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Dearest reader,

I am so happy you are here. Some people say that a writer’s first fan should be themselves. But what fun is there in being a fan of a story if there is no one to talk about it with? Stories, like most everything, are better when they are shared. But, because this tale is the beginning of an epic adventure spanning continents, characters, cultures, and conflicts, I have been sitting on this story for a while, writing forward, backward, sideways and upside down, to arrange the pieces and to make this beginning all it can be.

There are so many people who helped make this story happen, so many things that took years to figure out, where I questioned whether I should just ‘settle’ on lesser ideas and move on- like the design of the Ocean Soul that went through many transformations before it evolved into what it is. Thankfully, storytelling won out over complacency and I continued to tinker to make it the story I am proud to present.

So here we are, about to embark on a grand adventure, and all so that I will have people to geek out with. Enjoy.

S.P. Jayaraj
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The Four People of Adijari
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Qui-Lahk

The qui-lahks share a special bond with animals. Though connected to all animals, each qui-lahk has a deeper connection to a single species which is their totem animal. This totem defines their magic ability. Aside from subtle physical traits that indicate a qui-lahk's totem, such as frog-lahks having above average eyes and elephant-lahks having a greyish hue to otherwise brown skin, lahks also have a natural black tattoo that is indicative of their totem animal.

––––––––
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Elves

Elves are bonded to the atmosphere. They can sense and tap into the magic within air and process it through their breath into a variety of spells. Elves are more powerful in the season they were born in which also affects what spells they are best at. They have pale to tan colored skin and hair that is either yellow, brown, or red. They often have slivers of another color of hair running through the rest of it that is related to their birth season. Elves born in winter for example can have blue or white slivers of hair.
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Devs

The devs have a profound connection with light. Though physical beings of flesh and blood, light energy is also part of their makeup. Devs’ connection with the daily light cycle is visible through their very appearance. They are blue in color, but the darkness or fairness of that blue changes throughout the day. They are at their fairest in the early morning and darkest at night. The color of their hair also changes as the sun and moon rise and fall. It is dark brown when the sun is at its peak, and black when the moon takes its place.

––––––––
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Amesha

Ameshas are one with the earth. The density of their bodies adapt to whatever landscape they are in. Ameshas living on mountains have strong flexible feet to handle the hard ground whereas those living in jungles have long arms for swinging. They are the color of the different soils, be it black, dark brown, or red and their hair is often black. Because of their ability to tap into the energy in earth materials, of the four people they are easily the finest makers.
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Chapter 1
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Kalisha gazed at the vessel floating toward her. Though she had summoned it herself, she never expected it would actually appear. She wasn’t even sure it existed. Yet the gigantic dome was too bizarre to be anything else. She couldn’t tell from the shore what the aqua-colored thing was made of, but what bothered her more was that it had no sails, and so she didn’t know how it was moving. 

The ship, known as the Ocean Soul, stopped too far away for her to make out any new details. Not long after, she spotted the longboat coming from it. This was another perplexity. It was a giant black oyster shell large enough for the five people in it. 

Kalisha chuckled at her naivete. All this time she thought she had seen and heard of everything, and that her life ahead would be mundane with no surprises. But this Ocean Soul; beyond the little information her old self passed on to her, she wondered if her once pantheon knew anything worthwhile about it.

Before Kalisha assumed her current mortal form, she was Jale, the Crow Spirit. She had been Jale for millennia, and for the latter half of that time he, for Kalisha remembered herself to be male at the time, and eleven other powerful animal spirits formed an alliance known as the Kingdom. As a collective they held sway over the other animal spirits, as well as the qui-lahk people on this continent. Qui-lahks have a divine connection to animals. It is said they even share a common ancestry with them. Every qui-lahk mortal is born bonded to one animal species which affects their magic capability. Crow-lahks, for example, who are qui-lahks with the crow totem, are particularly adept at disguising their appearance. Through a deeper association with their totem animal, qui-lahks empower themselves further through worshiping the corresponding animal spirit.

But because of the accumulated power of Jale and the Kingdom, all qui-lahks of this region worshiped the Kingdom, regardless of their totem. The Kingdom had raised their hierarchy from animal spirits to animal gods.

