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Disputed territory ~Age 972 P.X.D.

A howling wind swept over the barren land, blowing an infinite blanket of dappled gray clouds across the dismal sky. Despite its insignificant size, much blood had been shed over Nadona Island—a remote speck of land five hundred kilometers north of the Nameless Continent. For now, it remained under the control of the Yunian military. It wasn’t a scenic location, to say the least. Even during the warmer start of the cycle, the sun’s warmth was sparse and fleeting as it struggled to peek through the dreary blanket that smothered the sky. During the colder months, which were well on their way, the clouds grew darker and filled with the wrath of Vah Himself; harsh winds pelted the Nameless Continent and its surrounding islands, accompanied by hail and freezing rain. It didn’t come near the icy cold of Ilea or the frozen landscape of the southern pole, but its frigid, damp air sat in the lungs and chilled to the bone.

Sergeant Capra Ibex raised his hood as he stood at the top of the gangplank. He had cedar-brown skin and neck-length currant hair. His baggy pants were caught at the ankle, and two braided belts were wrapped tightly around his hip. His long woolen cloak swayed in the light breeze, with eye-catching embroidery trailing the back and sleeves. His fine clothes marked him as an esteemed officer of the Royal Yunian Navy. His frigate was aptly titled the Desert Fox, named for Ibex’s legendary maneuvers against the Jingsehi man-o-wars in the waters around Yuna and the Nameless Continent.

Ibex’s basil eyes observed the landscape. The jetty stretched for quite a distance, like a wooden arm straining to reach the mainland. A cadre of his best came up behind him, stopping as one and standing with hands clasped behind their backs. Out in front was First Mate Felis Argarita. She wore a similar uniform as the sergeant, but her cloak lacked a hood. Instead, she wore a felt cap with flaps that covered the ears. Her crimson hair hung over her brows and the nape of her neck—droplets from the spray collected on her tan skin.

“Shall we accompany you, Sergeant?” Argarita asked.

“That won’t be necessary. Just have the men ready. I’m expecting to return with company.”

“Yes, sir. We’ll prepare the holding compartments.”

Sergeant Capra Ibex’s boots echoed off the wooden planks. Waves crashed against the seaside rocks and left the boards slick. As he returned to the beach, a large black hill, surrounded by mist, loomed overhead. Even from the jetty, he could just make out the hazy shadow atop the hill, a ruined fortress with banners still hanging from its walls. The tattered silk bore the dark silhouette of a winged scorpion, the flag of the Yunian people. The sergeant traversed through the campgrounds of the 501st battalion, making his way toward the hill.

The soil here was muddy and black as tar. That was the great oddity of the Nameless Continent and its islands. The topsoil and subsequent layers had been scorched by a great fire ages ago. Many believed the great fire was the power of the Light Bearers or the Lord Vah Himself. There was one mystery Ibex couldn’t pry from his mind’s pondering grasp. It was well documented that the wrath of a volcanic eruption—like the one which formed Nadona Island—left behind ash that provided vital nutrients to the soil, but neither the Nameless Continent nor Nadona Island shared this blessing. There were no trees or grass in sight. No greenery at all, only the occasional boulder.

Despite the apparent senselessness, questioning a multi-decade war effort was folly. The sergeant never shared his speculations with another soul, not even his fellow officers, but he was sure they could see it as well as he. The Hollow Wars had raged across Avah for decades. The Jingsehi had colonized Sebel and plundered its magical resources. When Sebel revolted, the rest of Avah stepped into the fray, attacking Jingsehi footholds in every nation. The kingdom of Jingseh had ambitiously sought control of every continent under the pretense of trading resources and forging a peaceful alliance across Avah, but what had they hoped to gain from this inexplicably barren land?

Sergeant Ibex waded through black muck so thick it was akin to clay. The camp sat at the base of the hill, not far from the shoreline. Pitched tents were crowded together in the hundreds, maybe thousands, leaving just enough room for one man to slip through, taking care not to kick tent pegs from the soft ground. Ibex saw his fellow Yunian soldiers snoozing on cots or playing games of dice in the drizzle. Ordinarily, he would've never allowed gambling in his midst, but these were not his men to command. Most eyed him only briefly before going about their business. It was easy to imagine why they’d turn to such vices. The endless gloom of the colder months in these lands weighed heavy on the soul. Despite their apparent indifference, these Yunians were tried and true. Ibex couldn't deny that. His ship was among a grand fleet that thwarted Jingsehi dominance at sea. These men, the Emperor's Disciplinary Brigade, were the ones who held the land. For over four decades, Nadona Island had been disputed just as ferociously as the Nameless Continent. In the Enno just passed, Yuna had finally reclaimed it for themselves.

