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Eighty-one years ago ...

Glymm stepped away from the feast, her stomach brimming with wine and muk meat—a delicacy that merchants from the far-off Granite Hills had delivered. It had been a victorious day. Wherever she looked, the village pulsed with life; people were dancing and chatting loudly, and the town square heaved with a rowdy energy. Mirth and merriment spread across carefree faces as they ate and celebrated.

A joyful grin split Glymm’s face as she saw her efforts bearing fruit, and her heart swelled with relief and optimism for the days ahead; the future was secured.

Today’s Manna Rites had been the grandest in memory, and not only that: it had been announced that a new heir to the bloodline was blossoming in the womb of the Prime One’s consort. Glymm cast a look up at the high banquet table where the Prime One roared with laughter, his cherubic face flushed with warmth. His wife and their two young children joined in the laughter, the children pointing at their father as wine dribbled down his tunic.

Glymm wandered away from the bursting rows of wooden tables, each brimming with the bounty of the local farms and rivers. A few townspeople raised their wooden cups to her as she passed—they would be toasting and blessing the Spirits well into the evening.

A large stone archway led to a path that wound down the grassy hill towards the boardwalk where the Flow’s sluggish waters emptied into the Great Lake. The wide river shimmered like glass at this hour as a feeble mist filled the night’s air.

As Glymm wandered down the path, a song erupted in the square behind her, sung by the villagers in between excessive gulps of wine and ale. The cacophonous singing that wafted down the banks was like sandpaper to her ears, yet people still cheered, and the musicians carried on. It was a song Glymm knew all too well, having heard it a thousand times. It was a story about a girl born beneath an eclipse whose parents gifted her all the joys and beautiful wonders of the world, a song about the good things one finds on Arbonar, the world gifted to the people of the Rahsu. Though the villagers’ voices grated at Glymm, the tune of the song itself danced merrily in her ears and professed how special and nurturing the world was despite being nestled in an ocean of darkness. Arbonar was a bastion. It protected and provided for its people. Fond memories of times long since passed washed over her, and thoughts of old friends and loved ones manifested as a solemn smile on Glymm’s weary face.

Lamps and laughter both dimmed as she reached the ghostly docks. The river water’s soft lapping against wooden pylons and the hulls of modest fishing barges tied beside the boardwalk replaced the song’s raucous chorus.

Arbonar’s two moons had long since sunk below the horizon, seemingly plunging into the depths of the Great Lake as if they were stones dropped from above. Without the light of the moons, the barges appeared as if they hovered in the darkness, the reflection of stars forming a myriad of shimmers and twinkles upon the surface. Ripples in the water danced with the wooden hulls and formed a song that reverberated in the swell and creaks of lumber against lumber.

Glymm gazed into the water, contented that the Prime bloodline was healthy again after what seemed like a lifetime. Her efforts would protect Arbonar for generations, although no one would know her role.

The mirror of sparkling stars entranced Glymm. She focused on one blazing sparkle that captured her attention—it shone brighter than the others and appeared to roll away from the barge hull, riding the ripples against the tide. The star’s reflection continued to move across the Flow’s surface. Glymm shot her head skyward and scanned the night for the source of the reflection, straining her eyes in the dark.

Glymm knew this wasn’t a shooting star, which usually streaked across the sky in brief flashes before vanishing forever. She harboured a growing fear it may be something entirely different. Her eyes tracked the star, its trajectory unyielding as it dwindled toward the horizon. Silently, it disappeared over the waters of the Great Lake. A star was falling from the sky above her.

Glymm’s heart tightened. She strained her eyes to look at the space where the celestial body had disappeared. With dread in her heart, Glymm blinked furiously. Had her eyes deceived her? How much wine had she downed? She turned and peered up the darkened grassy hill she had previously descended. The small town, with its steeply slanted thatched rooftops, sat high above the banks of the Flow. The village produced its warm, glowing light that radiated from the square where the feast ensued. A knot grew in her throat. Glymm knew no one in the village would comprehend the fear that circulated through her body—eternal apprehension that lingered like a blade above her head. 

Glymm’s mind wandered, anxiety seizing her. Such a small twinkle in the heavens, yet it gripped her every fibre. What could all this mean, and how was it possible after all this time? Though she knew the answers to these questions, hundreds more formed a tangled web in her mind.

Then, high above her, another faint light unmistakably crossed the night sky. Glymm was frozen in fear. Laughter erupted from the town behind her, pulling her attention back to the village. Those sweet fools, she told herself. The townspeople were carefree revellers, unaware of the dangers surrounding them nor what was at stake.

Glymm knew what she must do. She regretfully turned from the village; she’d find no answers there. Instead, she raced towards one of the fishing barges. She could have more answers in mere days if she left now. In her heart, Glymm knew her fears would prove correct, but she did not know to what extent.

It took seconds for her to jump onto the wooden dock and commandeer a barge. She unravelled the rope securing the barge to its port and, with the vessel’s long guiding stick, she manoeuvred the vessel across the still waters.

The river splashed over the sides of the deck as she raced across, the glints of stars dispersing in its wake. As Glymm’s muscular arms propelled the barge, a smooth, straight path carved into the dark waters before it crashed against the sands on the far bank. The force of the collision sent boxes of fishing tackle and empty barrels across the deck.

Glymm stumbled but adjusted to the inertia. She leapt off the barge onto the soft, wet sand. Wiping sweat from her brow, she glanced back at the town she was fleeing. Though the town’s fires tried to illuminate the sky above, the thick smoke the fires gave off dampened the light and left the village in a dull glow. She imagined the dancing children and the feasting people lost in the stupor of the Manna Rites. In the daylight, would anyone wonder where she had gone? People she had known their whole lives would never see Glymm again. For a moment, she felt the pang of loss growing in her heart before she darted into the dense grain fields that lined the southern banks of the Flow.

Glymm sprinted into the night, her shoes filled with squelching wet sand. Yet she paid it no mind. She alone held the power to save the Rahsu from what was coming. Fleeing into the darkness, Glymm vanished into obscurity, never to be seen again. 
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CHAPTER 1  LIRAN
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Liran roused to thunderous ringing that shattered her deep sleep and tore from it with a spasmodic jolt. She shot from the chair she’d fallen asleep in, straining to understand the commotion that forced her to wake violently. Somewhere in Xylona one of the villagers was tolling the bells in the gardens.

Liran groaned, her annoyance barely audible over the cacophonous disruption. She strode across the room and slammed her window closed. The effort failed to block the ringing bells.

‘Today of all days,’ Liran lamented as her paint-stained fingers grasped for a goblet in her line of sight. She took a deep swig. Though it contained wine, as she had expected, it was mixed with paint from the maps she was restoring. She spat it out towards the wall before it had a chance to travel down her throat. She cursed, turning to the window to violently open it. The bells still resonated.

