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For the boy that drew fantasy maps and searched the stars. 
Never stop dreaming. 

      

    



  	
        
            
             
 
 
 
 
 
May the fruit's light guide us and keep the shadows at bay.
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Chapter One – The Road to the Village
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The canvas of the tent billowed in the cold northern wind, swelling like the chest of a noble bird poised to take flight. The gusts sent ripples across the Minor Flow, its icy fingers creeping into the camp. Inside, Alben watched the candle flicker and die, plunging the space into twilight. His parchment and scribbles blurred into obscurity. With a sigh, he set his quill back into its pot and drew his shawl tighter, trapping the last vestiges of warmth against his skin.

Through the flap of the tent, he peered outside, the soft murmur of laughter mingled with the crackle of the campfire. The golden, glowing flames danced on the soft sands of the riverbank, casting long shadows that flickered like spectres. He counted them without thinking—two companions around the fire, three tents including his own, four crates of supplies hauled haphazardly up the sandbank, seven days since he had left Japheles. It was a habit he had never been able to shake nor explain. Numbers were solid things. Fixed. In a world growing less certain, they offered a small and grounding comfort. 

“Sageling, grubs up!” A man’s voice called over the rhythmic clink of a ladle stirring a cast-iron pot. Alben’s stomach rumbled in response as he reignited his candle, giving it a second chance at life. He brushed aside the canvas flaps, stepping into the biting wind, his feet sinking into the cool sand, a sensation foreign to him. Huddled around the fire, his companions wore thick yar coats. Steam rose from their mouths as they ate from wooden bowls. He approached the pot suspended above the flames and lifted the lid, releasing the familiar aroma of tubers and riverjack. Jackstew again, his grey eyes fixed on the dead fish head that floated on the bubbling liquid. Although dead, the fish appeared to eye him with disdain. 

“Plenty left for you, sageling. Just go easy on the riverjack. Atalan didn’t get all the bones,” the man said, his voice tinged with amusement. Atalan, swathed in a fiery red hooded robe, smiled from behind layers of fabric, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

“I left them in hoping you’d choke to death and save me from your snoring tonight, Edan,” she quipped, bringing her spoon to her mouth with a flourish.

Edan chuckled, unfazed, and turned his attention to Alben “So, what brings a sageling this far north? You were vague back in the trading hub. Hoping to spread the word to the forest folk?”

Alben stirred his stew without meeting Edan’s gaze. The question had not come up before their journey began, the less that people knew, the better. 

“My business is my own,” he replied. There was no need to lie, yet he remained cautious. He had shared the essentials that morning—that he was a sageling from Japheles seeking passage on a barge heading north through the forests to the outlying villages. These Rahsu lands were remote and sparsely populated. To Alben, they held little danger or importance. Yet, he had business there and willingly spared no expense, opting for the comfort and speed of a barge over the arduous walk that would have otherwise been required.

Edan and Atalan continued eating their stew in silence, the conversation seemingly over until the woman smacked her lips and flung her empty bowl to the ground beside her.

“You know,” Atalan said, wiping her mouth with a sleeve, “there’ve been whispers about non-believers in these parts. This place is crawling with heathens who don’t even bother showing up to the Manna Rites.”

Alben sensed she was testing him. 

“What’s the point?” Edan cut in. “Why attend the rites when the offerings are sent south to Xylona, anyway? It was much easier in the days when Hydoran held the ceremonies. Much more central and better equipped to house the thousands of pilgrims.”

Alben stiffened. He couldn't believe how casually blasphemous his companions were, especially with a sageling sitting in their midst. A sageling bound to the laws of the land and the Prime One. 

“The point,” Alben said, his voice edged with authority, “is to honour the spirits and give thanks for the gifts granted to the Rahsu. Each ceremony is sacred, whether led by the Prime One in Xylona or officiated by the five Mavens of Arbonar.”

Edan lifted his hands in mock surrender. “Spare me the sanctimonious lecture. We are believers. I’m just saying, it’s been hard up north since the Lyfera took power.”

