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[image: ]




A figure in a drab brown hooded cowl emerged from the barge companionway doors. An ever-present chill swept through the steep, rocky walls that formed the gorge. It was well past dawn, but a mist clung to the air. The figure gazed up at the stone barriers to either side of the river. Their enormity was mind boggling. The sight on the spacious deck was still something to behold as well. Rows of oars moved all on their own, as if controlled by the invisible souls of the dead. The same could be said for the ship’s wheel which had no helmsman. He knew that was not the case. No, such a feat was only possible via the powerful mage who commanded them. At the very tip of the bow was Lieutenant Zarley Allactite with her arms flooded behind her back. Her long dark hair flowed behind her as she stood motionless. Her cowl was made from monitor hide and layered with bone protrusions.

“First time seeing The Gullet, Whetstone?”

Sinhar winced at his new nickname. It was a constant reminder of his new status as excommunicate of the Mystic Order. The scars that ran across his entire body were an ever-present symbol of how far he’d fallen. The only way to get that status back would be to rise above it all and prove himself worthy. He hid his anguish behind a smile just as Zarley turned to face him.

“Yes, ma’am. It’s...stunning.”

The Gullet was a canyon located over sixty kilometers from Giganato territory, where Sinhar had spent most of his life. They traveled via the quick moving Rend River which was a tributary of the greater Bounty River they’d left behind. They’d soon pass the offshoot to the east, the floodplain area known as Lake Anard. Instead they’d be heading toward the western coastal region, where Dabomir prefecture was located. For now, the waters were calm, but he’d heard the stories. Smaller vessels were especially vulnerable to the rapids that could easily send a ship careening into a protruding rock in the waterway or the steep 2,000-meter cliffs. Luckily the Mariner Supreme was guided not only by its master Lieutenant Allactite, but also by its ingrained memory of the lands.

Zarley eyed the massive walls to either side of them. They were impossible to scale for a human with little to no place for a foothold. Even so, geckos the size of dogs scrambled about on the rocky surface. Far above, the silhouette of birds could be seen against the mottled sky.

“The Gullet is something like thirty kilos long”, Zarley noted, “Dabomir prefecture itself is at a much higher elevation, 3,790 meters according to the record keepers.”

“Up there is where we’ll find the Consecrated Sanctum that hides within the mountains.” Sinhar felt excitement run through his body. Dabomir had dissociated itself from the rest of the Greater South when the former Asum had cut diplomatic ties. That didn’t stop the legend of their magic and lavish architecture from spreading around Sebel.

“You’ll have to look at it from afar, Whetstone. No way a sullied excommunicate like yourself can step anywhere near those grounds. You’ll go as far as the Outer Bourn. Consider yourself lucky they didn’t bar you completely.”

“I understand entirely,” Sinhar mouthed dutifully. Melancholy tugged at his heart strings, but he also heard the footsteps and clamoring behind him. Across the deck, the other mages were waking. A frigid draft passed through, rippling the fabric of the Mariner Supreme’s sails. The sigil on that sail reminded him the mission was far greater than himself. Whether he succeeded or failed in his bid for redemption was inconsequential. We must prevail at all costs, Sinhar thought. On the flapping sail was the emblem of the Sebelian rose surrounded by thorny vines. The addition of the vines was something only seen in the south. Sinhar felt pride seep into his shame just as the day’s first bit of real sunlight peeked from behind a rock wall. A bend was coming up in the river.

Zarley faced the gathered crowd of her subordinate mages. Stepping to the forefront of the group were the two highest-ranked beneath her, both of whom were Sinhar’s age. Ensign squad sergeant Geod Quarosé had on the traditional uniform of the Giganato Guard with his black tunic and overlaid crimson tabard and scarlet boots. His Papiyna clan heritage was evident due to his short ponytail on his otherwise cleanly shaven scalp and the small fur cape. The mages under his command had similar hairstyles and identical capes. The other ensign squad sergeant was someone Sinhar knew well, at least better than Geod.

Mika Mandragora wore the Giganato Guard uniform as well, but she wore a bandolier of potions. Her cloak was different than all the rest with a dark blue hue trimmed in blood red. She also wore armor plating on her thighs and shoulders. She was a child of the Barugan clan, one of the last Sebelian nomadic tribes on the continent. Sinhar and all the rest bowed as Lieutenant Allactite stepped closer.