‘Yes, we hear you!’ she yelled, then slammed the window shut again. Liran sat and took a moment. Why today? she thought. Her mind battled with her body’s reluctance to move and ready herself to attend the Manna Rites. She did not want to face the world today, let alone sing and chant with the rest of the town.

Liran surveyed her studio. It reflected a woman in perfect harmony with her art. Maps lay scattered across the floor, strewn by the breeze that had wafted through the open window the previous night. These maps constituted her latest undertaking—an endeavour that had become all-consuming, yet a lifeline to her sanity. She found solace in painting and immersing herself in her work. It was a refuge from the world.

Sinking further into the chair, Liran contemplated whether she could escape attending the Rites without facing punishment. If the sick were excused, perhaps then the townspeople would sympathise with her absence. Wishful thinking. Her friends, she suspected, would encourage her to attend, claiming it was good for her to move forward and not dwell on the past.

Today, all over Arbonar, people would come together and pay homage to the creators. Then, once the eclipse passed and the garjee fruit was offered, the feasts and parties would begin.

There were eight Manna Rites in a year, and she couldn’t remember one in the last year she’d felt thankful to the Spirits. Liran held up and flipped over an empty wine jug and watched a solitary drop splash onto the stone. Maybe she’d thank the Spirits for the apris wine she planned to smuggle back to her studio tonight.

The clanging bells changed tempo from a melodious multitone dance to a single bell that resonated deep calls. Liran’s eardrums vibrated. Three bells. Three hours to the eclipse and the moment the garjee fruit would be offered at the altar.

As Liran stood, her faculties returned, and she could now hear the telltale murmurs of people moving in the cloisters outside. Liran haphazardly gathered parchment strewn across the stones of her workroom and fastened them back on the table under the weight of a book.

The book had seen better days. Tears and smudges riddled the bindings and apris wine had been spilled over the title, The Moving Stars. Liran stared at the dark orange hues of apris on the leather cover. One year ago, she had written this book. One year ago, the book was beautiful, smelling of freshly pressed paper. This had been the last book she’d written before her world had changed. How could she face the hubbub of Xylona today?

The stone room was lined with old wooden bookcases and cabinets. They housed a collection of books and a wealth of paraphernalia and trinkets, some of them hidden away from eyes that may wish them destroyed. Liran opened one of the cupboards. Inside was a jumble of spare paints, fresh parchment, brushes, and charcoal pieces for sketching when she travelled. Liran pushed the contents aside as she searched the cabinet. Her eyes darted as she rifled, moving parchment and paints until she grabbed the prize she sought. It was a small black pouch made from the rugged leather of a granite muk, a hardy dromedary of the Granite Hills.

Liran untied the strings that fastened the satchel and walked back to the table, swiping away the book and parchment to create space on the desk. She tipped out the contents of the bag—three dark and sinewy roots. The black and furry bulbs rolled across the wood until they found a spot on the desk to settle.

She reached for a hefty book and strained under the weight of Histories of the Primes, Protectors of Rahsu by G Jursaine, slamming it down on the roots with a thud. Liran lifted and dropped the book three more times and then leapt onto the desk to sit on the tome. Using her weight to help crush the bulbs, she bounced. She snatched the goblet and tossed the remaining contents out the window before searching for water.

A fountain was outside in the cloister, but she knew it was likely surrounded by a gaggle of townspeople. She eyed a vase of flowers on the windowsill by the door and discarded the now wilted blooms to the floor, emptying the water into her cup.

Liran lifted the bulky book. The roots were now flattened into a black paste. She tossed the book aside. There was a time that she had cared about keeping her collection pristine, but now material things hardly mattered. Dropping the paste into the cup, Liran stirred the roots into the water with the end of a paintbrush. The roots leeched into the vortex, turning the dirty vase water a deep purple. Liran brought the goblet to her lips, the pungent aroma making her eyes weep; the stench was barely preferable to the scent of yar manure. With a hefty swig, she downed the foul concoction and sat back on the chair, allowing the liquids to go to her stomach. Soon, she would be in a tranquil state.

****
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THE BELLS TOLLED AGAIN. Another scurry of villagers outside Liran’s doors pounded like a thunderstorm. Her eyelids weighed heavy, as if magnets kept them shut. They opened with effort. A blur of colours formed into recognisable shapes, but her focus had not returned. Her neck was weak, and she struggled to hold up her head. It lolled, resting against the back of the chair.

Liran’s eyes were transfixed by the textured cracks and brush marks on the ceiling. Her brush marks. The fresco above her had been her first task to cover the barren stone when she was appointed Xylonan Maven. She had quickly got to work and had painted the ceiling with one of her favourite sketches she had found in an old warehouse on a pier in Hydoran. It was a simple painting of a small girl standing in a meadow of white flowers. In the distance, sheer waterfall-lined cliffs sprayed mist into the air. Nowhere on Arbonar was there a place like this. The girl held a flower, and a sad smile adorned her face. Now, the girl watched over Liran in her self-imposed haven.

A thumping sound stirred her again. Muffled sounds accompanied another barrage of pounding. In her dazed state, she pieced together what was happening.

‘Maven, are you in there?’ a shrill voice shouted, accompanied by another banging of fists on wood.

Liran crossed the room with parchment sticking to the cold sweat on the bottom of her bare feet. Lifting the door’s latch, she paused. She inhaled deeply to oxygenate her body, hoping the zirge roots would wear off. She did not need judgment today.

‘What could anyone possibly need today?’ Liran said, cracking open the door. Though she sounded sober, her head pounded from the roots in her system. Sunlight filtered into the studio. Liran’s eyes watered and blurred.

‘A thousand apologies, Maven. The Prime One sent me. She requests you early.’ She recognised the rushed voice that called her by her title. It was her assistant Euyan, a sageling of the archives. Assistant was not the best word for him; her appointed sycophantic shadow was a better description. 

‘This early?’ Liran squinted at the blur of the figure before her. ‘The tolls have marked three hours before the Rites. A little early to begin gathering at the altar, right?’ Her eyes focused on Euyan’s dark, glistening skin and his sweat-soaked underarms. The sunlight dimmed behind a wisp of cloud, giving her vision a reprieve. ‘Did you run here, Euyan, or do I need to get you out of the archives more?’ Liran said, adding a smile to appear less callous.

‘I ran with haste. The Prime One said to fetch the Maven. It is of the utmost importance—’

‘Euyan,’ Liran cut in, rolling her eyes, ‘Claudya thinks a crease in a tablecloth is of utmost importance. I don’t believe fetching me this early before the Rites was that important. I have not even started the Prime One’s address.’ Liran remembered she had jotted down some key points for the Prime One’s Manna Rites speech. Although Liran did this every cycle, Claudya would often disregard her passages and adlib, reading the mood of the masses gathered at the altar.

