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OF

ROSES

There was, oh, what there was in the oldest of days, ages, and times across the world known as Avah. Across the world known as Avah, there are vast oceans and six continents. Yuna, the arid continent known for its vast dunes and desert-oasis kingdoms, lies in the west. The continent of Jingseh resides in the far east. It is a land of gargantuan forests, legendary dragon riders, and the kingdom of Theine. At the southern pole of Avah is the Wasteland continent, a land so cold it is uninhabitable. At the northern pole is Ilea, a similarly chilled continent but home to the Ilean people who boast powerful magic. Some believe it to be black magic under the guise of long-lost knowledge. In the warmer regions of the south is my homeland, Sebel.

The Jingsehi ruled my homeland for one hundred cycles, collectively known as the Clouded Centenary. I was but a boy when my people rose to face down the dragon riders. Blood and darma were sacrificed by all. Families disintegrated. Soldiers fell in droves to dragon fire and Jingsehi magic. But all this struggle bore fruit. The occupation came to an end at Age 975. In the cycles after, the people of Sebel sought to rebuild what they’d lost. Others sought purpose beyond. I shared a vision that most of my age did: membership within the Mystic Order. The mighty wielders of magic went toe to toe with Jingsehi mages and royalty. The secrets they now safeguard can only be wielded by those willing to bear the weight of being a servant of Sebel and an agent of Vah. I stand ready to do my part and embrace this duty with zeal.
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Sinhar in cadet uniform, Trial of the Lake (illustrated by Hendyoga)
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​Prologue

[image: ]


Age 977 P.X.D.~Giganato prefecture, Sebel

An eight-cycle-old Dahan sat on a log by a creek. The shade of a towering weeping tree enshrouded her. It was a spectacularly sunny day in early Enno. The day did not carry the heat of the subsequent Sullah month. A tepid wind made weeping tree leaves dance around her as others landed atop the slow-moving water. The adolescent girl took up a smooth pebble in her gray hand. It couldn’t possibly be the same stone as before, with so many hundreds lining the shore, but she believed it was. She knew this place all too well. This tributary became a part of the much larger and stronger River Nenca. On this very shore just three cycles ago, Dahan had seen her sister for the last time. From their elevated position, they’d seen the plumes of smoke rising over the trees and wetlands. It was the telltale sign of a dragon rider attack.

The Hollow Wars were over now. There were endless celebrations and talks of where Sebel was going next. Just a few meters from her, a rowdy group of boys played a game of keep-away along the riverbank. They crossed through mud and sometimes into the shallow water, all in a bid to take the rubber ball from the boy in the lead. Dahan barely heard them. Her thoughts drifted back to memories of her sister, as they always did. The southern Sebelians who’d traveled north to fight had all returned to their respective prefectures. Dahan had waited faithfully at this spot for two cycles straight, leaving the orphanage every day at the crack of dawn just to be here. Some insisted she stop. Most let her continue the ritual, blindly hoping she’d find the joy of Vah’s light again.

“Hey, look out!” a voice cried.

Dahan turned to the voice and saw the dirt-colored ball coming at her face. She stopped the projectile with a single hand, the ball dripping with muddy water down her forearm. Her cold eyes looked over the dozen or more Sebelian boys gathered not far from her.

Most were shirtless, dressed only in loincloths. They ranged in age, some younger than she and some a few cycles older. Dahan was unimpressed by their scrawny physiques. They stopped a few meters away, talking among themselves; finally, one made his way to the front. Unlike the rest, he wore a purple tunic that reached the ankles. A blue face mask went from his nose to his neck, and his black hair was wild and curly.

Once, before her, he pulled down the mask, revealing a boy her age with a wide smile and dark brown eyes.

“Nice catch. My apologies.”

Dahan hurled the ball back. The boy used two hands to catch it and was still knocked back a couple of steps. Instead of irritation, she saw his eyes light up with wonder.

“You’re not half bad. Why don’t you come play with us?”

“I’d rather not,” Dahan snapped.

Looking over the boy’s shoulder, she noticed the others growing restless. Finally, one of the stockier boys stepped forward, his hair cropped short and his cheeks round.

“Let’s go, Sinhar! You the leader or not?” the thickset boy demanded.

