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Giganato prefecture, Sebel

The class had gathered under the revered ulver tree, Evernome. Cadets were prostrated, and hands were clasped in prayer. Dying sunlight poked through the branches high above their heads. At the head of the class and closest to Evernome was Archimage Opos. The tree's gargantuan roots snaked around him. He was kneeling before the class, something they thought they’d never see. He’d led prayers daily but always stood as his class bowed. Silence roamed as the cadets said their silent prayers. The chirp of crickets and the melodic tweets of birds carried on the wind.

The class lifted their heads in unison to face the Archimage as he slowly raised his clasped hands over his head. They quickly bowed their heads again as Archimage Opos began to pray aloud, “Oh Vah, Highest Above, Seer of All Things, and Lord of All Avah, we thank thee for all thou givest us. The sun falleth, the moon riseth. We are blessed to see another day; we shall not waste what has been given. We march forward as faithful servants until our final breaths. Praise be to Vah. Amen.”

“Amen,” the class echoed.

Sinhar sat up, lowering his still-clasped hands to his lap, the rest of the cadets mirroring the ritualistic gesture. Chun was by his side on the forest floor. Both their uniforms were freshly cleaned and wrinkle-free. Even with the prayer ended, the class remained on their knees and waited.

Opos stood and faced his students. He looked them over with his trademark piercing gaze. After the various history and linguistics exams, the initial hundred students had been whittled down to fifty-five. Sinhar had struggled to keep pace, but he’d remained steadfast. He’d spent nearly all his time studying and training his mind and body.

He reached up and rubbed at his mustache with the side of his finger—a nervous habit he’d developed of late. He’d grown it at the start of Age 989 and always kept it neatly trimmed. His wispy facial hair wasn’t the only change to his appearance. His long curly hair, which had always been long and untamed, was now tied back in a poofy ponytail. His honey-brown eyes had changed as well. He’d had a taste of magic. The experience was said to be different for all. In Sinhar’s case, his eyes now burned with new fire. Sinhar was still a novice, but he now understood the glorious untapped reservoir within him. As a child, he had always been awed by displays of magic, and at last, it was his turn to wield it.

“One cycle ago, we stood in this very spot. I told you what was expected of you and made it clear no cadet would be coddled. After the first few examinations, the weak have been weeded out. Here we stand again in a new age. The last day of Sullah is quickly fading. Tomorrow, the first week of Daimo begins, and along with it comes a momentous occasion that I’m sure you’ve all witnessed before: the Trial of Mettle. This test will be where your fates are ultimately decided.”

A chill ran through Sinhar's body. It had to be a dream; he was certain of it. He imagined all the cadets must be feeling the same. The Trial of Mettle was something all those who’d grown up in Giganato had watched every cycle as children. After seventeen cycles of pursuing entry into the Mystic Order and thirty-one weeks of entry-level cadet training, Sinhar was now to be a participant in the legendary contest. 

His heart raced as Opos went on, “For the few of you who do not know, the new week will be a celebration for Giganato prefecture. On the first Vah’s Day of the new cycle, the cadet classes of Age 989 will compete against one another in front of thousands. You’ve all spent your first training cycle honing your enchantment and physical combat skills. This battle royale will be a testing ground for your area of expertise. The Mystic Order utilizes a wide range of skills. Some of you will go into the healing arts. Others will specialize in recordkeeping and inscription. There will be a place for you. For those who rank the highest in the Trial of Mettle, you will rise to be warriors. The best of the best will take their first leap forward with six weeks of training under the Giganato Guard. Members of the Guard will be in attendance to decide which of you is worthy. If you shine under their tutelage, you will have the prodigious honor of ranking among them.”

Sinhar's jaw dropped. Rumors had circulated throughout the Tendril for some time. Now it was finally confirmed. The Giganato Guard was the elite of the Mystic Order’s frontline. Sinhar had looked up to venerated Guardsmen such as Master Abazon since he was a boy. Abazon had become a member before the age of twenty. He’d risen through the ranks to become a general, a Mystic, and finally, a master within the Tendril. Sinhar looked at Chun. No words needed to be exchanged. It was finally time for the moment of truth.

“I suggest resting and nourishing the body tonight. Indulge in food and drink. Recite your needed spells and check your inventory, but do not overburden yourselves. Tomorrow, it begins. Good luck, cadets. To the strongest.”

Archimage Opos lifted one open hand into the air. A small orb of golden light formed in his palms and drifted off into the twilight air like a soap bubble. As it did, it split into two, then four, and then six. At the same time, more glowing orbs were released from Opos’ palm. The orbs floated some three meters over the heads of the cadets as they finally stood.

