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​Chapter 1: Arrival in Uncharted Lands
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Age 834 P.X.D. ~ Sebel’s southeastern shore

Rumbling gray clouds loomed over the white sandy beach. For the love of Vah, if this takes any longer, His Holiness will start pissing on us. Pinus wasn’t one for grumbling, but even his patience had begun to wear thin. He longed for the familiar forests of his home continent of Jingseh, which he had watched disappear several weeks past into the eastern horizon. He and his fellow Jingsehi had been waiting at this spot for four days. A cold wind blew sand about furiously. They were well into the longest and coldest month, Rutma, and Pinus felt it in his aching joints.

He ran his fingers through his short basil-green hair restlessly. His brow was furrowed; eyebrows, the same shade as his hair, hung low over drooping eyelids. Pinus was a young man with prominent cheekbones accentuating his gaunt cheeks and aquiline nose. Markings like dark green roots contrasted the beige skin along his jaw, nose, and around his vibrant maroon eyes, which glinted as magnificently as the polished armor that covered his body. Engraved into each plate of the kaichin steel was a series of fully bloomed poppies. The cold gray of his armor could never capture the true beauty of the flowers, but it was an integral signifier of beauty and vitality in his Jingsehi province. A sudden gust of wind caught the orange cape that hung across his chest and left shoulder. He ignored it as it flung up awkwardly at the back of his head.

“You seem tired, Sir Longavian. You should head back to the Sun Ever Rising.” Pinus started as he heard the slight woman speak. She had seemed to materialize next to him.

Her hair—the same dark green as Pinus’, though not as short—was barely visible, hooded beneath her collapsible bonnet. It was collapsible with whalebone stiffeners and was part of the uniform that signified her status as a lead sibyl from Bindweed Monastery.  The two-piece uniform consisted of a snow-white crossed-front jacket with tiny flecks of blue and magenta flared over the hips and a matching pleated skirt that went to the knees. With it, she wore dark violet leg warmers. Whereas Pinus stood in heavy boots, she was barefoot in the sand. The markings on her cheeks resembled leaves, rather than roots, and extended down her body right to the tips of her toes. Her white-gloved hands were clasped together as she peered up at Pinus from beneath the bonnet with a barely concealed look of concern in her vivid pink eyes.

“Oracle Headmistress Arsis, I’ll have you know soldiers like myself have gone a whole five days without a wink of sleep. This is a trifling affair at best,” Pinus boasted.

“Oh? A trifling affair, is it? And yet I sense you’re feeling a bit faint.” If one observed Arsis’ skin closely, they would notice the markings on her cheeks darkened in the presence of the ill. She held out a beckoning hand. “I can escort you back. Let our subordinates see this through. They’re more than capable.”

Pinus scoffed. “You should’ve been in the trenches at Vondoon. Men fell left and right from dysentery. By the end of the campaign, I could hardly stand. I told the colonel that if I just had some water, I’d be right as rain. Do you know what he told me? Water was reserved for those who brought him two dozen Ankari heads, and I was nine short.”

Arsis took back her hand. She didn’t seem amused. “You wouldn’t be the first knight I’ve met who brushed off my recommendations. To each their own.”

“I appreciate your concern, milady, I do. But I came all this way to discover that which has never been seen. I cannot rest now.”

Pinus exhaled slowly, timing it with the passing wind. His orange cape fluttered behind him. Damn nosy sibyls, thought the knight. And in front of the men, no less. He usually admired her sincerity, but lately, it grated on his nerves.

Around the duo, a dozen armed Jingsehi troops stood ready with hands resting on their various-sized swords—no two soldiers had identical swords and shields. For all that he knew, he needed them; he couldn’t help but glower at them with disgust. Their pale lime-green hair and soft green stripes covering their bodies marked them as the lowest class of Jingsehi. Their eyes still ranged from pink to red, same as any high born, but the caste system was immovable. Instead of full armor, the soldiers wore rusted hauberks over long-sleeve tunics. The lucky ones had inherited a breastplate or, in some cases, solely the gauntlets, pauldrons, and cuisses. Those who had managed to afford capes, wore them in a rustic brown, the uniform color for the infantry.

Even though they were of lower birth, with a monumental gap in family prestige, Pinus still felt the need to prove himself against them. All he had to do was make it up the sandy hill and the natural barrier before them. They were all feeling fatigue from the bitter cold—made worse by the half dozen weeks at sea—perhaps even more so than he, he hoped.

Pinus had chartered this voyage cycles ago, having made promises to open trade with Sebel. Merchant ships had always seen the continent of Sebel from afar, but trade with Yuna in the far west had always taken priority. The days of peace with Yuna had come to an end now, and Jingseh had to look to other prospects. Cycles of planning and scouting had led the knight onto Sebel’s eastern shores. The beachfront of the continent’s lower half was plagued with a mass of thorn-covered vines. The heap of intertwined plants was over three meters tall and extended for kilometers up and down the coastline, acting as a natural barrier to keep any outsiders at bay—they didn’t seem to hinder the native Sebelians much. 

