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  Reading Guidance


All Our Sins is an adult science fantasy series aimed at readers age 20 and over. Each book contains content that is inappropriate for youths. There will also be content that could be triggering or uncomfortable for certain readers of any age.
Please read safely and responsibly.

 


The following list will spoil certain plot points.

 


The First Sin contains (sometimes graphic) depictions and/or discussions/mentions of:

 


Abduction
Chronic pain
Death of animals and people, including murder
Depression, grief, and mental distress
Drug use and addiction
Familial rejection
Interspecies cannibalism
Medical procedures (non-consensual)
Poverty
Pregnancy and birth
References to sexual assault
References to sibling death
References to suicide
Ritual sacrifice of a person
Sensuality (consensual and not)
Sex (consensual)
Slavery
Torture
Violence, blood, and gore, including branding and mutilation
Vomiting
Vulgar language, including discrimination and fantasy slurs








  
  Author’s Note


This book is the product of a human brain and a human heart. It was written over many months with love and care. Real people helped shape it into the form you hold now with their talent for feedback, editing, and art. Say no to AI-generated books, images, music, and all other forms of AI “art” that unethically infringe on authentic human creativity. 






  
  Pronunciation Guide


The årdrakin and skarastaja languages contain one or more letters with diacritics, or one or more letter combinations with special sounds. As some diacritics and letter combinations may also be used with differing sounds in other languages spoken in the galaxy, a guide has been provided below. 
For assistance with årdrakin and skarastaja words, glossaries can be found at the end of the book.

Årdrakin Language: Zakimï


	å  / ɑ /  [ ah ] as in “article”

	ä  / eɪ /  [ ey ] as in “able”

	aa  / ɔ |  æ   /  [ aw ] | [ a ] as in “lawn” or “back” (regional)

	dj  / ʤ /  [ dj ] as in “adjust”

	ë  / eɪ /  [ ey ] as in “hey”

	ï  / i /  [ ee ] as in “seek”

	ö  / ɔ /  [ aw ] as in “body”

	ü  / u /  [ oo ] as in “ooze”

	ÿ  / ɪ /  [ ih ]  as in “myth”

	zh  / ʒ /  [ zj ] as in “genre”




Skarastaja Language: Istayē

	dz  / ʣ /  [ dz ] as in “lads”

	ē  / eɪ /  [ ey ] as in “hey”

	y  / J /  [ yuh ] as in “yet”










  
  Dramatis Personae


Clan Aeråna / eɪˈɹɑnæ / [ ey-rah-na ] 
	Vindelï  / vɪndɛli /  [ vihn-del-ee ] – A highblood disillusioned with Clan Tsinna, who decides to create a new clan by colonizing a new world.



 
Clan Sokön  / sokɔn /  [ soh-kawn ]
	Abezårï  / æbɛʰˈzɑri /  [ a-beh-zahr-ee ] – A highblood from Clan Mira-Sokön, who acts as an ambassador for the Great Clan Sokön.

	Cïradår  / siræˈdɑr /  [ seer-a-dahr ] – High Ambassador for the Great Clan Sokön. He’s an arrogant and confident highblood who always puts the interests of Clan Sokön first.

	Kehai  / kɛʰˈhaɪ /  [ keh-haye ] – A highblood khazë’yanzal with a temper whose duty is to protect the Great Clan Sokön ambassadors.



  
Clan Tsinna  / tsɪnnæ /  [ tsin-na ]
	Darïus  / dɛrˈiʌs /  [ dair-ee-uhs ] – A midblood who used to be së’nåzal of the Clan Tsinna guard before becoming an enforcer in Exile’s Forge.

	Jälen  / ʤeɪlɛn /  [ jey-len ] – A lowblood from Clan Lezår-Tsinna who became së’nåzal of the Clan Tsinna guard.

	Kalaanë  / kɑʰˈlɔne /  [ kah-lawn-ey ] – A highblood and së’shåzal of the Clan Tsinna guard. She hails from the bonded Clan Olïa-Tsinna.

	Tårann  / tɑrˈæn /  [ tahr-an ] – The adya of Clan Tsinna.

	Tårik  / tɑrɪk /  [ tahr-ik ] – An upper midblood from Clan Niza-Tsinna whose family has ties to Clan Tsinna’s leadership. He is a së’yanzal in the Clan Tsinna guard.



 
Skarastaja  / skæræstæʤæ /  [ skair-a-sta-ja ]
	Atitim  / ætiˈtɪm /  [ a-tee-tihm ] – A holy warrior and one of Cerobi’s senior clerics.

	Cerobi  / sɜrohˈbi /  [ sur-oh-bee ] – The Holy One, charged with leading and protecting the Children of the Sun.

	Gyama  / gaɪæmæ /  [ gahy-am-a ] – A holy warrior and one of Cerobi’s senior clerics.

	Tokaio  / tohkaɪoh /  [ toh-kahy-oh ] – A holy warrior and Cerobi’s most senior cleric.










  
  Prophecy


“Apocalypse will come to the årdrakin upon fulfillment of the signs. The first sign, and many signs thereafter, shall be sins of our own making.”

 

So spoke Älår in the Ancient Age, year AA 30915.

 

The first sign is coming:

They will take the flesh of another and become beholden to it.








