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Ona awoke from her one-hundred-and-fifty-year-nap when she realized the pineapple fermenting in her stomach for decades needed to be eliminated. She was surprised to discover the world hadn’t changed much. The swamp she fell asleep in hadn’t been razed to become a village but was still one of many nameless forests in the wild country, a forest so ancient that its true name had been lost to time, and now only the trees did know it. 

The trees were enormous and covered in sheets of fluffy green moss; great, shaggy willow trees that were hanging with flowered vines and twisted with snakes. The trees were so large that the hollow ones could have been used as makeshift homes, and indeed, Ona had slept inside one such hollow tree during her rather extensive nap, buried beneath a warm sheet of fallen leaves, moss, and mud. 

The hot, steamy swamp was full of large insects, sand traps, and deadly spiders the size of wagons. No person with sense ever came there, no bandits, no merchants and traders or simple travelers, for there was no reason to come, as the people knew better than to raise city or town near such a savage and inhospitable place. The wildlands were twisted with paths that only the elder races walked, and even then, most of the eldest steered clear. The elven alone did brave the deepest wilds.

The odd nutjob occasionally braved the swamp to catch glimpses of striped unicorns dropping pellets, or else they came for long lost and famous blades that had once felled some equally famous dragon. But aside from the scholars and treasure seekers, no mortal dared enter the wild. As a result, the nameless swamp was the perfect place for an elven to have a good, long nap.

So when Ona awoke to find a thin birdlike woman standing over her, she had to assume the stranger was a treasure seeker (or else completely out of her mind). Most skywalkers weren’t given to the myths and legends of the land people. Magick swords did not interest them, and giants wrestling dragons were something they merely snorted indifferently at. For a people whose entire realm was floating on islands above the heavenly rose-tint of the clouds, they were decidedly boring. And so it would have been an unusual thing indeed for this skywalker to have come all the way from Velorica just to chase unicorns. 

The skywalker gasped at the sight of Ona, pulled out a sketchpad, and started to sketch her. “By the goddess! An Old One!” she cried, tongue in teeth, feverishly sketching away with a bit of charcoal. “I can’t believe it! The proper size and covered in moss and everything! The university isn’t going to believe −!” she muttered to herself. She glanced up and noticed Ona’s baffled, irritated face. “Er – Don’t mind me! I just need to sketch you and then you can go back to your nap. It looked cozy.”

Ona slowly pushed herself into a sitting position, eyes fixed in bewilderment on the sketching stranger. The skywalker was tall and thin, like most of her people, with a head full of vibrant periwinkle blue feathers and round eyes that were like wet gold coins. Her sharp ears reached back either side of her narrow face and were quite long. She was wearing typical traveling wear for the tropical forests of Allaca: a silky loincloth that hung long in the breeze like a skirt, a sleeveless tunic of the same breezy material, and sturdy sandals that were shaped for long treks through the mud. But her shoulders were draped in a cloak and hood against the cool nights of the swamp, and she carried a walking stick, now cradled in the crook of one arm as she sketched. Her clothes, though finely tailored (and suggestive of some wealth), were torn and stained with sand and mud, while her beautiful periwinkle head-feathers were a ruffled and bedraggled mess falling wild past her shoulders and crumpled as if wet. On her back was a traveling pack that was stuffed with crumpled papers, some of which kept spiraling from the pockets and to the forest floor.

Litterbug, Ona thought irritably.

The skywalker had no weapons, no swords, daggers, or spears, not even a knife. Ona thought she must have been crazy, foolish, or completely, utterly naïve about the dangers of the swamp. And what was she eating? There was nothing in the wilds that was edible aside from the mushrooms and beans, for the animals that dwelled there were difficult even for the sharpest hunter to catch, and even then, skywalkers did not take well to land food. It was said that they snared the birds that flew just beneath the clouds of their realm, that they kept greenhouses of plants bred specifically for their delicate systems. 

So again, what was this skywalker eating? They were very deep in the forest. How had she travelled so far with so little to eat? As it turned out, Ona didn’t have to ask. The skywalker paused in her feverish sketching to happily snap a floating butterfly in her fist. She crammed the butterfly deep in her mouth and went back to sketching without missing a beat.

Ona’s face slowly scrunched up. “Who are you?” she demanded. 

The woman stopped sketching and held out her hand, which was covered in bits of insect. “The name’s Haliver. Haliver P. Periwinkle!” she said cheerfully. She waited, hand extended, smiling like a fool, but Ona didn’t move from her comfortable pile of mud and leaves, so she lowered her hand and awkwardly pushed a feather behind her sharp ear.

Periwinkle. Ona gazed off thoughtfully. She knew that surname. The skywalkers were the only people who used last names, as most used their country of origin. Tizra’s full name, for instance, had been Prinna Tizra of Zora or Prinna Tizra’Zora. Ona was Onicavora’Ozmora or Onicavora of Ozmora. She hated that it rhymed with a passion.

Then it suddenly struck Ona. Periwinkle! “Periwinkle!” Ona said, looking at the stranger with new eyes. “I knew your mother. She used to serve in the queen’s guard. Helvica was her name.”

Haliver lifted her blue brows in surprise. “My mother?” she said with a laugh. “More like my grandmother. Grandma Hel served the crown. Mother was a baker.” 

“Ah. Well, you look just like your grandmother,” said Ona through a yawn. The stranger had stopped being interesting seven minutes ago. She was ready to find a nice bush to eliminate and return to her nap. But the woman was still standing there, almost expectantly. “What is it? What do you want?” Ona demanded irritably. “What are you doing here, anyway? And how are you alone?” She glanced up and down the woman’s thin, frail body. “Someone like you must’ve had help.”

Haliver bit her lip, clutching her sketchpad in both hands. “Yes, well, that’s rather a long story. My people and I have had a bad way of it. Rorza was eaten by a giant mud monster and −”

“A swamp orc,” said Ona flatly. “They’re hardly ten feet tall. Not what I’d call a giant.”

“Yes, well, she seemed pretty giant when she was biting off Rorza’s leg,” said Haliver weakly.

“Why even go that far east? There’s nothing down there but orcs and spiders. Have you
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