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Chapter One
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Darshima walked steadily under the shrouded glow of the night sky. Before sunrise, he had diverged from the rest of his hunting party to track and kill one of the many fearsome beasts that roamed these lands. He had spent his entire day trudging through the soggy marshes and was sure that he remained the only one left in the woods. Evening had fallen long ago, and everything around him was cast in shadow. Alone and empty-handed, he looked out over a large quagmire just ahead. A thick, roiling carpet of white mist spread over its tangled vines and matted grass.  

During the previous days, his companions had succeeded in their hunt and avoided this treacherous place. Darshima hadn't caught anything, and he was desperate. The hunt was the most important rite that a boy needed to complete to be considered a man in the eyes of his family and peers. He walked forward and mustered his remaining strength, the thin soles of his leather moccasins clinging to the sodden ground. 

He hoisted his wooden bow and dark fabric quiver upon his shoulder, which seemed to grow heavier with each step. Rivulets of sweat poured down his face and into his eyes, blurring his vision. Darshima pressed his palms against his forehead, and shuddered momentarily amid a wave of dizziness. His tongue stuck to the roof of his dry mouth, and he grimaced at the sour taste. He stumbled to a stop and briefly glimpsed down at his abdomen, covered in a layer of grime and perspiration. His empty stomach growled, and he grimaced as it twisted itself into an aching knot. 

Darshima let out a weary sigh and collapsed onto his hands and knees. The damp red soil oozed over the bronze skin of his fingers, staining the black leather gauntlet fastened to his right forearm. He shivered as the mud soaked through his red linen breeches, gripping his skin in a flash of coldness. His quiver and bow fell to the ground beside him with a clatter. Head hanging downward, Darshima drew in a tired breath. His heart pounded with a creeping sense of despair. Memories of hunting seasons past flooding his mind, he wondered if he could accomplish this task. A stiff breeze swept through the carpet of grass surrounding him, pricking the bare skin of his torso. He swept back the locks of his wavy brown hair with a muddied hand and looked up to the sky. The veil of clouds slowly parted, revealing the heavens beyond. A triplet of moons hung in a bold arc amid the swirls of stars, their brilliant light casting a soft glow around him. 

Darshima’s head drifted back to the ground, when something in the mud caught his attention. He moved closer and saw a ray of moonlight glimmer upon a water-filled impression, cast in the shape of a hoof print. Pulse bounding with excitement, his gaze darted toward a set of tracks leading into a small grove. Darshima grabbed his bow, slung his quiver over his back, and leapt to his feet. He peered into the darkness and carefully stalked through the wet blades of grass, trying to hush his footsteps upon the damp ground. Moments later, he arrived at the secluded edge of a dark pond amid a stand of stout trees, their gnarled branches casting ominous shadows around him. Fatigued, he hunched over, drawing in deep breaths as he looked ahead.  

Darshima eyed two particularly large, four-legged beasts standing at the opposite end of the pond. A triplet of white, crescent-shaped horns adorned their fur-covered foreheads and curved around their pointed ears. They waded at the pond’s shallow edge and bent their necks for a drink, taking in loud gulps with their stubby snouts. Beads of water trickled down the thick grey fur of their jowls. 

A sharp pang of fear coursed through Darshima’s chest as he observed the pair. Known as powilix, these beasts were among the most ferocious animals that roamed these lands. Incredibly strong, their muscular frames were covered in a boldly striped, silver and white pelt. With a stature a bit taller than a man’s waist, they traveled in pairs and could easily kill either a hunter or beast brave enough to challenge them.  

Darshima clenched his jaw as he watched them. He reached for his quiver and ran his fingers along the feathery arrow tails, contemplating his next move. His attempts at hunting an animal during the previous days had failed. Tonight was his last chance before returning home with his party, and he remained without a kill. An anxious sigh escaped his lips as he realized that he had no choice but to go after these beasts alone.  

Darshima drew in a measured breath, snuck closer to the water’s edge, and crouched behind a large boulder cast in shadow. The animals continued their drink undisturbed, howling raucously between draughts. He slowly rose from behind the boulder and peered at the beasts. Arm trembling, Darshima unfastened a pocket in his leather gauntlet containing a powdery resin. He dipped his fingers into the white substance, then massaged it into his palms.   

With his right hand steadying the bow, Darshima loaded one of the gleaming, metal arrows and drew back upon the silken bowstring with his left arm. His glinting cobalt eyes narrowed, Darshima aimed at the beasts, exhaled a nervous prayer, and let go. The bow shuddered under the release of the tension, vibrating in his hand. The arrow vaulted forward, spiraling on an errant path through the air. It then skipped along the surface of the water before diving below the ripples. 

Startled, the beasts jerked their heads up from the pond. They rudely lurched about, searching for the source of the disturbance, the sounds of splashing water echoing around them. Their gaze fell upon the boulder where Darshima hid. His knees trembled as the creatures approached from the pond’s edge. Fear seizing him, he dropped to the ground and pressed his back against the cool stone surface.  

The deep thud of hoofbeats grew louder, then stopped abruptly. Darshima glanced upward and his eyes met the wooly gullets of the pair, quivering with each rumbling breath. Their heads raked sharply to the left and then to the right as they searched for him. His mind racing, Darshima realized that this may be his only chance to kill them. 

He deftly withdrew another arrow from his quiver and loaded it into the bow. Steadying himself upon one knee, Darshima looked upward and then aimed at the beast to his left. The bow creaked under the tension as he pulled back. With an earsplitting crack, the weapon shattered, sending a hail of splinters in every direction. The arrow misfired into the sky and sailed right between the two creatures, spiraling out of sight. The recoiling bowstring sliced open the skin of his thumb and he yelped at the stinging pain. He clasped his hands over his mouth to muffle his cries, but they were drowned out by the angry roar of the beasts.

His heart seized with terror, Darshima leapt to his feet. He dashed toward the trail leading out of the grove and back into the marsh. The beasts’ instincts took over as they chased him. The vengeful pair charged closer, letting out fierce growls as their hooves pounded against the ground. Darshima ran as fast as his legs would carry him, his quiver striking against his back with every frenzied stride. He jumped over upturned roots and charged through muddy ditches, the beasts galloping only a few paces behind him. He tore desperately along, the surrounding terrain but a dark blur. 

The steady drum of hoofbeats filled his ears as he ran. Darshima shot a glance over his shoulder and met the gaze of the two angry creatures. Their fiery-red eyes locked onto him, and they let out ghastly howls that echoed through the night. His blood surged at the frightful sound, and he snapped his head forward. He dashed down a grassy slope and into another marsh, the murky waters lapping about his waist. 

As Darshima trudged ahead, he felt a vine catch his foot. He tried to move forward, but abruptly tumbled face down into the tepid water. Disoriented, he thrashed about, briefly slipping beneath the surface. He struggled to regain his footing upon the soft, clinging silt. Lungs aching as he held his breath, he coughed loudly. His nose and mouth filled with the foul, brackish water, pungent with the odor of decaying vegetation.