Qui-lahks who were fortunate to have their totem represented by the Kingdom had more magical and political power over those who didn’t. Such a hierarchy was necessary, believed the Kingdom, for progress to occur. There were after all other humanoid races and civilizations in the world, and each had their own source of magic and corresponding spirits of power; elves drew energy from the atmosphere, amesha took their power from the earth beneath, and the devs made their magic out of light itself. Societies were advancing everywhere, and the Kingdom wanted to be part of the very best.

For so long it seemed like everything was going right. The most ambitious qui-lahks of this region came together in a settlement named Muthka. The Kingdom gifted these qui-lahk with raw power, knowledge, and magical abilities to help them make Muthka into the greatest nation in the world. Those who were granted boons by the Kingdom had to adhere to one law, that they make Muthka a place that served all qui-lahks, those within and beyond its borders.

For a while, those terms were graciously met. Muthka provided generously for the lesser villages and towns that surrounded it. From what the Kingdom could tell, the nation they were allied to was on its way to greatness.

As the oyster shell boat neared, Kalisha wondered if there was a specific point when everything started to go wrong, or if it had been doomed from the very beginning. More so, she wondered when did the cracks begin appearing that the Kingdom was too arrogant to notice? Rithsilk, The Rat God of Cunning, had tried to warn them. He said he smelled something foul in the energy plane that connected animal spirits to the physical world. 

But Rithsilk had conned his way into the Kingdom and, out of resentment, was often ignored. When he accused Muthka of treachery, the Kingdom refused to believe him over their nation that showed their appreciation through daily worship. That was until Rithsilk forced the Kingdom to acknowledge they were so drunk on Muthka’s praise, they didn’t notice that no praise was coming from outside it. Only then did the Kingdom agree to cast a divination spell that taxed their collective power and imagination. 

They uncovered that for decades, if not centuries, Muthka had been lying to them.

Muthka, while providing for their neighbors to keep the Kingdom pleased, had simultaneously created ways to secretly steal from those same neighbors. It hadn’t started as a citywide scheme, but throughout the hierarchy and over time, those who were granted Kingdom boons created methods of theft hidden from the Kingdom. Muthka employed thieves and saboteurs, killed rebels who would have exposed them, and implemented systems of trade rigged in their favor. When greedy sorcerers of the city discovered greedy politicians, they made deals that did even more damage to the downtrodden.

Seven sorcerer lords had risen to prominence in Muthka. They called themselves the Authority of Fiends. They employed horrific magic to empower themselves at the expense of people and animals, and cast devious spells that seduced the Kingdom into mass oversights. Yet that was not the worst of it. 

Spirits’ power and relevance was dependent on their connection to mortals. Without allying with mortals, spirits couldn’t cast spells that affected the physical plane. The Fiends’ greatest triumph was in enacting an ethereal barrier that blurred the energy between qui-lahks and spirits. This was what Rithsilk had detected. The spell kept mortals in the region from communicating with their spirits and vice versa. Without this connection between the Kingdom and the qui-lahks, the Kingdom was powerless to lend them the power necessary to overcome Muthka’s oppression.

The Kingdom discussed options, but their discussions always revolved back to either waiting for a weakness to arise in the maintained barrier spell, or the hollow hope that Muthka would eventually capsize on itself.  Jale took part in these roundabout discussions for years before deciding to act independently. In the time wasted discussing what was to be done, the Kingdom never once mentioned the limits of the knowledge they had procured about Muthka’s cruelty. As terrible as it seemed for the mortal people and animals to the Kingdom in their disconnected realm, the truth was undoubtedly worse than they could imagine. And yet, not once did his fellow deities state the obvious solution.

The barrier spell was impossible for them to weaken as spirits, and no mortal qui-lahks had the skill to do so either.  There was always just one solution. A member of the Kingdom had to damage the barrier spell from within Muthka itself, and to do that, they needed to become mortal. So Jale left the Kingdom to their downward spiraling arguments. He invested all his magic into a final spell as Jale, and sacrificed his immortality to become Kalisha, a fully-grown crow-lahk sorceress.

