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PROLOGUE 

Grobennar 

      LUMES OF DARK SMOKE ROSE high into the sky above the  
     Isles city of Brinkwell; pillars of victory built from the guile 
and might of the Lugienese Empire. Ships burned in the harbor, 
homes blazed in the city, and the distant cries of those who 
refused to lay down their weapons rounded out the symphony of 
glorious conquest. 

The God-king, Magog, descended the steps of the fallen 
palace leading down to the vast courtyard at its center. He looked 
every bit the picture of regality, power, of perfection incarnate. 
His heavy crimson cape was secured at the shoulders by two 
golden plates of gleaming armor, accentuating his already 
muscular form as he flowed down the steps like the inevitability 
of the sun itself. His sleeveless silken robe was heightened by 
thick, muscular arms, which rippled with inhuman physicality, 
while the bloodred fabric of his cape trailed him like the blood 
that would flow from all those who might dare stand against him. 
His bronze skin glistened, but not nearly as much as the red 
scales that now covered much of his face, neck, and arms, a 
thousand souls consumed. 

Magog paused at the last step and glared out at the scene 
before him: thirteen prisoners, a holy number to the Kleról, were 
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strategically positioned within the open courtyard to form a 
perfect crescent. Behind them stood an assemblage of refugees 
and crewmen collected from thirteen captured vessels. Thirteen 
Klerósi priests stood sentinel behind the crowd, awaiting 
instructions from their God-king. The onlookers had followed 
the example of the priests, taking a knee to bow before Magog. 
Grobennar was no exception. 

Only the thirteen prisoners remained standing. Such a petty 
gesture of defiance, though their boldness is admirable. 

Magog opened his mouth and spoke the Kingdom tongue as 
if he’d been born to it, magnifying the sounded with Klerós’s 
power. “Citizens of Brinkwell. You know who I am. You know 
whom I serve. Rise now that you may bear witness to Klerós’s 
mercy and splendor.” 

He waited as hesitant townsfolk stood on shaky legs. Magog 
gestured toward the prisoners before him with an open hand, his 
expression severe. “Your brethren here believe themselves above 
the divine law of Klerós.” 

He stepped down into the courtyard to approach the 
thirteen prisoners, ten men and three women. His voice boomed 
even louder. “These men and women are devout servants of their 
respective faiths. But will their gods protect them? Will their gods 
extend hands down to save their souls?” 

He laughed, a chilling sound even to Grobennar’s ears. 
The closest prisoner, a woman, perhaps in her forties with 

green eyes, olive skin, dressed in a plain brown robe of the Stone 
Faith, cried out, “It matters not how our gods resp—” 

A shot of magic burst forth from Magog’s index finger and 
she spoke no further. A gurgle was followed by silence, yet she 
appeared otherwise unharmed. 
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Magog’s gravelly laugh ended. “Alas, their gods will do 
nothing, for they are false, dead things. Ideas invented out of fear, 
or the greed for coin, or veneration. The one true God, Klerós, 
offers you the opportunity to serve him as he reshapes the world. 
Those who bow before him and abide by his laws shall live. You 
will be as servants to his chosen people, an honorable and 
fulfilling life free from politics, free from greed. With this comes 
also the gift of an everlasting life after death. But those who 
refuse this gift . . .” 

Magog extended his arms out to either side, hands appearing 
to grasp some unseen essence from the air, and Grobennar felt 
an immense volume of Klerós power fill the space. The prisoners 
in the center stiffened, then all as one fell to their knees. Their 
bodies contorted as if invisible strings from above had taken 
control, which, in a sense, they had. Their chests extended 
forward while their arms and heads slid back, and then came a 
chorus of screams. 

A dog began barking angrily to the right, and Magog smiled. 
“Even their beloved mongrels will suffer, for loyalty to evil is a 
crime as heinous as the evil itself.” The animal had taken up a 
defensive position between itself and its apparent owner, one of 
the thirteen. 

“No, not Leo!” cried a pudgy priest. “Please, not—” 
A blade of energy shot forth, and the dog released a 

horrifying yelp before collapsing to the ground, dead. A few 
gasps sounded from the onlookers, but these were quickly 
quieted. “There is to be no mercy where heresy is concerned. 
None whatsoever.” 

Grobennar saw thick tears streaming down the brown-
robed priest whose animal had just been slain. You will join the pup 
soon enough, thought Grobennar. 
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Magog returned his attention to the crescent of heretics, 
their bodies stiffening once again. Steam began rising from their 
eyes accompanied by screams of agony that seemed inhuman. 

Grobennar took this as his cue to avert his gaze. He’d seen 
this hundreds of times, and had never found it enjoyable to 
watch. He knew what came next, though Magog seemed to be 
taking it slower than usual, making sport of the public nature of 
the exercise. Their eyes would burn all the way through to their 
skulls, leaving behind charred sockets of empty space. Their skin 
would blister, in some places even bursting in sprays of whatever 
bodily fluid filled such things. No matter the nature of the crime, 
it took a special kind of sadism to appreciate such a sight; someone 
like Rajuban, confirmed Grobennar. 

When it was over, the crumpled forms of thirteen infidels 
lay as unmoving as the cobbles beneath them. Magog turned 
wordlessly and started back toward the stairs. “Release these 
witnesses and their thirteen ships.” 

“But . . .” The ill-advised protest of one of the Klerósi 
priests ended abruptly as Magog turned his head to regard him. 
The priest bowed until his forehead nearly touched the ground. 
“I—yes, of course, Your Eminence.” 

Magog must have been in a very good mood to allow such an 
act to go unpunished. He continued toward the stairs without 
further comment until he reached the space beside Grobennar. 
As he passed, he said calmly, “Mazi Grobennar, you will walk 
with me.” 

Grobennar shuddered, for while he believed everything had 
gone according to plan, the God-king had grown exceedingly 
unpredictable under the conniving tutelage of Fatu Mazi, 
Rajuban. Nevertheless, Grobennar knew he would be a fool to 
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eschew the God-king’s command. They fell into step as they 
ascended the stairs. “Your Grace?” said Grobennar. 

Magog’s air of authority remained, but there was a respect 
present in his tone that Grobennar had not heard in years. “You 
have done well here in preparing Brinkwell for the taking.” 

Grobennar blinked then his voice cracked as he responded, 
“Thank you.” He coughed to clear his throat as much as to 
determine what to say next. “I am pleased to hear you say so, 
though it was not so difficult. These people were easy targets for 
ones so blessed by Klerós as us.” 

“Of course.” 
Grobennar decided to add a touch of flattery. “And with 

such measures as you have just taken to send forth messages of 
warning with those escaping refugees, word of both Klerós’s 
mercy and your devastating might will quickly spread throughout 
the lands of Drogen. I suspect many will lay down their swords at 
the mere mention of your name.” 

Magog chuckled. “Ah, you understand my purpose.” 
Grobennar smiled, growing more comfortable as the tone of 

the conversation continued with such positivity. “Indeed. True 
genius, if you ask me.” 

Magog stopped walking as they reached a waist-high wall 
overlooking the entire fallen city of Brinkwell below. “Mazi 
Grobennar, I believe it was a mistake to demote you so severely, 
and with such haste.” 

Grobennar’s heart skipped a beat. He was going to be 
restored! Perhaps Rajuban had revealed his true nature to the 
God-king. Oh, how he would love to see the look on Rajuban’s 
face when he saw Grobennar wearing the golden sash of the 
High Priest once more. 
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Magog continued, “We have much to accomplish, and I 
believe the Empire’s goals will be better served by having 
someone of your experience and skill back at the helm.” 

This is it, yes, yes yes! Grobennar could barely contain his 
excitement. 

“You are to be the new Fatu Ma-gazi.” 
Grobennar blinked. Fatu Ma-gazi? Grobennar’s excitement 

buckled at those words, but only for the briefest of moments. 
Fatu Ma-gazi was the title for Secretary of War. With the 
expanded scope of the conquests to come, a Fatu Ma-gazi would 
wield more direct power over matters of state than even the High 
Priest. This promotion was still excellent news, though he 
couldn’t help but wonder what had become of the previous Fatu 
Ma-gazi. Grobennar had never been fond of the man, but 
Grobennar was no stranger to the woes of unexpected demotion. 
He would need to learn what Baelgred had done, if anything, to 
cause Magog’s scorn. This, however, was a consideration for 
another time. That, and the concern that Rajuban still had 
Magog’s ear; Grobennar would still need to tread carefully. 

Jaween, who had been obediently silent throughout this 
entire time, could contain himself no longer. 

“Ooooh Grobes! We’re back! We’re—” 
Magog interrupted the spirit’s celebratory comments. “See 

to it that a plan for the conquest of the rest of the Isles is ready to 
present in two days’ time. We’ll work out the logistics from there. 
Now go. Celebrate. I know what this restoration means to you, 
Fatu Ma-gazi. I have other tasks that require my attention.” 