“By noon will land at Selt Village! We will distribute rations as planned and rest as needed. By dawn tomorrow, will make the final push to Dabomir territory. Understood?”

“Understood, Lieutenant!” the mages shouted in unison.

The Mariner Supreme anchored in the shallows of the river. The shoreline was lined by piles of boulders, all of which were made slick by the passing waters. Sinhar gawked at the spectacular view before him. In this particular pocket of the canyon, the land was not quite as steep and not composed of solid rock. Terraces split apart chunks of the land, each of them representing a section of farmland. Sinhar and the other mages gathered on the starboard side of the ship.

Dema, the shortest and youngest of them, crossed her arms. “Ain’t much greenery on any of them pieces of land. Must’ve been a bad harvest.”

Sinhar noticed this as well. In fact, not one of them was green. Instead they varied between shades of yellow or outright brown. Over a league of farming areas was completely barren. The surrounding areas were far too rocky to be of any real use agriculturally. His best friend Chun made his way to the front of the crowd. His portly nature and wide shoulders easily pushed other mages out of the way.

“Perhaps the cold had something to do with it. It’s certainly hittin’ hard this cycle” Chun commented.

“Or perhaps you ate the entire season’s worth of harvest. Your gut is about as big as any granary I’ve seen” Morjand chuckled.

“You ass,” the mage retorted.

“Heads up, incoming locals,” Sinhar reported.

Not far from the farming terraces was an assortment of family yurts. Most were overshadowed by leafless trees. Emerging from each yurt were the local villagers who made their way down dirt paths. They cheered and waved at the Giganato warriors at a distance, the youngest and smallest of the children running out in front. Seeing the approaching villagers, squad sergeant Geod Quarosé grabbed up a coil of rope. He immediately caught the attention of Lieutenant Allactite.

“Leave it be, Quarosé,” she commanded flatly.

“But, Lieutenant, the current could drag our vessel. There’s rocks not far away that'll smash the bow.”

“Stop your babbling. The Mariner Supreme would never allow herself to be embarrassed by such a thing. Need I remind you that she’s been around a lot longer than you, or Colonel Moukai for that matter.”

Quarosé found himself humbled at the mention of his uncle, Colonel Moukai. He dropped the rope where he’d found it and bowed his head. “Understood, Lieutenant.” 

The lead mage quickly moved on, raising her voice for all to hear. “Don’t just stand there dipshits! Uthe food!”

The Giganato mages quickly organized a food line where empty cornucopias were filled with the goods their prefecture was known for: avocados, beans, chili peppers, squash, and tomatoes. Their floating gardens and temperate climate normally allowed for cycle-round harvesting. As the biggest and most influential prefecture of the south, Giganato produced the most food, just as they led way in enchantment, populations, and arms. The villagers of Selt lined up with open arms. Women wore wide-sleeved loose gowns with cedar-colored jackets and jam-shaded trousers. Young girls and teens also decorated their waist with colorful sashes. They were the first to receive food while the men stood to the side. They were clad in loose-fitting tunics, often with long sleeved ones worn underneath and mustard-toned baggy pants. One by one, the villagers made their way up the gangplank to get their rations. Sinhar stared into their faces and felt a tug at his heart. Each person he met had gaunt features, even the women who had newborns at their teat. They’d stopped at many such villages during the course of their journey. More than ever before he realized the Order’s importance in the south of Sebel.

The handing out of food went for a few hours. The population was on the smaller end of most villages under the protection of Dabomir at little over six hundred residents, but by the time it was done the stockpiles had finally been emptied. The mages stood at the ready as a Sebelian in his sixties made his way up the gangplank. His long, curly black hair was tied back tightly. Unlike all the rest, he wore a sheepskin sash over one shoulder, signifying his status.

“Chieftain Tamor, it is an honor. I am Lieutenant Zarley Allactite of the Giganato Guard.” She bowed as she made her introduction. Her subordinates all followed her direction and did the same.