Darshima gripped his ankle and desperately yanked at the vine, splashing about as he freed himself. He jumped to his feet, hastily cleared his throat and looked around him. He tried to make sense of the shadowy marshland before him, but couldn’t recognize anything. The beasts’ screeching yelps filled his ears, and a bolt of terror shot through him as he struggled to regain his bearings. He frantically trudged onward, his feet slipping upon the mud. 

Darshima scrambled back onto drier ground and darted through the stiff grass, glancing at the unfamiliar lands ahead. Eyes widened in fear, he tried to find some feature he could identify, but he was lost. The growing sound of flowing water filled his ears, and his heart rose with a glimmer of hope. If there were indeed a river in the distance, he would be safe. Powilix were deathly afraid of moving water, and would abandon their pursuit if they had to tread across anything swifter than a meandering brook. He ran forward, the sound steadily drowning out the bellowing howls of the beasts. 

Darshima emerged from the field and stumbled to a halt at the rocky ledge of a steep bluff. He drew in a fearful breath as he looked out onto the vista before him. The raging waters of the river crashed violently through a jagged network of rocky canyons far below. The air around him echoed in a deafening, disembodied roar. He shivered as swirling gusts of cold mist rose from the crag and drenched him. 

Darshima turned back around to see the two beasts emerging from the field, their low angry grunts rising above the sounds of the water. Their brawny shoulders and haunches moved rhythmically as they stalked closer. They bared their sharp teeth and let out fierce snarls, strands of saliva dripping from their prominent jaws. Muscular haunches rippling with tension, they stood ready to charge. Darshima backed up to the ledge as much as he dared. His pulse bounding with fear, he stared at them and struggled to maintain his balance.

The creatures let out menacing growls and lowered their heads, their smooth horns glinting in the moonlight. Without warning, they reared up on their hind legs, then burst into a sprint. The ground trembled under their hoofbeats as they approached him. Overwhelmed by an acute sense of dread, Darshima threw up his hands as they rushed forward. 

Just as the beasts were about to tear into him, several sharp whistling sounds sliced through the deafening roar. From seemingly nowhere, a volley of silver arrows pierced their flanks. The beasts abruptly stopped their charge and let out mournful cries. They took several staggering steps as if intoxicated, then collapsed beside each other in a quivering heap. Dark red blood oozed from their wounds and soaked the grass at his feet. 

Darshima stood quietly as he watched them expire, afraid that the beasts might still attack him as their lives faded. When they exhaled their final breath, he sank to his knees, overcome by a wave of exhaustion. A nascent sense of relief rose within him, and he let out a sigh. His heart thudded in his chest as he realized just how close to death he had come. The sound of the water enveloping him, Darshima sat down, drew in a haggard breath, and tried to calm himself. The terrifying chase, combined with an entire week of hunting had thoroughly exhausted him. He wanted nothing more than to rest beside the river for the remainder of the night. 

The sharp sound of a snapping twig, followed by the plodding thud of footsteps broke through the din of the roaring water. Too fatigued to stand, Darshima lifted his head toward the noise, his chest tightening as the fear returned. The form of a man emerged from the tall blades of grass. Darshima’s pulse slowed, and he calmed down when he realized that it was his older brother, Sasha. He walked into the clearing toward the ledge and came to a stop in front of Darshima. Sasha stood silently, his amber eyes peering at him with a discerning gaze. His lips curled into a sympathetic smile and he extended his arm. Darshima clasped his brother’s hand, then pulled himself up to his feet.

“Are you okay?” Sasha gently shook Darshima’s shoulder. 

“I’m fine.” Darshima peered at the beasts between tired breaths. “Thank you, Sasha.” He then cast his eyes downward, avoiding his brother’s stare. 

Sasha looked around the ledge, his eyes lingering upon the beasts. 

“That was a very close call.” Sasha let out a sigh. He ran a hand through his thick mop of silky, shoulder-length black hair. “Stay here and rest for a bit, you’ve been out all night.” 

Sasha walked toward the carcasses, his moccasins padding softly upon the damp soil. A large metal bow strapped across his muscular back shifted rhythmically as he moved, glinting in the moonlight. He knelt beside one of the beasts and examined it. Freshly killed, the creature's eyes had not yet glazed over. He yanked the gleaming arrows from the powilix’s hide and placed them back in the rawhide quiver slung over his shoulder. Sasha’s fingers gently unfastened the leather gauntlet upon his right arm, decorated with spiral patterns of glowing glass beads. He pulled it off, tucked it in the waistband of his red breeches, and then untied a length of thick rope hanging from his belt. He crouched next to the beast and methodically bound its three-toed hooves.

Darshima approached Sasha as he worked, and his lips wrinkled into a frown. His heart thudded with a rising sense of anger as he watched Sasha secure the animal’s legs. 

“Sasha, I was the one who tracked those powilix. Why didn’t you let me kill them?” he huffed, his voice brimming with exasperation. Sasha’s brawny shoulders froze as he listened. He then rose to his feet and faced Darshima. His tall, athletic frame towered over his younger brother, who was leaner in stature. 

“If I’m not mistaken, those animals had you running for your life.” Sasha’s brow furrowed in a look of confusion. “If it hadn’t been for me, you would’ve been their dinner.” He stepped away from Darshima. Sasha knelt beside the other beast, pulled the arrows from its flank, and stowed them in his quiver.  

“It isn’t all my fault.” Darshima shook his head, stuttering as he searched for the right words. “My bow broke as I aimed at them. They were startled by the noise and then chased after me.” Sasha continued to work, shrugging his shoulders as Darshima spoke. 

“That bow worked fine when I used it on the last hunt,” he muttered.

“Is that all you have to say?” Darshima’s face grew hot with frustration.  

Sasha finished tying the hooves of the second carcass, then looked over his shoulder.

“I’ll have something more to say when you admit that you were completely unprepared this evening, with no strategy for the hunt. You should’ve known better than to go after a pair of these beasts alone.” 

“I tried my best to prepare.” Darshima bowed his head as he listened to his brother’s rebuke. A discouraged frown crossed his lips, and he let out a sigh. Sasha’s stern gaze softened as he saw Darshima’s expression grow more somber.

“We should move on, daybreak is approaching.” Sasha turned back to the brightening horizon. The copper-red sun slowly ascended, its brilliant disk steadily illuminating the dark skies.  

Sasha picked up one of the heavy carcasses and hoisted it upon his broad shoulders, its bound legs draping over his bare, muscular chest. He moved away from the cliff and walked toward the grass, the early morning light reflecting off the smooth, brown skin of his back.  