The cadets parted into the usual groups. The class comprised various hunting parties throughout southern Sebel, and they remained largely segregated. They talked excitedly about the battle to come. Others had quiet conversations far from the rest. Groups as large as a dozen gathered around their de facto leaders to discuss strategy. Sinhar noticed a lone cadet leaving out of the corner of his eye. He could've let it be, but something inside urged him on. He spoke aloud, “A shame you’re heading off already, Mika. It's a celebration, after all.”

Mika had been hidden toward the back of the class, as always. She’d been strolling furtively into the thick forest and stopped with a cringe when she heard Sinhar’s voice. Sinhar knew from experience she’d take the first opportunity to make her way right back to The Tendril. She’d changed little in the months since he first met her. Her hanging bangs were still there, along with her feathered braids and straight hair that fell to her neck. Sinhar had learned almost nothing about her over the course of their training. Rumors had floated around, but he’d never bothered with them. All he knew for sure was that she was exceptionally skilled based on the few times they’d sparred.

Mika shot him a sly grin. “Don’t tell me you’re about to make some stillborn proposal.”

“No, no, I remember. The Imitarian cadets will have to rise alone. I’m just glad to see you among the final few. I’ve been dreaming about this day, and in that dream, Chun and I take the top spot. Isn’t that right, Chun?”

Chun wasn’t very amiable with Mika. He’d never forgiven her for slandering the Imitarian Hunters. He answered in a gruff tone, “You can count on that.”

“You have me in suspense,” Mika quipped. “I already told you how this ends. I wonder how long you Imitarians will last. Five minutes? Maybe ten? You’re welcome to bask in my glow when all is said and done.”

Chun fumed, but Sinhar took the remark in stride. “I reckon we’ll have to see. I look forward to seeing you out there.”

Mika smirked. “When we meet in the ring, you'll regret that.”

***
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SITTING CROSS-LEGGED beneath the flowing branches of a nearby weeping tree was Morjand. He looked over the scroll once more. Wherever he went, he carried his bag of study materials. Scrolls that contained various lessons on Sebelian history, elixirs, philosophy, and much, much more. The one he currently held described previous champions of the Trial of Mettle. Name, cadet instructor, hunting clan, and prefecture were given along with total point tallies. He didn't know the actual rules or how points were awarded. With prefecture Tuhan so far away, and with a much smaller population, the Sebelians of Tuhan rarely watched the Trial of Mettle, let alone participated. Thoughts of the battle ahead rocked his mind.

Morjand heard footsteps approaching and got to his feet. It was Taifinn, Dema, and the rest of the Tuhan cadets. There were only eight of them in this class. Normally, being among his compatriots lifted his spirits. Tonight, however, there was a miserable sinking feeling that he couldn’t escape.

“You look like you've seen a ghost, said Dema.

“Just nerves, I reckon. What lies ahead will shape the rest of our lives.”

“Amen to that.” Taifinn stepped forward. “And there's only one thing for the occasion.”

Shock ran through Morjand. Taifinn held a wooden cup. A dark drink was inside, but what caught his attention was the large shard of kymir tied to the cup. The crimson gem shimmered under the soft amber light of the archimage's floating orbs. The wretched smell was like rotten food. Morjand recognized that stench. The drink contained juice from the ora fruit. He knew very well what it was: a Chief's Vow. A drink was offered to all Tuhan chieftains or military commanders before they formally assumed their positions. Morjand just stared, not reaching for the cup.

“Why me? I'm not worthy of the honor.” He looked at Taifinn. “You’re better at hand-to-hand combat, cousin! Dema, your control of ranged attacks is unparalleled. Hell, even Yosk is a better tracker. Why me?”

Yosk, a young woman nearly as tall as Morjand, laughed heartily. Her dark hair was held back by a hairband of woven reed. She looked at Dema.

“Your uncle's softness is astounding,” she commented.

Dema broke her usual stoicism for a small smile. Morjand turned away, and his cheeks began to feel warm.

“All of that is true, Morjand, but that's not why we picked you. Don't you remember why we're all here? It was you who spoke of the long-denied glory of our prefecture. Reminded us of the sacrifices our families had made for Tuhan. You selected the best of us for the sacred hunt, and you've pushed us all to be better during our training. You're the reason we're here, and you're the reason we'll go farther still.”

“You've even helped the Giganato locals during all this, as much as I may detest it,” Yosk added. “Such selflessness is what makes a leader worth following.”