“A pleasure, young lady.” The chieftain’s wrinkled face gazed over the gathered warriors. “Looking upon the eyes of these men and women, and by receiving your generous contributions in our time of need, I can truly say you have warmed an old timer’s heart. The people of Selt Village thank you. As a sign of gratitude, we bestow upon you what we can. Please, accept these tokens of our gratitude.”

Selt village children came up the gangplank, each of them holding a ceramic bowl in hand. They stood across from the outsider mages and extended their offerings

“I graciously accept, thank you” Sinhar offered with a smile. He stepped forward, but not without noticing the little girl staring at the scars all over his face. Her big eyes were in shock but she kept her lips sealed.

“Your welcome, sir. I hope you enjoy it!”

Sinhar didn’t look down at his food, instead watching as she hurried off. He was also the only mage there with no sacred wrappings concealing his face, not even a half-face mask. There was no time to sulk at his lost status. The commanding officer spoke aloud for all to hear:

“Everyone at ease! Today is a day of celebration. The chieftain and I will have words, and by the dawn we will make our way to Dabomir to reclaim our lost unity! Thank you, villagers of Selt, for taking us in! May Vah bless each and every one of you!”

Cheers abounded, and as rehearsed, Sinhar raised his bowl.

***
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LATER, AS EVENING APPROACHED, the mages of the Giganato Order sat around on the deck of the Mariner Supreme. Out of sight of the public and with night fast approaching, they lowered their masks and wrappings to eat. Some, however, we’re not so enthusiastic.

“What exactly is this?” remarked Chun. He fished what looked like a long insect leg out of the paste they’d all been offered. “I think my dinner just twitched.”

“It has a difficult name to translate from Talisi, especially in their local dialect,” Mika rubbed at her chin, pondering for a moment. “I suppose it’s best translated into common language as Vah’s Birthright. It’s a delicacy usually made with mashed grasshoppers, maguey worms, ants, really any kind of insect larvae will do but preferably you want the plumper ones. Crunchy critters can be used, but they got a real habit of sticking in your teeth.”

Sinhar grimaced but ate another spoonful. Dema handed her bowl to Morjand who scarfed it down in seconds.

“Slow down, cousin, you’re liable to choke,” warned Taifinn with a laugh. 

Mika put an arm over her knee as she ogled Dema. As she chewed, a grasshopper leg poked out of the corner of her mouth. The discomfort on Dema’s face made it all worth it.

“I think the princess here has gotten a little spoiled while being stationed in Giganato all this time. Similar dishes are popular in backwood prefectures like Tuhan. Surely you’re no stranger to them.”

Dema glared at her commanding officer. “The people of Tuhan did whatever they could to survive the War for Liberation and the cycles that came after. We have no need for such things anymore.”

“Is that so?” Mika wiped her face with an arm and burped loudly. “In Naaman this was breakfast, lunch, and dinner most of the time.”

Morjand chowed down voraciously, emptying the second bowl in under a minute. Though he initially seemed to struggle to get it all down, some brief chest beating ensured the dinner time feast made it securely into his gut. He didn’t pay the scuffle between the two mages any mind. He eyed the doors of the cargo hold area.

“I’m more worried about this lackluster assignment. Don’t you think this is all a bit overkill?” Morjand stated.

“What do you mean?” Mika replied.

“All of this. Traveling all the way to Dabomir, having all of us for the transportation of one untrained twat, and on top of that, days more added to our travel time because we can’t go through any gate spells. Seems awfully complicated for something I could end in a heartbeat. Truth be told, I’d rather fight Yaphet Orinse man to man and see what he's really like. Going up against me as an opponent is still a shitty way to go, sure, but probably quicker than whatever madness they have planned for him in Dabomir.”

“We all read the same intelligence report. Activation of strong magic could wake Yaphet Orinse,” Mika countered.

“Let him wake! I get what I want anyway. He comes at me frothing at the mouth and I see what has the Giganato folk so stirred up.”

“Yaphet Orinse must be contained at all costs.” Sinhar finally cut in. Memories of being held off the ground by his throat came flying back. He'd been helpless in that iron-like grip, windpipe seconds from being outright crushed, and all the while staring into the face of twisted animal-like rage on Yaphet Orinse. He massaged his neck instinctively.  “I’ve seen what he is up close.”