“Gather round, brave servants of Emperor Efreet! Gather round!”

A young barefoot Yunian boy ran through the camp. He was up to his ankles in the black muck, and his drab robes were speckled with it. Ibex guessed the steward was no more than eleven or twelve cycles old. It was customary for Yunian boys to serve stints in the imperial forces as early as possible. At that age, they were squires for battalions and did anything that may be required, from shining weapons and cleaning boots to cooking meals or even digging latrines. They could pass into the infantry as they neared adulthood or apply for equerry positions in noble families. Equerries served the most prestigious Yunians, often for a lifetime, but such an honor could only come with an impeccable service record. Ibex himself had come up this way, as did most officers he knew.

“Pause your games and wake from your naps, all you noble warriors of Yuna!” the boy continued. He ran past tents and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hear, hear! The great Major Astes Squama has issued a command: his loyal subordinates deserve a grand show at the pig sty!”

That was all it took. The Yunian soldiers were immediately whipped into a frenzy, picking up their dice and abandoning their games. Cots were left empty, and bowls of stew were either left on stools or carried off. Sergeant Ibex looked to the fortress atop the hill. He was on the island for an important mission from high command, but if this show was at the whim of the Major, then it couldn’t be missed. After all, Major Astes Squama was the man he’d come to see.
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THE SOLDIERS CONCENTRATED in the center of the camp. Ibex was fortunate enough to find a path to the front before the mass of soldiers arrived at his back. Within a few minutes, even the strongest men could not force their way to the front row. Ibex took note of a large corral composed of metal bars. Young squires clung to tall poles while many men sat or stood atop crates they’d dragged to the area. The sergeant sucked in a breath. Only now did he see what he’d walked into.

Chained to the western side of the corral was a familiar beast that made his chest clench. That huge head ornamented with bony knobs and spikes. The broad flanges projected downward from the cheekbones before hooking upward. The bony knobs at the chin and down the jawline. All told, it was just short of two meters at the shoulder—a single tuft of black hair at the tip of its minuscule tail. Ibex had never seen a devil boar so far from Yuna.

The body was balanced on thin legs that ended in sturdy hooves. Its slavering maw, full of overgrown teeth with points like daggers, gnashed at the air. Its nostrils twitched irritably as it jerked its head around at the encircling crowd. The devil boar snorted and squealed but couldn't move much more than a step in any direction. The chain collar was wound tight around its thick neck, digging into its skin as it yanked at the restraints.

On the opposite side of the pigsty was a small wooden platform, just tall enough to peek over the corral fence. Atop it was a nude and shivering Yunian man. His brownish-orange skin was lighter than Ibex's, and his braids were an apple red. The lad can't be more than twenty-two, Ibex analyzed. He looked the boy over as one would a weapon. Gaunt but fit. And those hands are no strangers to a sword—it would have to be a sword; he’s not fit to wield anything heavier. He was short a man for the Desert Fox, and the boy would've been a good candidate, at least physically. Alas, it would never be. The nose ring, triple earrings, and tattoos beneath the eyes told him everything.

“Fuckin pirate filth!” shouted a Yunian soldier.

“Fifty koppers says the boar goes for the bastard's gonads first! Let's go! Let's go! Once he's face to face with destiny, bets are cut off!”

Several soldiers surrounded bookmakers with offers of their own. Some doubled the bet, others tripled it.

One older warrior kept his composure, showing no interest in placing his bet. Lines of weariness ran through his face, and the odd gray hair stood out among the violet of his well-knotted braids. He looked to be double the age of the Yunian on the gallows. Ibex eyed him closely.

“You're not gonna make a bet, old timer?”

The grizzled infantrymen didn't even look in Ibex's direction. ‘“Fraid I can't. All my earnings go toward my debts. Damn shame, too. These youngins don't know their ass from their elbow. Devil boars like the softest parts, yes, but they never start with the loins. They prize everything in the rib cage most of all.”

Ibex hardly had time to process what he'd just heard. The shouting and hooting intensified as a Yunian soldier came to stand beside the nude prisoner. His neck collar was adorned with beads of varying colors that dazzled the eyes even on a hazy and wet day like this one. A state-sanctioned alchemist, Ibex recognized. A crowned jackal’s head served as the hood of his cape, teeth bared in its last moment of ferocious defiance.