A Sebelian girl stepped forth; her long black hair fell over her shoulders and trailed down her back. Her fearsome eyes didn’t detract from her warm smile, complete with large dimples. As was a tradition in her family, a red stripe was painted under her eyes and over the bridge of her nose, running perpendicular to the natural stripes that marked the face of every Sebelian, starting at the innermost corners of her eyes and trailing down like black tears. The Ensur line was among the earliest raiders into Jingsehi-occupied territory. She was taller than most boys and as bruised as all the rest. Her yinmar skin skirt was loose enough not to hinder her strides.

“What’s taking ya?! Don’t go talkin’ her up just ’cause you needed to catch your breath!” Nabir Ensur proclaimed. The other players nodded and shouted their agreement.

The leader eyed his challengers. “This is your chance, Chun! To the strongest!”

The former leader punted the ball. Dahan couldn’t help but feel slightly impressed by the power of the kick. The ball soared over the group, and everyone went chasing after it. Chun went for it, but Nabir tackled him out of the way in her mad dash. As his friend spiraled into the creek, Sinhar laughed aloud. The splashes and shouts started up again with renewed fervor. Dahan’s brow furrowed.

“What’re you doin’? You forfeitin’?”

“Yeah, I guess. My brother always said you help a Sebelian in need. So, I guess that’s what I’m doing.”

The young girl scoffed. “Who says I needed help?”

“Maybe it’s me who needs help,” the boy teased with a smile. “May I sit?”

“Yeah,” she replied cautiously. Dahan scooted over as the boy joined her on the log. He lifted his cloak to avoid sitting on it.

“Dahan, right? I’m Sinhar Guia.”

“And how do you know of me?”

“How could I not recognize the sister of the great Vira Imitarian? My brother fought at the Battle of the Plains, just as she did. I heard she didn’t make it back. She certainly earned her place in the Perennial Plains. Vira was a fierce warrior who had the Jingsehi shaking in their boots. It took everything they had just to stop her. Vah was strong within her spirit.”

Dahan’s anger simmered. She felt a hollowness in her chest, and she focused on the creek. The sparkling water was beautiful. The girl forced down her emotions. She had heard enough songs of praise for Vira to last a lifetime. The last thing she wanted was more sympathy.

“My sister left me at this very spot. Now I’m alone. She...” Dahan fought back tears, refusing to let weakness overtake her. “She shouldn’t have gone at all. It’s not fair.”

Sinhar paused thoughtfully before replying. His young face seemed momentarily lost as he examined the creek's shimmering waters. With the boys’ game moved downstream, the small fish had returned.

“I bet she was thinkin’ the same thing as my brother. He’d just returned from battle in the Deep South before heading north. I begged him not to go. Told him he’d done enough for Sebel. He told me he had to keep fighting to give me a chance at a peaceful life. The Clouded Centenary is finally over, so I’d say they did their jobs well. As Asum Ram said, you must be ready to sacrifice everything for Sebel if it is to be free. And it is now. All thanks to them.”

Dahan thought about Asum Ram’s words. North and South had joined, just as Asum Ram had foretold. She felt her spite melt away to a reluctant pride. Now, for the first time in over a hundred cycles, every Jingsehi had been driven off the continent, even as far as Kimsee Isle in the Gulf of Lutan. Thinking of all the sacrifices made to get this far, she felt reassured of what had to be done. The pain was still there but wasn’t as raw as it had been before.

“What of your brother? Did he make it back?”

“He made it back, but he’s not... the same. I don’t know if the real him is ever coming back.”

That admission reverberated through Dahan’s body. She resolved not to pry any further. She’d seen the Sebelians broken by the cycles of war. They saw the horrors of the battlefield and were never the same. They could no longer hunt. Some rambled about the past. Others hid away from the prefecture. They were the ones who, as they said, only spoke to Vah and the trophies they’d brought back from the various battles. They didn’t believe in peace and warned that all the Jingsehi would return to reclaim the continent. Thinking of all those lost souls, Dahan was moved to stand.

“I bet I can take the ball away from the leader before you do. Loser has to dig latrines for the hunters tomorrow!”

Dahan spat in her palm and extended her hand. Sinhar looked confused for a moment, then mirrored the smile on Dahan’s face as he stood beside her. He spat in his own palm, and the two shook on it.

“I hope you like the smell of shit in the morning because you ain’t winning.”

Dahan smirked. “Silly boy. If you even get close, it’ll be because I don’t want to embarrass you in front of your friends.”

The two took off down the stream. Fish scattered as water splashed Dahan’s ankles and face. That
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