Darshima grappled with the other beast and tried to get a proper hold of it. With a heave, he lifted the warm carcass upon his shoulders. A shiver ran down his spine as the stiff, damp fur of its belly prickled against the skin of his neck. He followed Sasha into the field and they began their long trek back to the camp. As he scanned the muddy trail before him, his mind swirled with thoughts of what had just happened. He had been on the verge of killing those beasts, but then they had him running for his life. As usual, Sasha had rescued him from the brink of disaster. Darshima shook his head as a mixture of disbelief and disappointment rose within him. The load upon his shoulders seemed to grow heavier with each step. He looked up at the brightening sky, and a lump formed in his throat. He had failed yet again. 
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Chapter Two
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Darshima trudged forward amid the thick, woody underbrush, carefully balancing the carcass upon his weary shoulders. He walked in silence, the exhaustion of the hunt and the humid morning air steadily sapping his energy. Sasha led, and Darshima followed, their path cutting through a dense patch of forest. Though unfamiliar, it was more favorable than the one Darshima had traveled the day before. He squinted his fatigued eyes against the sunlight. Fiery orange rays shone through the leafy forest canopy, casting the worn trail in soft shadow and brilliant flecks of silvery green light.  

Darshima was relieved that he had survived his nearly fatal encounter with the powilix the night before, but it was overshadowed by a deep sense of failure. He was eighteen years old - among the oldest in the hunting party, yet he remained unable to achieve this significant milestone. Darshima had been on hunting trips in seasons past, but no matter how hard he tried, success eluded him. In addition to providing much prized wild game for one’s family, hunting the powilix was a rite of passage and an important tradition. 

Killing this ferocious animal was considered the ultimate test of strength and ability. Once a boy killed a powilix, he was considered a man. The need for hunting and gathering had long been replaced by ranching and farming, but the ritual endured as a cherished tradition. His thoughts drifting, Darshima pulled his gaze from the ground and looked at Sasha, who marched even further ahead. Darshima hurried his pace and tried to cast the worries from his mind. 

By mid-morning, they reached the edge of the forest and arrived at a large clearing. The air rippled with the boisterous shouts and playful chants of members of the hunting party. Darshima’s heart leapt at the sound of the familiar voices, then sank as he realized they would soon ask him about his night. He didn’t know how he would explain it to them. Staring at the crowd of young men, he followed Sasha into the camp, and their chatter abruptly ceased. Like Darshima and Sasha, they were bare-chested, dressed in simple linen breeches, and stood either barefoot or wore leather moccasins. Several of the young men whooped in delight as they approached.

“What is this?” asked a young, copper-skinned man, his voice ringing with surprise. He rose from the grass and approached the two. His name was Seth, and he was one of Sasha’s closest friends. Tall and slender in form, he wore tan breeches, and his silky black hair was fashioned in a thick braid that ran down his back. Before Darshima could reply, Sasha began to speak.

“It’s amazing isn’t it?” A toothy grin spread upon his face. “Darshima killed them both at the same time.” Sasha lifted the dead powilix from his shoulders, rested it upon the ground and stood before the group. Darshima nervously eyed the other hunters. He briefly knelt upon the grass, and placed the carcass he carried beside the other.  

Everyone in the group listened intently as Sasha spun an increasingly complicated tale. Darshima shook his head in disbelief as he listened to his brother’s lie. When Sasha finished, the young men let out a raucous cheer.

“You’ve finally succeeded! I didn’t know you had it in you.” Seth’s cloud-grey eyes lit up as he stared at Darshima. He slapped Darshima on the back and drew him into a friendly embrace. The others congratulated him, letting out excited howls of approval. 

“Sasha helped me greatly, and I couldn’t have done it without him.” Darshima’s face grew flushed with embarrassment. Sasha had already told the tale, and everyone had heard. Darshima knew it would appear even worse if he contradicted his brother’s words, so he said nothing more. He tried to deflect the compliments and looked over to Sasha, who had already walked to the shaded end of the clearing. He sat at the foot of a large tree and gave Darshima an earnest smile. Sasha then rested against the knobby trunk and closed his eyes.  

The crowd moved away from Darshima and settled back down. Many of them had just awoken and were tidying up the camp for the day’s trek. Hunting knives in hand, the younger members of the party skillfully field dressed the fresh carcasses. They drained the remaining blood and buried the organs in a pit beyond the perimeter of the camp. The young men placed wooden tags around their horns, and Darshima cringed as he saw his name neatly written upon them. He knew that Sasha’s name belonged upon those labels, not his. 

The young men then secured the powilix in brown cloth sacks, infused with a mixture of pungent herbs to preserve the meat for the trip home. Darshima thanked them, then walked to a secluded area at the edge of the clearing. He sunk down at the foot of an old tree, and rested his weary back. He stared at the others as they readied their things, his eyes burning with exhaustion. Though he hadn’t rested since the previous morning, he could not sleep. The harrowing memories from the night before left him feeling anxious. A chill ran through him as the images of the charging, fiery-eyed beasts flooded his mind. He had been so close to capturing them, but like so many times before, his chance had slipped away. 

The rough bark scratched his bare skin, but he paid little attention. Sasha’s false tale tugged at his conscience. Just when Darshima thought he had figured him out, Sasha did something unexpected. He had always been a good brother, and despite Darshima’s current frustration, he knew that Sasha was only trying to protect him. 

Sasha had been like this since they were children. When Darshima faced taunts as a young boy, Sasha was the first to defend him. When their father was harsh toward him, Sasha often spoke up on his behalf. When Darshima faced dangerous situations on previous hunts, Sasha had always come to his rescue. If he was having a rough day, Sasha tried his best to cheer him up. Darshima looked over to his brother, who dozed peacefully against the tree. A contrite smile crossed his lips, and he sighed. Darshima was proud of him. Sasha was the leader of their group and had managed to keep them all safe. He looked on as the others finished clearing the camp, then rose to his feet and put his equipment away.   

After Sasha’s brief nap, the entire hunting party, twenty members in all, set out from their camp. With the calm wind at their backs and the sun lighting their path, they began the journey homeward. The only things encumbering them were their equipment, camping packs and the heavy animal carcasses. Wrapped in the cloth sacks and strung along a wooden pole, two hunters carried a pair of carcasses upon their shoulders. They marched along trails that guided them amid the humid forests, over meandering streams and through vine-covered tunnels carved into the rocky hills.  

These paths had been worn into the lands by the footsteps of generations of hunters who had long preceded them. At their current pace, they would make it home by that evening. To pass the time, they chatted amongst themselves, their voices rising boisterously with tales of ferocious beasts, narrow escapes, and decisive kills. They trekked onward as the sun traced a fiery arc across the immense sky. 

As dusk approached, they reached a grassy hilltop overlooking the river. They were now only a moderate distance from their home, the city of Ardavia. Darshima’s heart stirred as he peered out over the waters, his eyes lingering upon the majestic, spiraling turrets and gleaming oblong domes. Ardavia was far and away the largest city among the settlements scattered across the largely unspoiled surface of their home, the moon Gordanelle. The center of government, commerce, and culture, the city had long played an important role in the moon’s history. Ardavia had been established thousands of years ago upon a chain of large island plateaus at the mouth of the surging, freshwater Eophasian River. Gordanelle’s longest river, the Eophasian carved a serpentine path through much of the moon’s northern hemisphere. Just beyond the pentad of principle islands, the river ended in a wide, curving waterfall that crashed into the sea below.

