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Age 899 P.X.D. ~ Zorba Province

The cicadas screamed in the heat.

It was the kind of sound that burrowed into the skull and stayed there, a constant rattling chorus that matched the pulse in Imium Uligino’s temples. The air itself felt thick enough to drink—humid, clinging, heavy with the scent of rotting vegetation carried inland from the mangrove swamps he had finally left behind.

Weeks of travel still clung to him. Beneath the polished, green-sheened plate armor, sweat pooled and trickled along his spine. The indigo cape at his back, once regal, now bore streaks of salt and mud, its hem stiff from dried marsh water. A matching scarf was worn about his neck. Each step along the elevated path overlooking the rice paddies sent a faint squelch through the leather beneath his boots. The land stretched endlessly—mirrors of water broken by bright green shoots, reflecting a sky too blue, too bright, as if the world itself were daring him to keep walking.

His orange irises narrowed as he descended from the hill into the forest’s edge. The transition was immediate—like slipping beneath the surface of dark water. Mango and teak trees rose high, their canopies choking the sunlight into fractured beams. The air cooled, but only slightly, and carried a new scent: sap, damp bark, and something faintly sweet... overripe fruit left too long to rot.

His hand hovered near the hilt at his hip at the scrape of boots on dirt. Ten of them, he presumed.

Imium stopped. They revealed themselves without subtlety—emerging from behind trees, stepping onto the road with weapons already half-raised. Steel that had seen better days. Shields pocked and splintered. Armor that hung wrong on bodies, either oversized or missing vital sections.

His lip curled slightly. Ten, he thought. Enough to be annoying. Not enough to matter.

“We are among the guard for the town of Rubicund Grove,” the youngest declared.

Imium’s gaze found him immediately. Too clean. Too unsure.

The boy’s hands trembled—only slightly, but enough. The sword was steady by effort, not instinct.

He hasn’t killed yet, Imium noted. Or if he has, he didn’t sleep after.

“State your business here.”

Imium let a beat pass, just long enough to make the silence uncomfortable.

“I am Imium Uligino,” he said at last, voice flat, worn from disuse. “I hail from the town of Sable to the north. We’re practically neighbors, distance notwithstanding.”

The words tasted dry and meaningless. Names and places rarely mattered among the common folk. Only coin had sway.

A pot-bellied man stepped forward next, sniffling loudly, wiping his nose with the back of a grimy hand before gripping his club again.

“Makes no difference to us whoever you are or wherever you’re from,” he said, voice thick and irritated. “All that matters is that you pay the border tax before entering our fair town.”

Imium’s eyes flicked across them all.

The oldest one sat off to the side, but Imium knew better than to dismiss him. The way the man’s fingers rested loosely on his weapon, the way his eyes half-lidded but never unfocused...

That one would be the problem.

“Quite right, Dandelion,” the boy said, trying to sound authoritative.

Imium almost smiled at that.

“How about it, Gertrun? What’s the going rate?”

The old man grunted, as if the question itself bored him.

“24.5% of whatever he’s got on him.”

Imium blinked once.

“An oddly specific percentage, but I digress.”

He reached for his pack. Ten hands tightened on hilts.

His fingers brushed the leather strap slowly, deliberately. Let them see. Let them think.

“I cannot offer such coin right now,” he continued. “Such a fee would leave me perilously low.”

His thumb hooked beneath the flap, but he didn’t open it yet.

“However, I am here on business.”

Now he drew the scroll. The wax seal caught what little light filtered through the canopy, its insignia unmistakable.

“A bounty hunt,” he said. “For a dangerous fugitive who now resides within your borders.”

The boy stepped forward to take it. His fingers hesitated before touching the parchment, as if it might bite.

Imium watched him closely.

“It’s signed by Magistrate Ophora,” the boy said after a moment. “He’s for real.”

Imium suppressed a sigh.

“Indeed, I am,” he said. “And I am not without sympathy. As a fellow wielder of the blade, I know how difficult the work can be. Trade caravan traffic—even under King Theine—has been limited in the wetland regions.”

He could see it working. The shift from suspicion to greed.

“Keeping this in mind,” Imium continued, “I will offer the ten of you five percent of my earnings from this job.”

Gertrun finally moved.

“And how much is the bounty?”

Imium let the pause stretch this time.

Let them lean in.

“Oh,” he said lightly, “something like five thousand kettl. Dead or alive.”

Eyes widened.

Breaths caught.

The pot-bellied man’s mouth opened slightly, as if trying to taste the number.