  
  Part One









  
  Prologue

[image: ]
The End of the Beginning


SË’SHÅZAL ROHËWA STRODE down the curving corridor, heading toward Command and Control. It was close to zero-three hundred hours, and at the top of the hour she was due to receive a status report from the night watch personnel stationed within. 
She passed a handful of other armada officers as she walked, each one concentrating on whatever errand or task was required of them. None stopped to raise their wings in salute to her. Rohëwa nodded with satisfaction. Even at this time of night, their duties remained paramount. There was a proper time and place for such gestures, and she already knew she commanded their respect.
The door to C&C irised open and then closed as she stepped through. The room itself was round and open like an atrium, revealing three floors of stations, all with personnel quietly attending them. Across from her, one stretch of the curved wall was clear glass from floor to ceiling, providing a spectacular view of the city and a night sky lit by aurora. Rohëwa paused to take in the view before launching off the door’s balcony to fly to the comm hub.
The hub, manned by six officers, sat at the convergence of three arching bridges in the heart of C&C. Three sea green tapestries hung from the platform, each one emblazoned with Clan Tsinna’s logo. The platform itself glittered with colorful hardlight holodisplays and floating screens relaying comm traffic. The screens’ displays seemed clear at first glance, but as Rohëwa landed and swept her gaze over them, she noted how the pictures intermittently blurred and skipped with static and other visual interference. All but two of the personnel leaned forward in their seats, attentively monitoring the channels to which they were assigned. One of those remaining manipulated his holodisplay with a frown on his face and frill folded against his head. The screen above his station was dark, almost invisible against the backdrop of the window. Another officer stood beside him, leaning over the console and frowning just as deeply.
“Cëdal, report,” Rohëwa said.
Cëdal, the standing officer, looked up just as the screen burst to life for a second, then went dark again. His tail thrashed behind him.
“Interference from the solar storm intensified in the last hour,” he said. “We’re having difficulty keeping channels clear and connected.” He gestured at the dark screen. “It’s so bad, the starbase missed their scheduled check-in, and we haven’t been able to raise them.”
Rohëwa mirrored his frown as she stepped up to the comm station and poked at the holodisplay herself. Nothing happened.
“It’s as if the signal just isn’t there,” the sitting officer said, “which is impossible. The starbase sends us a constant stream of data and activates a live feed every six hours for check-in. We should always have comm traffic from them. Even the worst interference from the storm shouldn’t disrupt it completely.”
“How long has the disruption lasted?”
Cëdal answered. “Reception has been bad all night, but the signal seemed to cut off about thirty minutes ago when storm interference started to peak.”
Rohëwa’s frown turned into a thin slice of worry. She activated an intercom while looking up toward the stations she wanted to speak to. “Sensors, this is Së’shåzal Rohëwa. What is the status of that anomalous blip the starbase reported at last check-in?”
The reply was immediate. “Sensors reporting. Blip remains unverified. We have been unable to trace. The storm’s interference is atrocious.”
“Any idea what it might have been?”
“The blip was on sensors for such a small amount of time that there’s almost no data to know for sure. But whatever it was, it was big.”
“Bring the starbase up on short-range sensors and report.”
“It’s on the far side of the planet. With the interference, it’s—”
“Almost impossible to get a reading,” Rohëwa finished. “Damn.”
“What is it?” Cëdal asked.
Rohëwa caped her wings down her back. “Don’t you see? The storm, the blip, the—”
The officer sitting at the dark comm station suddenly sat straight and touched fingers to his ear. “I’m receiving a distress signal!” His frill fell, and his eyes went wide. “It’s from the starbase.” With a flick of his fingers, he activated his screen and gestured. The screen immediately doubled in size.
Static crisscrossed the feed, but the signal was clear enough to show fire engulfing a room, the roar of the flames barely covering the screams of the people within it. Someone, face bloodied, skin blistered, and clothes smoldering, lurched into view.
“We’re under attack! It’s a dreadnought. Help us!”
A blade burst through the chest, and the person slumped out of sight. Behind them, yanking the sword free, stood a soldier. The helmeted head and armored body, dark orange with grey highlights, leaned close to the feed’s camera.
“There’s no help for anyone here,” they sneered and swung their blade. The feed crackled and went dark.
Everyone in the hub stood or sat in stunned silence. Even the murmur of other officers at other stations fell away. Then, Cëdal muttered, “Those were Clan Inalë’s colors.”
“Sound the alarm,” Rohëwa ordered, her mouth dry. Clan Inalë, along with two other clans, rivalled Clan Tsinna, and relations between their nations were tense, to put it mildly.
A second later, klaxons blared, echoing through the building, and red lights flashed. “Wake the së’nåzal and relay the situation to him,” Rohëwa continued. She touched the shoulder of the officer still sitting at the comm station. “Try to contact the colony’s defense ships. Find out what’s going on.”
“Yes, sir.”
“I’ll wake Lady Vindelï.” Rohëwa turned away and activated the comm chip embedded below her left ear. Strictly speaking, she shouldn’t contact Chinda T-3’s overseer herself—that was the duty of the së’nåzal—but since it was the middle of the night, and the së’nåzal also needed to be awoken and briefed, Rohëwa wanted to waste no time.
It took a few agonizing moments for the call to be accepted.
“Së’shåzal Rohëwa,” came Lady Vindelï’s groggy voice through the commlink, routed directly to Rohëwa’s inner ear where no one else could hear. “What is the meaning of this?”
My lady, Rohëwa thought, sending her reply just as silently. Please forgive me. I have urgent news. The starbase is under attack by Clan Inalë. There is a dreadnought.
The grogginess in the overseer’s voice vanished. “What?!”
I saw the distress signal myself. Clan Inalë’s warriors are aboard. Their C&C is in flames.
Sounds of alarm from the officers surrounding her wrenched Rohëwa’s attention away from the overseer. Outside, the night sky, already ablaze with green, pink, and purple aurora from the solar storm, had become shot through with streaks of orange and red as if thousands of meteors were burning through the atmosphere.
“The defense satellites!” someone gasped.
The intercom buzzed. “Sensors reporting. We can now read a fleet of ships surrounding the planet. Clans Sakloskeret and Jïretï. They are attacking—”
A bright orange light erupted in the sky, streaking directly toward the window. In the blink of an eye, it slammed into the ground outside, incinerating buildings and landscape alike. The shockwave barreled into C&C. Glass shattered. Rohëwa tumbled backward through the air, landing hard at the bottom of the atrium. Her armor was all that saved her from a slew of broken bones.
“What’s going on?” Lady Vindelï’s voice had gone fuzzy from interference.
“We’re under attack from orbit!” Rohëwa said aloud as she picked herself up off the floor. Another incoming bombardment lit the fiery scene outside with an intense orange glow. It was unlikely the enemy would miss a second time. “Everybody out! Go, go, go!”
People streamed past her. Rohëwa turned in time to see Cëdal still in the comm hub, silhouetted by the blinding light outside. With the glass gone, the whine of the incoming shot was deafening.
“Cëdal!” she screamed, but it was in vain. He bent over a holodisplay, his wings splayed out behind him, oblivious to her. What was he doing?
Someone grabbed her arm and pulled, dragging her through the door. As it irised shut, a blast door clanged down in front of it, but Rohëwa knew it wouldn’t be enough.
Årdra, save us…
The orbital strike hit its target.