Grobennar stared out at the conquered city of Brinkwell in 
stunned silence as the God-king departed, his cape ominously 
snapping behind him. Jaween buzzed in his head, but Grobennar 
hardly noticed. He basked in the wonder of a purpose restored. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Kibure 

      HE SUN CAST A WARM, comforting blanket upon Kibure’s     
     shirtless back as he leaned over to place a seed within the line 
of freshly tilled earth. “That’s it! Finished.” 

Beside him, a raaven’s coo answered excitedly and he 
smiled. He stood up, taking the damp towel from his waist and 
wringing some of the cool water onto his forehead. It traveled 
along his body, soothing the aches and pains of labor as it did. 

He glanced over to his home, a modest, single-room 
structure sitting alone between two fields—no, one field, while 
the other side nestled alongside a beautiful, lush forest filled with 
singing birds and plenty of game for Rave to capture. The fact 
that this had changed before his eyes in an instant did not seem at 
all strange to Kibure. Nothing was amiss. He took up his bag of 
seeds and returned to work, content to live out his days without a 
bother in the world. No one to please or displease; it was just 
Kibure and Rave and their ability to subsist. 

A nearby voice reminded him that he was not, in fact, alone. 
Who is that? he wondered. 

“I said, are you expecting rain soon? Don’t tell me you’ve 
gone deaf.” 

T  
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Kibure looked up to see his old friend, Tenkoran, more 
muscular than he remembered, a smile tugging at the corners of 
his mouth. Ah, yes, of course Tenk lives on the adjacent farm. How could I 
forget? 

Kibure felt a sudden drop in temperature at the mention of 
rain. “Yes, I suppose it will probably rain this very evening.” He 
looked behind him at a vast field of tilled soil. “I’ve just enough 
time to finish this last row. How goes the planting of your own 
fields?” 

Tenk, confident as ever, replied, “Oh, I finished weeks ago. 
Just enjoying the view from the shade beneath my favorite tree as 
I watch it grow. Woulda come over here to help, but I know how 
much you prefer the fruits of your own labor. Couldn’t rob you 
of that.” 

“That’s mighty kind of you,” said Kibure, sincerely. 
“Sure is.” 
Time passed, a moment, an hour. But Tenk finally said, 

“Say, how’d we end up here, anyhow?” 
Kibure was confused by the question. “I—I don’t recall.” 

He really didn’t. He didn’t know that there was supposed to have 
been a sequence of events leading to this place, a story about how 
he’d arrived at this farm. He was just . . . here. That was all he 
knew, and that was all he wanted to know. 

But Tenkoran was not satisfied with this answer. “But it 
doesn’t make sense, does it? You’re just a measly slave. So am I. 
We don’t deserve this. We deserve nothing less than the flame 
and an eternal gnashing of teeth.” 

Kibure looked up at Tenk. Something had changed. 
Something in the tone had shifted, and Kibure sensed the 
wrongness in his words. Rave did too, for his next coo was one 
of warning. Before Kibure’s eyes, Tenk’s face and body melted 
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into something entirely different. His arms grew, as did his chest 
and legs. His wool trousers became silky red and extended up to 
his neck as sleeves grew to cover the muscular Lugienese man. 
The transformation continued as deep-red scales covered his face 
and neck. Kibure imagined that these continued elsewhere but 
the red robe concealed the rest. 

Dread replaced serenity. This was no longer his friend. The 
God-king laughed—a throaty grinding sound like distant thunder, 
and the ground beneath Kibure’s feet shook. 

Kibure stumbled back. “What do you want?” His voice 
came out weak, barely audible amid the storm of Magog’s 
presence. 

The God-king continued to chuckle. “No need to fear, little 
one. I cannot hurt you in this place.” He looked from side to 
side. “Our paths will bring us together in the flesh soon enough. 
No, I have come here to tell you a story.” 

Confidence dripped from every ounce of the God-king’s 
being. It was like a heavy fog pressing down upon Kibure, 
forcing him to kneel as an admission of inferiority. He trembled 
and swallowed hard and whispered, “All right”—a pitiful note of 
acquiescence. 

Magog nodded. “This is a story from a time before the 
advent of ink and page, a story twisted by time and the mouths of 
those who do not wish the truth to be known. This is the story 
the Usurper, the Dark Lord, the Snake…he goes by many names, 
but he was first called Olem.” Magog placed both hands behind 
him, then cleared his throat before continuing. “Humankind was 
created by Klerós to rule over all of Doréa, and the spirits were to 
guide and teach them. For centuries, humankind and the spirits 
worshiped Klerós faithfully, for without him, they would not be. 
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Gifts of great power were given to each of the seven tribes, each 
with attributes specific to that tribe’s purpose within the world. 

“But as the centuries passed, a rebellious spirit grew jealous 
of the veneration given only to Klerós, and this spirit plotted 
against the one true God. This spirit, Olem, was clever and 
powerful, and used his cunning to seduce the tribes, turning them 
against their creator. In the end, only the Luguinden tribe 
remained loyal, and they and a number of spirits were driven out 
of the sacred lands of the east. But this was not enough. The 
Dark Lord could not bear the thought of the Luguinden people 
remaining alive to worship Klerós. So he sent others out of the 
sacred lands to seduce and corrupt. The most notable among 
them were the Asaaven. They built a great empire within the 
Hand of the Gods as a beacon of his greatness and brought war 
upon the Luguinden tribes of Klerós. Though the Asaaven were 
eventually defeated, the Dark Lord’s damaging corruption 
remained long after the wars. Only a single Luguinden tribe, the 
Lugienese, remained loyal to Klerós, and they were forced to flee 
to Angolia to escape destruction.” 

Kibure held his voice as steady as he could manage, his 
frustration at the rambling fairy tale giving him the courage to 
speak. “Why are you telling me all of this? What has any of this to 
do with me?” 

The God-king smiled. “Patience, little devil.” 
Little devil? Oh, right, he believes me some sort of agent of the Dark 

Lord . . . 
Magog had been pacing as he spoke, but he stopped, boring 

his angry eyes right into Kibure, who couldn’t help but look 
away. 

“A vestige of the Asaaven survived the wars. This vestige of 
evil has lain hidden for millennia like roaches beneath the rotting 
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remains of these fallen lands. The women who carry you from 
Brinkwell are among their number.” 

Kibure felt a tendril of fear. These women had fought 
priests of the Kleról back in Brinkwell and won. What if what 
Magog said about them was true? 

Magog continued. “The time has come for Klerós to regain 
his rightful seat as Lord over Doréa. These Asaaven witches 
intend to use you toward their own designs, toward the Dark 
Lord’s designs.” Magog shrugged. “I can hardly blame them. 
They fear the end of days, fear the renewed strength wielded by 
Klerós’s chosen people. The Asaaven, or what remains of them, 
need you in order to escape to the sacred lands of the ancient 
ones, the lands held by the Usurper. They believe that this will 
protect them from Klerós’s wrath. They could not be more 
wrong.” 

He turned his head and spat, an undignified action for a 
kinglike figure. “This remnant of the Asaaven will fall. The 
ancient ones will fall. Olem will fall. You will fall. Klerós’s time to 
reign supreme is coming, and there is nothing anyone can do to 
change this.” 

These words sparked something unexpected in Kibure as 
his thoughts went back to the attack of the Kraken and the 
eventual loss of the first friends Kibure had ever known. All at 
the hands of the Lugienese—the hands of Klerós. Kibure 
thought of all the slaves still toiling daily because Klerós deemed 
them unworthy of anything more. And this man—no, this 
monster—claimed to be some sort of Klerós incarnate. Kibure 
fought past his fear and spoke through gritted teeth. 

“You killed them.” 
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Confusion flashed across Magog’s face, but it was replaced a 
moment later with grin. “Ah, yes, of course, your slave friends. 
You should be proud. Their sacrifice serves a great purpose.” 

Kibure shouted with a voice as frail as his own frame, 
“You—you—you’re a butcher! Your ‘god’ is a butcher!” 

Kibure knew the insult did him no good, that this God-king 
cared nothing for the denigrations of a slave, but it felt good to 
shout them nonetheless. 

Magog dismissed it all with wave of his hand. “I am what I 
need to be, much as you are.” He spread his arms out wide and 
continued as if Kibure had said nothing. “Alas, the time comes 
when you will be forced to see reason. The question is whether 
this will be before or after you doom millions to eternal 
damnation.” He paused, then judged Kibure’s silence as an 
opportunity to continue. “The Lugienese people have been 
chosen as heirs of this world. Chosen to bring about order and 
salvation—” 

Kibure interrupted angrily. “You mean murder and 
enslavement.” 

