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​​Prologue: Wheel of Fate

[image: ]


Town of Hedgedenn, Jingsehi province of Batorah ~Age 851 P.X.D.

“Please, stop! Stop, I beg you! Mercy!”

The young Jingsehi suddenly came to. He felt like he was waking from a dream. His ears rang, and his heart trembled. He slowly came back to reality, head spinning and vision hazy. The smell of roasted boar, cheese, and lightly peppered herring made his stomach lurch. No... it wasn’t that. There was another stench enveloping the savory notes. It was so strong he could taste it. The taste of warm copper. It was a taste Coden knew well.

Coden’s gaze darted around the tavern like an animal in unfamiliar territory. Then it started coming back to him, a slow trickle of details. Kelpie’s Inn, he recollected. A dilapidated tavern on the Cape of Lamina. All around him, tables had been smashed or flipped over. Chairs lay strewn about. The customers had seemingly vanished, but a few Jingsehi peasants remained crouched behind flipped tables or dusty wooden beams. Coden recognized the terror in their eyes and saw the reason at his booted feet. He stood over five bloodied men. 

Their dented breastplates were adorned with an intricately engraved flower with petals that looked as though they’d been pulled tight like an umbrella, each slightly curled at the ends. Leaves grew all along the length of the stem, nearly obscuring it completely. The Anthus lily. These men were members of the Royal Merchant Marine Division, Coden recalled. Now, the memory of it all came flooding back.

He gazed down at the battered knights. One soldier seemed perfectly intact until Coden looked at the back of his head. His brains were scattered on the floorboards, his eyes wide in eternal shock. Another seemed untouched at first glance but for the blood flowing from his mouth and nostrils. The source appeared to be his completely caved-in breastplate, nearly hammered flat against the floorboards. One man had no head. His skull had been pulverized, leaving nothing but a featureless mass of blood and bone. Even so, Coden knew precisely who the man was. Sergeant Daisen Panagath had been a Jingsehi with over thirty decades in the service of the Royal Marines.

Coden felt the weight of the instrument of death still in his hand. He raised the large wooden club and stared at the kaichin steel studs, most glistening with crimson. Splattered blood coated his trousers and doublet. He could feel sweat dripping from his hair and wiped it on a clean part of his sleeve. The fabric came away smeared with yet more dark blood. He'd come here with clear intentions to kill. Coden had planned it from the start, yet seeing the macabre fruits of his actions chilled him to the bone. A chair fell over nearby, drawing his attention.

A marine who still drew breath lay in the shadows of a support beam. His yellow-green beard was wet with beer and spittle. His left thigh had met the end of Coden’s club. A bone protruded from the flesh, and his right forearm was bent unnaturally. Aware he’d been spotted, the marine grimaced and flashed his teeth like a cornered rat. Tears of pain ran down his beige cheeks. His wavy locks and metal headband, centered by a nugget of gold, indicated where his pay went. As Coden approached, the prone man burst into wild cries of terror.

“Enough has been done! Please, have mercy! Vah begs it, as do I! Please!”

The crippled knight fumbled his cloak over his wounded leg as he kicked himself backward with the other. His fingers brushed a sword on the floor amid scattered peanut shells and spilled grapes. He went right past it without even seeming to consider lifting it.

Coden recalled when he’d first arrived at Kelpie's Inn. The Marines had been laughing up a storm. They’d just raised their glasses in a toast. Celebrating. . . what? A retirement? A bonus? I can’t remember. It’s all so hazy. What he did remember were the tremors of impact that ran up his arm and down his spine as he struck the first of them mid-drink, right in the back of the head. The man had fallen to the floor, clumsily grasping at the helmet in his lap as he drew his last breaths. Coden smirked at the irony. The rest came to him like a beautiful nightmare. Hands that reached for swords were smashed first, then came knees and rib cages to prevent anyone in the group from fleeing. He remembered the toxic glee paired with the rush of exhilaration. He remembered delighting in their startled expressions as he easily tore through their ranks.

For countless endless cycles, you preyed on the weak in taverns like this one. You accosted them in stables! In their Homes! How many! How many like me! Coden didn’t know if he’d truly screamed those words at them as he killed, but the thoughts pounded in his head with each crushing blow of his club. In a sick moment of glee, he realized all his training had been worth it. He certainly hadn’t yet perfected the selflessness or control aspects, but he’d swung his weapon with intent to kill and hadn’t hesitated. Paired with the element of surprise and an animalistic rage, Vah had seen him through. 

You had masqueraded as soldiers all your pathetic lives, but you’d never seen a real fight. The day one came to you, you were crushed into dust and thrown into the wind. A sickly satisfied smile spread across Coden's face.