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I WOULD KILL to have my thermal armor. 
The thought burst through Tårik’s mind as the rising sun beat blistering heat on him and the parched desert plain he stood on. Insects droned in the sultry morning air as waves shimmered along the ground, forming mirages of vast pools of water in every direction, particularly on the airfield’s black tarmac. He flexed his wings. Their thin, leathery membranes made light slapping sounds against his armor as he tried in vain to cool off.
The cloudless sky stretched overhead. On a day like today, he could have ridden the thermals to soar to extreme altitudes. The air would be cooler up there.
His wings twitched. Tempted.
No, not today. Today, he and his squadmates had to suffer the heat of the Yau Plains in their clan’s traditional armor. The metal plates, chain mail, and leathers hung heavy on Tårik’s body, soaking up the sunlight and radiating warmth inward.
He sighed and tried to summon more comfortable attire, but nothing happened. The wetware in his brain would normally have responded immediately to the command, creating high-tech battle armor that would be wonderfully climate-controlled. Alas, using wetware today would contravene Clan Tsinna’s traditions where Sanctuary was concerned. It was forbidden to bring technology within its vicinity, so the wetware had been suppressed.
It was strange and even a little alarming, Tårik reflected, not being able to access his comm chip, not being able to summon any weapons, not being able to change his clothes and armor at will. The wetware lay dormant as if it didn’t exist at all. How did anyone live without it for extended periods?
Traditional armor it had to be. Formal armor, too, brilliantly painted in the clan’s sea-themed colors, with a clan sash bearing a white silhouette of Clan Tsinna’s emblem hanging from his left hip. His chest swelled with pride. Even though it was hot, and he itched to pull the armor off, it was still an honor to wear it, an honor to have received this assignment.
As one of Tsinna’s highest-ranking clan guards, he’d been sent to Shan Yau with his squad to escort a delegation from the Great Clan Sokön to Sanctuary. It wasn’t an ordinary task. To get there, they had to traverse the Barren Gale, a maze of slot canyons and steep cliffs where the wind gusted at incredible velocities. It was easy to become lost and die of dehydration or slip off the trail and plummet to one’s death. He’d successfully made the journey several times before, but this time was different. This time, they would have foreigners with them, foreigners who had never experienced the Barren Gale before.
But waiting for the dignitaries to arrive had become arduous. His tail thrashed. Surely, the Sokön delegation was late by now.
Anxiety pinched Tårik’s stomach. Maybe they weren’t coming. The reason for the visit was serious: In the last month, Tsinna had lost its only extrasolar colony to an attack from rival clans. Some colonists had escaped before the clan’s armada could arrive to help them, and when the armada had arrived, it had been summarily defeated by the combined forces of the other clans. Now, they had no choice but to turn to another clan, a Great Clan, to get military aid. But maybe Sokön had decided it was too much hassle to bother with a clan that had also always refused to bond itself to one of the Great Clans.
If that’s true, we’ll never reclaim Chinda T-3, and the clanhold will probably fall prey to another attack in the coming weeks…
Tårik tugged at his neck guard as sweat settled between his shoulder blades and tried to banish his worry. Another bead trickled out of his mop of purple hair and slithered behind the frill that framed his face. He flicked the mint-colored membrane, but the perspiration clung stubbornly to his dusky green skin.
“Hot enough for you?” Jälen asked, coming up alongside him.
Tårik shoved his hand behind his back and straightened up, cursing the heat that spread through the delicate skin around his eyes. “Sir! Yes, sir, it’s certainly warmer than we’re used to.”
Jälen surveyed the landscape, one hand resting on the sword hilt at his waist. The talons on his dark brown wings were hooked into golden clasps at each shoulder, keeping the membranes folded neatly down his back. His slate grey skin remained dull in the harsh sunlight; despite the heaviness of their gear, to Tårik, it seemed Jälen somehow managed to not sweat at all, though he kept his tail from touching the hot ground. Only his shock of long red hair blazed in the sunlight, looking like a manifestation of the flames Tårik was certain were licking at his feet from the hot asphalt.
“Wretched-looking place, this desert,” Jälen said. “Flat and empty, seemingly forever. Not at all like the forests of home, is it?”
On the contrary, Tårik almost said but swallowed the words. This is lush. Just beyond the tarmac, patches of tall, tuft-crowned golden grass swayed in the warm breeze coming down from mountains peeking just above the horizon. Between each patch, the ground was bare or sported globe-shaped scrub brush with thick, stubby, silver-green leaves that hoarded water and other low-lying plants that eked out a living in the heat. In that direction, there wasn’t a tree or a hint of shade anywhere. But then he ventured, “There will be considerably less to look at except rocks and dust once we reach the Barren Gale.”
“Yes, I remember.” Jälen smoothed the fire-red ruff of hair on his chin. It was rare to see facial hair on an årdrakin; most people could only grow hair from their scalps. Tårik was one such person, though as a hatchling, he’d thought if he tried hard enough, some scruff would grow on his chin. Instead, he sported three small horns protruding from each side of his jaw at the back, and that was good enough for him.
“Weren’t you hatched in Shan Yau?” Jälen was saying.
The city’s enormous biotech tree cast a sprawling shadow through the shallow river valley behind them, dwarfing the thin forest that lined the riverbanks. The tree reached a few thousand meters into the sky and cradled kilometers-wide disc-shaped platforms amongst its colossal, bioluminescent branches. Vehicles soared between the glittering skyscrapers reaching up from those terraces. People would be flying between those buildings too, no doubt taking advantage of the hot updrafts, but they were too far away for Tårik to see.
“Yes, sir. But I enjoy living in Sha Nakai much more. The jungle has always felt like home, rather than the Yau Plains. It’s been…” He considered. “Thirty-nine years. Much too long to feel any comfort here now. My family still lives here.” He ran a hand through his hair and fanned his frill, trying unsuccessfully to catch some air beneath his thick locks to cool his scalp, and wondered if Jälen’s questions had anything to do with Tårik’s pending promotion. Tårik had been a clan guard for eighteen years, and it was true that Jälen already knew a lot about him, though when he had been a lowly së’kelzal, Jälen had rarely spoken to him directly. But maybe becoming more familiar with his squadmates had something to do with potentially advancing from së’yanzal, the fourth rank, to së’laizal, the third rank.
Jälen grunted and rubbed his neck where a small welt was visible. “Too bad you won’t see them this trip.”
“It’s fine, sir. Plenty of time to visit later. Injection site bothering you?”
“A little.” Jälen gave his neck one last rub and then shook himself. The site was small, little more than a blemish. Tårik had one just like it, as did everyone in their squad, a telltale sign that their wetware had been temporarily suppressed.
Jälen sighed. “The sooner we get to Sanctuary and then back to Sha Nakai, the sooner we can get our wetware reactivated.” His amber eyes slid over Tårik. “Don’t bake in your armor before then.”
Tårik mustered a grin for his commanding officer. “I’ll try, sir.”
An unexpected growl drew their attention. Kalaanë, second in command, led a nakishnik out of a nearby stable. The animal’s glossy spotted fur and dark scales caught the morning light, as did the long, curving sabers hanging below its upper lip as it padded along behind her. It was already tacked up with saddle and armor in the clan’s colors; the woman took it by the halter and tethered it to a wide hitching post standing in the building’s shadow.