The winds picking up around them, Darshima looked at the clouds above. The sky grew darker, and a dense fog rolled in from the surrounding hills and palisades, spreading over the river like a blanket. The change in weather had been unexpected. They had intended on returning that evening, but the reduced visibility would make the trip home too dangerous. The hunting tradition dictated that they must return solely by ship. With the hazardous weather, maritime traffic would be suspended. 

“The fog is getting thicker. We will have to wait until morning to travel home,” said Sasha as he settled upon the grass. Darshima and the others followed his lead and sat in a semicircle around him. 

The light of the setting sun cast a diffuse glow upon the heavy fog. The ancient temples and stately palaces disappeared as the billowy wisps enveloped them. The royal palace, adorned with soaring red and white stone towers stood boldly atop the highest hill of the city, appearing as an island unto itself amid the fog. The skies above Ardavia hummed with fleets of aerial passenger and freight ships, their angular fuselages carving through the mists. The filamentous bridge spans linking the islands glowed with the pinpoint lights of bustling terrestrial traffic, shuttling between the districts of the city. Unlike sea traffic, air and road traffic were rarely disturbed by changes in weather.

“There is still some daylight left, so we should continue,” said a young man, his voice rising above the chatter. His name was Ero, and he was about a year younger than Darshima. Brown-skinned with curly black hair, he sprang to his feet and hastily dusted the grass from his tan breeches. Sasha rose and faced him. Surprised by the exchange, Darshima pushed himself off the ground and stood beside Sasha. 

“There is no rush, and the visibility is poor. No ship would dare to take us across the river in this fog.” Sasha pointed toward the shore in the distance. “We’ve worn ourselves out enough for one day. Let’s rest while we can.” As Sasha turned away, Ero let out a frustrated groan.

“Why must we wait? Most of us are ready to leave now. We can set up camp at the riverside.” His amber eyes narrowed as a brooding expression crossed his face.

“This is my decision to make. The fog is too dangerous and we could get lost. You must think of your fellow hunters.” Sasha rested his hand upon Ero’s shoulder. “We will continue in the morning.”  

“I am ready to leave...” he began, but Sasha shook his head and Ero grudgingly fell silent. Sasha was responsible for all of them, and the young hunter had no choice but to obey him. 

Ero stared at the city, let out a dejected sigh and tore himself from Sasha’s grip.

“I am more experienced than Darshima, yet you treat me like a child and him as a man.” He shot a cruel glance toward Darshima. “You say he killed both of those beasts at the same time?” He smirked, then let out a wry chuckle. Ero glared at Darshima and Sasha for a moment, then marched toward a vacant patch of grass, rudely brushing past them. Darshima’s blood surged in anger at the slight. As he started toward Ero, Sasha stepped in front of him.

“Confronting him isn’t worth your time. You mustn’t let him provoke you.” Sasha’s hands clamped firmly upon Darshima’s shoulders. 

“You’re right.” Darshima let out a sigh as he composed himself. He drew in a deep breath and tried to let his anger subside.  

The sun dipped below the horizon and the skies darkened. Sasha, Darshima, and several others set about building a fire with bits of dry brush and branches they had gathered from around the clearing. The temperature had decreased considerably, and the cool, humid air was a welcome change. Together, they piled the materials in a small pit at the center of the camp. Sasha then set it ablaze with a metal lighter he retrieved from his pocket. The pile rapidly transformed into a tower of bright yellow flame, casting the clearing in its warm glow. 

The hunters partook in a simple meal of cured meat they had brought with them and gathered roots, grilled over the open flame. Though some were tempted to cook one of the prized powilix, tradition forbade the consumption of the beasts during the hunt. Darshima watched in silence as the others ate and chatted. His appetite had disappeared, and the thought of food made him queasy. Both the outcome of the hunt and Sasha’s false tale weighed on his mind, settling anxiously in the pit of his stomach. 

The conversations between the young men slowed as the exhaustion from their hike caught up with them. The hunters finished their meal and made their way to comfortable spots around the fire. They unrolled their woven fiber pallets and drifted off to sleep. Resting upon his side with Sasha nearby, Darshima tried to settle in for the night. Every time he felt himself drifting off to sleep, Sasha’s lie resurfaced in the corners of his mind and jolted him awake. He let out a frustrated sigh, rolled onto his back and stared up at the night sky, the triplet of moons obscured by wisps of fog.  

“Sasha, why did you do it?” whispered Darshima. Sasha stirred for a moment and drew in a sleepy breath.

“What are you talking about?” he asked groggily.

“Why did you tell everyone that I was the one who killed those powilix?” Darshima anxiously bit his lip as he felt Sasha processing his words. 

“Don’t worry about it. You will get your first kill soon enough,” he murmured. Sasha’s words failing to reassure him, Darshima drew in an anxious breath. 

“I was so close. If it hadn’t for that flimsy bow,” whispered Darshima, his voice filled with frustration.

“You did find and stalk the beasts, so you did help kill them.” Sasha turn onto his side and faced Darshima, his amber eyes gleaming softly in the firelight.

“I’m being serious, Sasha.” Darshima huffed angrily. He rose to his feet, dusted himself off, and walked toward the edge of the camp. He shuffled to a stop, sat upon the damp blades of grass, and stared at the moonlit vista before him. The spires and domes of the city poked through the thinning shroud of fog. The river had calmed some, its waters gently breaking against the rocky banks in a hushed murmur.  

Darshima stared at the water, taking comfort in the solitude of the night. The sporadic pop and crackle of the roaring fire teased his ears, and its radiant warmth spread against the bare skin of his back. He wrapped his arms around his knees and rested his forehead upon his wrists. He drew in a breath, the cool evening air mingling with the pungent odor of his sweat and the subtle, leathery musk of his gauntlet. The soft sound of approaching footsteps filled his ears. He lifted his head and looked over his shoulder to see Sasha standing behind him. He glumly turned back toward the river. Sasha sat down upon the grass beside him, amid the swirling mists.  

“What’s the matter with you?” he asked. Though Sasha was usually even-tempered, his voice held a note of frustration.

“It’s nothing,” said Darshima, his voice barely audible. As he began to stand up, Sasha gently grasped his arm and pulled him back down. Darshima glared at him, then turned toward the river. He looked away as Sasha tried to catch his gaze.

“You’ve acted strangely this entire hunt,” said Sasha. 

“I’m fine,” whispered Darshima. His eyes lingered upon the currents rippling under the moonlight.  

“You’re not fine. Whenever you want to talk about it, I’m here.” Sasha reclined upon the grass. 

“Okay,” muttered Darshima.