Euyan looked a little taken aback by Liran’s cavalier attitude. His eyes darted around him, hoping no one in the street had overheard their conversation. ‘Maven, please! Let’s take this inside. And then can we depart for the Prime House?’ Euyan said in a tone and volume meant only for the two of them.

Liran resisted the urge to roll her eyes again. She moved out of the way, gesturing for Euyan to follow her into the studio.

Euyan did not try to hide the fact that he scanned the room. He tentatively paused at the strewn papers and paint stains on the stones and peered at the liquid that was spattered on the wall near the desk as it trickled to the stone floor to form rivers in the grout.

Liran followed Euyan’s curious gaze across the squalor and laughed. ‘Apris wine and paint did not agree with my palate’, Liran said.

Euyan’s face was expressionless; he scrutinised her sincerely. ‘Maven, are you alright? You look under the weather.’

Liran stood up straight and smoothed out a crease in her dress. She felt her assistant’s judgemental eyes on her. The zirge coursed through her system, and her head throbbed from dehydration. Liran walked over to a copper bowl and picked it up to observe her face in the reflection.

A forty-two-year-old woman wearing a paint and wine-stained cloak stared back at her through dark and heavy brown eyes. Her usually straight, shoulder-length brown hair was knotted and caked in paint. Amusing, she pondered.

‘Would you allow me to freshen myself up before we rush off? Perhaps you could do me a favour and fetch water from the fountains,’ Liran said.

Euyan said nothing, grabbing a bowl on the bench by the side door before heading outside. Liran ducked into an adjoining room where she kept a few personal items for evenings at the studio, which was most nights. She threw on an old shirt—one she found on the back of the door—and found a washcloth and a hairbrush. What could the Prime One need so early?

Euyan knocked on the door, and Liran cracked it open. She grabbed the bowl of water. ‘Thanks. I won’t be long,’ she said, closing the door.

Liran soaked the cloth and washed her face, feeling an instant surge of relief.

‘Did Claudya say what the matter of utmost importance was?’ she asked.

‘The Prime One said it had to do with the Prime Scion,’ Euyan’s muffled reply came from the other side of the door, ignoring Liran’s use of the Prime One’s first name.

‘Anything else about Ayon?’

Euyan hesitated, then said, ‘When the Prime One asked for you, Reeva was agitated.’

‘Reeva is back in Xylona? I thought she was travelling through the Granite Hills,’ Liran said.

Euyan said nothing. She knew Reeva, the Scion’s appointed guardian, was constantly agitated. Whether it was townspeople late to the Manna Rites or that Ayon was not in any rush to begin his tour of the Rahsu lands as Prime in waiting, Reeva approached everything with scorn. Liran ran the wet cloth through her hair, removing the paint before working out the knots.

‘Reeva is too hard on the poor boy,’ Liran said.

‘She is concerned the Manna Rites will be at risk if the Scion does not take his position seriously,’ Euyan said.

‘Concern is one thing. I’ve been in meetings about the boy before; Reeva’s position as guardian should be reconsidered. The pressure put on him will only make him feel anxious and alone. He will be a nervous wreck when he eventually does tour the Rahsu. To which there is no rush. Despite what Reeva and Thessus say,’ Liran said.

She liked Ayon; he was an intelligent boy and had shown a keen interest in art techniques when she’d painted the altar’s fresco. But maps were his favourite. He’d stare at them for hours and ask what the places were like.

‘He is twenty years old next manna cycle, Maven. Time is running out. He has shown no interest in siring the next line of Primes.’ Euyan allowed a moment of rebuttal, but Liran held her tongue. ‘Maven, he is the only Scion, the only one who can perform the Rites when the current Prime One passes. We have not faced a crisis like this since the times of the Granite Hills dynasty two hundred years ago.’

Liran was impressed with Euyan’s knowledge of the Prime lines but furrowed her brow. His attitude was soaked with a piousness she detested.

‘It has happened before, Euyan; the blood is always found, and the lines continue. The world is not going to end. Have you touched the fruit at all, Euyan?’

‘Absolutely not! It is forbidden!’ Euyan exclaimed.

‘Imagine that: Prime Euyan. Spirits protect us,’ she muttered.

‘Pardon, Maven?’

‘Nothing. But catch my meaning? You could have the blood. You could be the next Prime without knowing it. So, stop fretting. If the Spirits of Arbonar deem it necessary, the blood will resurface. If not in Xylona, then in another village.’

Liran opened the door that led back to the studio. Euyan nodded. She interpreted it as approval she was adequately dressed for the public’s gaze. 

They had been at odds before about the bloodline

Liran scanned her studio. Euyan had been tidying the space as she freshened up. Her paints had been organised, and the parchment pieces that littered the floor were back on the desk and weighed down by the empty vase.

Liran sighed and walked over to Euyan, placing a hand on his shoulder. She knew Euyan’s concerns were valid and were discussed and debated among many in the town. To lose the bloodline put Xylona’s grip on power in jeopardy. But more than that, the Manna Rites were at risk, and the Spirits of the planet would rain down untold horrors upon them. Appeasing the Spirits meant continued prosperity. Xylona was on edge.

‘I apologise, Euyan. I am not myself today. Honestly, if I had a choice, this would be a Manna Rites I would rather forget.’ Liran’s words drifted off as she removed her hands from Euyan’s shoulders and walked over to the window. She felt his gaze on her.

‘It has been one year today, Euyan.’ Her voice croaked.

‘Maven,’ Euyan’s voice was soft. ‘I forget myself—I had not realised the significance of today.’ It was now Euyan who offered a hand for her shoulder.

‘It is alright, and life goes on, nay?’ Liran’s voice broke, but her face was resolute. Today would be hard. To face the eyes of Xylona would be like one thousand cuts; eyes unseeing that behind her stoic face was a voice screaming out for the loss of the only child she would ever know.
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CHAPTER 2  OLBI
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Olbi was being watched. An eerie tingle ran across his skin. It was not the first time he felt he was being followed within these woods. It was as if the forest knew him as an intruder and had not granted him consent to enter. His gaze swept across the trees; they concealed mysteries within their broad trunks. He wasn’t supposed to be here. Perhaps this time, he had gone too far.

Despite the nagging feeling of eyes on his back, Olbi returned his concentration to the stream below his perch on a large boulder. When he looked down, dark beady eyes stared back at him from beneath the water. It took but a split second before his airborne spear impaled the animal’s glistening scales. The spear pierced the fish’s gills as it fed in the shallow river grasses. 