Tårik watched her as she gave the warmount a scratch behind its round ear. It angled its head appreciatively, then shook itself as she worked her way along its side, checking the tack. Elaborate braids, not entirely hidden by the frill framing her face, crowned her head to keep her neck cool. The braids’ rich berry-red color flared to magenta as she moved in and out of the bright sunlight. She kept her dusky purple wings aloft, fanning them around her armored body as the outdoor heat quickly seeped in.
“Go with Kalaanë and prepare your nakishnik,” Jälen ordered with a chuckle, and Tårik realized he’d been caught staring at her. A new flush of embarrassment rushed up around his eyes. It was bad enough that he felt compelled to keep his feelings a secret from her due to his rank and his age—never mind the fear that she and Jälen were probably together—without having his commanding officer bear witness to his attraction.
“We’ll be riding with the animals armored today,” Jälen added. The chuckle gave way to a no-nonsense tone of command, and Tårik was thankful that Jälen didn’t seem interested in commenting on anything. “Ensure the others are ready, too. The Sokön flyer should be here shortly, and I want to depart as soon as possible after they disembark.”
Tårik ducked his head. “Yes, Së’nåzal.”
Despite himself, as he approached Kalaanë, Tårik surreptitiously straightened his armor and ensured his clan sash hung properly from his belt. His hand went to his hair again, running through it. It was damp with sweat. He hoped it looked good anyway.
“Åldråmï, Tårik.”
He nearly missed Kalaanë’s greeting when she turned her dark, azure eyes on him, making his breath catch. They were like two pools of glittering ocean peering at him from the dark; her skin was black as night. The large silver scales on her nasal ridge seemed to glow in comparison.
Tårik cleared his throat as the anxiety in his stomach shifted into a flutter. He hoped the embarrassed flush had receded from his eyepads. “Åldråmï, Së’shåzal,” he said formally.
The nakishnik pinned him with large pale eyes. Ears swiveled, seeking cues from Kalaanë. She patted his heavy shoulder and murmured, “Peace, Hakir. It’s only Tårik.”
Hakir’s nostrils flared as he stretched his thick neck forward. Tårik held out his hand, being careful to greet the enormous, full-grown male with slow, calm movements. Even after eighteen years of working with Kalaanë, Tårik knew he couldn’t take anything for granted where her warmount was concerned.
The cold nose pressed into his palm, and after a thorough snuffling, the warmount licked it with a wide, rough tongue before turning back to the hitching post. Tårik relaxed. He wasn’t being tasted as a potential meal; the nakishnik had accepted his presence and wouldn’t be bothered by his proximity.
The grey stripes on Kalaanë’s face crinkled up as she smiled, amused. “Don’t worry. He hasn’t eaten anyone in a while.” She tugged on a strap to adjust the saddle bag. “It’s going to be a boring couple of weeks, Tårik. Once we get to Sanctuary, there won’t be much for us to do. I give you leave to use my name rather than my rank while we’re on this excursion, except, of course, when Së’nåzal Jälen or the adya is within earshot.”
His frill fanned forward, buzzing slightly as he sensed her sincerity. Her amused smile had turned a bit shy, he thought. The flutter in his stomach rose to his chest.
“Of course. Thank you.”
“The other nakishnikë need readying. The pack scörrosë should be about done. Come.” She led the way into the stable.
Tårik sighed with relief when they entered. Compared to outside, the interior was cooler, still warm but not stifling, and filled with the scent of clean, well-kept animals. His sweat dried. A modest, modern building built adjacent to the airfield’s terminal, it was used to temporarily house warmounts and other large animals brought by, or waiting for, transports. Their mewls, growls, and other calls nearly drowned out the shuffling of feet and flapping of wings from the stable hands’ activity within.
“They’ve cleared air traffic for the delegation’s arrival,” Kalaanë said as they reached the stalls their nakishnikë had been assigned to.
“Still amazes me that Lady Vindelï managed to entice them into coming to us.”
Kalaanë scoffed. “Don’t be too amazed. I met her once when I was stationed out at Chinda T-3. She’s incredibly persuasive. Must be why she got to be the colony overseer and why Adya Tårann agreed to hold this conference.”
“She has the clan’s public opinion on her side and much of the rest of the empire’s, based on the news. I’m looking forward to meeting her.”
Kalaanë clicked her tongue at a large male nakishnik who approached the bars of his stall and pressed his nose against the gap. Holding her hand up for him to sniff, she said, “Hello, Vaehak. Jälen is waiting for you. Ready to go for a ride?” The warmount’s tongue snaked out to lick her palm. She lifted the door latch.
“Nenaen,” Tårik called to his warmount as he entered her stall. Her head lifted and her ears pricked up. She rose from the floor and stretched luxuriously, then came forward to try rubbing her enormous head under his chin.
“Come on, girl, you don’t fit under there anymore,” he chuckled, scratching his hand along her thickly furred jaw and throat. Nenaen stretched her head up and purred, giving him the opportunity to bend down to examine the heavy overlapping scales covering her chest. He touched one gently. It was smaller than the rest, and the surrounding flesh looked tender. “Almost grown back in,” he said. “Good. Let’s get you tacked up.” She stood patiently while he brushed her down and fetched his saddle and other equipment.
In the stall beside him, Kalaanë called out, “Bags!” Moments later, stable hands flapped down from a level above with saddlebags already prepared with their belongings and other supplies they would need on their journey.
“How many will be in the delegation?” Tårik asked.
“A khazë’yanzal and two ambassadors. They’ll each have a guard.”
“That’s all?”
“I was expecting more of them, too. Maybe they have little confidence that things will go well. We might not be worth the trouble to them.”
Tårik tightened his saddle’s girth strap, worry creeping back into his gut as Kalaanë echoed his earlier thoughts. “This is only the first meeting between Tsinna and Sokön. Perhaps they just don’t want to get too invested this early on.”
“Perhaps.”
“You don’t sound confident.”
“Neither do you.”
Kalaanë fell silent and moved around in Vaehak’s stall. Tårik ran his hands down Nenaen’s well-muscled legs, encouraging her to lift her paws so he could check the condition of the pads and her claws.
Sharp. Good.
“I think the clan is trying to take the easy way out. Surely, Sokön sees it like that, too.” Kalaanë’s voice dropped. “Tårann failed to provide Chinda T-3 with adequate protection, forcing Vindelï to abandon it during the attack. Now he looks bad, and Tsinna is weakened and embarrassed in front of the entire empire. But their best idea is to run to a Great Clan for help?”
Tårik heard the slap of a leather strap being pulled tight and Vaehak’s sharply growled rebuke.
“Adya Tårann clearly agreed that this was the superior choice.”
The së’shåzal sighed. “I’d just prefer that we deal with this problem ourselves. And I don’t think he agreed to anything. Vindelï got her way because Tårann knows she’ll destroy him in the clan’s eyes otherwise.”
Maybe she should. He remembered the newsfeeds showing leaked footage of the disabled, nearly destroyed starbase and of the wreckage in the colony’s cities. Homeless clanmates digging through rubble. The wounded, the dead. The rival clans had taken the rest of the colony hostage. But this was the way of things when one clan attempted to overthrow another. If Clan Tsinna didn’t win the colony back, the survivors would be absorbed into whichever new clan laid claim to Chinda T-3. Problem was, the rival clans didn’t plan to stop with just Chinda T-3. They wanted Tsinna gone and would be coming for the clanhold next.
Tårik bit his tongue to stop himself from saying the words out loud. They would only get him in trouble, and he had his promotion to think about. Thankfully, Kalaanë wouldn’t be able to read his thoughts, even if she could sense his emotions through her frill. Only tethered mates had the potential to speak telepathically.
