Sebel was still being ravaged by the Hollow Wars. She knew with the proper incantation, and Sebelian blood, the sacred tree directed one to catacombs hidden far beneath the forest floor. However, Evernome’s bark was already split, the portal sitting wide open for anyone who happened by it.

The trio was frozen in place, staring at the scene before with confusion and horror. A terrible smell drifted toward them on the breeze. A swarm of flies hummed loudly. At the sacred tree’s base were the bodies of several apprentices. Evernome’s large roots protruding above the leaf litter now resembled nurturing arms for the fallen young men. Amil went forth first, kneeling beside one of the corpses. Dahan and Turuk exchanged a glance. Even large and formidable as he was, Dahan thought she saw a trace of fear in his eyes. He quickly scanned the area for signs of an ambush, then nodded his approval.

Dahan and Turuk joined Amil. What on Avah did this? That was all Dahan could think. One apprentice’s robe was torn along the chest, his bare chest coated in dark red dried blood. Another was missing a chunk from his head. Luckily, his eyes were shut. Dahan’s knuckles turned white around her spear. 

They carefully inspected the carnage, even as the dried yinmar and berries they’d eaten that morning rose into their throats. Amil looked to his fellow hunters. “What kind of weapon did this?”

Turuk shook his head. “I’m not so sure.” He analyzed one apprentice who’d lost both his legs at the knee. The absence of other wounds told him the man had died of blood loss. “Each of these wounds seems to have been inflicted with a single strike. It almost looks like the work of a kymir blade, but the wounds are too jagged.”

The sound of footsteps caused the three to jump, weapons raised. They looked around and saw nothing but undisturbed weeping tree branches.

As they followed the sound, they realized it originated from within Evernome. Stepping out of the darkness were several Mystic Order apprentices. Instead of animal skin, they wore clothes composed of fine silk. The uniform consisted of a long-sleeved red tunic under a black tabard, black trousers, and scaly boots with high tops. Most significantly, each apprentice concealed their face and sometimes their hair under the sacred blue wrappings, leaving only their eyes visible. They halted when they noticed the three hunters.

“The Imitarian Huntress blesses us with her presence. Have you found something?”

Dahan knew that voice. It was strange to think she’d once known the face beneath those sacred wrappings. A handsome young man who handled a spear nicely and with once wild and untamed hair. They’d played together as children. She’d always known he’d wanted more than the life of a hunter or farmer. As soon as he’d passed the sacred hunt, he took on the Mystic Order garb without hesitation. The two childhood friends hadn’t seen each other in six cycles. 

“Greetings, Sinhar, and I’m afraid not. We came to assist you here.”

“That is much appreciated, but we need every bit of ground covered. Not a single copse can be left unexamined.”

Dahan eyed the fallen apprentices. “You’ve already lost people. May Vah welcome them to the Perennial Plains with open arms. Working together, we can nab the beast that did this!”

Sinhar did something he hadn’t done in a very long time. He took a gentle hold of her arm. His eyes locked with hers.

“Please, Dahan, don’t even think of it. I knew these men well. They were trained to fight men and monster alike, but the thing we faced was something else. Something we didn’t know how to fight.”

“What do you mean?” Dahan realized Sinhar was shaking. Her flesh broke out into goosebumps. “What happened down in the Giganato catacombs?”

“I don’t know what I saw, but it had to be dark magic. Maybe even a demon. We can’t be sure. We need your hunters to comb every bit of area around Evernome. Do not go near it if you ever think you’re remotely close to the beast! Promise me!”

Dahan recognized the apprehension in Sinhar’s eyes and voice. Dark magic was expunged from Sebel long ago. Since then, it had been nothing more than a discussion between Mystic Order scholars. A demon taking root was even more calamitous. How could such a thing strike within The Tendril and the catacombs? No enemy had ever gotten past their defenses.

“I promise, Sinhar. We’ll do our best.”