Magog continued as if Kibure hadn’t spoken. “The ancient 
ones to the east would have you believe that to submit to 
Klerós’s rule is to surrender one’s ‘freedom.’ This is their greatest 
lie. They wish only to maintain their twisted version of paradise 
on Doréa, and the Asaaven are no different.” He shook his red, 
scaly head. “It has been prophesied that you, the Dark Lord’s 
agent, will be presented the opportunity to help save the lives of 
many, but it is known that you will make the same selfish choice 
as Olem and his followers. At least now you will be unable to 
claim ignorance when you stand before for judgment, for you 
have been educated on the matter. Your damnation will be 
justified.” 
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Kibure was shaking. But something about all of this seemed 
out of place. In fact, all of it seemed out of place. How was 
Magog here with him? Where even was ‘this’? He hadn’t 
considered either until now, but now that he did, he was certain 
he was right. He needed to be right. 

“You—you’re not really here.” 
Magog’s mirth returned. 
Kibure continued, louder, so as to not be drowned out by 

the God-king. “You’re not here. It is you that is a lie.” 
 The God-king tilted his head back and his laughter shook 

even the sky, which was being swallowed by the shadows of a 
great storm. 

Kibure was still terrified, but if this was his dream . . . 
His hands formed fists and his body filled with heat. He 

lifted both arms and shouted “This is my dream! GET! OUT!” 
Everything went still and Magog angled his powerful chin 

down so his deep, bottomless eyes met Kibure’s own. He sneered 
and nodded just before he and the rest of the storm winked out 
of sight. 

Kibure felt weak and his legs collapsed beneath him. He 
melted into the soil below, tears streaking his cheeks before 
dropping to stain the earth as he too faded from this place, from 
this dream, from this nightmare. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Kibure 

      IBURE SUCKED IN A DEEP breath of air, and the musty smell  
      belowdeck returned him to reality. He opened his eyes and 
yelped. Rave’s beady eyes were just a hand’s breadth from his 
own. Rave responded with a coo then leaped into the air, circling 
the space before returning to land upon Kibure’s chest. 

The hatch to the deck opened above and a beam of bright 
light shot down, causing Kibure to bring up an arm to protect his 
still unadjusted eyes. A gray-robed woman scurried down the 
companionway and rushed over to kneel beside him. “What 
afflicts you?” asked Vardya. 

Kibure considered the question as he oriented himself with 
reality, a stark contrast to where he had just been. His heart was 
still pounding and a cold film of sweat coated his skin. 

“I . . .” It had been different from the “demon dreams” he 
had previously experienced. This one had color and sound, and 
Magog hadn’t even attempted to kill him this time. There was 
certainly nothing real about Kibure being free on a farm of his 
own—or Tenk being anything other than— 

Kibure closed his eyes tight at the thought. Tenk was dead. 
Kibure winced. He had abandoned his friend, left him for dead. 

K
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Vardya stared at him. “Well?” Her expression of concern 
quickly shifted to one of agitation, eyes narrowing, pale 
complexion flushing. 

Kibure shook off thoughts of Tenk. “Bad dream. I’m okay.” 
Vardya rolled her eyes, then offered him a water skin. 

“Drink.” 
He took a long pull from the skin before standing. “Thank 

you. I just need some fresh air.” 
He followed Vardya to the main deck then found a space 

alone to lean against the smooth wooden railing toward the bow. 
The breeze wicked away his remaining sweat. The smell of salt 
and the taste of the sea air helped calm his nerves after both the 
intrusion of Magog and the reminder of Tenk’s inevitable demise. 
Will the guilt of that choice ever fade? 

Rave flew over and perched upon his shoulder. At least I still 
have Rave. 

“Where are we headed, little buddy?” A rhetorical question. 
He knew Rave wouldn’t, couldn’t, answer. But the black little 
creature nestled in tighter, and Kibure relaxed as he looked out at 
the endless expanse of water illuminated by the rising sun along 
the horizon. It was a peaceful, calming sight. 

“Wherever it is, it can’t be worse than the Lugienese 
Empire, or even Brinkwell, right?” 

*** 
Kibure followed the group of eight women through the 

knee-deep water to shore, then across a narrow beach toward the 
wild forest that dominated the island. Kibure detected a small 
release of magic as Vardya extended a hand; the thick jungle 
brush fell away to reveal a pathway marked by flat stones worn 
smooth from use. Kibure followed Vardya along the path, but 
slowed as the light of day was replaced by gloom. He turned to 
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see the forest close behind him, the sand and sea disappearing 
from sight. After weeks stuck on a small ship, he was glad to 
finally be moving, but there was something foreboding about the 
sudden disappearance of day. 

Rave flew alongside the other raaven up ahead, providing 
Kibure the shred of confidence he needed. Rave had been a good 
judge of character thus far. If Kibure could trust anyone or 
anything, it was Rave. 

They crossed several minor stone bridges spanning brooks 
and gullies, the gentle sound of trickling water coming and going 
as they did. Movement caught his eye off the right of the path. A 
fallen tree was slowly drifting along the ground, twisting ever so 
slightly as they passed—eyes! That’s not a tree. He gasped, but tried 
to keep his composure. Its body was thicker around than his own 
and many times longer. He’d seen the vipers of the desert 
consume rats twice as thick as their own bodies. By Kibure’s 
calculations, a human would be no difficulty at all for this 
colossal serpent. 

One of the women who walked behind him must have 
noticed his change in posture. She said softly, “You need not fear 
Svetlana. You are no concern of hers, not so long as you’re 
accompanied by us.” 

Kibure gulped. What sort of people kept a pet snake the size 
of a wagon? 

Up ahead the women in his retinue began disappearing one 
by one directly into a wall of stone. As he neared, Kibure held 
out a hand and watched in amazement as it disappeared from 
sight. Vardya guided him through the illusion into the hidden 
passage, the sound of the water suddenly dampened once and for 
all. 
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As they moved through the stone channel, Kibure noted the 
contrast to the roughly hewn corridors he recalled from 
Brinkwell. This passageway was marked by perfectly rounded 
ceilings, shaped as if by . . .  

Dread returned as Kibure recalled how powerless he was as 
he descended into the den of these women, friends of monster 
snakes and all. 

That thought dissolved as the corridor opened up to a 
balcony overlooking a massive chamber. Kibure sucked in a 
quick breath and held it as he marveled at the sight before him. 
Concealed within the massive cavern lay an entire city, visible by 
the light of a hundred softly glowing orbs. Kibure stared in 
wonder, counting dozens of stone buildings, all marked by the 
shadows cast by curving arcs and pillars, each etched with 
geometric shapes, letters, and even creatures hewn deep into their 
surfaces. At the city’s center lay an amphitheater with seating 
enough for dozens upon dozens of spectators. 

Vardya startled him with a hand on the shoulder. “Welcome 
to Purgemon.” 
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CHAPTER 3 

Kibure 

     IBURE’S ESCORTS BROUGHT HIM DOWN a sloping walkway to  
    the floor of the cavern, then through a street lined by rows of 
the exquisite structures. A number of the city’s occupants paused 
to stare before returning to their tasks. Unlike in Brinkwell, these 
folks did not have the perpetual urgency to their movements that 
he had come to expect from city dwellers; everyone here 
appeared to be going about their tasks with the kind of practiced 
grace one might gain from a lifetime of experience, but without 
the frail, strained movements of the arthritic. These people 
managed gracefully youthful movements that reminded Kibure 
just how far from normal this was. 

Kibure noted that even here, every person he saw wore a 
similarly fashioned cloak of gray—no, not gray—silver. Unlike 
the unremarkable wool cloaks worn by his escorts, these 
garments shimmered. They seemed to almost glow in the soft 
light cast by the unnatural spherical orbs that lined the streets. 

Then Kibure noticed something more disconcerting. Of all 
the people he had seen, not one soul appeared to be male. And 
while he was no expert on the rules of procreation, he was pretty 
certain men played a role in that process. Surely a city like this 
could not survive generations as these women claimed without at 

K
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least a few men. A chill captured Kibure’s breath as he was 
directed into a building to the left. He shook his head. No, this 
can’t be like that. 

The small room was dominated by five ornate chairs set 
upon an elevated curved platform, arranged in a semicircle. 
Opposite the chairs were two long stone benches arranged for 
small audiences. Kibure was directed to sit on the bench closest 
to the raised platform housing five chairs. His escorts took their 
seats, Vardya to his left, a woman called Emin to his right, and 
Andra beside her. Upon the five chairs rested four women; the 
chair at the center was currently unoccupied. If Kibure’s 
“liberators” had appeared eerily ageless, which they certainly did, 
the women in the chairs before him were ancient. Whereas the 
women who had stolen away with him in Brinkwell had pale skin 
and jet-black hair much like his own, the women before him had 
hair of stark white, and their skin, while not crinkled with age, 
seemed stretched too thin across their bony faces. And their eyes, 
which he now realized bore into him like knives, appeared to 
hold within them the kind of depth found only from years of 
seeing, judgment passing with every blink of their primordial lids. 
These four women wore the same silver robes as all the other 
women in this strange city, only the fabric of their collars was a 
shimmering gold. 