A scared whimper broke the murderer’s reverie. Curled up near the bar was a young Jingsehi woman, no more than her early twenties, if that. She was in a strapless dress, soaked with beer and spots of blood, the hem clinging to her flesh just above the knees. The extra blush on her cheeks told him enough. The poor girl was a lady of the night. She was petrified with terror, clutching her head and hiding her face between her trembling knees. He heard her whispering.

“Please, Vah, see me through. Let me not pass into the Void on the account of sin. I pledge myself to thee.”

On and on she went, unaware that the slaughter had stopped, the room silent but for her muttered prayer. Coden combed his bloodied finger through his hair and winced at a sudden burning in his arm. He realized he hadn’t been so lucky after all. His right arm had been slashed. Blood soaked the doublet sleeve and dripped down to his wrist.

“You better go, fella.”

The killer turned to face the barkeep, a short old man wearing a silk tunic that had once been white, judging by the shoulders. The front and sleeves had been reduced to a brown haze by cycles of grease, dishwater, and beer stains. His bald scalp gleamed in the dim candlelight. The only hair on his wrinkled head was his lime-green mustache. Hazy pink eyes stared at him wildly, like a cornered prey. He held a dagger but was trembling far too much to be useful with it.

“Go on, get! This place will be crawling with soldiers soon! Be gone with you!”

That caught Coden's attention. He was in no condition to face another group of men right now. His wound was growing a bit numb. That can’t be good, he thought with a hint of grim mirth. Tending to it would have to wait. Without protest, he obliged the barkeep and turned away from the bar. It was indeed time to leave Kelpie’s Inn. He stepped blithely through puddles of blood and scooped up a cup of whiskey, turning it upward and draining it instantly. He choked and hacked at the familiar burn of the cheap liquor. Before he left, there was one last thing to see to.

Coden peered around the room and spotted the last marine knight clawing along the floorboards, his legs dragging uselessly behind him. He’d gotten as far as under the stairs before the cape dragged him out. In his crippled state, he could only whimper and sob.

“Take my coin! Take it all! Name your price!”

Coden’s rage had been all but snuffed out. The worst of it had already been done. What he did now was merely to close the circle. 

“No!! I can—”

The metal-studded club came down on his face. What was once a human head was reduced to a splatter of scattered red and splintered bone. Coden recalled a poem Sir Longavian had read him cycles ago. A different time and a different place. A time when he truly believed all was well and settled in the world.

... Peace blooms a wonder...

...beautiful even in a field of snow...

...until petals wrought asunder...
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Typical hara, the preferred mount of the Sebelian people (illustrated by Hendyoga)
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​​Chapter 1
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Naaman prefecture ~Age 924

The teenage Sebelian sat quietly before the campfire. A full moon provided a radiant ambiance and an excellent distraction for his growling stomach. A serving of dried mushrooms had left him pining for more; his hunger was compounded by the bitter cold seeping into his bones. The blanket wrapped around his body seemed nonexistent whenever a harsh wind passed. His gray skin was marked with goosebumps. He wanted to extend the blanket over his knotty and wiry curls, but that would’ve exposed his bare feet. For now, he would settle for the numb ears over frozen toes.

The woodlands of Naaman prefecture were all around him, the occasional call of an owl echoing from the darkness. The ankle-high grass around the campsite was undulated in the frigid draft. The climate had run amok in Sebel the past three cycles. The beginning of the new cycle traditionally brought a warm spring and, with it, renewed life. Age 924 had not been so fortunate. He’d heard tales of cold lingering as far as the vernal equinox, which occurred during the first month of the new cycle, the 23rd of Enno. This cycle, the cold had lasted through all seven weeks of Enno and now bled well into the following month, Nisanu. If it lasts longer, I’ll need a coat for my sixteenth natal day. He had always appreciated that he was born in the summer, watching the sun smile down on each new cycle of his life like a blessing from Vah. He wilted at the thought of spending this occasion huddled against the cold inside the yurt.

“Did you enjoy supper, Namu?”

The Sebelian boy looked at the melodic voice and saw his mother emerging from the flaps of their yurt. She wore a deerskin dress along with baggy trousers and yinmar hide shoes. Dirty gray protruded through the brown of the left one where her big toe had worn through the leather. Namu lied to his mother with as sincere a smile as he could muster.

“Yes indeed, Ma. Maybe tomorrow we’ll get lucky and find a woodland pecker’s nest for some breakfast.”

“Just don’t go thinkin’ the parents will forgive and forget so easily. They’ll try to scratch your face and nip your ear off with those damned beaks. If a nest is too high up, it probably isn’t worth it.”

“Right, Ma. I think I can handle a few birds, though.”

Namu stood as his mother approached the campsite. The light of the fire brought no comfort, only a deep despair as she stepped into its glow. His mother had applied new wrappings over her nose, which came around and concealed where her right ear used to be. Her hair was like his, wiry and coarse, but as of late, it had begun to turn white and thin like dying grass. Her hands were bandaged entirely over.