That was three years ago. As of last week, she had completed her task. She had weakened the barrier spell without alerting the Authority of Fiends. The Kingdom and the qui-lahk people outside of Muthka would do the rest. But the terrible amount of evil Muthka had committed would not slink away. The region would be a dangerous place for decades to come, and Kalisha’s instincts told her she needed to leave.

It was a good thing really, for after all she had done to infiltrate the city, and all she was forced to witness, Kalisha didn’t want to be here a second longer than necessary. From her memories as a spirit, she was aware of what people were capable of, but she had never come across the magnitude of vileness that was Muthka. And to witness it as a qui-lahk, as one of them, all she wanted now was to get away. 

She was grateful that her old self Jale had the foresight to plan this escape route. She knew even he was in the dark about the details of this strange Ocean Soul, but he had passed on three slivers of information to her- when it would be close enough to the coastline to contact, what she would need for passage, and that when it disappeared into the sea it would be impossible to follow.

Kalisha took stock of the five people disembarking the oyster shell longboat. The four who had rowed the boat here were elves, people with tanned skin and bright hair. She instinctively looked away from them to keep her composure. Whatever their place of origin was, elves in this region were in hiding from Muthka’s annihilation forces.

She focused on the fifth individual instead who appeared to be the leader. That too proved difficult. He looked as peculiar as the Ocean Soul itself - maybe more so.

He had brown skin like herself, but his hair, though also black and long, was slick and bunched together. It seemed much lighter than it ought to be, the way it blew around from beneath his aquamarine hat. She wondered if he was qui-lahk, but there was no way to be sure at this time. Qui-lahks had a unique natural black tattoo that displayed their totem somewhere on their body. Hers was a crow with folded wings on her forearm. If this man had such a tell-tale mark, it was covered by his brassy clothes.

Frilly interwoven gold and purple fabric rippled from his neck to his wrists and waist. Shiny blue pants were tucked into his obnoxious red boots, and his gloves were as garishly green as his hat. His whole appearance offended her for some reason.

She hid her discomfort by politely smiling as they anchored the boat in the shallow water before wading towards her. The flamboyant leader approached her on the shore with his entourage behind him. He removed his hat and swung it beneath him as he bowed, letting his tentacled hair spill out in all its imagined glory.

“You must be Kalisha?”

“I am.”

“A pleasure to meet you. I am Captain Osprey. You have quite the influence over crows. I’ve met crow-lahks before, but crows are such finicky birds. I am in awe that they listen to you. To have one find and deliver a message all the way to us, it made me believe you might be able to deliver on your promise. A trade most valuable, you said in your note. I do wish you were less vague on what you are offering and what you wish for in return. Hopefully you do not disappoint.”

Kalisha continued to smile as she fished in her cloak. He spoke so many words and delivered them with such buoyancy. He was hiding something of course. No one dressed as loudly as he did without a need to cover something up. Still, it was a pleasant change from the people she had experienced over the last three years. She took out a thick piece of folded up parchment and unfolded it.

“Here is a map of the world. Marked on it are locations to treasures of all kinds. Talismans, magical herbs, and even books that are thought lost. By my understanding you are first and foremost a merchant ship. Herein lies the secret locations to almost a hundred different goods you can acquire.”

The captain and the four elves ogled the map. The writing on it was tiny to make room for all the information on it. A magnifying glass was needed to read it properly, but there was plenty to draw their interest. She assumed they had some of this information already. That would be enough to confirm the rest of it was true. Kalisha pulled it back suddenly, drawing their eyes as she folded it back up. She hid her excitement. It was nice for something to be easy for a change.

“How did you come to possess this?” Osprey asked.

She held her smile without answering as she tucked the map away. “I need to leave this land. Take me somewhere safe and this map is yours.”

Their reaction was instant. The hungry grins sank along with their posture. The captain’s brow furrowed, and his body slumped. Perhaps this wasn’t going to be easy after all. Kalisha wondered if they doubted the map’s authenticity, for from what Jale communicated to her, this map, and the information it contained should have been worth everything to them. The only thing more valuable than the map were the actual treasures marked on it. Why would giving her passage be a deal-breaker for something they obviously wanted?
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