Olbi only needed one more prized river jack before heading back into Xylona. The townspeople respected his commitment to finding the best fish, but they would be swift to scorn him if anyone knew he was in the sacred garjee. 

This far-flung river was teeming with his quarry, but he had been foolhardy today and missed multiple opportunities to harpoon the brown and gold-spotted fish. Olbi was often careless when his mind wandered. Focusing on anything today was going to be difficult. The town would gather in the square tonight, and hungry mouths would gape at him once he emerged from the garjee forests. 

Olbi launched himself off the lichen-splattered granite boulder he was balancing upon, feeling the rush of being airborne before landing barefooted onto the soft grass below. The grass grew lush here despite the darkness of the forest. 

He stepped to the stream’s edge, dipping his toes into the chilled water before wading deeper, feeling them sink into the soft, fine sand beneath. In the rippling water he saw shimmers of his face; his bronze-tinted eyes peaked from beneath hair the colour of the rusted brown tree trunks behind him. Olbi cursed the searing sun earlier that day; his cheeks were blasted crimson, forever blemished and scabbed from a life among the elements. 

This stream was the lifeblood of Xylona—it ran through the forest like a serpent. Its bends and pools were the best spots for a fisherman to secure a meal. He had found this spot a few years ago when he had been curious about finding the river’s source. 

Olbi was young compared to the other fishermen in Xylona, but he had been building his skills for more than ten of his nineteen years. Others sat exclusively on the stream’s banks as it flowed into Xylona, but Olbi knew the fish near the town were small and anxious about the open water. The game here was less cunning. 

He waded through the shallows, the hair on his legs raising from the coolness of the water. The fish lay motionless, pinned by his spear and anchored in the soft sands. 

‘I got you good!’ Olbi said, triumphantly yanking his spear from the sand. He gazed into the eyes of the pinned prize. His victory vanished. The eyes that had scanned the river moments ago stared back motionless and vacant. Pangs of regret lodged in his throat as he slipped the day’s last catch off the spearhead and placed it into his sturdy netted bag to join seven other river jacks. 

Shivers prickled the hair on his neck, the forest felt charged, heavy and foreboding. He cast his eyes on the trees, listening for movement and searching for the cause of his unease. Nothing revealed itself. He heard only birdsong.

The sack threatened to snap its threading, bulging and tightening under the weight of his catch. It was the last thing he needed—to stumble now and have hours of effort lost to the currents. He placed the bag on the bank and collected his tattered shoes and leather pouch from the base of the granite boulder he had used as his lookout. Sand scraped his skin as he coerced his wet feet into the shoes.

Only a few nuts and a handful of dried berries were in his leather pouch as Olbi had overlooked breakfast this morning when he sneaked out of the Stonehall—he had wanted to avoid waking the other patrons of the inn. Every room of the Stonehall, Xylona’s inn, had been filled with farmers, travellers and traders who had swarmed into Xylona for the Manna Rites. Normally, he wouldn’t bother fussing over the noise he made in the kitchens preparing breakfast, but today of all days, he knew it best not to ruffle any feathers. He also hated confrontation... He nibbled on a few nuts as the babbling stream danced through the forest. 

His gaze wandered upward, seeking glimpses of the sun’s rays. Amidst the twisting branches above, infrequent openings in the canopy allowed slender sunlight shafts to penetrate. However, the deeper one ventured into the forest, the denser the garjee trees grew, allowing minimal illumination. Their oval leaves, as large as wagon wheels at the loftiest branches, formed a dense barrier. Each garjee tree stood as a sentry of the forest, with formidable trunks and expansive limbs asserting dominance. This was unquestionably their realm. The garjee forest exuded an eerie ambience, making the passage of time feel inconsequential.

It was time to leave this sanctuary, this stream, and head back to Xylona. Olbi grimaced under the weight of his bag. Sweat built up on his forehead, which caused his dirtied brown hair to mat against his skin. No tracks carved their way through the trees, so Olbi followed the stream along the wide valley. People did not venture into the forest depths. 

The forests induced reverence and apprehension into the Rahsu. The garjee were prominent in rituals as their fruits were offered to the Spirits in exchange for protection and, because of this, no garjee was ever used to construct homes or as fuel for fires and furnaces. The trees were sacred and protected.

Olbi stepped through grasses and over large boulders of granite. His feet twisted, and he found his footing hard as he climbed his way out of the valley and out of the trees. He envied the animals darting with ease through the dimly lit forests—a family of grey rabbits in a clearing nibbled at the ground, unaware of his approach. He barely had time to wonder if he could spear one at such a distance before the echoing squawks of two golden cockatoos frightened the rabbits—their tails bobbing through the grasses—back to their burrows. Olbi reluctantly moved up the granite ridge to the valley’s top. 

The ridgeline soon gave way to rolling hills where garjee grew sporadically, allowing more sunlight to kiss the verdant carpet of undergrowth. Birds twittered in trees, and subtle winds shimmered the grass. Olbi bathed in the comforts here, knowing he was getting nearer to Xylona. 

He saw the green swirling sphere dominating the sky. The orb was one of the celestial bodies that would form the eclipse later that afternoon, plunging Arbonar into premature night. It was another world between the sun and their home—that’s what he had been taught. The sun had not travelled as high as he thought. He would not be late, unlike last time.

‘Plenty of time to spare. I don’t know what I was worried about,’ he mused out loud, frightening a small sparrow in a shrub. 

He found a mossy granite boulder to rest upon for the sake of his shoulder. The thick rope of his bag strap dug into his skin and pressed hard against his shoulder blade. He rubbed the sore muscles liberated from beneath the strap. The pain would be rewarded; these fish would be genuinely welcomed at the feast tonight. 

Others would be bringing food to the dinner, too: bakers would bring various breads and cakes; farmers would harvest fruits from orchards around Xylona; and traders would bring fare not grown or bred around this part of the country. 

The garjee fruits, on the other hand, were never for eating. The tough stone surface of the yellow skin offered no sustenance and would induce stomach cramps if consumed. The fruit was strictly for the Manna Rites ceremony as the offering for their rituals. Town Monitors harvested them in the leadup to each Manna Rites. They ensured the rites ran smoothly and performed other duties that supported the town between each cycle. Olbi hoped to be a Monitor one day—they were highly regarded and respected in Xylona, but the positions were challenging to obtain. He gazed up into the canopy—the treetops were speckled with growing fruits, each pulsating with a dull light like a heartbeat. A chest of these fruits would await today’s ritual in the Prime House.

Olbi slipped off his shoes and found a flat boulder to sit upon and catch his breath. He emptied his shoes of the sand filling them, dug his toes into the dirt and wiggled them around, feeling the cool soil. After the lengthy walk up the ridge, it felt rejuvenating, like the soil was massaging his aches. Slivers of sunlight warmed his face as he shut his eyes; he enjoyed moments of respite, letting the breeze caress and flutter across his face. 