Namu’s mother was a victim of the disease known as the Pale Tide. Three weeks ago, they’d scavenged off the scraps left behind by a larger group. Picking the tiniest traces of meat from rib bones wasn’t ideal, but it had kept them going. Just a week later, his mother noticed a loss of sensation in her fingers but thought nothing of it. Then, patches of albino skin appeared over her body. Now, the final stage had begun: the rotting of soft body parts such as the ears and nose. His mother, ever rational and composed, suspected just a single member of the group they’d tailed had been infected; otherwise, her son would have been struck by the Pale Tide. She praised Vah every night for that. Though Namu prayed along with her, he found the words felt empty. The warmth usually felt in his chest while thanking Vah for His many blessings had been replaced by a dark hole that only grew larger.

Namu turned his despair and rage inward whenever he saw his mother. After all, they’d fled to the run-down prefecture of Naaman because of his abnormality. He had Sebel's gray skin, black trails from his eyes, and small spots along his jawline that matched his mother’s. But while her eyes were honey brown, his irises were shimmering gold. His mother had been faced with a choice: surrender her mutant child to the Mystic Order for extermination or go into hiding. Naaman was the only such place for a fugitive Sebelian. It was the only prefecture the authorities didn’t venture into, and for good reason. Naaman was a patch of forest just west of the Midlands Valley. Calling it a prefecture was a sick joke, considering its true purpose was more of a repository for the unwanted of Sebel. Mutations like Namu could be found here, though they were extremely rare even in Naaman. More common were thieves, defilers of women and children, heretics, and the diseased.

“You look glum, my child. What troubles you?”

Namu snapped out of it, realizing his mother had been speaking to him while he stared silently into the flames. She sat on the upturned log across from him now. He waved off her question and moved to sit in the dirt beside her, focusing instead on her loving gaze as she watched his approach.

“Nothing important. Let’s get to the story. I’ve been waitin’ all day for this.”

The pained smile on his mother’s face told him she didn’t believe his ruse even the slightest. Still, she wouldn’t make a fuss of it. Instead, she gazed up at the stars with a contented sigh.

“I suppose one couldn’t hurt before our bedtime prayers. Look at that moon, Namu. How perfect that it shines so bright on Hunter’s Day. Somewhere far from here, Giganato warriors use the moonlight to do Vah’s work and raid Jingsehi settlements. They brave thousands of kilometers of rivers, swamps, the entirety of the Great Forest and Midlands Valley, all to cast a stone at the invaders.”

Namu couldn’t help but have an inkling of irritation.  Truth be told, he tired of her constant praise for the Sebelian warriors, and her tales of how they made the journey far to the north to raid Jingsehi plantations or kill livestock. It amounted to little in his eyes. Though he was young, he could see it for what it was. Their soldiers merely pecked around the periphery of Jingsehi-controlled territory.

“Do I bore you, my son?”

Namu realized his frustration must’ve been displayed. He usually did a better job hiding it.

“It’s...” he held off for a moment. He tried his hardest to assemble what he felt into coherent words. “I don’t wish the warriors any harm, but I can’t say I wish ‘em luck, either.”

His mother stared back at him with widened eyes.

“How can you say such things? They do the duty of Vah and the ordained Asum of Giganato. His Holiness follows the imperative of the Lord Above.”

“I know, Ma, but I just wonder what good it does. Besides, those warriors trek right past Naaman on the way up north and again on the way back. I don’t see them helping us with supplies or dealing with brigands. We’re left to rot, and the Asum of Giganato turns a blind eye. He’s the one that cast us out, Ma.”

His mother stared into his soul with her piercing eyes. The bandages around her head and over her nose didn’t diminish her presence. Namu felt like he was five cycles old again, waiting for a verbal lashing, or worse yet, a physical one.

“Do not hold grudges, my son. It rots the hearts of even the kindest souls. I harbor no animosity against the Asum for casting us out. He merely followed divine law. I don’t even hate your father despite what kind of man he is.”

Namu grew quiet at that, looking once more into the fire. The sticks snapped and crackled as they burned.

“I just don’t know why we must suffer. It’s not fair.”

“There will always be suffering in Sebel until the People of the Stone restore balance and take back the continent. Someday, you’ll be one of the valiant warriors who sets things right. I’ve seen it in my dreams.”

Namu offered a half smile. Even if he did want to become a mage of the Mystic Order, he’d never get past the initial vetting process. His golden eyes were a clear sign of a corrupted bloodline, and no mutation could ever be admitted into the great halls of the Tendril. Nonetheless, his mother spoke incessantly about this impossible fate every cycle. Namu maneuvered to a different topic.

“How did the outsiders settle here, anyway? I never heard of a battle or anything like that.”