To that, Alben could only nod. He agreed. For generations, Hydoran and Kanowna had ruled the Rahsu with an iron grip, and it would take at least another generation for the northern reaches to adjust. But the truth was, the north had grown lax; morally and spiritually. Edicts took entire lunar cycles to reach the far edges of the Rahsu lands, and the only heir, the Scion to the Manna Altar, was a nine-year-old boy. Even as a sageling, Alben could feel it: the disconnection, the drifting. The spirits had grown quiet. Claudya Lyfera was the Prime One now, yet she had rarely left the confines of Xylona since claiming the title. 

“Tell me about these rumours,” Alben said, his grey eyes locking onto Edan’s.

The old man shifted where he sat, reaching for another log and tossing it into the fire. Flames leapt up hungrily.

“What is there to tell?” Edan muttered, eyes reflecting the blaze. “Rumours are just whispers and shadows. You will be disappointed if you hope I’ll point fingers at villagers who’ve spoken against the Spirits or the Prime One. I won’t play spy for you.” His voice hardened. “I’ve heard what your masters do to non-believers.”

Alben didn’t flinch. “Anyone who speaks against the Prime One will face judgment, regardless of status or standing,” he said evenly as sparks danced into the night. He glanced upward—somehow the last light of day had slipped away without his noticing. “But punishment isn't for us sagelings to decide. That burden falls to the head monitor. Mavens and sagelings under their tutelage serve impartially.”

Atalan snorted. “You speak of justice, yet up here, there are no monitors, no Mavens. The spirits have turned their backs on the reaches. You southerners wouldn't understand.”

Alben allowed a small, knowing smirk. “If you think Japheles lies in the south, then clearly the scriptures haven’t travelled as far as they should. Perhaps these villages need the teachings more than I’d assumed.”

“So that's your mission then?" Edan asked, lifting his bowl and draining the last of his stew, “To spread the word to the forsaken north?”

“It’s not my mission,” Alben replied. “If it comforts you to know, I’m here by the wish of an orphan, nothing more.”

A flurry of wind coiled through the trees, tugging at the corners of their canvas tents. Edan nodded to himself and offered no further comment. 

“It’ll be a frosty night,” he breathed. “Best we get some rest; the Minor Flow will throw up sandbanks and sunken trees on the morrow.”

Without another word, Edan and Atalan gathered their belongings and headed toward the barge, placing their gear back into the weather-worn crates stacked on deck.

Alben remained still for a moment. Although he had spent most of his day resting while seated, he felt the weight of travel in his limbs. He’d helped guide the vessel through the rapids, pushing against the stubborn current. The farther north they’d come, the shallower the Minor Flow became, and that tested their strength, their paddles scraping sandbars. 

They were far from the grace of the Spirits now, adrift on the very edge of the known world, where the forbidden zones gnawed at the boundaries of Rahsu lands. These were the taboo places, the shadowed reaches that the people of Arbonar had always shunned, spoken of only in hushed warnings and half-remembered tales. Alben had never ventured so close to these lands before. He realised, with a flicker of unease, that if he were to stand at the threshold of the forbidden, he might not even recognise it for what it was. Would the landscape itself betray its secrets, marked by some unmistakable sign, or would the danger remain hidden, veiled behind ordinary trees and river bends? As a sageling, he ought to know, ought to sense the boundaries that faith and tradition had drawn and were now mapped in the archives of every Rahsu village. Yet here and now, as a twenty-year-old man, with the wind biting and the world growing more unfamiliar, Alben felt the weight of his own ignorance. 