Briefly, Tårik looked in Kalaanë’s direction and wondered what it would be like to be tethered to her. Heat rose in his face. The level of intimacy would be incredible…
He shook his head. No, no point in getting lost in that fantasy now. Instead, he concentrated on tacking up his mount and, once finished, led Nenaen out of the stall and tied her to a post.
The trio of junior officers Jälen had selected to accompany them stood clustered around three scörrosë laden with supplies for the journey to Sanctuary. The scörrosë were docile animals, standing patiently and making no sound as more supplies were hoisted onto their broad backs. A trio of fully tacked warmounts idled next to them.
“Finish up,” Tårik ordered, gesturing to a few items still sitting on the floor. “Së’nåzal Jälen wishes to leave promptly.”
“We’ll just be a moment more, Së’yanzal,” one of the trio answered.
Vaehak’s stall opened behind them. Kalaanë stepped out, leading Jälen’s warmount. The male nakishnik was large: Kalaanë was tall, and the saddle was just higher than her head. But Hakir was larger, Tårik thought.
“Ready to go?” Her eyes were now hidden behind dark lenses, but she smiled lightly, and the dusky purple spines of her frill had come up, framing her dark face. Whatever frustration she’d felt earlier had vanished, or, at least, was carefully hidden away.
He fished a set of his own shades from a saddlebag and clipped the frame to the scale that spanned the space between his eyes. “Yes, Së’shå—” He caught himself. “Kalaanë.”
Her smile widened. The sight of it did things in his chest he tried to ignore. If she was just being friendly, if she was actually involved with Jälen… He swallowed. It probably didn’t mean anything.
Over her shoulder, she said to the three së’seizalë, “Follow us out,” and then led them into the sunshine, tossing a farewell to the stable master as she went.
The tarmac remained empty, and Tårik’s heart sank a bit more. Jälen came forward to greet Vaehak, who rumbled throatily at this sight of his rider and pulled forward on his lead.
“Thank you, Kalaanë. Fine work. No problems?”
“None, sir. Vaehak is well-tempered, as always.”
“Very good. Tether him there while we wait for the flyer.”
They hitched the warmounts along with the pack animals, which seemed only mildly skittish, standing so close to the large predators. Jälen inspected them all, surveying the work his people had accomplished.
Not long after, the hum of engines reached them. Tårik’s pulse ticked upward with anticipation.
Sokön was coming after all.
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TÅRIK WATCHED THE flyer quickly grow from a distant glinting speck into a sleek winged craft that arced gracefully as it approached the airfield. Its black hull shimmered with a bloody hue in the sunlight, making the crimson, orange, and silver livery of Clan Sokön stand out. 
“Mount up,” Jälen said.
A cloud of dust kicked up as the flyer found its mark and descended to the tarmac. Crews came forward from the terminal to attend to the craft. The six riders spurred their nakishnikë across the airfield and took up position in the flyer’s shadow, opposite its hatch, Jälen front and center with Tårik to his left, Kalaanë to his right, and the three së’seizalë in behind. The flyer’s hull popped and hissed as it settled.
They waited. Minutes ticked by. When no one emerged, a wave of unease washed over Tårik.
Something is wrong. Why aren’t they coming out?
He looked at Jälen and Kalaanë. She shrugged.
At length, just as the warmounts started shifting uncomfortably on the hot tarmac, the double-wide hatch irised open, and a ramp descended. Troops in full armor spilled out, their feet thundering on metal as they swarmed down the ramp. The airfield crews scattered.
“Heshtï külaara’na!” Tårik swore, drawing his sword as Kalaanë hissed. The others drew their blades, too—except Jälen, who remained motionless on Vaehak. The six nakishnikë growled and crouched, ready to pounce.
“Steady!” Jälen commanded.
The Sokön forces ceased their advance and took up position along each side of the ramp and the area directly at its base, forming a wall of bodies between the flyer and the Tsinna representatives. Every third warrior along the ramp carried a clan standard while the rest gripped rifles aimed solidly at their hosts. Sokön’s blood red battle armor gleamed in the sun and glowed with inlaid red, orange, and white lights that curved along the contours of their bodies. The dark red fabric of the flags fluttered in the hot air and, like the cloth hanging from the belt of each warrior, bore Clan Sokön’s emblem in white: a stylized tree with bare branches bent in a gale, creating a frame for the goddess’s triquetra.
Silence fell over the tarmac as the Tsinna group stared at the Sokön warriors, who stared back. No one moved. “Årdra, grant me patience,” Kalaanë muttered.
Tårik’s heart pounded so loudly, he was convinced everyone would be able to hear it. Maybe they’re in league with the southern clans, he thought. His grip on his sword tightened. At any moment, the Sokön warriors would open fire.
Instead, a herald garbed in robes of the clan’s colors appeared at the hatch and stood at attention, calling out, “Presenting Clan Sokön’s esteemed and honorable emissaries.” He paused. “Khazë’yanzal Kehai of Clan Sokön!”
A woman stepped out, standing stiffly with armored wings up off her shoulders. Surveying the scene with narrowed eyes, as if inspecting the military rigor of the Clan Tsinna guards, her mouth then twisted, and her red frill clamped down as if she’d found something distasteful.
“Ambassador Abezårï of Clan Mira-Sokön!”
Another woman appeared, a sharp contrast to the desert landscape: icy blue in skin tone with bright blonde hair that fell straight to her shoulders from behind curved charcoal horns. She looked at each of the Clan Tsinna representatives without expression. A shiver ran through Tårik’s frill when her blue eyes landed on him. The armored talons on her feet clicked sharply against the metal ramp as she took up position opposite Kehai.
“High Ambassador Cïradår of Clan Sokön!”
A man so tall he had to duck his head to clear the hatch came forward to stand between Kehai and Abezårï. His golden skin was rich while his black hair, slicked back from the dark grey scales on his forehead, shone despite the shadow cast by the flyer. He carried a black-lined crimson cape draped over one shoulder and wrapped over one arm while his wings, sheathed by lightweight, flexible armored plates like the wings of his companions, hung around him. Additional orange and white accents embellished his glowing armor, and three gold rings adorned the left side of his pale-yellow frill, denoting his highblood status.
Silence, punctuated only by the slithering of wings, flapping of flags, and the droning of insects, stretched. Tårik shifted in his saddle and flattened his frill against his head. They were all wearing wetware armor, complete with thermal protection against the heat, and none of them seemed the least bit bothered that they were defying Tsinna traditions.
“My lord, on behalf of Adya Tårann and the people of Clan Tsinna, I welcome you to our holdings,” Jälen said with his frill folded tightly. “I am Së’nåzal Jälen of Clan Lezår-Tsinna.” He gestured to his right. “My second in command, Së’shåzal Kalaanë of Clan Olïa-Tsinna.”
A heartbeat’s moment passed. Cïradår’s frill cocked, and he smiled, showing rows of sharp white teeth. “You are not so welcoming as your words imply, Jälen.”
Vaehak snorted and tossed his head, forcing Jälen to corral him with the reins.
“We’re staring down the barrels of two dozen rifles,” Tårik growled, “and you dare present yourselves with active wetware—”
Jälen’s sharp look was enough to turn Tårik’s words to ashes in his throat. He gulped and immediately looked down. Spoken out of turn—and to a highblood no less. Jälen didn’t need to reprimand him verbally; his look of disapproval was all that was required.
“We invited Clan Sokön to our lands under a banner of friendship,” Jälen said evenly, turning his attention back to Cïradår. “Why should we welcome you warmly when you have insulted us so?”