“As have I,” Chun agreed.

Morjand didn’t look convinced. Sinhar had forgotten how obsessive he could be at times. Especially when he was curious. Morjand turned his eyes on the only one of them who hadn’t spoken yet. Dema ate her dried yinmar meat without a care in the world.

“Well, niece? I hate to pull that on you, but so be it.  Weigh in already. You’re with me on this, right?”

Dema took the time to finish her chewing. As she did, she exchanged glances with Taifinn. The older and much taller mage nodded in silent agreement.

“Do you all remember the containment device Yaphet Orinse is trapped in?,” Taifinn started.

All nodded. How can one forget?, thought Sinhar. In the cargo hold beneath them was a coffin of shimmering red brown wood. Its frame was kaichin steel and in a final measure demiwood vines were wrapped around it, kymir thorns and all. 

“What I really want to know is what you saw, Sinhar”, Dema added. 

“Actually, we’re under strict orders to refer to him as Whetstone until further notice,” Morjand flashed a grin at his rival. Dema punched her uncle in the arm without glancing in his direction.

“Shhh! Like I was saying before I was rudely interrupted, the coffin we’ve been lugging around is something I’ve seen before. It was on a mission in Nanho village two cycles back. Yaphet Orinse is being held in a purgation sarcophagus. Normally half the battle with the possessed is simply getting them inside one long enough to free them of a parasitic spirit.”

“What’s your point?” Mika demanded.

“It takes just twenty-four hours to cleanse even the strongest of demons from human flesh, and yet the one within Yaphet has held out for weeks. Weeks. I’ve read hundreds of scrolls concerning necromancy, demon possession, and hexings, and I’ve never heard of such a thing being possible. I wonder what defilement befalls the poor bastard.  It could be the first of its kind, in which case it should be studied. It could be something historic.”

Morjand blinked for a moment. His niece had a habit of losing him in conversation. In the end he laughed.

“By Vah, I forgot how much you and Taifinn think alike these days. I’m surprised you haven’t taken to being a full-fledged scholar like him already. You two’s fascination with the undead mystifies me.”

“We have an understanding. I go on the field assignments and share my notes and he takes the time to synthesize our theories. A thesis proposal with a one of a kind specimen would be unstoppable! We’d surely get archive clearance then!”

Morjand laughed heartily. “Well in the end, albeit for different reasons, Dema sides with me! Jot that down for the record books, and I rest my case.”

Mika laughed. “Well, neither of you is going to get what you want so suck it up. Orders are orders.”

“A man can dream, can’t he?” Morjand tore off another strip of jerky with his teeth. 

Sinhar tuned out the conversations as they went on. He eyed the shore where a floating orb of amber light lingered. Squad sergeant Geod Quarosé and his mages conversed and dined on the rocky shore. A sickly feeling ripped through his stomach, and it wasn’t the bowl of insects. We can’t afford division and carelessness. Sinhar made these observations, but spoke no more on it. Morjand’s craving for a challenge was what pushed him more than anything these days. Sinhar remembered his performance in just last cycle’s Trial of Mettle. Morjand had led the Tuhan apprentices to glory. Every cycle it pissed off a number of Giganato locals who hated to see outsiders thriving in their Mystic Order. There’d be no reasoning with his endless pride in Tuhan, a prefecture barely a tenth the size of Giganato. Dema’s obsession with the arcane studies was its own poison. Neither would listen to him until they saw Yaphet Orinse’s power for themselves. The thought gave Sinhar chills.
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​Chapter 2
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Selt Village, Sebel

Inside a yurt high up on the terrace, Lieutenant Zarley Allactite joined Chieftain Tamor. His abode was small and sparsely populated by any belongings. The two brought their knees down on a prayer mat, not far from it a bed roll and a pot of burning lavender. The scent was strong in the still air. Zarley also took note of the dandelion petals sprinkled about the yurt. These pleasant smells and sights did not fool the experienced mage. Both dandelions and lavender were traditional wards against malicious spirits. Her parents had instilled that into her as a little girl, and she carried it forward even now that she was in her thirties.
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