Alben returned to his tent, his stomach full and his muscles weary. The lone candle within flickered violently, its wax dripping onto the small wooden stool beside his bedroll. He moved to it quickly, snatching up the parchment before the molten wax reached its edge and dripped onto the artefacts he had in his possession. The information written there was too important for him to lose. Even less so, what was drawn there. He had loved art before he strove to become a sageling. In Aldrowen, as a boy, he would spend hours admiring the paintings and tapestries that lined the walls of the town’s small archive. Someone, somewhere in the past had sat in candlelight just as he sat now, had pressed ink to parchment with care and intention, and had memorialised a moment in time and a flicker of imagination. Whatever it was, it was worth preserving. That act of witnessing felt sacred to Alben in a way no rite or ceremony had ever quite managed to be. When the Maven had ordered them destroyed, Alben had not thought of defiance. He had thought only of the hands that made them and the tragedy of watching flames devour memories.  

He had taken them before reason could argue him out of it. Whether he was a thief or a liberator had not yet been decided by him. He had already decided to leave Japheles, and maybe no one would notice the removal of the artefacts from the pyre. 

A voice echoed in his mind. The voice of the little girl who had wandered into the gardens behind the archives of Japheles, dirt-streaked and hollow-eyed. Her sobs had been quiet but harrowing. Please find him. I have no one.

She couldn’t have been older than seven, a wraith of a child—malnourished, reeking of mould and soiled cloth, skin stretched thin over fragile bones. Spirits, how could the world be so cruel? No mother. No father. No one but the sagelings left to care for her.

Alben made a vow that day to the girl. Her name was Taylo and he would do what he could for her. It was his duty.

Now, at last, he was drawing near. Someone in these northern groves had to know something. After all, following his fact-finding mission around the inns of Japheles and the trade hub on the Minor Flow, this was where the trail led.

The man’s name was Opan. That much he knew, and the breadcrumbs fed to him on his travels painted a picture of a man who had strayed from the path and had radical ideas about the ways of the world. Other Rahsu would call him a heathen, but the more he learned about Opan from townsfolk, the more he sensed Opan was a learned man and his journey into the north was no accident. Alben was compelled to know more about him as if some unknown answer needed to be uncovered to a question he had yet to comprehend. 

The Maven of Japheles had always warned: the Rahsu of the north were... different. Less bound by rites. Less predictable. But would they go so far as to harm a trader? Or a sageling?

These people lived at the edge of civilization, at the frayed hems north of Japheles. They had drifted too far from the fold, but soon the fold would come to reclaim them, under the protection of the spirits, whether they welcomed it or not.

A sudden crack in the branches above the tent made Alben flinch. The sound echoed unnaturally in the cold air. There was something off about this land. He could feel it. Not just in the shifting wind or the brittle silence, but deep in his marrow. The air here tasted wrong.

Something was coming.

The scriptures had warned of the consequences if the Rahsu fractured. If they turned away from the Prime Ones. If they rejected the Manna Rites. Alben recalled the stories in the scriptures. A world of unrelenting peril, the sky turning to flame and the end of all life. 

Alben looked down at the parchment in his hand. He prayed the spirits were still with him.

He told himself the unease twisting in his gut was only nerves. Just the night, the journey, the weight of the task, but how much had the past few weeks shaped his journey now. The parchments in his hand and what they meant for the Rahsu weighed heavily, and he hoped his past actions would not carry punishment should someone realise what he had done and, in doing so, who he had defied. 

He crouched, and with one swift motion, put out the candle’s flame. Darkness rushed in. 

His bedroll awaited.
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Chapter Two – The Village
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Two days of exhausting travel up the Minor Flow had given Alben a new appreciation for the life of traders. Whenever the barge snagged on a submerged tree or ran aground on a sandbar, Atalan and Edan never once complained. They simply went to work freeing it, wordlessly and efficiently. It was gruelling work, and the farther north they travelled, the more isolated Alben felt. The forests here were dense and untouched by axe or saw; their limbs grotesquely twisted with ancient growth. Yet somewhere in these wilds, Rahsu had made a home, out of sight and out of mind for many. 

The first sign of life beyond the constant squawks and chitters of birds came just after lunch on their third day out of Japheles. Alben caught the scent first; faint wisps of smoke curling into his nostrils, drawing his gaze to the riverbank upstream.