Lost in thought, Olbi was caught in a gust of wind. With it, the sweet aroma of wildflowers growing nearby wafted into his nose. A few moments later, he opened his eyes to the sun shining directly into his pupils, dazzling him. With it came a flash of blue blinding light. 

Through the afterimages left in his vision, Olbi spied someone, or something, lurking beneath a garjee tree around where he had just passed. He rubbed his eyes and blocked out the sun with his hand. There was no one by the tree. 

The forests were known to cloud the mind. The aura of confinement within the gloom was suffocating. Olbi had before heard complaints from Monitors returning from the garjee harvests of headaches and profuse vomiting. In extreme cases, the Monitors had long-term spells of sickness. There were other forests on Arbonar, but only garjee forests seemingly induced visceral reactions. Because of these anecdotes, the garjee forests were avoided and remained a place the Rahsu never willingly ventured. 

Olbi thought it odd that a revered fruit would grow from a feared tree. A tree that caused pain and yet bore a treasure that the Spirits demanded of the Rahsu. What was it about these inedible fruits that the Spirits yearned for? The scriptures said the fruit proved the resilience and faith of the Rahsu. 

Despite the odd apparition, Olbi cherished his time beneath this shady umbrella of trees; it was somewhere he was assured to be alone, away from the townspeople he felt uncomfortable around.

Again, he saw a blue murk in the corner of his eye. He spun and saw nothing. Was he succumbing to the sickness? It wasn’t the first time Olbi thought he had seen something in these forests. However, they were occurring more frequently in the last half dozen manna cycles. The energy Olbi felt in the forests built like an approaching storm before the first thunder. Lately, many things unfamiliar to Xylonans had been happening. 

Just yesterday, a trading party from Hydoran—a fishing village—had arrived in town ahead of the Rites. Unlike Xylonans, the people of the Great Lake shared similar interests to Olbi. He would seek out their wares as they crafted the finest fishing supplies. 

Olbi had bought a new pot for trapping the ebony crustaceans that lurked in muddy patches of the stream. The trader was an older woman with wiry grey hair and skin stretched like cured leather. She often shared stories about life in Hydoran, and yesterday, she spoke of losing her barge oar to a rogue tide in the middle of the lake. She laughed off how foolish she felt and how she had spent a long night alone on the barge assembling a new paddle out of a wooden box on her deck. She’d described flashes she had seen in the twilight and counted more dancing stars than anyone had ever witnessed. 

‘Twenty-three dancing stars in one night, can you believe it?’ she’d said, passing him a roll of fishing twine. It was dawn by the time she’d paddled to shore with her makeshift oar. No one in town believed she had seen so many dancing stars. 

Olbi liked the woman and her stories, so he had generously given her the meatiest rabbit he had in return for the items she’d traded. Twenty-three dancing stars. It was challenging to see two or three, but never more. 

The trees that were spread around Xylona obstructed most of the sky. Only at the Manna Altar or the town square would people be able to see the splendour of the stars. 

‘Ok, my fishy friends, let's get you prepared for the feast!’ Olbi said picking up the bag of fish and slinging it over the opposite shoulder to the one that hurt. The crest of a hill allowed glimpses of grain fields and farmland on the horizon. Olbi turned, examining the gully tumbling towards the river.

Blue light flared in his vision. 

Olbi froze, his heart jumping. A floating face materialised within the shadows of two twisting garjee he had passed. The contours of the apparition were blurred and gleamed vividly. Its piercing white eyes locked onto Olbi. He stared back, transfixed, grasping his spear tightly. He juggled whether to run or yell at it. He was paralysed, his feet shackled with indecision. The spectral face watched intently, making no sound or intent known. Olbi held his breath until the face withdrew into the shadows. It vanished into the depths of the tangled branches. Staring at the spot, he struggled to comprehend what he had witnessed. One certainty gnawed at him: the face did not belong to any animal of the forests.
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CHAPTER 3  OLBI 
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The bells tolled three times, their resonating clangs reaching Olbi as he emerged from the forest’s final clutches. Before him stood Xylona’s Great Mill, with its towering alabaster stone that overlooked neatly aligned rows of waist-high grain. Beyond that, Xylona itself peeked through the tangles of branches, its network of squares and gardens visible even at this distance.

Following hours in the dim forests, Olbi found the sun’s warmth was welcoming and nurturing to his skin. However, he knew this warmth would not last. He looked up at the two soft white spheres of Arbonar’s two moons, Orgus and Shoora and the mighty green world in the sky, Oaga, all three drifting closer to the sun. Three hours remained until the warmth of the day would dwindle.

As he reached the end of the field, it transitioned into a green sea of masticated and knotted grasses. The remaining blades danced in the breeze among piles of scat and ravenous insects, while dandelion spores swirled above. The pasture was a detour in his journey; one he always took. Olbi scanned the meadow and noticed the herd of yar rising over a hill in the distance, their lumbering figures silhouetted against the blue sky beyond. The thud of hooves and the clamorous clangs of a bell that approached ever faster pushed him to smile. One of the yar had separated from the herd and was making its way towards him as he clambered over a dilapidated wooden fence. The approaching yar was youthful and sprung into an uncoordinated gallop when it locked eyes with him. The yar calf collided with Olbi, briefly forcing the air from his lungs. The calf was getting bigger daily and did not yet have the grace to compensate for its growing size. 

‘Careful, boy! You almost knocked me clean over.’

He laughed as the yar bounced up and down on its four legs. Its scruffy face nuzzled at Olbi’s side, using him as a scratching post. Olbi squirmed as it tickled him and quickly dug out his small leather pouch to free the berries he hadn’t eaten. The yar licked at his hands with zealousness and let out a delighted snuff. Once done with the berries, he nudged Olbi’s hand: the yar wanted something else. 

‘I knew you’d want some scratches today, Boji,’ Olbi said as he reached behind the animal’s ears. Olbi scratched vigorously, feeling the thick tufts of yar wool swallow his fingers like quicksand.

Boji was alone, set apart from the rest of the herd as he often was, which reminded Olbi of himself—never feeling comfortable in the pack. Olbi sat in the grass as Boji rested his head on Olbi’s knee, looking up at him with large, soulful eyes that probed for more affection. 

Olbi scratched absentmindedly as he thought about the apparition in the forest. Had it been his imagination? No, he saw something. That face amongst the thick trunks of the garjee had been watching him, and whatever it was, it had been watching him every time he ventured into the trees. A shiver ran up his spine. Boji lifted his head and locked eyes with him as his muscles tensed. Behind where Olbi sat, the crunch of approaching footsteps unnerved him. 