“You are wise to ask that, my child. It is said that the outsiders came to our shores many times in previous decades. From Giganato to Tuhan, the valiant south always fended them off bravely. Our warriors were trees that would not bend no matter how fierce the wind. Arrows, walls, and magic were all used to deter the Jingsehi and maintain balance. But the cursed People of the Forest weren't satisfied. They headed north in search of a crack in the stone. There, in the Northern Guild, they promised the fisher Sebelians riches beyond their wildest dreams. Being notoriously weak-willed and defiant of all customs, the prefecture of Allusea gave in and accepted the ways of the Jingsehi. Now, one can hardly recognize them. That was how the Clouded Centenary began.”

Namu was taken aback. “I always thought the Clouded Centenary began with bloodshed.”

His mother shook her head. “You have much to learn, my son. A clever predator approaches timidly, gaining the trust of the prey before striking. All great conflicts begin with deception.” She stood from the log and began shoveling dirt onto the fire.

“Another story, Ma! That one was too short!”

“I’m afraid there’s no time. It’s growing late, and you will need your rest. Tomorrow, my dear Namu, you must hunt.”

“I won’t fail you, Ma. I promise.”

He saw the smile he treasured so dearly.

“You never have, my shining sun.”
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​​Chapter 2
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Namu woke to the sound of bird calls and his stomach grumbling. The sun’s light poked between the pine trees, nearly blinding him when he first cracked his eyes open. As he often did on such days, he thought of his mother’s words the first time he’d inquired about his mutation. She had said that his eyes shone golden like the sun, and Vah Himself could only have bestowed such a gift. From that day, she had always affectionately referred to him as her “little sun.” Ever since his mother had contracted the Pale Tide, he’d slept under the stars while she stayed in the yurt. Sharing close quarters with an infected was how entire families were blemished. She’d initially wanted the reverse, but her son had stubbornly refused.

Namu flexed his fingers and felt a sensation in them despite the cold. Maybe Vah is looking out for me after all, and I’ve just been ungrateful. He took in a lungful of pine-scented air. It was time to get to work.

Their limited arsenal was hidden inside the very log his mother sat on by the firepit. Namu reached inside for his spear and quiver. Unfortunately, their refugee status made kymir or kaichin steel hard to come by. There was no forge within weeks of Naaman prefecture. What expensive weaponry there was in Naaman was brought in from the outside. Groups with even a single blade of kymir gem or steel often used it to take whatever they pleased from the weaker and ill-equipped clanless. Namu had crafted his spear tip and arrowheads from sharpened chert.

The teenage Sebelian peered through the yurt flaps. His mother was sound asleep. He decided not to wake her. She needed every ounce of rest she could get. As always, she kept a sack of their belongings under her arm as she slept on the fur blanket, just in case they should need to flee for any reason, she always said. Of course, he knew what she meant. In case they try to drive out the cursed aberration from even this land of rejects. Another crude spear lay close to her. With a silent goodbye, Namu left their campsite.

***
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NAMU TRAVELED NORTHWEST, up the woodland hillside. Pine trees were in abundance, along with bushes as tall as he. Despite the prolonged cold, many of these had grown their springtime berries. The young hunter knew better than to partake. The pink berries smelled sweet, but ingesting even just a few would leave one horribly ill for weeks; the more one ate, the more persistent the sickness. He still remembered seeing a Sebelian child, not much younger than himself, lying dead in the forest with his trousers around his ankles. The dry, cracked lips on the boy told Namu he’d died of thirst, surely after weeks of vomiting and diarrhea. The body can only take so much. His mother explained that if one doesn’t replace what is being lost, one's darma is depleted, and the soul moves on.

The young man had firsthand experience with the fuzzy yellow-red berries. When he was eight cycles old, he’d ingested several handfuls without telling his mother. The consequences had been horrendous. His muscles spasmed before completely freezing. Within just twenty minutes of consumption, he had collapsed to the forest floor. He frothed at the mouth, unable to move even a finger. He’d only survived because of his mother.

Back in Giganato prefecture, she’d been known as Madam Pyri, one of the last freelance magic practitioners. While she commanded no actual magic, as the law forbade, she knew much about potions, elixirs, and natural remedies. After a week of choking down her bitter concoctions, the boy was on his feet again. His mother hugged him before slapping him hard. Even as his cheek went numb, she’d wrapped him in another embrace and sobbed into his small shoulders. Guilt flowed through him then just as it did now. It was his fault they were outcasts and, by extension, his fault she was infected with the Pale Tide. His mother was his temple, and he intended to pay her back a thousand-fold for her selflessness.

Namu trekked through the forest for hours. He kept a steady pace to conserve energy for when he needed it. The brush thickened the deeper he went, the long sleeves of his tunic constantly snagging on bushes or low-hanging branches. He worried about the state
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