Pinus knew better than to hack his way through with his broadsword as his infantrymen had suggested. Pinus had lost six men in this same area just last cycle and several more trying to retrieve them. I thought they’d shrink away in the cold of Rutma. All they did was lose their roses. Even against kaichin steel, each vine could be endlessly long, with countless others surrounding and attacking all at once. If only he’d gotten close enough in the first place, he’d have recognized the distinctive scent of a carnivorous plant and known better than to send his soldiers in. This cycle Pinus had opted for a new tactic: magic.

The knight was well versed in enchantment, but the Bindweed Monastery had the blessings of the Lord Vah. King Theine had paid a hefty fee for their service. The king pays thirty kettl a day for each of these so-called miracle workers. It’s been sixty days, give or take, since we all signed. And the bloody interest. Pox on it all. The thought loomed like a dark shadow in his mind. Pinus suddenly felt lightheaded.

Oracle Headmistress Arsis watched another of her young pupils attempt to sway the vines with a connection spell. Botany-based spells were the pride of the Jingsehi people. The Jingsehi shared a strong bond with nature, but connecting with foreign plants was a much more arduous task. The monastery student swayed and twirled in a rhythmic dance. Two hours of dancing for every four hours of prayer and attempted connection. This was the fifth pupil to attempt swinging the vines; to her credit, she’d lasted a grueling twenty-seven hours. Three fresh recruits sat in the sand behind their dancing classmate. Only one sibyl at a time could attempt the initial connection. It had to be intimate to be properly sealed.

Pinus watched the girl twirl about with a satin sash in each hand. His men didn’t mind seeing a young lass dancing in the sand, her bonnet removed, and her free-flowing hair elicited more smiles among the men than the plaits or ponytails worn by most of the sibyls.

“I do have one question, milady, though I wouldn’t begrudge you for not indulging me.”

Pinus realized he needed a conversation to stay awake. How disgraceful, he chastised himself. I’m only twenty-seven, not some tired old man.

“Ask your question, sir knight,” Arsis replied.

Pinus smirked. “I was just curious. What exactly do the lovely little sisters who fail have to endure? A flogging? An old-fashioned kick in the arse? When a squire uses the wrong oil to shine my boots, I’ve found a firm backhand is sufficient. I assume it’s something fierce because we’re paying you a hefty set of fees.”

“The king is the one opening his purse,” Arsis corrected, “the botanical mystic arts are to be revered and practiced over a lifetime. The monastery does not punish failure, only sin.”

“That’s misguided. Discipline only comes from the guidance of a firm hand.”

“Would you also stomp on a flower to make it grow?”

“That depends. As long as it followed my orders, not a petal would be knocked out of place. Failure to do so, however ...”

Pinus dragged a pointer across his throat and grinned. The oracle headmistress was flustered enough not to bother with a response. She remained unfazed as Pinus made his jokes. All went back to watching the dancing sibyl. It’ll be a slew of kind words and hugs if she falls, Pinus fumed. He turned and opened his mouth to tease Arsis once more when a loud rustling sound caused him to freeze with his mouth half open.

He turned to see the sibyl ward spread her feet in the sand and raise her arms. Her prayer continued to build as the wall of rose vines parted. The thorny vines writhed about akin to a giant nest of serpents woken from hibernation. In no time, the opening was large enough for three men to walk shoulder-to-shoulder with breathing room to spare.

The watching sisters huddled around their victorious sister, placing hands on her back and shoulders in a tumultuous gabble of congratulations. The Jingsehi troops were awestruck.

“By Vah, she did it! She bloody did it!” shouted a barrel-chested soldier with shaggy, pale green hair and a thick, unkempt beard. He had a heavy shield strapped to his back.

“Once we’re through, I’m gonna find the nearest thing with a pulse and stick it with my pike!” boasted another peasant warrior. He wore a brown sash around his waist, over his hauberk, which had a few noticeable holes. A small buckler of steel and wood was strapped to his forearm.

The other men cheered him on. Most thought of pillaging homes and farms for food more than the glory of battle. They’d had nothing but dried fruit and biscuits for weeks now and would surely kill anyone who got between them and a full meal.

Pinus found the mood contagious. He turned back to the Oracle Headmistress. “Perhaps I judged your monastery too harshly.”

The faintest trace of a smile made its way to Arsis’ lips. For all her solemn humility, Pinus sensed an inkling of pride within her. He expected nothing less.

“Indeed, you did, Sir Longavian.”

Just then, something whistled through the air. The prayer crashed to a halt, and all merriment was snuffed out. Shock filled the young girl’s eyes as a red stain blossomed on her chest. For a moment, Pinus and the others just stared at the arrow that seemed to grow from her heart; he managed to shake off the shock before the rest of his party.

“Shields up!” the knight ordered.