‘What in the world are you doing here at this hour?’ a voice boomed. 

Olbi’s chest jolted as Boji, eyes wide, hastily rose from his lap and darted towards the safety of an apris tree. Olbi watched as he jumped over the tree's roots, escaping the unknown voice. 

Olbi spun, ready to scold whoever had terrified Boji, but his voice withdrew when he saw who had spoken. It was the Prime Scion—Ayon, the son of the Prime One. The young heir stood above him, his slender figure blocking the sun. Olbi smelt the sweet fragrance of the Scion’s perfumes wafting over the scent of yar manure. The Scion held two hefty jugs, one in each of his hands, his fingers firmly grasping the handles. The jugs must have been heavy, as Olbi could see Ayon’s muscles straining beneath his olive skin. 

‘Why did you do that? You scared Boji, you moron!’ Olbi spoke with much more bravado and bitterness to the heir of the Manna Altar than he meant to. He swallowed, then said, ‘I am sorry, my Scion. Please forgive my words.’ He waited for Ayon to reprimand him, as was his right. 

Ayon instead beamed and cast a glance towards Boji. The yar appeared to have forgotten the ordeal and made his way to Olbi’s belongings, which had been left on the grass. Boji’s sniffs located the remainder of the berries in the pouch. 

‘Did I scare your best friend, or did I scare you?’ Ayon said, putting the jugs down and reaching out a hand to Olbi—a small gesture of peace. 

Olbi gazed at Ayon’s hand. He hadn't been alone with the Scion in over four years and his heart thudded. Being the only heir to the Manna Altar, Ayon would be his leader one day. He took Ayon’s soft, smooth hands hesitantly—hands that did not know manual labour, hands of those born to rule. They were unlike his: hard and calloused by a life of outside endeavours.

‘Not used to hard labour, I see. Your hands look like they need a few days on the farm, Scion.’ Olbi paused briefly, looking around for Ayon’s guardian who shadowed him everywhere. Ayon appeared to be alone. ‘Why are you here? Shouldn’t you be getting ready for the rituals?’ Olbi asked. 

This would be the last place someone integral to the Manna Rites would be before the ceremony. Ayon looked down and gestured to the jugs placed at his feet. Olbi cocked his eyebrow.

‘You planned on making cheese from yar milk and chose today to learn how?’ Olbi quipped. 

‘Your humour astounds; is that why friends and admirers surround you?’ Ayon was mocking him. 

Olbi wondered if, behind the Prime House walls, Ayon had heard rumours about him preferring to be alone. But then why would the Scion know who he was? Surely, he didn't register as a person of interest within the sanctum of Primes. 

‘Well?’ Olbi pressed before Ayon could get another dig in.

Ayon shooed a bug from his forehead—tussling his fringe—before responding. ‘According to my grandfather, the yar milk in the Prime House is curdled. He sent me to retrieve more. He just wanted me out of the house so he could sneak to the kitchens to check what the hands were baking.’ Ayon smiled with only one corner of his mouth. 

Olbi’s heart pounded as memories of the Prime House kitchens flooded his mind. 

****
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WHEN TIMES WERE TOUGH, sneaking into the Prime House was a rite of passage for the youth in Xylona. Despite being a strict Prime One, Claudya Lyfera was, at heart, a kind woman who often paid no heed to thieving youths who hadn’t seen a meal in a few days. Four years ago, Olbi had exhausted the food in his father’s small residence. It was more of a storage room for his father’s wares. 

His father, who rarely stayed in Xylona, had been on a trading mission with the far-flung villages in the north, and his return was long overdue. Olbi had been fishing that day but had returned with an empty bag and an even emptier stomach. It had also been his fifteenth birthday, so he’d thought if he did get caught pillaging the Prime House kitchens, perhaps pity would be taken on him. 

On that particular run, he had inadvertently caught Ayon there. Olbi had only seen the Prime Scion during the Manna Rites, but this had been the first time he had met the future leader. Xylona was not a big town, but Ayon did not wander the streets; instead, he would stick to the cloisters and gardens lining the Prime House. 

Olbi had waited until nightfall, when the last candles had been snuffed, before entering the old cellar door. The cellar, with its cobwebbed cornices and broken furniture, had never been guarded, and even the passageway that led from the cellar to the kitchens had been unlit and effortless to sneak through.

When Olbi had reached the kitchen, locating a few old pieces of bread and hard cheese in a basket had not taken long. The basket had been placed on a bench by the entrance to the cellar. In hindsight, Olbi realised the food was left intentionally for people snooping for a meal. Olbi had sidled up to the basket to swipe its contents when he had heard someone clearing their throat from the shadows. Instinctively frozen to the spot, he had been mortified. 

The figure had moved out of the darkness, and Ayon’s gaze had regarded Olbi with mild curiosity. Ayon did not wear a shirt that night, allowing Olbi to spy the garjee necklace against the Scion’s taut chest. 

His eyes had darted from Ayon to the cellar passageway. How far would he have been able to flee before Ayon raised the alarm? 

Instead, the Scion had been kind, much like his mother, the Prime One. Ayon had seemed interested in Olbi, asking him about his life and why he kept visiting. Olbi had guessed he and the Scion were similar in age, yet Ayon’s sheltered life meant they would have never run in the same circles. 

Olbi had explained that his father was a trader and had been gone for almost ten days and that no food was left in their house. They had talked in shallow voices that night, getting to know one another despite how awkward Olbi had felt talking with a Prime. When Olbi had said it was his birthday, the young heir had darted off, leaving Olbi to fidget with his fingernails. 

Returning with a slice of honey cake from the cool chambers, Ayon’s generosity had unsettled Olbi who had initially protested. Ayon, however, had silenced him with a gentle touch, a sensation Olbi had never experienced before. Ayon had broken off a piece of the cake and had encouraged Olbi to open his mouth. The taste was an exquisite sweetness Olbi had never known, and his joy had shone through in a beaming smile. Laughter had filled the room as they shared the cake, though their merriment had been interrupted by approaching footsteps.

Olbi had bolted for the cellar passageway. He had turned just in time to see Ayon staring at him, a cheeky smirk adorning his face. With a wink, the Scion had darted down another hall. As Olbi had raced into the night, his heart fluttered, adrenaline coursing through his veins.
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MEMORIES OF THAT NIGHT swam in Olbi’s head. Ayon had been a boy then, but now a man stood by Olbi in the field. Though he had grown a foot taller, his slender physique remained. His dark brown hair, like his mother’s, matched his eyes. Olbi felt his chest tightening and face warming as Ayon smirked at him.