The women on the platform rose to their feet. Everyone 
else in the room did so as well, so Kibure mimicked the action, 
unsure why until he saw another woman enter from somewhere 
behind the platform. She too wore a silver robe with a golden 
collar, except hers was followed by a long golden cape. As she 
moved to stand before her chair on the platform, her cape 
seemed to almost float in the air behind her. There was 
something about the movement that struck Kibure wrong, as if 
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the cape itself was floating, like the fabric was lighter than the air 
around it. In any case, this ancient-looking woman with long 
white hair and magical golden cape held the attention of every 
person in the room, a specter to be obeyed without the utterance 
of a single word. She extended both hands before her and only 
then did everyone in the room sit. She then took her own seat. 

One look at this central woman framed by the four others 
made Kibure wonder if he hadn’t been passed from one evil to 
another. 

He felt the weight of their collective stare. He also felt the 
subtle touch of magic, closer to what he had felt from the Klerósi 
priest who had invaded his mind, though without the same sense 
of revolting violation. This was more like a pair of soft, ethereal 
hands reaching out to brush against him as he passed. He still 
found it unsettling, as if he was wearing far less than the simple 
white robe he had been given to wear onboard the ship. Even 
Rave had nestled himself around Kibure’s neck, clinging tight as 
if someone was pulling at him in an attempt to separate the two 
of them. 

Kibure could not hold the gaze of any of these women, so 
he looked to the ground until the inspection had ended. 
Fortunately, that came swiftly, replaced by a voice. Kibure looked 
up to see the ancient one seated at the centermost chair leaning 
forward as she said, “Welcome to Purgemon. I am Lady Atticus 
of the She’yar, the remnant. You are the child of the prophecies? 
The one with the power to wield the kosmí and cultivate the 
seed? The one who will return us to the lands of old?” 

Magog’s warning about these women from within his 
nightmare flashed across Kibure’s mind. The Asaaven, or what 
remains of them, need you in order to escape to the sacred lands of the ancient 
ones. He reminded himself that it had been nothing more than a 
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meaningless nightmare, and he knew this was true, but still . . . a 
strange coincidence? It didn’t help that the woman speaking to 
him now was downright terrifying. 

Kibure glanced from side to side to confirm that her glare 
was directed right at him. He was supposed to respond in some 
way. The woman—Lady Atticus?—had spoken an intelligible 
version of Lugienese, but what she had said made such little 
sense. What had she asked? Something about a seed? Knowing 
some response was required, but that he had no answer to give, 
Kibure compromised with, “I—I do not know.” 

The woman’s glare sharpened without a single change in her 
expression. Kibure sighed in relief when those eyes, penetrating 
as they were, plunged instead into Vardya. 

“Vardya, you have traveled all this way with him, yet the boy 
is not even aware of his own purpose?” 

Vardya bowed. “Lady Atticus, as I last reported, he has 
demonstrated the ability to touch the natural world, enter the 
spiritual realm of his own accord, and was being held captive by 
the enemy beneath the skies of the concurrent moons. More 
signs than this are beyond my calling to assess. I leave the telling 
of futures and purpose to those best qualified.” She bowed her 
head toward the ancient beings before them. 

An awkward silence passed over the room before the 
woman in the cape stood, her hands gripping the arms of the 
chair to help her rise. “If he is the one, his training will need to 
begin in earnest. The enemy will be ever zealous now that they 
know we have the boy.” 

Kibure felt exposed once again as the ancient one moved 
her gaze over him. “Once again, I am called Lady Atticus. What 
do you call yourself?” 
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His voice was embarrassingly shaky, but he was glad to at 
least know the answer to a question. “I am called Kibure.” 

“Well, Kibure, as you may or may not be aware”—she 
glanced back at Vardya for a moment before continuing—“my 
people, the She’yar, have been searching for you for a long time. 
We have been cut off from our ancestral lands for millennia. The 
She’yaren people believe that you are the one destined to return 
us home. However, we will not force you to do our bidding, for 
doing so would be a violation of more than one of our core 
tenets. Therefore, you must elect do this of your own free will.” 

Lady Atticus paused to let that sink in, which was good 
because his mind felt like a clogged drain and any further words 
in that moment would have stagnated anyhow. What had already 
been said was enough to make him weary of regurgitation. 

The fact that he was being given a choice put some of his 
fears about these women at ease. An evil demigod like Magog 
would have forced him to do his bidding, probably would have 
tortured him. These women were at least kind enough to ask. 

He felt the eyes of everyone upon him. They were waiting 
for a response. “Um . . . what would I need to do?” 

He cursed to himself. They must think I’m an idiot. I can hardly 
use whatever powers they think I have, and I’m speaking about as well as 
Rave at the moment. 

The ancient one did not smile, but her voice grew softer, 
almost enough to suggest there was at least one fiber of 
compassion within. “You will need to undergo a strict regimen of 
training. If you are to do what you were created to do, you must 
learn to harness your abilities to the fullest extent.” 

Kibure gulped. “And what happens to me should I not 
agree to do this?” 
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Ah, there’s the old glare, he thought. His moment of inner 
humor faded as the severity of the woman’s expression 
threatened to empty his bladder. 

“Should you choose to ignore your calling, you will be cast 
out. Sent to a village far to the east where you would be under 
careful watch, but free to live your remaining days in this world. 
You would receive rudimentary training before being allowed to 
leave, but only so much as what would be necessary to keep you 
from harming yourself or others.” 

Kibure felt his own scowl coming on. “So I would be free in 
name alone?” 

Lady Atticus’s voice took on an agitated edge. “You would 
be one of the only human visitors to have ever entered Purgemon 
and left with their life. We do not often allow such a thing.” 

Kibure felt frustration building. They hadn’t rescued him; 
they had stolen a tool needed to perform a task, nothing more. 
Emboldened by this realization, he responded, “You really should 
have mentioned this before bringing me down here. That would 
have expanded my options.” 

How Lady Atticus’s glare managed to sharpen further, 
Kibure did not know. Any more so and she might cut her own face with 
it. “Your options were set at birth,” she said. “You did not 
choose these paths, not did we; they were set before you. We 
have simply added to them. Or would you have preferred to 
remain in Lugienese custody?” 

His confidence waned at that remark. It was a fair point. But 
did it mean that he owed these people his life? Perhaps so. Did 
this mean he needed to sacrifice his freedom entirely? Oh the 
irony of this “freedom” he was being offered! 

He considered this and wasn’t certain he wished to enslave 
himself to them simply because they had rescued him. After all, 
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they had only done so because of what they had to gain if he 
agreed now to do their bidding. 

The pressure to make a decision weighed so heavily that 
Kibure wondered how much longer his chair would support him. 
He was being offered the opportunity to finally learn how to 
wield his magic. The vile curse that had been at the center of all 
of his problems in the first place could soon become an asset. 
And yet in so choosing that path, he would forfeit his chance at 
experiencing freedom, at least in the near future. Am I willing to 
give up my own freedom? He knew the answer and finally shook his 
head. 

“No. I will not forfeit this chance at freedom. I am grateful 
to have been rescued from captivity, but I do not wish to 
condemn myself to servitude once again, even temporary 
servitude.” 

Murmurs spread through the small chamber, though Lady 
Atticus seemed unfazed by his words. In fact, she appeared to 
have expected them. “We live in a fallen world filled with lust for 
the self. Most would choose the same; to cherish such freedom 
for the brief time such freedom will exist before the Lugienese 
come to sweep it away for good.” 

Kibure had averted his eyes, looking instead to the stone 
floor, but he glanced at up at those words. “Lugienese?” 

Lady Atticus nodded. “Surely you know that we are entering 
into the end of days here in this world, or at least this part of it. 
The Lugienese will not end their purge with Brinkwell or the 
Isles. The prophecies are clear: the evils of the west will consume 
the land until they have ravaged everything to the easternmost 
peaks.” 

She stopped to let the gravity of her words sink in. It did. 
Kibure felt a tug on his heart, though he attempted to ignore it. 
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After an uncomfortable silence, he said, “And you believe I am 
the only one capable of stopping this from happening? But only 
if I agree to enter into your service, to be trained as a wizard?” 

Lady Atticus answered matter-of-factly, “In a manner of 
speaking, yes, though wizard is probably not the right word for 
what you would become.” 

He considered the Lugienese . . . what would they do with 
him when they eventually found him, even if it was months or 
years from now? He considered his time in captivity, the man 
who had violated the innermost sanctity of his mind. Perhaps this 
was reason enough to enslave himself to this apparent enemy of 
his enemy. 

He knew that he was being manipulated on some level, 
perhaps many levels, yet the mere thought of facing Lugienese 
captivity again was so paralyzing that his mouth moved almost of 
its own accord and words flowed forth. Even if he chose to 
remain behind, he would face the Lugienese as a wielder of 
magic, not a helpless babe. “I will do it.” 

There was a quiet stirring among all in attendance. “I do 
what you need of me,” he added, “and then you will release me 
entirely. I will be free to leave this place, with or without you.” 

The murmurs halted, and the ancient one smiled with her 
lips only. “Very well, Kibure. Once you have completed the tasks 
of our prophecy, we will release you to your own fate.” 