“Movement up ahead,” Edan muttered, keeping his rhythm as he pushed the barge silently forward with his guiding pole. Judging by the waterline on Edan’s pole and the ease it moved through the water, Alben presumed they had entered a natural hollow in the riverbed.

A moment later, a riverjack broke the surface near where Edan had touched the bank. That confirmed it; this was the kind of place a hunter’s village would thrive.

The barge glided as seamlessly as a bird toward the smoke-wreathed bank. Although Alben couldn’t see much squinting into the proliferating haze, he caught the scent of charred meat. Not riverjack, he thought happily. It was muk meat, rich and unmistakable, and it stirred a hunger in him he hadn’t known was there.

Atalan said, “Moorings up ahead,” while stretching out her arm and pointing her index finger at a crudely made spot on the river where a few equally simple barges nestled within the twisted and half-submerged root systems. The trees here appeared to be stitched into the mud, as they balanced on a precarious edge, looking as if one powerful gust would condemn them to the murky depths.  

Edan nodded at Atalan and began pushing the barge until it rested against another barge that showed telltale signs of recent use. Alben spied the muddy footprints on its deck and the dispersed fish scales of an unseen gutted fish glinting in the sunlight. A second barge further along the riverbank appeared low in the water as if it were slowly sinking into the mud. 

“Be careful here, sageling, these people will not take kindly to those who would attempt to bring them back into the fold.” Atalan said, her eyes piercing his with a stark warning. 

“I am not here to proselytise, and if it pleases you, then I am contented if these people do not know I am here as guided by the spirits.” 

“Suit yourself.” Atalan said as she grabbed a length of rope from the deck, ready to tie it onto the dock. 

Alben detected movement within the village laid out ahead of him within the trees. The village was small, made of a dozen or so doorless wooden huts that formed a circle around a central fire pit that burned pleasantly, providing a place of warmth and a meeting place. Here, a handful of villagers milled around, sitting on log stumps and speaking in hushed tones. They raised their heads as Edan’s barge docked before they went back to their chatter and tasks. 

Alben wrapped his travelling cloak around him as he stepped off the barge and onto the mud-spattered dock of the village, his boots sludging through the squelching muck. Alben could now see the faces of the villagers peering at him from within the huts as he drew closer to them; they wore expressions that were anything but welcoming. The air felt heavy, thick with something that went unspoken. A figure leaned against a tree by the dock, a scruffy man wearing deep brown hunter’s fur and a wild beard that was caked in mud. His eyes narrowed as Alben approached, taking in his unfamiliar face with suspicion. 

“You’ve come too far north, stranger.” The scruffy man’s voice was low, almost a growl like that of a wild beast. “There isn’t anything for folk like you here unless you are here to trade, but judging by your fancy dress, I say it isn’t so. I suggest you turn back now.”

Alben expected a coldness in these lands, but this man’s frosted tones took him aback. He turned and realised that Edan and Atalan had not left the docks and were still busy with the barge; he was alone in this exchange. The man’s face hinted he was in his forties, twice Alben’s age and almost twice as broad; still, he wasn’t a craven. He pulled his cloak closer still and stepped forward, though the hunter did not seem to care. “Good sir, I am not here by choice. I am here on behalf of a young child who sent me to look for her father...he has disappeared.” Alben’s voice was steady and straight to the point; his eyes scanned the huts in front of him, examining for any signs of the man. “She believes he came here as a trader.” 

The hunter’s lips curled, a flash of something. Guilt? Or was it recognition flickering across his weathered face? The man looked Alben up and down, getting the measure of him. 

“Folks disappear ‘round these parts all the time. It’s not a place for people who can’t handle themselves. You won’t find answers here; you will lose them.” He said, spitting on the ground while never releasing Alben from his eye. “What’s it to you, anyway? A child’s tears won’t fix nothing. I suggest you tell this kid the truth. Her father is dead.”

Alben stood firm, meeting those calloused eyes. “She deserves to know what happened to her father. She
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