Cïradår’s gaze panned from one Tsinna representative to the next, scrutinizing them. Then he leapt from the ramp with a roar, beating his enormous wings to soar over the heads of his warriors, and dove straight for Tårik. A long sword formed in his hand as he moved, coalescing out of red light.
Tårik pulled his reins, smoothly guiding Nenaen to rear up. She batted the high ambassador out of the air, sending him crashing to the tarmac, and pinned him there with a heavy paw. The sword clattered away and vanished.
Tårik’s heart dropped into his stomach as Nenaen stretched her neck forward, mouth opening wide. “Nenaen! Hold!” If his nakishnik ate the high ambassador, it would be terrible indeed.
The nakishnik paused, her immense jaws open and hovering just above Cïradår’s unprotected face, ready to take his head off in one clean bite. One of her long sabers pressed against the man’s cheek, and Cïradår’s personal shield crackled around the sharp tooth and her paw.
The reins were tight between Tårik’s fingers. Nenaen waited tensely for his next command. Tårik looked from the downed ambassador to Jälen and then to the group of warriors. The rifles remained held at the ready, still pointed at all of them. The warriors fingered the triggers, but they, too, waited tensely for a command.
At this range, with that many shots, they’ll obliterate us.
Above them on the ramp, Kehai smirked above crossed arms while Abezårï had bent forward, holding ready to leap into the air herself.
Be calm, Tårik cautioned himself. Don’t let this get out of control.
Cïradår started laughing.
Tårik leaned forward in the saddle to look over Nenaen’s shoulder, uncertain he believed his ears, and then shot another look at Jälen.
“Very good,” Cïradår breathed. “I’m impressed.”
Jälen frowned. “Let him up.”
Tårik twitched the reins. Nenaen growled and stepped back but made a point of dragging her claws across Cïradår’s armor before allowing the high ambassador to get to his feet.
“That was reckless,” Jälen said. “You’re fortunate my people are skilled and disciplined, and our nakishnikë well-trained. You could easily have been eaten.”
Cïradår scoffed. “Nonsense. You would never allow one such as myself to be murdered on the eve of talks that Adya Tårann and Lady Vindelï value so much.” He patted Nenaen’s forehead. She flattened her ears and snapped at him. Tårik reined her in, though he was tempted to let her have her way.
Cïradår disdainfully wiped his cheek and dusted his hands off as he walked away, moving to a spot in front of his warriors but opposite Jälen. “If you had, Clan Tsinna would have earned itself a new and much more troublesome enemy. Your quarrel with the other clans would seem a mere trifle in comparison.” He smiled his toothy smile. “Believe me, you do not want us as your enemy.”
Tårik swallowed. No, no, they did not want Great Clan Sokön as an enemy on top of the southern clans. Great Clans commanded an immense amount of resources, wealth, and people—more than his independent clan could ever hope to achieve. That was why the southern clans had banded together. They were independent, too, and pooling their might meant they could easily defeat their neighbors.
Jälen exhaled slowly and motioned for his people to put their weapons away. “Our clan’s greatest desire is to join forces with you as allies for the benefit of both our peoples.”
“Yes, of course it is.”
From her place at the top of the ramp, Kehai said, “Naturally, we had to test your worth as warriors. If we’re to join you on a journey to this Sanctuary place, we must be assured that no harm will befall us on the way. After all, given that you so recently lost your colony, you could easily fall victim to an attack on your clanhold, too.”
Tårik winced. That was exactly what everyone was afraid of.
“Your security forces aren’t needed,” Jälen said tightly. “Clan Tsinna has guaranteed your safety, as you well know.”
“So you say. But where is Lady Vindelï to reassure us?”
“The lady is riding with Adya Tårann from Sha Nakai.”
Cïradår’s eyes narrowed. “And why aren’t we?”
“From here, the journey is shorter and considerably less perilous than the route from Sha Nakai. On our mounts, it will take less than three days to get there.”
“And what do your intelligence reports indicate for this journey?” Abezårï asked.
“There will be no problems,” Jälen insisted. “There has been very little activity from the neighboring clanholds for some weeks. Besides, it would be foolish to attack us in the Barren Gale.”
“Ah, then perhaps your issues are over,” Cïradår ventured.
“Hardly, my lord. We fear they are simply taking the time to shore up their forces.”
“Really? That’s interesting.”
Jälen shifted in his saddle, causing the leather to creak. “High Ambassador, we must depart shortly if we’re to make the first camp by nightfall. But before we leave, we must settle matters of honor.”
Cïradår’s frill cocked, and he smiled again. “What matters are those?”
Jälen’s tail coiled up behind him. “Clan Sokön accepted that we would provide adequate security for you and your delegation. By bringing your own forces, you insult our skills as warriors. A guard each is what we agreed upon. And to be frank, we simply don’t have the means to support such a large contingent with food and accommodation for the duration of the journey.” He sucked in a breath. “But more importantly, you know technology isn’t permitted within the vicinity of Sanctuary. Sanctuary is sacred to Clan Tsinna. No one may go there with their wetware active.”
“Ah yes, so you mentioned.” A wave of glittering red light spread over Cïradår’s body as his armor morphed into scarlet and black robes suitable for the desert conditions. “Is this better?”
Jälen ground his teeth. “No.”
Tårik frowned, biting his tongue to keep from snapping at the high ambassador. Simply changing from armor to clothing didn’t make a difference—the wetware supporting the attire was still active. There was no way Cïradår wouldn’t know that.
Cïradår clapped his hands together. “Good. I much prefer having thermal regulation in this godforsaken heat.” His clothing morphed back into armor. “Now, Jälen, don’t fault me for being… concerned about my welfare.” He looked briefly at Kehai and Abezårï. “As well as the welfare of my companions, of course. How about this? I’ll send my warriors to enjoy your clan’s hospitality in your capital.” His tone hardened. “But my colleagues and I, along with our personal guards, will keep our wetware.”
“That is not acceptable—”
“Very well.” Cïradår turned his back on them and wrapped his cape around his arm once again. “I can see that Clan Tsinna is not serious about its overtures toward us. We’ll return now to Sokön.” He flicked his hand at his warriors, who lowered their rifles and parted to let him pass.
Dread gripped Tårik’s chest. “Wait!” He leaned toward Jälen. “You can’t let them leave like this!”
“Know your place, Së’yanzal!” Jälen hissed. But then he sighed and called out, “High Ambassador!”
Cïradår paused on the ramp. “Yes, Së’nåzal?”
Jälen’s jaw worked, and his tail thrashed over Vaehak’s back. Tårik understood the dilemma: Adya Tårann was already on the trail, his wetware suppressed as well. There was no way to contact him by conventional means. Jälen needed a decision now. But what could they do? Tårik’s mouth went dry. If the Clan Sokön delegation left, Tårann and all of Clan Tsinna would be humiliated, and they all knew it.
Finally, Jälen said, “To foster amity between our clans for the forthcoming talks… I grant you and your delegation leave to retain your wetware while in Sanctuary and invite your warriors to enjoy themselves in Sha Nakai as personal guests of Clan Tsinna.”
Kalaanë gasped. Jälen’s hand shot up to silence her. Tårik slouched into his saddle. There could be no middle ground, he realized. The Great Clan would get their way. They had all the power, all the influence. If Clan Tsinna wanted their favor, they would have to be… flexible, even in the face of the traditions they wanted to uphold.
Cïradår waited a moment longer, stretching the silence as he contemplated Jälen’s offer. Then he dropped his cape and spread his arms and wings wide, a large, still toothy grin on his face.