With a kick from behind, the prisoner tumbled into the pigsty. He stumbled slightly as he landed on his feet with eyes wide open. The boar fought to get free of its chain. With a shouted spell and a raised hand from the alchemist, the binding chain suddenly snapped from around its neck. The boar darted toward his new roommate with frightening speed. Its skinny legs carried it with surprising grace. Hollers of excitement rang in Ibex's ears.

The prisoner sidestepped the first charge and took off in the opposite direction. The devil boar slipped in the black mud and tumbled. The bars rattled as the animal slammed against the gate; several men tried to jump back but could not move against the throng of soldiers pressing for a closer look.

The prisoner, meanwhile, scaled the fence with impressive agility. None of the soldiers took any action; none was necessary. The prisoner didn’t get more than two meters off the ground before he yelled out in agony and released the metal bars. This time, men and women in the front row leaped back with enough force to make room. Ibex caught the scent of burnt flesh on the wind. He looked closer at the bars nearest him and noticed each was covered with engraved markings in Emshar, the ancient Yunian tongue. Ibex's gaze went back to the spot of the attempted escape. The bars were red hot and steamed due to the drizzle. So long as the alchemist was watching, there would be no escape.

The prisoner got to his burnt feet just as the boar closed in. Once again, he dodged the drooling jaws, but only just; this time, the bony protrusions cut his side as the boar raced past. The prisoner stumbled with a hand on his wound, only for the hind legs to kick out. The hooves careened into his chest and sent him backward.

The spectators went wild, some howling approval, others cursing and shouting demands that the boy not die yet. They all sensed it. Short as it was, the game was over. The prisoner could hardly stand now. Ribs had been unmistakably broken. The voracious boar clamped on his stomach and thrashed its head from side to side. Blood and much more spilled out as the young prisoner screamed for help. In place of salvation came only more ecstatic cheers and cries of rage for lost coin. Ibex turned away from the gruesome display as the winnings were doled out.
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Sergeant Ibex’s boots sloshed and slipped through the dark mud as he climbed the hill. Now that he was closer, he saw that it resembled a cathedral more than a military outpost. Large columns stood along the façade, along with broken stained-glass windows. Surrounding the building was a cohort of Yunian soldiers. The men stood at attention, their maces and scimitars at the ready. Archers gazed vigilantly into the distance from the rooftop. An eerie calm among them contrasted with the faint cheering from down the hillside. 

As Ibex walked through the pair of heavy wooden doors, he half expected to see a pastor standing at the altar, reading from the Tenets of Vah. Instead, he entered to see the back of Major Astes Squama. He recognized the shorter man’s stocky build and the bald patch of brown skin on the crown of his head. He wore a uniform much like the sergeant's but was adorned with a red toga draped over the armor. The pointed tips of his boots curved upward and were engraved with flourishing patterns. He paid his new guest no attention as the doors creaked open. Seven captives knelt on the altar steps before him: six of them Yunian men with hands tied behind bare backs. No guard was needed; each one trembled, too terrified to move. The six Yunians didn’t even attempt to steal a glance at the prisoner to their right.

As Ibex descended the aisle, he struggled to keep his eyes from straying toward the seventh prisoner. It was not only because the woman’s shapely form was as starkly exposed as the rest. She was set apart by her cornflower blue skin, bruised purple along the ribs, arms, and thighs. Ibex recognized the bruising pattern as the work of a lashing from thick knotted rope—a common interrogation practice among the Yunian military. Long hay-colored hair hung over her face and covered her shoulders, stopping just short of her breasts. The Daijo were the only people on Avah with no continent to call home. They were true nomads that lived off the sea, though they often turned islands into temporary homes and sources of food and other resources. No one knew from what land they’d originated, nor how they’d lost it—or abandoned it. They seemed not to think of land much at all. The bruises on the six Yunians were few compared to hers. Surely, that marked her as their leader, and many were pirates. I wonder why this one left her precious “Mother Sea.”

The major examined the tulips potted all over the main stage. Each had begun to wilt out of the sunlight. The Major removed his glove to feel one of the petals, but it crumbled. The steady sound of boot heels hitting wood pierced the eerie silence.

“Sergeant Ibex, welcome to Nadona!” The major’s boisterous greeting nearly made him jump.

The younger man stopped a few steps away. His rigid
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