‘What job do you have for today? I can’t imagine it involves talking to yar in the field?’ Ayon said. Boji had wandered back towards them as if sensing the cause for alarm had passed. Olbi knelt and held out his hand for Boji. The yar affectionately nudged him.

‘I always bring fish for the feast.’ Olbi continued to stroke the yar’s thick coat. Boji was chewing at a tuft of grass, decapitating the small yellow flowers nestled amongst the blades. ‘The streams in the forest have the meatiest fish, and few people delve there.’ 

‘That’s because you aren’t allowed—it is forbidden.’

‘No, it’s not advised. There is a difference. Besides, I doubt anyone will mind; I speared eight river jacks today.’ 

Olbi smirked, proud of his achievement. Ayon cast his eyes on the netted bag, weighing Olbi’s claims.

‘How can you stand hunting in the garjee forests? The harvesters say they cannot be among the trees for more than a few minutes without succumbing to headaches; no doubt you are in there for much longer than that,’ Ayon inquired. Garjee trees were well known to induce headaches, and in some rare cases, people returned with bloody noses and feverish symptoms. Therefore, the harvesters of the fruits rotated every cycle to mitigate the risks of sickness.

‘I don’t suffer sickness or headaches when I’m among the trees,’ Olbi said, ‘but sometimes I see—’ Olbi paused. Perhaps he shouldn’t suggest that he had seen things. The Primes were stubborn in the face of criticism and rumours surrounding sickness because of exposure to the forests, and their reverence for the fruits was apparent during the Manna Rites. The fruit protected the Rahsu. True believers of the Primes believed the sickness was inflicted upon those with weak constitutions and was a reminder that the Primes descended from the Spirits.

‘Sometimes you see what?’ Ayon asked, fussing with one of his buttons.

Should I share this with someone? Olbi thought. Perhaps he wasn’t the only one who had seen odd things, maybe the harvesters had seen something too.

‘Sometimes I think I see colours, flashes of blue lights maybe.’

Ayon narrowed his eyes slightly. ‘Weird,’ the scion replied.

The sound of bells on the winds pierced the silence. ‘Damnation!’ Olbi exclaimed, running to retrieve his bag. ‘Two hours before the Rites start. I’m running late.’ 

Ayon moved with haste as he hustled to pick up the jugs. ‘Where are you heading?’ he asked Olbi as milk sloshed and dribbled down the sides of the jugs.

‘Stonehall kitchens to prepare the fish. I must leave now; it will take me twenty minutes to hike there,’ Olbi said. Alvar would reprimand him for crowding the kitchens for sure this time.

‘The Prime House is closer; you can use the kitchens there. I am sure the hands won’t mind. Unless you slip fish scales in their cakes.’ 

Ayon’s offer was enticing and, not wanting to disappoint Alvar by stinking up the Stonehall kitchens with fish, Olbi nodded in agreement. Boji nudged at his leg as he swung the heavy bag of fish onto his shoulders.

‘Don’t worry, boy. I will be back tomorrow; we can spend the whole day together. I will even bring you the leftovers from the feast.’ Olbi gave the young yar one last pat on his nose. Boji licked his fingers. 

‘Do you think he understands you?’ Ayon asked. Olbi investigated Boji’s eyes. Boji always understood him more than anyone else he knew. 
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THEY DASHED THROUGH fields with hands full of yar milk and fish. Vaulting over posts and stone fences, they finally arrived at the ancient city walls, which had become overtaken by a tangle of weeds, moss and tree saplings that infiltrated crevasses and pried stones apart while establishing their roots. It wouldn’t be long before the walls disappeared entirely from memory under the cloak of an emerging forest. 

Townspeople near the edge of town were hurrying about excitedly, each going about tasks vital for the Manna Rites. Some gathered food and jugs like Olbi and Ayon, while others fretted over rolling barrels to a cart. 

Olbi walked by parents who ensured their children wore their finest garments. One mother was chasing a tiny boy with little shoes in her hand. The boy laughed and climbed a tree barefoot, his mother pleading with him to come down.  

‘This way,’ Ayon said, ducking quickly between the traders’ hall and the hitching yard that was packed with yars belonging to merchants and travellers. Ayon led the way through a narrow back street lined with doors leading to traders’ homes. Olbi strained under the weight of his bag and fell behind.

‘I can’t keep this pace, Prime Scion—’ Olbi started to pant between breaths.

‘Do not call me that,’ Ayon snapped. Olbi felt his gut twist. Ayon glimpsed back at him; his eyes boring into Olbi.

‘That is your title, is it not?’

‘Yes, however, it is not my name and—’ Ayon paused.  Olbi stood motionless. The last thing he wanted was an argument with his future leader.

Ayon tilted his head downwards and sighed. He glanced back at Olbi through his fringe. The annoyance in his eyes had vanished. ‘I’m sorry I snapped. That was inconsiderate,’ Ayon said, maintaining eye contact with Olbi.

Despite feeling flustered and surprised by Ayon’s sudden mood swing, Olbi nodded.

‘Just around this corner, we can pass through the Western Cloister,’ Ayon called, beckoning Olbi along. The two travelled in silence. Ayon had slowed his pace considerably—whether to allow Olbi to keep pace or because something was upsetting him, Olbi didn’t know.

Olbi noticed the lingering stares of townspeople running lastminute errands. Ayon paid them no mind; however, Olbi felt their gazes following his every move. A few older citizens glanced and gabbed amongst themselves. Olbi overheard their chatter. They were concerned about the Prime Scion strolling the streets escorted by a dishevelled fisherman. Olbi looked down at his clothes. He was filthy, sweat running down his forehead. It was warranted gossip. Olbi shuffled quickly, avoiding their gazes and feeling the flush of shame wash over him. He never felt this uncomfortable in the forests.

In the Western Cloister gardens, kitchen hands picked herbs for the feast, raising their heads at the flustered men darting by. Some gave polite nods to Ayon as he hurried along. Olbi looked ahead to see the rising white stone of the Prime House’s western wall, which stood smooth and weatherworn under the shade of graceful trees.

Slim windows dotted the three-story building, filtering natural light into the house. Ayon lived in this wing of the house with his family. He took the lead through the gardens. Reaching the far side, they descended stone steps to wooden doors that appeared diminutive against the sheer stone facade. Ayon turned, pressed his back to the door, and pushed.

The smell of fresh bread drifted into Olbi’s nostrils. So, this was the main entrance to the kitchen. Olbi followed Ayon into the large room. It bustled with the calamity of a dozen kitchen hands who were frantically preparing a banquet.

‘You can use that wash area for your fish,’ Ayon said, pointing to a stone surface in the corner. Ayon placed the now half-full jugs of yar milk on a nearby stone bench. 

Olbi walked over to the spot Ayon pointed to and threw down the bag of fish. He rubbed his shoulders where the strap had aggravated his skin. 