Feeling the fabric of his white robe sticking to his sweaty 
skin, he added, “And I want one of those fancy robes.” 

Lady Atticus replied stoically, “You will be provided a robe 
if, and only if, you demonstrate competence. We still don’t know 
for certain that you are indeed the one who was foretold.” 

Heads nodded in agreement like leaves bobbing to the same 
gust of wind. 
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It was worth a try, he thought as he squirmed uncomfortably 
in the musty garment. 

Lady Atticus continued, “The training will be difficult, but 
once it has begun, this choice of yours cannot be undone. You 
will need to see this through. Do you understand?” 

Not really, no. But he nodded yes, cleared his dry throat, and 
replied, “I understand.” 

The ancient one nodded in return. 
“Vardya, you will see to this, and then you will return to me. 

We have much to discuss regarding your time away.” 
Vardya inclined her head once again. “Yes, mistress, of 

course. I will see him to a room, then call upon Lady Helda to 
join us at the Acrogean as soon as—” 

“No!” Lady Atticus’s voice slammed down upon Vardya’s 
own like a wood-splitting hammer. “We haven’t the time to go 
about his training through traditional means. The enemy moves. 
The boy must be sent to the Paideia. I will send for Lady 
Drymus. Go now.” 

Everyone in the room had risen to their feet, an act of 
respect, Kibure figured, or perhaps because this woman’s act of 
rising signaled an end to the meeting. In any event, they were all 
standing as he was ushered back into the street. Kibure noted the 
nervous glances passing among the women. He had the feeling 
that wherever he was being sent, it would not be as pleasant as he 
had been hoping. 

They followed the main street through the beautiful 
underground city. As he walked, he felt occasional prickles of 
what he could only assume were the uses of magic. These tingly 
flutters, however, were smooth and faint, unlike his recollections 
of Sindri’s magic before she had lost it. This was more like 
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walking through the forest beneath the Drisko Mountains with 
leaves and needles brushing his skin. 

As Kibure followed his escorts, the magnificence of the city 
was increasingly muted by the tension in the body language 
adopted by his escort at being told to take him to—wherever it 
was they were headed. 

Rave emerged from overhead and came to land on his 
shoulder, nestling his nose into Kibure’s neck. This gave him 
much-needed comfort. With all the change he had experienced, 
Rave was the most consistent thing he knew. The furry little 
enigma was his rock, the little guardian who was always there for 
him. 

They reached a tall, elaborately framed door at the other side 
of the city, carved into the wall that curved toward the towering 
stone roof above. A sweep of the woman’s hand, another ripple 
of magic, and the door opened to allow their entry into a dark 
corridor. 

Rave released a loud coo, then raced away, out of the space 
that would be his newest prison. 

So much for always being there for me, thought Kibure wryly. 
He sighed and followed his escort through an unlit tunnel; 

Vardya lifting a hand as an orb of light sprang to life, illuminating 
the space before them. A short while later, the path widened to 
expose a circular room, devoid of anything but the stone that 
marked its walls. 

“I will see you when this portion of your training has been 
completed.” 

Vardya didn’t meet his eyes before turning to leave, her 
magically summoned orb of light with her. Something about this 
small gesture and its of lack decorum made Kibure uneasy, that 
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and the absolute darkness as a stone door closed behind her, a 
door that had not been there when they entered the room. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Rajuban 

        IGH PRIEST RAJUBAN WOUND HIS way down the dank steps  
      below the ancient foundation of the palace. His desire to be 
closer to the Lugienese conquests in the east was deferred by the 
picturesque preparations he made while remaining in the capital. 
At least for now. I’ve always preferred to play the long game. The 
foundations of this great construct are nearly complete. There will be ample 
time to decorate later. 

He smiled to himself as he recalled the years of subtle 
comments, favors, and humiliations he had been forced to endure 
before he was able to finally dislodge one of his oldest enemies, 
Grobennar, from his seat of favor with the God-king. There had 
been times when he had despaired, believing the task too great 
even for his masterful schemes, but at long last he had succeeded 
in ascending to the highest position possible, and his momentum 
would continue until he was marked the greatest High Priest ever 
to don the sash, and perhaps more. 

Of course, Grobennar continued to claw at the grave. The 
God-king had taken one trip without Rajuban’s “guidance” and 
suddenly Grobennar was christened Secretary of War, a position 
second only to Rajuban’s own. Apparently the invasion of 
Brinkwell had occurred without flaw. Rajuban chided himself for 

H
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not being more involved. Grobennar had a particularly annoying 
way of defying mundane odds. Rajuban would bleed to continue 
to ensure that Grobennar’s odds were anything but ordinary. 

He sighed. For every great accomplishment seen in the light, one must 
complete a great many more in the shadows. 

His nose twitched at the powerful scent of sulfur while the 
hem of his robes grew heavy with the mire from the perpetually 
damp stone corridor. Rajuban carried in his left hand a single 
torch, the illumination from which served only to confirm that 
the door he sought remained several paces away. I really should talk 
to Magog about having this prisoner relocated to the main dungeon. How 
dangerous could the old man manqué truly be? Perhaps not at all. However, 
the best-kept secrets are best-kept secret. He nodded to himself and 
increased his pace. 

Reaching the door at last, Rajuban pulled out the key he had 
borrowed from the pair of guards stationed at the entrance to this 
long-neglected wing of the archaic fortress. The hinge creaked as 
the High Priest pushed. The mixed odors of human waste, filth, 
and sulfur assaulted his senses, and Rajuban shuddered as he 
worked through an incantation that would dull them. Even still, 
he could taste the stagnant, putrid air. He strode over to the 
sconce along the adjacent wall and lit an additional torch, then set 
his own on the floor beside the stone chair he had coerced the 
guards to transport several moons prior. 

A tangle of greasy, shoulder-length curls dangled from a 
downcast face. The former High Priest sat with his back against 
the wall, knees akimbo, elbows resting atop them, leaving his 
forearms and hands dangling limp above bare feet. He looked the 
part of a defeated man one thousand times over. 

Rajuban did his best to greet the man in a voice of joviality, 
though he knew there was no way he could wash away the sound 
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of condescension that came with his station, especially when 
conversing with he who sat before him, a living obscenity. “Now, 
now, is this any way to greet your High Priest, old friend? I know 
it has been ages since you yourself wore the robes of honor, but 
this is not my first excursion here.” He exhaled. “I only ask for 
the smallest semblance of deference. After all, I’m the closest 
thing you have to a comrade in all the world. You should be 
grateful I come at all. Klerós alone knows the depths of suffering 
that comes with all these years in isolation.” 

The man did not move, hadn’t so much as acknowledged 
his arrival. Rajuban leaned in closer, listening now for breathing. 
Don’t tell me the bloke has perished on me. 

He took a step closer, then squatted, just beyond reach, and 
listened. He heard only the faintest sound of air, a wheezing of 
the lungs. Alive. Good. Splendid. I need to have him fed a little better, 
though. He is far too close to death for my liking. How am I to extract 
secrets from a man so near to death that he might cross over at the mere 
suggestion of pain? 

“Baldemar, you know why I have come.” 
The man remained a deathly statue. Rajuban grunted, then 

stood so he could pull out the loaf of bread he had brought, 
along with a skin of wine. The cheese he set aside; that was the 
treat this man would be denied until he offered a proper greeting. 
Rajuban took a long pull from the skin, reinserted the plug, and 
dropped the skin between the man’s feet. He then extended the 
loaf of bread. Baldemar still gave no reaction. 

“Hey!” Rajuban smacked the living corpse across the face 
with the bread. “Take your gifts, heathen. Unlike you, I have a 
schedule. You know, with events and engagements. You 
remember having responsibilities now, don’t you? Now more 
than ever. Yes, did you know? The purge is well under way. I 
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believe this slipped my mind during our last visit. Anyway, I’ve 
many strings to pull in order to stay ahead of my enemies, both 
within and without the Empire.” 

Bloodshot eyes slowly rolled up to meet the extended bread. 
Then a set of grimy, shaky hands took hold. 

“That’s it, marvelous. To receive a gift with gratitude is a 
sign of a healthy, humble spirit. All right, then. Shall we begin?” 

Rajuban walked over to sit in the chair opposite the 
prisoner, then brought hands to his lap. “Now. Word of our 
conquests has brought about renewed interest in a topic that I 
believe you may be able to assist with. In exchange for your 
compliance, I am willing to offer you something grand. Are you 
ready to hear my offer?” 

The broken soul looked up through his tangled hair and said 
in a hoarse voice, “I have been down here for many years. I have 
told you, and the High Priest before you, and the one before that. 
I have told each of you everything I know. Just let me pass on to 
the next life of suffering that awaits me. I could use a change of 
scenery.” 