The men went for their shields, but most never had the chance. Arrows pelted the soldiers, striking chests, abdomens, and throats, some even directly through the eye of their target. The monastery girls were no exception. The first victim was already on her back in the sand, breathing her last. As the others turned to flee, another hail of arrows pierced most of them through the back. Screams and curses filled the air. The remaining warriors cowered behind their shields, unable to move. Steel screeched, and wood clunked as arrows gouged into shields. One troop was hit in the knee and collapsed to the sand, a peculiar looking arrowhead protruded out the other side of his leg.

Endless volleys of arrows pelted them relentlessly. By now, the landing party had backtracked toward the crashing waves. The wounded were being loaded into the landing skiffs, followed by the sibyls that still drew breath. Pinus held out until last, crouching beneath his tall scutum, watching the opening in the rose vines close without a trace that they had ever shifted. Finally, he escaped the range of the arrows and got onto a skiff without taking his eyes off the beach.

The Jingsehi were now rowing away from the Sebelian shore. Everyone else breathed sighs of relief, but Pinus knew they weren’t in the clear yet. A minute into their retreat, he noticed gray shadows stepping up to the tree line, raising bows to release another barrage. Pinus estimated dozens, maybe a hundred enemy soldiers losing arrows that arched into the air. It was enough to take out every Jingsehi on board and perhaps even sink the skiffs. Pinus raised a hand and shouted a spell. Beside him, soldiers cowered under their shields; the sibyls embraced one another, preparing to meet their end.

Each arrow hit an invisible barrier before falling harmlessly into the rolling waves. His subordinates gawked in disbelief.

“Keep rowing, you shitheads!”

The troops began pulling their oars furiously. Pinus still watched the shoreline as the rose vines dragged the dead and dying into their thorny maw. A bad taste was in his mouth. The knight spat over the side of the skiff. The cold intensified on the water as drafts blew across the already icy surface. Under that gloomy sky, the galley, Sun Ever Rising, waited out in the gulf.

PART I:

RECOLLECTIONS

Nine cycles earlier, Age 825 P.X.D., on the eastern continent of Jingseh.

AVAH
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AVAH INDEX

*THE WORLD OF AVAH HAS six continents stretching across her oceans.

A Yuna, the continent of the Desert People

B: The “Nameless” Continent, the former location of the Xarlene dynasty. These ancient people were wiped out long ago. The general consensus is that this destruction came at the hands of the God Vah.

C: Ilea, the northernmost continent. Home to the Tundra People. 

D: Jingseh, the continent of the Forest People. 

E: Sebel, the continent of the People of the Stone.

F: The “Wasteland” Continent. The southernmost continent of untold cold. 

*All maps illustrated by BMR Williams.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2
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Age 825 P.X.D. ~ Fort Iron Hill, Jingseh

Pinus woke to the chill of mid-Rutma in the morning air. He looked around at the forested mountains that covered most of the northeast region of Sebel, the land of the People of the Stone. A low fog crept over the dew-laden grass. The knight’s worn boots crunched in the gravel, and with that, he was on the move again—his full armor gleaming brightly in the dawn light. A beautifully decorated sheath hung at his hip, and his finely crafted broadsword was housed within. The armor felt somehow inadequate without his family cape across his back, but he was certain he would soon earn it.

Pinus found the dirt path a short walk from his camp and started back on it until he reached a small wooden bridge atop a creek. The creek was an offshoot of the Gannon River less than a kilometer away. The young warrior paused on the structure, the cold wind ruffling his dark green hair, already messy from the night before. His visible breath clouded his view. Instinct told him to look away, but he could not.

On the other side of the bridge, Pinus could see tall grass along the banks. Beyond that was a wooden enclosure not unlike what a farmer would use on a croft. Housed within, however, were no beasts of burden. A child peered back at him through the wood planks. The tattered wool blanket draped over his shoulders did nothing to stop his shivering. 

Pinus wagered the poor child couldn’t have been more than six cycles old. His skin was the same pale beige as Pinus’, but his eyes were warm orange, unlike any Jingsehi he’d ever seen. His shaggy, snow-white hair was tangled and matted; a small crimson horn protruded from his forehead, and lengthy sideburns nearly obscured his pointed ears. Though the boy didn't reveal his arms beneath his blanket, a segmented armored tail twitched behind him. Something about it made Pinus’ heart sink. The lengthy tail swayed from side to side, not unlike a hand wave; the tip was covered in bloody bandages. Like all Ankari prisoners, the boy had the curved pincers of their tails clipped upon capture. Even a child could split a jugular wide open.

“Oi! Away from the fence, you cretin!”

The Jingsehi soldiers on guard beat their fists on the wooden fence, the metal mesh layer jingling loudly. The child started, taking one last look at Pinus before scampering away from the barrier.

Pinus yearned to say something, anything, but he knew there was nothing he could do. Intelligence was key in the war between the Ankari and “true” Jingsehi. Ankari were famously resourceful. When captured, they’d been known to send scouts to look for weak points and patrol patterns. Pinus had learned from experience that they came in all ages and sexes. Nothing could be left to chance. The war had filled the fort's internment camp with
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