He then peered around the chaotic kitchen for a knife. How was he to fillet fish without his favourite blade? The cacophony of clanging pans and banging pots blasted his eardrums. Ayon was engaged with a kitchen hand and pointing to Olbi. The hand glared his way and gave him a look reserved for a rodent that had crawled into the kitchen. Olbi turned away, embarrassed. What was he doing here? Even if Alvar smelt the fish, Olbi was more comfortable in the Stonehall.

‘Here you go. Do you need anything else?’

Olbi spun. Ayon had returned with a cutting board and three knives of different lengths. Olbi smiled.

‘Perfect, but maybe I should go. I don’t think I belong here.’

Ayon turned around and scanned the kitchen. Sure enough, the kitchen hands examined them with wide eyes ranging from disgust to curiosity. Ayon smiled and sidled next to Olbi at the sink. Olbi was conscious of his shoulder rubbing against Ayon’s.

‘Your hair is standing on end, are you cold?’ Ayon said, looking at Olbi’s arms that had immediately been overcome by goosebumps. Olbi rubbed his arm. The kitchen was a furnace with all the ovens and fires around them.

‘Shouldn’t you be getting ready for the ceremony?’ Olbi said, deflecting the conversation. Ayon said nothing and instead removed a river jack from Olbi’s bag. He grasped the fish in one hand and, with the other, ran a finger down its scales. Olbi observed as Ayon’s fingertip circled the point where his spear had dealt the mortal blow.

‘You are a fair shot. Even better than Reeva, I would wager,’ Ayon said. Olbi felt his cheeks flush at the compliment. Ayon plopped the fish before Olbi. Despair flashed on the Prime Scion’s face. 

‘Is something the matter?’ Olbi asked. Olbi did not consider him a friend, but Ayon seemed genuinely friendly today. Even so, today’s events were odd. Why had the Scion been in the fields the same day as the Manna Rites and so close to the ritual? Ayon had made no attempts to prepare; he wasn’t in his Prime robes, and after a day in the field, running through towns and now sweating in the kitchen, he would certainly require a bath. Whether Ayon did not hear him or was intentionally avoiding the question, Olbi got no response.

‘Ayon is everything o—’

The wooden doors they had entered through violently opened, cutting Olbi off. 

At the entrance stood an imposing woman, her sharp hawkish features accentuated by a stern expression. Her lustrous grey hair, slicked back with precision, was immaculate. She wore the ornate uniform of those entrusted with protecting the Primes, both at the ceremony and whenever they ventured beyond the confines of Xylona. Olbi Instantly recognised the woman, his heart sinking. 

‘Scion, I have been searching for you for two tolls; I insist you leave immediately and prepare for the Manna Rites.’ The woman was forthright and her tone firm, more than anyone had any right to be when speaking to a Prime.

‘Reeva, I need you to leave me alone. That is an order!’ Ayon spat back, curling his usually handsome lips into a distorted snarl. The kitchen lapsed into silence. The only sound that remained was the mild clanging of a copper lid on a pot being jounced by boiling water within. 

Reeva did not shift as she scanned the kitchen with an air of authority that made Olbi feel even more jumpy than he was. He felt small, even though he was often the tallest in the room. She towered over everyone in the kitchen, her nostrils looking down on every eye cast upon her. 

‘I do not take orders from you, Scion.’ Reeva’s response was steady and composed as she stared at the kitchen hands who shuffled back to work to evade her stare. ‘I will only ask once more. Depart for your chambers and prepare for the Rites.’

The request was an ultimatum. Ayon nervously glanced at Olbi, their arms brushing once more. Olbi felt Ayon’s warm skin trembling against his. 

‘Olbi, please stay and feel free to use the kitchens to prepare your fish; they will be the boast of the festivities,’ Ayon said, staring into Reeva’s malevolent eyes as if the statement was directed at her rather than Olbi. Olbi wasn’t sure what to say, so he awkwardly returned to scaling his fish, grabbing the one that Ayon had removed from the bag. Reeva walked across the room to one of the corridors. Olbi surmised it was the way to the dining hall and the rest of the house.

Ayon stood unmoving, glued to the spot. Reeva glared and subtly shifted her hands to the hilt of a silver sword that hung at her side. Olbi had not seen it when she blasted through the doors. Ayon reluctantly began to drag his feet, shooting a dispirited glance towards Olbi as he shuffled past.

Before he realised what he was doing, Olbi clasped Ayon’s shoulder, giving him a subtle squeeze. Ayon’s eyes flashed to the spot where Olbi’s hand was; his face was blank, but they locked stares as his eyes returned. Olbi quickly moved his hand, though Ayon continued to gaze into his now guilt-ridden eyes. Ayon broke his glance and, lowering his head, paced to the archway where Reeva stood. 

‘After you,’ Reeva gestured to Ayon and the two vanished down the hallway. Olbi quickly spun around, clearly aware of the eyes that were now on him. He did not want to linger here —Ayon’s blessings or not—with all these gazes steadily multiplying and boring a hole into his back. He would scale the fish and pray that a hand took them to the feast. He still needed to change out of these dirty clothes and into the clean garments he had stashed under the pillow on his bunk. 

A loud bell rang from somewhere close: The final hour was being tolled before the Manna Rites were to begin. 
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CHAPTER 4  LIRAN
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The sun’s warmth withdrew as if it could sense the approaching eclipse would extinguish its power. Liran rubbed her bare arms as the chilled air seeped into her skin. Hastily, she strode towards the Prime House with Euyan in tow, passing market stalls where vendors—hoping to offload their wares before the festivities—yelled at passersby. The stalls’ canvas tops fluttered slightly in the breeze, and fabrics, tchotchkes, and vegetables that hung from chains also swayed. Some stall owners were packing away wares as Liran hurried down the primary thoroughfare that led to the centre of Xylona. 

‘Maven, I’ve been pondering,’ Euyan said, struggling to keep pace with Liran’s inherently longer strides. ‘Do you think the Scion’s grandfather should lecture the boy on his responsibility?’ 

Liran mulled on the question. What business was it of Euyan’s to propose such a notion and what had Thessus been feeding her assistant? 

Thessus, Claudya’s father, was continually concerned with strengthening the bloodline. With Ayon’s father deceased, Thessus exuded a faux grandeur despite not possessing the blood himself. Few knew the true nature of Thessus, but Liran did. He was becoming senile and a conniving sleaze. She knew Thessus to be unnervingly liberal with his lecherous hands towards women in Xylona. She hoped that Ayon did not adopt his grandfather's practices. 

‘Euyan, there are vermin crawling in the Stonehall sewers that I would approach to offer lectures in responsibility before that man,’ Liran said. 

Euyan’s silence
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