Rajuban scoffed, “I am not like the others. They were all 
insipid buffoons with no grasp of the larger board upon which 
this game is played. Now. Questions. Word has traveled here 
from our conquest of Brinkwell that there was a contingent of 
women who wielded a form of magic that resisted castration, 
much like the tazamines we find from time to time within the 
Empire. They were said to wear gray cloaks.” 

The prisoner attempted not to react, but he was no master 
of deception like Rajuban. His face may as well have gone wide-
eyed in recognition. 

Rajuban continued, “It is my understanding that the 
prisoner who seduced you all those years ago fit the description 
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of these women, including the garb. Well, that is, before she was 
imprisoned. It was also said that she resisted the castrations set 
upon her. You spent months questioning her before she 
convinced you to betray your loyalties to Klerós and the Empire. 
And as I said, I am no patsy. I have a new theory about the extent 
of your relationship.” 

Rajuban tsked, and walked over to crouch before the man. 
“I believe that you betrayed more than just your political 
oaths . . .” He awaited a response, but the man showed nothing 
so he continued, “You defiled your oath of purity to the 
Lugienese race. You allowed not only one prisoner to escape, but 
two.” 

The man paused as he chewed the bread, but only for a 
moment before resuming. He made no other reaction. Let’s see 
how he does with this. “We have found the child, though this 
abomination is now grown. However, the expected propensity 
for betrayal appears to be hereditary, and has been revealed to the 
fullest extent. If you aid me, I will allow you to see the fruit of 
your lust. It will not be long until this anathema, this 
abomination, has been taken into our custody. And after this, I 
may even allow you to at long last enter into the next life. But 
none of it can happen if you don’t first help me understand this 
witchcraft of theirs.” 

The prisoner began to struggle for breath. Was he choking? 
I’m going to have to touch this disgusting bag of flesh, aren’t I? 

Just before he did, he realized he had misjudged. Baldemar 
wasn’t choking; he was laughing. Rajuban’s blood boiled. How 
dare he! And what could possibly be so humorous about this? I’m offering to 
reunite him with his only living kin before finally concluding his torment. He 
drew in his magic, a dark rage threatening to overtake his need to 
keep the prisoner alive. 
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Baldemar spoke then. “Finally. I thought she had been 
wrong. After so many years, I’m ashamed to say that I doubted. I 
started to believe that I had imagined her last words.” He 
resumed his madman’s laughter, the sound echoing around the 
small prison of stone and mud, each hearty exhalation a slap to 
Rajuban’s pride. 

“What are you—stop laughing!” 
Baldemar did not stop. The chilling sound intensified as he 

spoke, each word blending into infuriating guffaws. “I feel your 
magic, but you won’t kill me. Not yet. Not yet. Not yet.” 

Rajuban felt his grip on restraint slipping. The man was 
taunting him. He’s gone completely mad. There is no use for him. 

“She was right all along,” Baldemar continued, his words 
stilted by his boisterous laughter. “You are a fool; you’ll fail to 
collect all of the pieces in time to stop them. You’ll—” 

Rajuban’s ire overtook his good sense, and he sent a wave of 
air at Baldemar, slamming him hard against the wall. But 
recognition of the man’s last words prevented Rajuban from 
finishing the job. 

He can’t possibly know about the stones. He must be speaking 
metaphorically. He’s a raving lunatic. But if Baldemar did know about 
Magog and Rajuban’s active search to reunite the ancient relics of 
power, what else did he know? Rajuban had attempted to delve 
into the man’s mind on two occasions, but had found nothing 
but dead ends. Baldemar’s mind had been somehow damaged, or 
perhaps protected. But he was right about one thing: Rajuban 
could not eliminate him. Not yet. He needed to secure this man’s 
kin. Perhaps that would be enough to turn him. 

Rajuban turned and started out of the cell, then paused and 
stooped to retrieve the cheese he had set aside. Indubitably, no gift 
today. Rajuban’s fury had become a nervous energy that he had 
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not felt in some time. This was a wrinkle in his plans he had not 
expected, and the unexpected was always perilous. He clenched 
his jaw as he whacked the door to the cell closed behind him. The 
man is trapped hundreds of feet below ground. He is no threat to anyone. 

Then the voice in his mind that had remained obediently 
silent spoke. “You should just kill him. He reeks of the enemy’s schemes. 
Every wretched breath he takes is a step toward disaster. Feed his blood to 
the stone beneath your feet!” 

Rajuban’s hand went to the place on his chest, just beneath 
the skin where the red gemstone had been buried. “I will not 
discard valuable information. Not yet.” That last word resulted in 
a mouthful of bile as he recalled Baldemar’s maniacal words: Not 
yet. Not yet. Not yet. 

“As you wish, Raj. But do but not think to blame me when the 
enemy’s wicked scheme comes to pass. And I will not withhold the ‘I told you 
so’s.’” 

Rajuban ignored the spirit, and as he passed into the 
refreshing air of the palace beyond the stairwell, he barked to the 
guards, “Ensure that the prisoner is nursed back to health. He 
may have an injury to his head.” The guards nodded their 
understanding. “And double his rations. I need him healthy for 
questioning when next I visit.” 

Rajuban tossed the cheese to the guard nearest him then 
headed straight for Magog’s chambers. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Sindri 

       INDRI STOOD BESIDE AYNWARD, APART from the rest of the  
     crew. He had pulled her aside while the ship was being 
secured to the dock in the Isles city of Tung. 

“Are you sure you won’t accompany me to Salmune? It’s 
likely the safest place in all the world at this point. I could sure 
use your unique perspective in attempting to convince my father 
that the Lugienese threat is indeed very real.” 

Sindri did her best to maintain an expression of heartfelt 
consideration. Perhaps Prince Aynward was wholly concerned 
with keeping his Kingdom safe, but he was also a young male 
who had been stuck on a small ship for weeks with only three 
other women for company. One of them, Minathi, appeared fully 
taken by the other boy, Kyllean; and Arella, well, she was nearly 
as odd as the wizard, Draílock. 

It was therefore no surprise to Sindri that she had caught 
Aynward goggling on more than one occasion during the voyage 
from Brinkwell to Tung. He had not yet mastered the subtleties 
of the sidelong glance that some of his older male counterparts 
possessed. While she found it flattering, Sindri had no time or 
patience to deflect his advances, should they come. 

S
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She smiled then sighed for effect, and hoped that her 
improving control of the Kingdom tongue would convey the 
intended balance of thankfulness and polite refusal. She was still 
far from confident with the language. “I thank of you for such 
kind words and offer; alas, I cannot go of this place with you. For 
now I have need to be here in Tung.” Then she added, “Maybe 
our path crosses in the future.” That last part was pure fiction. 
She knew they would never see each other again. She expected 
her life would end sometime in the next few weeks, depending 
upon the ambitions of the Lugienese. 

“You sure? The heart of the Kingdom is probably the safest 
place in the world right now.” 

She shook her head. “I have spoken.” 
He nodded his understanding, eyes downcast. 
Sindri took no pleasure in the disappointment she saw on 

the boy’s expression, but she was well adapted to all forms of 
disappointment. “Farewell, Prince Aynward.” Raising her voice 
to include the others, she said, “Many thanks to all of you. I have 
wishes for your long life and health.” 

The dark, creamy-skinned woman named Minathi extended 
arms toward her, and Sindri had no choice but to accept. The 
embrace was warm, and genuine. Minathi said to her, “I can’t 
believe you’re forcing me to have to travel the rest of the way 
alone with these two louts. But I understand your choice and I 
wish you well.” She released the hug and stepped back. “And do 
please kill as many of those blasted fanatics as you can!” 

Sindri looked up and gave her a devious smile. “I intend to.” 
Next came Kyllean, though he extended only a hand, as was 

proper. “If all the new magic learning stuff doesn’t pan out in 
time, don’t forget your aptitude with those blazing daggers of 
yours!” 
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Sindri smiled sadly at that remark. She had especially 
enjoyed sparring with the Tal-Don boy, whose unique skills with 
a sword had helped sharpen her own. She had sparred with both 
boys, and while Aynward was very skilled, Kyllean was fluid to 
the point of artistry. In fact, if she wasn’t mistaken, she would say 
he utilized some form of subtle magic, himself. She would miss it. 

With nothing left to say, she nodded and turned down the 
gangplank, glad that Draílock and Arella had remained down 
below for her departure. 

“Sindri, just where are you going?” 
Ugh. She turned to see Draílock standing at the edge of the 

ship. 
Must I repeat myself to everyone? She continued moving and 

shouted back, “I have already told of you. I go to find where I 
can be in this city to kill Klerósi priests when they arrive.” 

Draílock had attempted to convince Sindri to continue east 
with him and Arella, as had been her initial intentions, but with 
her magical abilities improving over the last few weeks, and the 
certainty that they would not be able to find Kibure even if she 
wished, Sindri had decided instead upon vengeance. She figured 
that if the Lugienese waited several more weeks before arriving, 
as was the best estimates at this time, she would be strong 
enough to kill many of her old brethren before falling herself. 
Granted her improvement would likely slow once she was no 
longer under the tutelage of two skilled wielders; there was 
nothing to be done about that. She had made up her mind. No 
more running. 