“My friends! How pleased I am that we could come to an agreement. We are delighted to accept your gracious proposal.” He flicked his arm toward a warrior. “Ready our nakishnikë. We’ll depart at once for Sanctuary.”
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THEY RODE IN an uncomfortable silence punctuated only by the disgruntled keening of the nakishnikë, who sensed their riders’ persistent tension and grew annoyed by it. 
“Ow,” Tårik muttered as Nenaen swatted the back of his head with the end of her tail. The impact jostled the lenses from his face. He straightened them and then smoothed his hand along the fur that ran down her upper back. Despite his soothing murmurs, she shook her head, pinned her ears against her skull, and swatted him again.
Someone coughed, attempting to cover a laugh. He saw Kalaanë with a hand at her twitching lips, peering at him over the tops of the lenses shading her eyes. Her stripes crinkled up with the sudden merriment.
Heat rushed to his eyepads as he reached back to rub his head.
His neck prickled. Eyes bored into him. Glancing over his shoulder, his gaze landed on the Sokön dignitaries, clustered together in the middle of the group with their guards flanking them. Light gleamed on their armor and reflected painfully off the visors of the helmets they’d summoned, forcing him to squint despite his shades. The helmets fully covered their faces, creating a climate-controlled environment within the suits. Inside, their bodies remained comfortable despite the searing heat of the desert, and Tårik envied them. The visors on the helmets were also one-way: they could look out easily, but no one could see their faces or their tactical heads-up displays. He couldn’t tell who was staring at him. Maybe they all were.
He snapped his head back to face forward.
The sun continued to roast them as the day wore on. Their nakishnikë grew irritated, snarling and biting at one another, forcing the riders to spread out.
“It’s almost midday. We should stop,” Kalaanë suggested after trying to drink from her water bottle but finding it empty. “I need a refill.”
“I’m sure we all do,” Jälen said. He pointed ahead, where a thick spire of rock thrust up out of the ground a short distance off the trail. “How about there, where there’s some shade? What do you think, High Ambassador?”
“I’m quite comfortable,” Cïradår replied. His voice sounded somewhat distorted through his helmet’s speaker. “But I suppose the animals could do with a break.”
It was only marginally cooler in the shade of the towering rock. Even so, Tårik gratefully slid out of his saddle and stretched, spreading his wings wide while arching his back. Sticky with perspiration, the tunic under his armor clung uncomfortably to his body. The breeze remained hot but did little to dry him.
The others milled around while the së’seizalë distributed water from the supply carried by the scörrosë.
“This journey would take considerably less time if we simply flew to Sanctuary.” The complaint came from Abezårï.
Tårik retrieved a packet of jerky and tore it open, offering a hunk of the cured meat to Nenaen before taking a bite of his own. Jälen and Kalaanë were out of earshot, and the ambassador’s statement couldn’t be left unremarked upon. Mustering his most respectful tone, he said, “If only we could, my lady. Haven’t you noticed how the wind has been picking up? It’s only going to get stronger from here. The Barren Gale lies ahead. It’s riddled with slot canyons that break through it like cracks in glass. The canyons also act as wind tunnels that generate incredible competing shears that are too dangerous to navigate for manual flight.”
Kehai growled. “Then we should have taken the flyer.”
“Ah, my dear khazë’yanzal! You’ve forgotten that our hosts would not allow such a thing.” Cïradår leaned against the rock, his helmet gone, with his armored tail curled casually around one ankle. His attention was on a hardlight holodisplay covering his forearm. He poked at it for a moment before raising his eyes to look at the scowling officer. “It would offend them most seriously had we insisted.”
“Besides,” Jälen added as he and Kalaanë came back to the group, “the winds make it treacherous for flyers to cross the plains of the Barren Gale at low altitude. Sanctuary lies within the canyons at the headwaters of the Blood River. Most of the route is too narrow for vehicles.”
“And you call such a place sacred?” Kehai scoffed.
“Clan Tsinna conducts all of its most important affairs at Sanctuary,” Kalaanë said. “Peace treaties, clan bondings, rites of succession, trade deals, state funerals, spiritual cleansings… The location symbolizes the importance of coming together even when superior forces attempt to break alliances apart. The temple has been meticulously maintained since the time of Älår.”
Abezårï dismissed her helmet. It fizzled out of existence in a line of red light that swept over her head. “Since the time of Älår? Preposterous.”
“Believe it,” Kalaanë retorted. Her voice hardened. “It’s an incredible honor to be invited into Sanctuary’s halls.”
Cïradår’s frill pricked up. “Over a hundred thousand years of history, packed into one little temple on this largely forgettable rock of an island?”
“And why not? The temple at Vek Ålna is even older.”
“Hmm. I suppose.” Then he laid eyes on Tårik. “And you, youngling, you’ve been to this place before?”
Tårik bristled. “I’m fifty-four, my lord. But yes—my parents attended Adya Tårann’s marriage to Adya Melissår, and I was privileged to go along. Plus, a number of other trips besides.”
Cïradår snorted. “Still so very young.”
Tårik opened his mouth to snark about the high ambassador’s age—presumably in the low hundreds, but who could really tell?—only to have Jälen snap his wings in warning, forcing the së’yanzal to swallow his comeback. He turned away to tend to Nenaen, ruffling his fingers through the soft fur along her neck, and hissed under his breath.
The group did their best to rest through the hottest hours of the day, some seated and dozing against the stone, occasionally forced to rouse themselves and shift to follow the rock’s shadow as the sun burned across the sky. Cïradår spent most of his time studying his armor’s holodisplay.
After some time, the wind shifted. The nakishnikë, which had been lounging drowsily on the ground with their riders, lifted their heads to scent the air and mewled to one another.
“Së’nåzal,” Cïradår murmured, looking up from his forearm and jerking his head toward the spire. “We seem to have some company.”
Everyone went on alert, dropping whatever they were doing to turn in the direction the high ambassador indicated. The Sokön warriors’ weapons materialized in their hands while the Tsinna guards pulled theirs from their scabbards.
Jälen motioned for everyone to hold position while he edged around the spire, Kalaanë on his heels. “How many?”
Cïradår smiled and dismissed his scanner. “A lot.”
Tårik cocked his frill, trying to listen for approaching enemy footsteps and wingbeats, but all he heard was a low rumble. Listening to it, he realized it had been there for some time and had crept up on them so gradually that no one had noticed.
After peering around the spire, Jälen exhaled into a relieved chuckle and lowered his sword. He turned back to the group. “Come look, but be quiet about it. This is a sight you’ll not want to miss.”
Tårik joined the others as they crept cautiously around the rock, stopping short and pulling his shades away from his face as his eyes fell upon the scene before them.
The ground sloped gently away to the northwest, spreading into a shallow bowl that might have been a lakebed in the distant past. Now, it was just another stretch of scrub desert punctuated here and there by rock spires… and completely obscured as far as the eye could see by a mass of plodding bodies. They were so numerous that their blue and white coats seemed to ripple like water.
“Låradïë,” Tårik said, his mouth agape. “The great herd.”
“There must be millions of them,” Abezårï breathed, awestruck.