Sinhar released her arm and dropped his gaze. He went to his fallen brethren and gazed down at them with a sullen sigh. With his back to her, he spoke once more. “Thank you, Dahan. Watch yourself out there. Let us pray that this nightmare ends soon. We’ll report our findings to the prefecture in due time. May Vah watch over us all.”
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Muruid catacombs ~Age 974 P.X.D.

In the dim violet light, Yaphet sat opposite the old man on the cold hard floor. They’d stopped and made camp at an area of the tunnel with more kymir deposits that bathed them in an ambient glow as Wonchi prepared the meal. With the sun and moon out of view, it was impossible to tell if it was day or night. They spent most of their waking hours traveling through the underground labyrinth.

Wonchi used a pestle to grind cave crawlers in a small stone bowl. The squish of their soft innards accompanied the crunch of their exoskeletons. The only other sound was a soft dripping somewhere in the distance. Yaphet watched with little interest. It’d been days since he'd seen his mother. He replayed her words again and again in his mind. Don’t you dare come back this way until I come for you. Not that it mattered in the end. He knew the old man wouldn’t let him venture back the way they’d come. Like Yaphet, he had his orders. She had sworn they’d see each other again, but the boy couldn’t stop the thoughts rushing through his head. What if his mother was hurt and couldn’t return on her own?

“All right, boy, here you are. Eat it while it’s fresh this time. You’ll enjoy it more.”

Yaphet took the bowl. The insects had been mashed into the muck he’d called breakfast, lunch, and dinner for some time now. He picked at his food, wishing instead for berries or yinmar meat. He looked up to see Wonchi fondling the spear again. He brushed his hands over the red bandages wrapped around the haft. They were torn and stained, but he stared at them like they were his most treasured possession. 

“Did your Da give that to you?” Yaphet asked.

Wonchi appeared surprised by the question. Yaphet felt a wash of shame for saying anything at all. He returned to his meal, eager for an excuse to look away from the old man’s dismal gaze.

“Yes, yes, he did. Then, in turn, I gave it to my eldest son.” Every wrinkle seemed to be a scar. He heaved a deep sigh before he went on. “Both my sons went to war in the name of Sebel. I was so proud to see them off. Nanar, my youngest, fell at the Battle of the Plains. Arloc made it home with the spear. He promised me he was done fightin.’ He upheld that promise, and yet...”

Yaphet understood immediately. Only two weeks ago, the Jingsehi dragon riders raided the Muruid prefecture, likely out of spite for their defeat at the Battle of the Plains. Sebelians from all continents had joined forces to drive every Jingsehi to the shores. Yaphet recalled seeing the soldiers of Muruid return with trophies ranging from Jingsehi broadswords to necklaces of ears and fingers. In his mind, Yaphet wondered what he could never say aloud: had he brought about Muruid’s end? The flames had come down hardest on the Muruid Temple, eradicating the Muruid Asum, Yaphet’s father, Wonchi’s eldest son, and so many others.

“I’m sorry, elder Wonchi. It’s my fault.” Yaphet looked at his brown skin. Occasional residents of Muruid had called him an “aberration” or worse, “Vah’s mistake.” His parents had always assured him it wasn’t true, but now he wasn’t so sure. The disaster they had all said he would bring upon Muruid had finally come to pass. The boy felt hot tears on his cheeks. “It’s all my fault. My cursed skin brought this horror on us!”

“Nonsense!” Wonchi declared. “Chin up, boy!”

Yaphet snapped to. Wonchi scooted closer to him and looked him dead in his golden eyes. He held his spear straight now, resting it beside him. 

“We are People of the Stone. That includes you! What happened here in Muruid is the fault of no one but the Jingsehi! Don’t let this break you. Let it fortify you! Remember Vah’s Law of Might! Nothing is relinquished until you stop fighting! Your claim to greatness will come from your will and no one else!”

Yaphet sat dumbstruck as he took it all in. He wiped a tear from his face. “Thank you, elder. Thank you so much.”

Wonchi gave him a tired grin. Between the endless traversing of the catacomb
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