A shape materialized beside her as she neared the edge of 
the dock. Sindri turned to face Arella. 

“Sindri. Staying here accomplishes nothing.” 
“Staying means less Klerósi roaches to infest of the world.” 
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Arella shook her head, keeping up with Sindri’s quickening 
pace. “Sindri, you can accomplish so much more than this if you 
remain with us. Don’t you still wish to help find your friend, 
Kibure? I thought that was your plan.” 

Sindri ground her teeth. “Yes, it was. But we have no 
knowledge of his location. I rather spend time killing bad people, 
not running from them.” 

Arella took hold of Sindri’s sleeve and spun her around to 
face her. “You will do nothing more than die if you stay here. 
You’re not ready to face Klerósi priests. Trust me, you’ll have 
plenty of opportunities to kill as many of them as you wish in the 
coming moons. Wouldn’t you rather do so once you’re truly 
equipped to do so?” 

Sindri ripped her arm back and attempted to turn, but Arella 
held firm. Sindri reached for Arella’s wrist then, but the woman 
let go just as Sindri’s hand moved and Sindri swatted only air. 

Sindri turned and nearly walked into the straight-backed 
form of Draílock, who said calmly, “Will you abandon yet 
another soul in their time of need?” 

“Wh—” These were only words, but they were an 
unexpected sharpened spear, and they stabbed her right in the 
heart. Her legs felt weak, her posture suddenly deflated. Yet 
Draílock knew nothing of her brother. She had not revealed that 
part of her past to anyone, except Kibure. He had known 
something of this, but Draílock hadn’t had any time alone with 
him, had he? No, of this she was certain. “What is your 
meaning?” 

He smiled, yet his eyes remained cold. “I speak of those left 
in the wake of your departure from the false god.” 
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Sindri felt a mixture of anger and horror. No, there’s no way he 
knows. He’s grasping at air. Even still, how dare he compare this to that! 
Anger was beginning to win her inner battle. 

Draílock continued, “I mean you no disrespect. I believe 
you were right to question an oppressive regime that crucifies 
wielders of ateré magic. And I speak without the knowledge of 
specifics, of course.” He smiled coldly. “But I don’t need any. No 
rebellion takes place without collateral damage. I merely remind 
you that this decision to challenge your roots has brought you 
here, to a place where your actions will affect not just you, but 
others for whom you care. You have an opportunity to do 
something great, that is, if you have the strength. You have the 
opportunity to master this magic, and perhaps reclaim that which 
you have lost. And with these tools, you might someday truly 
capture the revenge you seek against the people who have 
betrayed so many of their own.” 

Sindri managed to keep her anger in check. “My actions are 
mine. For me only. Many people have tried to manipulate my 
choice. You are transparent like air.” 

Draílock was emotionless as ever as he said, “You are not 
wrong. I do work to manipulate you. And yet, you should take 
care to consider my words in spite of this fact. I was planning to 
show this to you during our voyage to the Kingdom of Scritland, 
but we can do this now. If you feel the same after hearing this, I 
will bother you no further.” 

He reached his hand into the folds of his robes and 
retrieved a sheet of parchment. 

Sindri placed hands upon her hips. “If I listen to this, you 
leave me alone?” 

He nodded and handed the parchment to Arella. “Care to 
do the honors? You’re better at translation than I.” 
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Sindri asked, “What is this?” 
Arella took the parchment, and the question. “This is a 

replica of an artifact retrieved by Hadrian the Mad, a famous 
Scritlandian explorer. It was obtained during his last voyage as 
captain, the one that gave him the title ‘mad.’ He captured several 
artifacts during his visit to the Hand of the Gods, as well as a 
madness of the mind much like others who have visited these 
accursed lands.” 

Sindri scowled. “How do you have of this now? We barely 
escaped Brinkwell!” 

Arella gave her a patronizing look that said, Dear child, you 
know so little. Let me enlighten you. “Dwapek planned well for our 
escape from Brinkwell. He had several of his most valuable 
belongings loaded onto the ship before we arrived, including all 
of the food we’ve been enjoying during this time. Back to the 
matter at hand, this document is just one of many to have taken 
on new meaning in light of what occurred in Brinkwell.” 

Sindri motioned with her hands for Arella to continue. She 
wanted to be away from all of these people as soon as she could. 

Arella glanced to Draílock, who nodded. “The author of this 
document writes: ‘This war is lost, the Empire destroyed. You must now 
keep the stones hidden and await the coming of the one who will guide us 
through the storm once and for all. Our sisters prepare a place—’” 

Sindri waited for more, and when none came, responded, 
“Where is the rest?” 

Arella shrugged. “This was all that was recovered.” 
“Those words have no meaning to me. I wish of you safe 

travels.” 
Draílock held up a hand. “Do not see what this letter 

means?” 
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Sindri rolled her eyes and shook her head; she had no idea, 
and cared very little at this point. 

Draílock lowered his voice and said, “This was found 
among the wreckage of a ship along the Strait of Spirits. It is 
believed to have been written by one of the last inhabitants of the 
Hand of the Gods at the end of what Scritlandian scholars refer 
to as the Great Scourge. What the Lugienese refer to as Hakbar’s 
War.” 

Sindri leaned in and lowered her own voice. “This paper 
does not make of me to wish to kill less Klerósi priests.” 

Draílock’s expression remained impassive as he continued 
calmly, “I believe the gray-cloaked women who stole away with 
Kibure are the descendants of the author of this writing.” 

Sindri narrowed her eyes. “Hakbar’s War occurred over five 
thousand years ago. You believe that the remnant of a people 
from more than five thousand years ago appeared in Brinkwell to 
capture of Kibure? You are much a fool. As fool as the 
Lugienese.” 

The stony wizard smiled. “Perhaps. But it does seem curious 
that those gray-cloaks spoke so much of prophecy, then stole 
away with the very same person that Magog himself sought for 
the same, if opposing, reason. I may be, as you say, a fool, but 
there’s enough corroboration surrounding Kibure’s significance, 
no matter our lack of understanding as to why. I believe Kibure 
may be more important to the coming war than you know. Of 
course, you’ll be long dead by the time this comes to fruition 
should you stay here to try to kill a few minor Klerósi priests. Yet 
I won’t take a prisoner on this journey. The choice must be 
yours.” He gestured to Arella with a hand. “Let’s go. We must 
gather a few more provisions for the journey. We leave on the 
morrow to begin our search for the boy.” 
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They departed, leaving Sindri to brood alone. All she wanted 
to do was kill Klerósi priests. But Draílock’s words—Curse him!—
hung in the air burdening her more with every passing breath. As 
much as she wished for vengeance in the short term, she knew 
that she would go with the two mages. Draílock had defeated her 
resolve to stay the moment he suggested she was abandoning 
someone in their time of need. She thought back to so many 
years earlier. The voice she had heard from the shadows: 
“Perhaps someday you will not fail to keep the ones you love 
from harm. Perhaps someday this name too will be laid to rest.” 

She had returned to that day and the voice dozens of times. 
Part of her believed that it had been nothing more than her grief 
playing tricks. Nevertheless, the accusation clung to who she had 
become. I will not die, nor will I change this name, until I have earned the 
right to call myself something new. 

Sindri let out a heavy breath, and with it went the last 
vestiges of her plan to remain in Tung. She admitted to herself 
that this had been her way of giving up the fight. While some may 
have thought it courageous, she recognized now that it had been 
nothing short of surrender. A suicide for someone who was too 
afraid to commit the act themself. Disgusted with herself, and 
angry with Draílock for revealing it, she clenched her fists and 
started back toward the ship, a tear streaking down one cheek as 
she worked to control her emotions. I owe it to Lysan to find Kibure. 
Let my brother not have died in vain. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Kibure 

       IBURE SAT IN THE DARK silence of the stone room waiting  
      for . . . anything. Instructions? Food? Someone to tell him 
what in Doréa he was supposed to be doing. He continued 
waiting for what felt like an eternity. Maybe this was part of his 
training? Was he supposed to somehow escape the room? Would 
be nice if they gave me some direction! 

As time stretched, Kibure finally rose to his feet. Recalling 
as best he could what he had seen in the room before all light was 
removed, he felt his way to nearest wall. Devoid of even the 
slightest hint of light, he may as well have been blind. Pure 
nothingness. 

Then he thought he heard something, a barely audible 
scratching sound. He stopped moving to listen and willed his eyes 
to see into the blackness, but as before, he saw nothing. 

“Hello?” 
Nothing. 
He slumped to the floor in defeat. I should have let them know 

that I’m not much for riddles. 
He shook his head in frustration. He was no more free now 

than he had been upon the drogal farm, or even in the captivity 
of the Klerósi priests. At least then I was able to see. Time continued 

K
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to pass and his mind floated along the timeless abyss of his 
confinement before returning to the present predicament. Perhaps 
this is some sort of test? He shook his head in the dark. If this was a 
test, he would fail. He had no idea of the goal. Then again, they 
did believe him some sort of mage, didn’t they? So if this were a 
test, he would be expected to use magic. That made sense. That 
would also be quite difficult, considering his utter lack of ability. 