There it is, Imium thought. Hook set.

The forest felt quieter now. Or perhaps the cicadas had simply grown distant beneath the sudden rush of blood in ten greedy hearts.

He was waved through soon after. Too easy. It always was.

But as he passed, boots crunching softly against the dirt road, the boy’s voice stopped him.

“Are you a knight, Sir Uligino?”

Imium paused. For a moment, the forest seemed to press in closer. The smell of rot returned, stronger now.

Knight. The word stirred something unpleasant. A memory of polished halls. Of laughter that wasn’t meant for him. Of doors closed. He let out a short, humorless chuckle.

“What’s your name, kid?” he asked without turning.

“Langcul Mosa, sir.”

“Langcul, huh?”

Now Imium faced him.

The boy met his gaze—and didn’t look away.

“I’m no knight,” Imium said. He held the boy’s eyes as he spoke. “Was born without a pot to piss in, just like you I reckon.”

A flicker of something crossed Langcul’s face. Recognition, or maybe offense.

“I’m a member of the Berry Mercenary Guild,” Imium continued. “Always have, and always will be.”

Langcul tilted his head slightly.

“I never heard of that guild.”

Imium’s lips twitched—not quite a smile.

“Because it’s a guild of just one,” he said. “But a legally registered guild all the same.”

For a moment, neither spoke. The forest breathed.

Then Imium turned away again, the indigo cape dragging softly behind him.

“Be seeing ya, kid.”

He didn’t look back.

But as he walked deeper into the shadowed road toward Rubicund Grove, he could feel it—the weight of the place ahead.

Not just a town. Something else. Something wrong.

For the first time since leaving the swamps, Imium felt it stir in his chest—

Not fear, not quite. Something close enough to make his grip tighten ever so slightly on the hilt at his side.

Five thousand kettl, he thought.
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Age 899 P.X.D. ~ Zorba Province

Imium Uligino found himself swallowed by the busy central market of Rubicund Grove, where the air itself seemed thick enough to chew. The scent of freshly baked bread curled through the streets like a lover’s hand, warm and coaxing, laced with sugar and yeast and the faint bitterness of over-roasted nuts. Vendors shouted over one another, their voices clashing like dull blades, while the steady hum of barter and coin rang beneath it all.

He had already indulged more than he should have. Cherry tarts, still warm, their syrup clinging to his fingers. The sweetness lingered on his tongue, though it had long since turned cloying. He wiped his hands on his cloak, but the faint stickiness remained, a reminder of indulgence he could ill afford.

“Sir, you'll need one of these in your home, as do we all!”

The voice cut through the din, high and eager. Imium turned his head slowly, his instincts already measuring threat before curiosity. What he found disarmed him more than any blade could.

A young boy stood there, slight and wiry, burdened beneath a forest of rolled tapestries. His arms strained to keep hold of them, while more were lashed awkwardly across his back. His hair stuck out in uneven tufts, as though it had lost a fight with both wind and neglect.

He unfurled one with surprising care, letting the cloth cascade down.

Great, sweeping dragons arced across dyed skies, their wings catching imagined light. Beneath them, a lake shimmered in threads of silver and blue, as though the water itself had been enchanted into motion. The craftsmanship was... better than expected. Not masterwork—but earnest. Hopeful.

Imium’s brow lifted despite himself.

Dragons. Symbols of power, of ancient sovereignty. They had always been feared, but not they carried the air of regal sovereignty.

The bounty hunter felt something tighten in his chest—annoyance, he told himself. Nothing more.

Still... the boy was barefoot. Of course he was barefoot.

Dust clung to his toes, the soles of his feet toughened to leather. But there were cracks there too. Small ones. Painful ones.

“Sure, kid,” Imium said, voice rougher than intended. “How much?”

“Just fifteen kettl, sir!”

“Fif—”

The word almost leapt out of him. Fifteen? For dyed cloth and childish optimism?

He exhaled through his nose, jaw tightening. What did it matter? Coin came and went. Easier than reputation. Easier than... other things.

Without another word, he reached into his pouch and counted out the coins. The familiar weight left his hand with reluctance.

The boy’s eyes widened as if he had just witnessed a miracle.

Damn it.

Imium took the tapestry, the fabric rough but warm from the boy’s grip. As he shifted it under his arm, he felt a cool whisper along his neck.

The scarf. It had slipped. Not much—but enough.

The brand lay there, half-revealed. A coiled serpent, inked in jagged lines, its fanged maw open as though
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