Morjand reflected on all that. When they were mere children of six and seven, the idea had taken hold of him. The elders in Tuhan spoke of humility and not seeking glory for oneself, but he saw through the charade. Saw the bitterness manifest when the men drank. When the women shunned their obvious compulsion to join the Mystic Order. As he grew more knowledgeable and skilled, the future his parents had set out for him was no longer sufficient. Farm life wouldn't go down in history. He looked over the rest of the cadets.

“We are but a single group against dozens of Giganato clans. The dwarf casts a stone, brothers and sisters. We must do all we can to ensure Tuhan is remembered as it deserves to be. I am honored by your nomination. I will see to it that our names are inscribed into the halls of the Tendril!”

Taifinn grinned wide. “Good, and the Chief’s Vow is your first task as leader. This recipe is the very same my father drank when he went off to fight the Jingsehi. Four ounces of cacao wine, four ounces of ale, four ounces of ora juice, pulp included, ground hellfire peppers and, of course, four dashes of baramutto musk.”

Morjand took hold of the cup. The pungent odor of the drink assaulted his nostrils long before it ever reached his lips. He had to stifle a gag. Morjand brought the cup just a few inches short of his mouth. The tip of the jagged kymir stone was at his neck.

The gulps were unhurried and uninterrupted. Morjand's stomach churned in protest. He knew that should he fail to down it all, he would never outlive the humiliation. A burst of pepper heat ran through his nostrils and throat.

Morjand lowered the cup with a sharp intake of breath and unleashed a primal yell that was joined by the others.

“I gotta say, I'm a bit disappointed, Taifinn,” Yosk admitted.

“Give it a minute,” he reassured, “the family recipe has never failed.”

“Oh, Vah...” 

Morjand doubled over and vomited. His throat burned, and his eyes watered. Dema patted him on the back as he hacked away, hands resting on his knees.

Taifinn stood with a glowing triumph. Morjand glared up at him with contempt.

“I did warn you. Ol’ recipe never fails.”

***
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THAT NIGHT, THE VARIOUS classes celebrated around the fire pits. Bowls of freshly prepared food were served on long tables. Roasted hog along with peppers, diced tomatoes, and dried courgette seeds. Sinhar could feel the tension permeating the night air. The cadets carried out the festivities with a solemn demeanor. More like an obligation than anything. They all knew why. After the Trial of Mettle, the classes would shift dramatically. Cadets would become apprentices in the different branches, all according to their scoring. The classmates they'd come to admire and train with may be gone from their lives for good.

Sinhar discussed this with Chun. They were anxious, but they spent two hours alone discussing strategy. Then they wolfed down three bowls each, followed by a toast with cacao wine. Still, Sinhar couldn’t fill the void he felt within. Despite how far he'd come, something still weighed heavily on his heart. He could never be at full potential as long as it had claws in him.

Chun went off to the hammocks for rest, but Sinhar lingered a while longer. He gazed at the moon high in the sky. It was nearly midnight. He leaned against a tree, listening to the dull murmur of the other cadets. His fingers played about with one of the two kymir daggers sheathed at his side. They were the first weapons he'd made from the kymir collected in the catacombs. Sinhar scanned the class and noticed Archimage Opos sitting alone and clearly deep in thought.

The teacher hadn't removed his wrappings to eat. Sinhar realized he must be fasting, which showed he deeply appreciated the Order’s early writings and philosophy. Fasting, it was said, purified darma within the body. It cleansed the mind and opened the heart. Sinhar wondered how strongly Opos believed that. He sighed and let his hand fall to his side. I should get sleep, he told himself. If Chun found out he'd been up to the small hours of the morning, he'd never forgive him. You owe him your best.

Sinhar walked away, only to hear a voice.

“Care to join me, Sinhar Guia?”

Sinhar froze in his tracks. Archimage Opos' single eye leveled on him with an unusually cordial gaze, though his voice still carried the sharp, commanding tone everyone knew him for.

“You might as well. You've been skulking about by the trees for a half hour. Obviously, you have something to say, so I give you permission. Speak.”

Sinhar suddenly grew tense. An open invitation seemed like a trap. What's more, his thoughts couldn't focus. All he could feel was sand on his knees and thorns in his palms. He sat on the log opposite his teacher and bowed his head.

“Yes, Archimage Opos. I just wanted to thank you. I know our path diverges after the Trial of Mettle. Thank you for leading us this far.”

“You acknowledge your journey is just beginning. That's wise, but there's something you lack. It is the
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