“We have a long journey ahead of us tomorrow. You should get some rest.” Sasha patted Darshima’s shoulder and let out a yawn. He rose to his feet, walked back to the campfire, and settled upon on his pallet.  

Darshima gazed homeward, the light winds blowing his wavy locks before his eyes. He listened to the sounds of the surging waters, trying to find a sense of calm. His mind was much too restless for sleep. His chest tightened as renewed feelings of failure came over him. It was his third time trying and his third time failing. He couldn’t understand why success continued to elude him. He had blamed the faulty bow, but he was beginning to believe that it was something more. 

He couldn’t understand what faults within him kept holding him back, when so many of his peers had long ago succeeded. Darshima stared into the night, his thoughts lost amid the billowing mists. He didn’t know what he would tell his parents about his latest attempt. They would surely be disappointed, but his own disappointment was much greater.
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Chapter Three
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The loud, clear blasts of a horn roused Darshima from a fitful bout of sleep. He lifted his head from the ground, then settled back down. The horn sounded a second time, and Darshima jolted upright to see Sasha standing with the curved bronze instrument pressed to his lips. Darshima looked around him and realized that he had fallen asleep where he rested the night before. He sat up and stretched the muscles of his back, which ached from reclining upon the stiff ground. Sasha blew the horn a third time, letting out another powerful, earsplitting note. Darshima rubbed his bleary eyes, rose to his feet, and shook the damp blades of grass from his hair.

Instrument in hand, Sasha stood in the center of the camp beside the fire pit. The blaze from the night before had extinguished itself, and only the smoking ashes remained. He looked across the river, with his gaze fixed toward Ardavia. The fog had cleared and the early morning sunlight shimmered upon the rippling waters. A loud fanfare from the direction of the city returned his call, the brassy harmonies just audible over the rushing current. 

By the end of the communication, everyone was up and moving about, preparing for the journey back home. Darshima rolled up his pallet, grabbed his equipment, and placed them in his camping pack. With their belongings secured, they set out toward Ardavia. The city’s bejeweled domes and gleaming palaces shone brightly under the blazing sun and seemed to beckon them. 

Led by Sasha, they marched in a single line upon the steep trail. Darshima followed closely behind his brother as they descended, carefully stepping upon the rocky ground. With the strung carcasses balanced upon their shoulders and their hunting gear stowed upon their backs, they made their way through the valleys, toward the rugged banks of the river. To break the tedium of the journey, they chanted lyrics from ancient tales about the fabled hunt. Like all Gordanellans, they learned them as children and the words stayed with them. 

Darshima half-listened as they trekked, his thoughts consumed with the turmoil awaiting him back home. His mind searched for some way to explain the events of the hunt to his father and mother. As they walked, Sasha’s deep, melodic voice rang out with a particular lyric that caught his attention.

“...The beasts wouldn’t relent, and they failed in their attempt. Their efforts were brave, their honor saved,” sang Sasha. The other hunters echoed him as he continued. “Gracious in defeat, they prepared for harder trials they would yet meet.” Darshima lifted his head, his heart rising into his throat as he listened to the words. Sasha briefly glanced over his shoulder at Darshima and offered a conciliatory smile. Many of the fables weren’t about victories, but of defeat. Darshima returned his brother’s gesture with a timid nod. He walked onward, shouldering the load with Sasha, the lyrics giving him some solace. 

By late morning, they arrived at the water’s edge. Sasha led them along a narrow stone jetty, where a large, spindle-shaped wooden sailboat piloted by a uniformed mariner awaited them. The craft bobbed gently amid the ripples, and its freshly painted, red hull gleamed in the sunlight. The mariner, a thin-framed man with ear-length black hair, copper-colored skin, and amber eyes, wore a traditional sleeveless orange tunic, black breeches and a white and silver billed cap. 

Traveling by sea was quite a novelty for the young men, as air travel had been the standard mode of transportation for ages. Tradition dictated that they return to Ardavia by sea. Waterborne craft were only used for the heaviest of freight and for ceremonial occasions such as the hunt. The men who piloted the ships for the hunting parties were experienced volunteers. They were revered for their knowledge of the river and for upholding this important Gordanellan custom.  

The hunters loaded the carcasses and their belongings at the rear of the large craft, and settled upon the rows of rough wooden benches. The mariner yanked a lever between his bare feet, which pulled up the anchor, then released the mooring ropes tying the boat to the jetty. The boat rocked gently back and forth amid the ripples. He then pulled a silver cord that unfurled a hexagonal array of giant, red sails along its single mast. The stiff breeze filled the angled cloth panels, and the craft lurched away from the shore, heading into the choppy blue waters. 

Darshima took his seat next to Sasha and drew in a deep breath of the crisp air. He cast an eye ahead, barely making out the opposite shore of the wide river. The silhouette of the city appeared atop the line of imposing pillars just upon the horizon, growing larger as they approached. In the distance, he spied a dozen other sail ships, filled with hunters traveling in the same direction. The voyage back was perhaps his favorite part of the hunting trip. Darshima closed his eyes and let the sound of the flowing water fill his ears. He could feel his pulse slow down and his worries dissipate.  

The ship drifted along the river, bobbing with the churning currents. The mariner deftly tugged upon a web of silver cables, and maneuvered the gleaming copper steering wheel before him. The complex array of sails changed subtly, their geometric forms rotating with the wind. As they drew nearer to the city, its cluster of towering island plateaus loomed overhead. The colossal, rocky formations blotted out the sunlight and cast immense shadows upon the river. 

The ship glided past a curtain of cascades gushing from the rock faces above and jostled violently in its wake. The passengers huddled together and braced themselves against the turbulence. Some grew visibly sick, and others gripped tightly to the sides of the craft. Neither Darshima nor Sasha were bothered by the commotion. Darshima caught a glimpse of Ero, who looked worse than the rest. Drenched in a cold sweat, he retched and shuddered as the ship skimmed the choppy waters. Seated beside him, Seth’s eyes widened in concern as he observed Ero’s condition. 

“We’re almost home, Ero.” Seth put an arm around his shoulder and drew him nearer, trying to comfort him. Darshima felt a pang of empathy for Ero in his moment of vulnerability and chided himself for their tense interaction back at the campsite. 

Darshima stole a glance at Sasha, whose face bore a look of serenity as he gazed out upon the water. Darshima peered up at the city towering over them, its spires shimmering against the bright sky. As he beheld the majestic sight, a creeping sense of dread rose within him. His chest tightened as he contemplated his parents’ possible reactions to the outcome of the hunt. 

When they had set out earlier that week, both he and Sasha had assured their mother and father that he would succeed. They would certainly be pleased with Sasha for leading another successful expedition. Under his guidance, the hunting party had killed forty powilix, a record number. Darshima didn’t know what his parents would think of him. He would once again be coming home empty-handed. He needed to find a way to explain the dangerous predicament he had faced, and why he had failed yet again. Darshima vigorously shook his head as the memory of the two beasts chasing him hung vividly before his eyes. As he reflected upon the events of that evening, the meaning of Sasha’s words only became clearer. He had been unprepared.  