The låradïë moved from plant to plant. The shuffling of the hooves on their hind feet combined into the omnipresent rumble while their forelimbs grasped at leaves and grass, guiding morsels into their mouths. Males patrolled along the outskirts of the herd. Their bugling cries struggled to be heard above the herd’s rumble while light glinted off long golden horns that spiraled up from their heads to end in vicious blue points. Females chattered at juveniles and grunted in response to their mates. Here and there, rivals broke from feeding to bash heads, rear back to kick with their hind legs and whip their thick, armored tails at one another in attempts to assert dominance.
The sight of so much prey gathered in one location immediately ignited Tårik’s desire to hunt. His pulse quickened, and his mouth watered with anticipation. Spying a fine-looking straggler, he pulled a knife from his belt and crept forward, aiming for a smaller outcropping of rocks as cover.
A hand grabbed his wrist.
“Not now, Tårik,” Jälen murmured, firmly holding him back. “I feel the urge, too, but we should wait until after we’ve arrived at camp.” He fingered a soft pouch hanging from his belt. Its contents clicked softly as it moved. “We’ll draw for a proper hunt then.”
Tårik eyed the bag, then reluctantly nodded and turned his back on the herd, returning the knife to its sheath on his belt.
“Phew.” Cïradår wrinkled his nose and waved a hand in front of his face. “They stink.”
“We’d do well not to bother them,” Jälen said. “I, for one, have no desire to be trampled in a stampede.”
The group remained rooted to the spot, mesmerized as the herd continued to pass by with no end in sight.
Eventually, Cïradår squinted at the sun, consulted his holodisplay, and then clapped Jälen on the shoulder. “What say we press on? I think we have some distance still to go before we reach tonight’s rest area.”
Jälen blinked at the high ambassador’s sudden familiarity. “Yes, of course, my lord.” He issued orders to check the mounts one last time before they set off and left the great herd behind.
Their course continued west. Gradually, the landscape changed: the tuft grass and scrub brush grew more infrequent while they passed more and more spires, some of which sported exposed sections of a clear, glass-like crystal. The high ambassador stopped his mount so he could stare up at a formation that towered over the group. Even in the bright sunshine, the crystal’s flashing inner light was visible, a pale rainbow of color that flickered randomly.
“Senecïnï,” Jälen said.
“I know what it is,” Cïradår snapped, craning his head back. He gave the crystal a critical once-over and then sniffed. “Too low-grade to be of any use for stardrives. Is all your senecïnï like this?”
“The Hoshakai Outcrop near the city of Metra is quite impressive,” Jälen said.
Cïradår snorted. “An outcrop! Is that all you have to rely on?” He swept his arm out to encompass his colleagues. “We have no want for senecïnï in our clanhold, and neither do the other clans. No wonder your armada was too small to fend off the attack at Chinda T-3.”
Tårik took a measured breath to keep himself from speaking out of turn again. The Tsinna Clanhold on Drakïrü was an island nation and, like the rest of the planet, covered primarily in jungle, mountains, and rolling hills. But unlike the rest of the world, their island seemed to have relatively little of the highly prized and essential senecïnï. It wasn’t their fault; it was just how nature had worked out.
“Let’s keep moving,” Kalaanë suggested gently.
The group carried on, and by late afternoon, as the temperature finally fell off, they spurred their animals into a hard run to make up for the time spent watching the låradïë and reached the camp after sunset. It was a simple rest area on the plain: several insulated domes with nests inside, the doors turned away from the prevailing, blustery wind; a firepit sheltered by a windbreaker; a spacious stable that doubled as a storage shed; and an outhouse.
After unloading and brushing down the scörrosë, the riders stripped their warmounts of their armor, then eagerly gathered in a group. Jälen showed them all the soft leather bag from his belt. After a thorough shake, he presented the mouth of the bag to Cïradår. The high ambassador eagerly stuck his hand in, then pulled it out. In his palm was a nakishnik talon, painted white.
“Better luck next time,” Jälen said, the corner of his mouth twitching.
Cïradår’s lip curled.
Next came Abezårï. The ambassador slid her hand into the bag, cast about for a talon, then withdrew it. Hers was black, the natural color.
“Excellent,” she said, a broad smile gracing her lips.
Jälen turned to Kehai. She also withdrew a black talon and made a face of triumph when she saw it.
And so it went, Jälen giving each person a turn. Kalaanë’s lower lip pushed out into a pout when she saw the white talon in her palm.
Jälen surveyed what everyone had withdrawn from the bag. “Six white, which means…” He upended the bag over his palm, a grin on his face. The last talon spilled out. “Black for me.”
“Happy hunting, sir,” Tårik sighed as he put his white talon back in the bag.
They turned the nakishnikë loose. The twelve warmounts and the six warriors who drew the black talons slunk into the growing darkness, eager to hunt for their dinner.
Tårik watched them go, wishing he was with them. Instead of hunting, those left behind became responsible for preparing the camp for the hunters’ return. He fetched a bundle of firewood and set about starting a fire.
“That wood was on one of the scörrosë,” the high ambassador said, his arms crossed and face sour. “You should be using the firewood stacked in the stable.”
Tårik lit the kindling and blew gently to fan the flames, using the task to keep himself from snapping at Cïradår. When he was done, he said, “You might have noticed that trees are scarce in the Barren Gale. Tradition demands that incoming travelers pack in their own wood and leave whatever they don’t use behind. The Sanctuary guardians import wood from the Lost Vale to keep the camps stocked, too, but their supply is only to be used on the return journey.” He fed the fire some sticks to keep it going, then carefully added a log once the flames leapt high enough. “Have a seat, High Ambassador. We’ll have to wait for the hunters to return before we can cook dinner.”
Cïradår scowled at the packed dirt surrounding the pit. “If there will even be any dinner. That herd of låradïë is hours away now.”
“There is still plenty of game to be found in the fringes.” Tårik paused. “Do you doubt Së’nåzal Jälen’s ability to hunt?”
A curled lip added itself to Cïradår’s scowl.
Before the high ambassador could disparage his commanding officer, Tårik added, “The Körhån Lowlands on the southern tip of the island are notoriously difficult to hunt, particularly because of the persistent low-lying fog, but Jälen counts the swamps as his favorite hunting grounds. The dhåzhÿvë down there are exceptionally fierce… and massive. There was one, a monster that no one had ever been able to bag, the biggest dhåzhÿv anyone had ever seen.” Tårik’s eyes dropped to the fire as he remembered. “One time, we were on the lookout for it and had dropped into the fog to stalk on foot. I thought we’d never find it, but Jälen read signs in the swamp I never would have seen. When we finally caught up to it… We fought for hours.”
The curled lip faltered. “Hours?”
“Oh yes. Dhåzhÿvë are tough, and he wanted to eat us as much as we wanted to eat him. It was a fight for our lives. But while the beast focused on Kalaanë and me, the së’nåzal leapt from Vaehak’s saddle and landed on its back.”
“Risky venture, considering the venomous spines.”
“Agreed. But we would have died if he hadn’t. One swipe to the base of the skull severed the beast’s head from its neck.” Tårik grinned. “We ate well that night. We gifted the fur to the adya. It hangs in the clan hall. You’ll get to see it if you return with us to Sha Nakai.”
“We’ll see.” Cïradår sounded unimpressed. “He still has to return with something tonight, else we’ll starve.”
“Not to worry. He will.”
The high ambassador’s curled lip returned, and he scoffed.
“Excuse me, my lord.” Tårik brushed himself off and walked away, grateful to be free of Cïradår’s presence. He headed for Kalaanë, whom he spied struggling to keep a bundle of furred blankets from blowing away as she approached a dome.
“The high ambassador is such an ass,” he muttered as he took some
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