The steady gust of wind from the waters rippled against Darshima’s breeches and pricked the bare skin of his back, rousing him from his thoughts. With a steady hand, the mariner skillfully guided the ship around the jagged rocks and treacherous, churning whirlpools. He spun the wheel and the craft made a wide arc, veering toward the rugged, granite cliffs of the central plateau. The ship rocked as they approached a misty line of cascades, its turbulent waters veiling the entrance of an immense cave. 

The sound of the flowing currents steadily grew into a deafening roar. Torrents of water spilled into the craft, tossing it violently back and forth. The hunters grasped tightly onto its sides as they sailed under the waterfall. They tumbled about, holding their breath against the thunderous deluge. The force of the cascades overpowered several of the young men, who fell from their seats and into the surrounding waters. Amid ripples of laughter at their clumsiness, Darshima, Sasha and the other hunters reached out and pulled them back aboard. 

“Come on everyone, we’re almost there. Try not to hurt yourselves,” said Sasha, his voice ricocheting throughout the dim chamber. 

The craft soon steadied and they drifted deeper into the cave. Catching his breath, Darshima found himself both calmed and disoriented by the echoing rush of the cascades. They settled themselves back into their seats and checked to see that their prized cargo remained intact. With their cupped hands, Darshima and the other hunters reached below the benches and bailed the water from the bottom of the ship. The light gradually faded to darkness as they moved away from the entrance, and the roar of the water diminished. Darshima could barely see the other passengers amid the shadows.

“Please prepare yourselves for the ascent to Ardavia.” The mariner brought the craft to a gentle stop. He pulled down the sails with a tug of the cord. With a hushed mechanical whir, the mast telescoped downward into a recess at the center of the ship.

Darshima drew in an anxious breath and awaited the next moments. The mariner picked up a long copper rod from the bottom of the craft and probed the darkness. He tapped firmly against the rock face beside the vessel and waited patiently. Just above the lapping noises of the water, a faint rapping sound echoed throughout the cave in response. The mariner tapped against the wall once more, mimicking the same steady rhythm. He rested the rod neatly between his feet and sat down upon his bench. He then faced the young men, the groan of clicking metal gears and grinding stone filling the silence between them.

Darshima’s pulse thudded in anticipation as he looked around. In the dim light, he could just make out the features of the mariner’s stoic face. The echo of the gears faded, followed by the loud, deep thud of a closing door reverberating throughout the chamber. The sound of flowing water started as a trickle and steadily grew louder.  

“Please secure yourselves,” shouted the mariner, his voice barely audible above the roar. The young men followed his order and fastened the thick fiber ropes bolted into the benches around their waists. They grabbed onto the handles hewn into the sides of the craft and braced themselves as a torrent of water surged into the chamber.

The ship jolted upward under the thrust of the rapidly rising current, scraping against the rocky faces of the shaft. Darshima clenched his teeth and narrowed his eyes against the icy spray. The deafening rush overwhelmed the narrow space, and the hunters held on tightly as the craft ascended. The only thing that remained motionless as they careened upward was the stern expression of the mariner, barely visible amid the shifting shadows.  

Darshima held his breath, and a momentary grin spread upon his lips. His heart pounded in his chest as they vaulted up the passage. Though others typically dreaded this part of the journey, he found it exhilarating. It almost felt as if he were flying. The darkness steadily receded as the craft rose atop the column of water.  

Before long, he could see the walls of the shaft moving rapidly all around them, giving him more reason to hold on even tighter. His soaked breeches flapped in the violent gusts as they shot upward. The light grew brighter, and the speed of the rushing water slowed to a soft gurgle as the ship reached the top of the well. Darshima breathed a sigh of relief, and several others let out excited yelps and howls.

They emerged through a portal and into a large, tiled circular basin, located at the center of an airy terminal. The current from the water gently nudged the vessel toward the rim. The mariner secured the mooring cables to a stone bollard and extended a wooden plank onto the basin’s edge. Darshima and the other young men unbelted themselves and gathered their belongings. They thanked the mariner and then disembarked along the plank. With the wrapped carcasses upon their shoulders and their gear and equipment in tow, they walked toward the entrance of the building. The sound of rushing water filled the air of the cavernous structure as several other basins received ships from the river below.  

Though Darshima had been here many times before, he was nonetheless amazed by this place. A small smile crossed his lips as childhood memories of standing beside these very basins came to him. Like Sasha, their father was a skilled hunter and led many trips during his youth. As children, Darshima, Sasha along with their mother would await their father’s return from his hunting trips beside the basins. Darshima’s smile dissolved as feelings of inadequacy welled up within him. Like their father, Sasha had been able to complete the hunting rite and lead others in the tradition. Darshima realized that he was nowhere near to achieving such an accomplishment. 

Trying to ignore his thoughts, Darshima lagged a few steps behind the others and focused on the varied architectural details of the building. His eyes lingered upon the chipped marble tiles and the forest of enormous, fluted stone pillars supporting the multihued glass canopy. He craned his head upward to see a flock of colorful birds flying high overhead, their flapping wings, and whistling breaking through the din. They darted skillfully among the finely carved arches supporting the ovoid roof, making their way to their nests tucked between the worn stones. 

“Darshima, you're falling behind,” said Sasha, his voice echoing loudly through the terminal. Darshima snapped his head forward to see Sasha and the others rolling their eyes at him. Embarrassed, he cast his gaze toward the ground. Struggling with the heavy sacks upon his shoulders, he walked faster and caught up with them. 

The group of hunters moved past the grand, circular colonnade of the entrance and into the humid afternoon. Darshima drew in a breath as a gentle breeze carried the fresh scent of the river, offering a momentary respite from the heat. He waited with the other hunters under the stone arches, the large shadow of the building shading them from the intense rays of sunlight. A triplet of gleaming domes loomed overhead, appearing to nudge the billowy white clouds aside. 

“Congratulations to you all on a successful hunt this season.” Sasha nodded earnestly toward the young men as they surrounded him. “I am sure your families will be proud of you.” They applauded, let out an enthusiastic cheer, and thanked him. 

“We couldn’t have done it without you,” exclaimed one of the hunters. Several of them shook Sasha’s hands, and a few reached over and embraced him. A reserved smile crossed Darshima’s lips as he saw how much the young men respected his brother. Despite his own frustrations with the hunt, he couldn’t help but be proud of Sasha. 

The young men worked in pairs, claiming their carcasses and hanging the thick fabric sacks upon the wooden poles. They lingered in conversation, reluctant to part ways. The hunters had bonded during their time together and shared many unforgettable memories. Darshima stood silently as they relived their successes. Their words echoing in his mind, he anxiously bit his lip and mulled over what he would tell his parents. 

The afternoon sun moved slowly across the sky, and the group parted ways, but not before promising to meet up again someday soon. Sasha and Darshima were the last ones to leave the terminal. They grabbed their belongings, balanced the carcasses between them, and set out for home. Darshima followed Sasha through the teeming crowds, and they wove their way through the heavy foot traffic upon the dark cobbled stones of the sidewalk. Gleaming, four-wheeled metal vehicles rumbled in the streets beside them, the low hum of their engines filling the air.  

Crowds of brown and copper-skinned people moved along the narrow streets between the richly carved, pale stone buildings, taking care of their daily errands. They made purchases and haggled with the crush of vendors stationed in colorful wooden stalls lining the road, engaging in lively bursts of conversation. The men were dressed in simple fabric breeches, in hues of black, red and tan. The older men wore vests with the arms exposed and the younger men were mostly bare-chested. Their hair, colored in varying shades of black and brown, was shorn at different lengths between the neck and the shoulder. 

The women were dressed in vividly patterned robes that draped their calves, and embroidered blouses that exposed the shoulders and the midriff. The younger women wrapped their necks in bright fabric scarves that fluttered in the lazy afternoon breeze. They fashioned their dark, silky hair in a thick braid that hung down their backs, and they wore glittering jewels and gold studs in their earlobes and noses. Some of them carried infants upon their backs, wrapped in multicolored swaddling cloths. Many of the older women wore thick gold bracelets upon their wrists and ankles that clinked delicately as they moved. 

Darshima and Sasha, laden with their hunting gear and the carcasses, bumped against the crush of pedestrians as they walked home. People looked upon them with admiration, cheering as they passed, shaking their hands and jovially slapping them upon their backs. Sasha offered an earnest smile and thanked as many of them as he could. He looked over his shoulder and winked at Darshima, who returned his gesture with a frown. Sasha’s lie was weighing upon him, and it grew heavier as they neared home.  

The exhaustion of the journey caught up with Darshima, and he felt weary under the withering heat of the afternoon. Despite his effort, he lagged a few steps behind Sasha.

“Darshima, you must keep up or else we are going to drop our things.” Sasha shot a frustrated glance at him.

“I’m sorry, but I’m tired. Maybe we can hire a coach to help us,” muttered Darshima. He knew the tradition dictated that they carry the carcasses home by foot, but fatigue and frustration had loosened his tongue, and he asked anyway.

“You already know the answer to that question. Don’t be so impetuous.” Sasha let out a groan. “I’m tired too.” Sensing his brother’s growing discontent, Darshima picked up his pace and remained silent.  

They arrived at a rectangular field near their home and walked upon the inviting green lawns. Darshima breathed in deeply at the scent of the freshly cut grass and looked around him. The field was home to a pair of majestic, hexagonal stone temples that stood in the center, opposite one another. Their gleaming white, carved marble domes loomed over a web of cobbled pathways and gardens. The temples were a focal point for the neighborhood and hosted many religious ceremonies, both festive and solemn. It was a peaceful place that had seen many an impromptu gathering. It was a place that Darshima and Sasha had known since they were young.

The grounds hummed with activity amid the humid afternoon. Small groups of bearded priests wandered barefoot upon the stone paths among the crowds. They wore vivid orange robes with the right shoulder exposed and wrapped their long hair in white turbans. Delicate chains of glass beads, in hues of blue and red, hung about their necks, glistening in the sunlight. The dark copper skin of their arms and shoulders was covered in intricate, flowing patterns of ochre and red inks to commemorate a recent holy observance. 

The priests chanted prayers as they walked, stopping to greet many of the visitors. They carried silver, cylindrical censers on chains that billowed fragrant red smoke, and they wore bronze bells upon their ankles that chimed softly with each step. They gently swayed the censers over the men and women seated upon the marble stairs of the temple, and the groups of people  reclining upon the lawns. This gesture was a common rite of benediction for those that entered this sacred space.

Darshima and Sasha picked a vacant spot upon the grass and gently lay down their cargo. Darshima sat upon the verdant carpet, and Sasha settled beside him. Darshima let out a deep sigh, thankful for a moment’s rest. A contemplative frown crossed his lips. 

“I can tell that your mind is somewhere else. What’s troubling you, Darshima?” Sasha’s brow furrowed as he noticed Darshima’s subdued mood. 

“Honestly I’m fine.” He shrugged.

“You’re not fine, and you’ve been sullen this entire trip. We’re almost home, but we’re taking a break on your account.” Sasha looked intently upon him. Darshima stared at his hands, trying to avoid his brother’s gaze. He could tell that Sasha was growing more frustrated with him. Darshima imagined that the exhaustion of the hunt and the long journey back home had eroded his usually abundant patience. 

“You lied to everyone about what really happened during the hunt. What are we going to tell mother and father?” Darshima stared at him, then looked around furtively to make sure he hadn’t been overheard.

“We will tell them what I’ve been telling everyone.” Sasha reached toward the ground, grabbed a blade of grass, and idly twisted it between his fingers. “Anyhow, it was both of our efforts that led to a successful kill.” 

“Father will be able to see through any of your tales.” Darshima folded his arms across his chest.  

“Mother and father will be disappointed in you, Darshima. You have failed again this hunting season.” A concerned frown crossed Sasha’s lips.  

“There will be other seasons.” Darshima shook his head and tried to avoid his brother’s stare. “I just need another chance.” 

“This is your third try. What makes you think that you will succeed on a fourth or a fifth hunting trip?” asked Sasha, his voice bearing a note of exasperation. Darshima shot an angry glance at him and scowled.

“I will succeed somehow!” Darshima firmly struck the ground with an open hand in frustration.  

“Calm yourself.” Sasha winced at Darshima’s sudden change in countenance.  

“It’s an old-fashioned tradition anyway.” Darshima shook his head and muttered under his breath, but he could tell that Sasha had heard him clearly.

“It’s an important tradition and a matter of family pride.” Sasha’s eyebrows arched in disbelief. “What will father and mother tell our family when they learn that you haven’t yet killed a powilix?” he sighed. 

“I’ll think of something,” whispered Darshima.  

The hunt was more than an old tradition to most Gordanellans. The success of a young man or lack thereof reflected upon the standing of his entire family. Darshima’s failure on the hunt was considered an embarrassment to his parents and their relatives. Young men who didn’t succeed on the hunt were frequently overlooked for work. They were not considered eligible suitors, often remaining isolated and unmarried. Neither children nor men, they struggled at the margins of society. 

“You will have to take it more seriously next time.” Sasha shook his head, then pointed to Darshima’s arm. “The hunt is over, why are you still wearing your gauntlet?”  

“I’ll take it off then.” Darshima’s eyes drifted to the dark leather garment upon his arm. He let out a frustrated sigh as vivid images of the beasts chasing him through the marshes appeared before his eyes, and then evaporated. Another hunting season had concluded, and again he had nothing to show for it.  

Darshima slowly unfastened the round metal clasps along its seam and removed the gauntlet. He then reached over and placed it into his camping pack. He settled back down and stared at the fine, flowing lines inscribed upon the skin of his right arm. The deep blue marks began subtly at the bases of his fingernails and grew increasingly bold as they wound in an intricate, tessellated pattern up his forearm, stopping abruptly at his elbow. He idly traced the lines with a finger, and gazed at the scene before them.

“Doesn’t their disappointment ever upset you?” asked Sasha. Darshima didn’t know how to respond. Though it weighed upon him, he had grown accustomed to his family’s displeasure. He felt that failing yet another time wouldn’t change much. 

“It does, but what can I do?” Darshima shrugged his shoulders. Sasha stared at the grass around him and shook his head in frustration. He opened his mouth to speak, but fell silent.  

Darshima gazed toward the pair of shrines to see a trio of priests approaching them. They came to a stop beside them and chanted softly, their voices mingling with the steady winds and the chatter of the crowds. Their arms extended, the priests waved the censers over both of them and the carcasses. Darshima and Sasha closed their eyes and bowed their heads in deference as the priests offered their blessing.

Amid the chanting, Darshima furtively opened an eye. He glimpsed at the billowing cylinders, swinging slowly between him and his brother. They moved in exaggerated and opposing arcs, like gleaming pendulums. He drew in a deep breath of the sweet, charred aroma and let out a sigh. Through the tendrils of smoke, Darshima saw a solemn frown spread across Sasha’s lips as he murmured a prayer. He could sense that Sasha was growing weary of trying to help him, but he didn’t know what else to do. The priests issued a rousing, harmonious shout to conclude their blessing, and then moved to another group. 

As the haze cleared, Sasha threw the bits of grass back to the ground and patted Darshima’s shoulder. 

“Let’s get going, we’ve spent enough time here.” Sasha jumped to his feet and dusted off his breeches. Darshima rose up and joined him. They gathered their belongings and continued home in silence. 
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Chapter Four
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The late afternoon sun burned brightly as it drifted toward the horizon. The triplet of moons hung high above, their bold crescents glowing against the darkening sky. Darshima eyed the neat rows of modest brick and stone two-story houses lining the path. Their large sloped, slate roofs offered shade to the small gardens surrounding each dwelling. A gentle wind stirred the drooping branches of the gnarled trees lining the cobblestone road. 

They walked along the worn stone footpath leading to the porch of their home, protected by the roof’s broad eaves. Darshima’s chest tightened as a wave of anxiety came over him. With the carcasses and their packs in tow, they trudged up the wide stairway. Darshima caught a glimpse of his distorted reflection in the pane of beveled glass encased in the wooden front door. The polished surface shone a brilliant shade of orange in the fading light.  

As they laid down the carcasses and their packs, the door creaked open and their father, Sovani stepped onto the smooth tiles of the porch.  

“Welcome home,” exclaimed Sovani. A tall muscular man, his skin was a deep shade of copper. His black breeches and red armless tunic rippled in the steady breeze. His arms resting at his sides, he cast an appraising look upon his sons. His brow knitted in a contemplative expression, he knelt beside the brown sacks and carefully untied them. His amber eyes burned intensely as he inspected the carcasses.

He swept his shoulder-length locks of black hair from his face. “They are quite impressive.” A discerning frown crossed his lips as he ran a hand along the hide of one of the animals. Darshima eyed Sasha, who rhythmically clenched his jaw as he looked at their father. 

“Darshima did an excellent job during the hunt,” said Sasha, the confident tone in his voice faltering ever so slightly. Sovani rose to his feet and faced Sasha. 

“Darshima caught these you say?” He turned to Darshima, an astonished smile crossing his lips. 

As Sasha spun the tale of Darshima’s success, Sovani’s smile steadily dissolved into a weary frown. He raised his hand, and Sasha fell silent. “Sasha, we both know that this incredible tale did not happen. Only the most experienced hunters can kill two powilix at once. Tell me the truth.” He let out a resigned sigh.

“You are right father, I had no choice but to kill the beasts. Darshima spent the whole evening tracking them, but they charged him. He came so close this time.” Sasha bowed his head, his face drawn in a somber expression.

“I tried my best,” stammered Darshima. His stomach sank as he registered his father’s disappointment. Sovani looked to the sky and put a finger upon his temple. He pursed his lips and then turned back to Sasha.

“I am not upset with you, Sasha. You did what any good brother would do.” Sovani gently nudged him under the chin. He then turned to Darshima and narrowed his eyes in a harsh stare. “Darshima, you’re lucky to have a brother who is willing to risk his life to help you, despite your failures.” Sovani grabbed Sasha’s camping pack and hoisted it upon his shoulder. Sasha then reached for Darshima’s pack and lifted it from the ground.

“You mustn’t do everything for Darshima. He should carry his own things.” Sovani’s brow wrinkled in frustration.  

“Really it’s fine, father. He’s exhausted from the trip.” Sasha pulled the pack over his shoulders. 

“Don’t just stand idly there, Darshima. Take the carcasses to the storeroom,” muttered Sovani as he glared at him. He rested a hand upon Sasha’s back and ushered him through the door. Sasha looked over his shoulder and tried to catch Darshima’s gaze, but Darshima turned away and avoided him. 

Sovani and Sasha stepped into the hallway and shut the door firmly behind them, slamming it with a thud that sent a jolt through Darshima. He stood on the porch and faced the closed door, his heart thudding as the tense encounter replayed in his mind. He had expected their father’s disappointment, but it somehow felt worse this time. 

Darshima knelt beside the sacks, unstrung them from the wooden poles, and gripped the cumbersome items. He then dragged them down the porch stairs, along the cobbled footpath beside their home and into the walled garden behind the rear entrance. His hands gripping the rough fabric, he placed the sacks in front of a stone storehouse. With a heave, he opened the wooden door, brought them inside and rested the poles against the wall. After every hunt, he was responsible for preparing the carcasses for storage, a laborious task which he loathed. 

Darshima held his breath and closed the door behind him as he stepped into the low building. Dark and humid, the stench of smoked wood, rank flesh and stale blood from hunting trips gone by filled his nostrils. Gagging on the pungent odor, he retched and briefly put a hand up to his mouth. As Darshima acclimated to the smell, he removed the carcasses from the fabric sacks and lifted them onto a scuffed stone table. He grabbed an old hunting knife from his belt and began his task, the dull blade making tough work of skinning and carving them.  

After he finished dressing the carcasses, Darshima cleaned the knife upon the fabric of his breeches and stowed it back in his belt. He grappled with the heavy slabs of meat and bone, and carried them toward the back of the storehouse. Darshima pried open the metal shutters of the smoke locker, its aromatic heat radiating against his sweaty face. He fastened the glistening, sinewy portions upon a row of metal hooks, then firmly closed the shutters. His task finished, Darshima hurried out of the storehouse, and the heavy door slammed behind him. He walked back to the house, entered through the side entrance
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