No, not ability. He had used magic before. He could no 
longer deny that fact. But it had not exactly been his intention. 
The first time had occurred in a moment of impulsive fury, while 
the others had come from the depths of reactive, desperate fear. 
In spite of his current captivity, he felt little emotion at all. 
Something akin to melancholy, not the kind of extreme emotion 
that would serve as a catalyst for accessing his magic. He felt only 
a numb sadness. It reminded him of how he had felt during the 
annual harvest day celebration back at the estate. On that day, all 
of the slaves were treated to a special meal of charred meat and 
other treats otherwise withheld from them. But as a young boy, 
and an outsider even among the slaves, he was relegated to the 
back of the line. Most years, by the time he reached the table, all 
the meat was gone. Then as now, his dreams of freedom had 
been close enough to smell, close enough to begin salivating at 
the thought of tasting something so long denied him, yet he had 
reached the container housing it and found only the empty 
bottom of the bucket; he chewed only lies and defeat. 

This was something he had been conditioned to feel, and 
right now it felt like putting on an old shirt, tattered and worn. 
He knew it wasn’t how it was supposed to be, but it was the only 
thing he had, so he wore it anyway. 

He finally conceded. May as well try something. Kibure 
attempted to relax his mind as he had done back in Brinkwell 
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when first training alongside Sindri under the direction of the 
wizard Draílock. He recalled feeling the tingly energy within the 
creepy little crickets. Perhaps that was what he was supposed to 
do now. Placing his hands upon the cold stone upon which he 
sat, he willed himself toward the static energy within, to feel its 
power. He focused every shred of his attention into the stone, 
then extended that will further and further into the depths of his 
stone container. 

Then he gasped and sucked in a deep breath. He had felt 
nothing, not unless one counted the burning sensation in his 
lungs from holding his breath. Yes, that was it. He had been 
concentrating so hard that he had forgotten to breathe. Idiot. He 
was fairly certain that this was not the right technique. Reasserting 
control over his lungs, he tried again to relax his body while 
extending his mind in search of the power Draílock claimed 
could be found in all things, living or not. 

This time he did feel something. No, he didn’t feel it. He 
saw it. It was difficult to hold within his mind’s eye. It was as if 
he saw the room take shape. It wasn’t exactly like seeing, but he 
did have a sense of where he was in relation to the openness of 
the space, the places where little to no power at all resided. It was 
like seeing an inverted version of his surroundings, the space 
where nothing existed became the solid stone, while the floor, 
ceiling, and walls of the cave cell became a space for his mind to 
move about freely. But how then did he take what he felt and 
borrow its energy? How would he apply that energy even if he 
took hold of it? This is useless. 

But he continued to probe the space. What else did he have 
to do? Nothing but—wait. He felt his mind slide over something 
different. Where had that been? He did the mental equivalent of 
backpedaling. Nothing. 
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Come on. 
He swept the area again, attempting to relax his mind and 

body even further. He felt it again and stopped. Yes, this was 
most certainly not stone. If the stone was a thing of static energy, 
unwilling to budge, then what he felt now was like finding the last 
piece of meat in the pail, the grease making it impossible to grip. 
His mind slid right off it, but he did sense that it was there, and it 
seemed quite large, considering he had previously felt nothing. 
Had it been here the entire time? 

With every scrap of his attention focused on holding this 
sense of the object within his mind, he rose to his feet and crept 
toward it. As he drew closer, he felt a texture develop. He 
realized that whatever this was, it had layers of complexity; 
perhaps different materials? He walked straight toward it, then 
stopped suddenly when he felt it move. It could only be 
described as a faint ripple, but it was enough to give him pause. 
His heart began to pound, and his lock on the object began to 
fade until . . . the utter blackness observed by his bodily eyes 
returned, his sense of the space fleeing like a rodent escapes with 
its prized crumb. 

Then a jolt of pain struck his eyes. He stumbled back, nearly 
falling as he covered his eyes. When he opened them again, he 
realized he was seeing light. And illuminated by this light was a 
woman, sitting in a simple chair within his stone dwelling. 

If the five women sitting in the chairs earlier had appeared 
ancient, this woman was old enough to be their great-
grandmother. Her wrinkly skin hung from each cheek, seeming 
near liquid and ready to slide off onto the stone floor below. And 
instead of a thick head of stark white hair, this woman had merely 
a few wisps of the snow-white stuff, which seemed unable to rest 
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against her otherwise bald scalp. Yet in spite of her obvious age, 
her eyes buzzed with energy. 

This must be Lady Drymus. 
She spoke with the even, dry tone of someone who would 

rather be somewhere else but couldn’t be bothered to move. 
“Well, this is promising. It seems you aren’t entirely without 
ability.” Like the others, she wore a simple, silver robe; however, 
hers glowed like the steel of an unearthly weapon as it reflected 
the bluish orb of light she had summoned in her hand. It hovered 
a few inches above her palm, then remained in place as she 
lowered her extremity. 

“I was beginning to fear that you were as ignorant of your 
powers as they claimed. Yet I see that you detected my arrival . . . 
eventually.” She rasped, “Then again, they would not have sent 
you to me if you weren’t in need of significant remediation. And 
not unless they were already desperate. Sensing magic is not the 
same as drawing upon it. Or employing it with purpose and 
precision . . . as you must eventually do.” 

Kibure noticed a steaming beverage resting upon Lady 
Drymus’s lap, her bony fingers holding the tip of a spoon, stirring 
the liquid. Was that there when she first appeared? 

“My name is Lady Drymus. The darkness moves. We must 
begin at once.” She extended the mug toward him. “You will 
drink this.” She waited expectantly. 

Kibure took the mug and brought the steaming beverage up 
to his nose to inspect. The liquid gave off a pungent smell and 
Kibure wriggled his nose in revulsion. He finally found his voice. 
“Ugh, what is it?” 

“Poison.” 
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Kibure’s grip loosened at the word and the cup fell from his 
hand. Except that it didn’t fall. He felt the slightest tingle of 
magic. The cup hung in the air, floating. 

“None of that. Now take the mug.” 
His heart pumped even harder. 
“Oh, stop with the nerves, already. What sense would 

poisoning you make? Just take the mug and let’s get on with it. 
Time is not our friend, nor is cowardice.” 

Kibure hesitated, gulped, then did as commanded. The 
beverage was warm if bitter, but he was hungry and it felt good as 
it coated his stomach. It tasted far better than it smelled. 

“Go on, drink up. Your training will begin once you have 
reached the other side.” 

Her words made little sense. But as he gulped down the last 
of it, the image of the woman before him flickered, and then 
began to fade. She looked up and said, “You may wish to lie 
down so you don’t go banging your head as you slip into the 
spiritual realm,” she cackled. 

Kibure felt like he was already tumbling down a hill. By the 
time he made it to his back, the room had stopped spinning. But 
he realized that his vision was different. 

“All right, on your feet.” 
Kibure came bolt upright. The sound had come from within 

his mind. That’s when he realized the change in lighting; the blue 
light had been drained of color, and he knew exactly where he 
was, sort of. He was in the realm of dreams like before, or 
whatever this place was. 

He opened his mouth to ask why in all of Doréa she had 
sent him to this place when he was supposed to be learning 
magic, but when he tried to speak, his words made no sound. 
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“I’m a decent reader of lips, but this will be easier if you simply learn 
to communicate in here—not that I wish to hear your whining.” She 
paused. “In fact, I do very much enjoy silence.” She nodded, then 
looked up and shook her head. “Then again, an inability to speak will 
prove rather problematic should you have questions, thus slowing your already 
stunted developmental growth. Very well.” 

She spread both arms wide. “Let’s start over, shall we?” She 
stared at him expectantly. “Ah yes, of course. You don’t yet know how 
to speak!” She chuckled to herself, sending faint echoes of her 
enjoyment into his mind. 

Glad I am able to provide you with a source of amusement, Kibure 
thought coldly. 

“Welcome to the spiritual realm, the reflection, if you will; it is called 
many things by many people. You have been brought here that you might 
learn to impose your will upon the magic you draw from the world around 
you. We begin here because using magic here is safe, or safer, than practicing 
in the physical realm, the realm of the waking. That, and you don’t need to 
be able to summon magic in order to manipulate the world around you in this 
place; we call this the other way. So your first lesson, it seems, is to will your 
desired speech into my mind. As you may have noticed, sound does not exist 
within this place. This is easiest to do when the intended recipient is also fully 
in the spiritual realm.” 

Kibure wondered, Does that mean I could also speak to someone 
who is not in the spiritual realm? The memory of his visit from 
Magog resurfaced for a fleeting moment before he cast it aside. 
This is no time to worry over nightmares. 

“Let’s start with something simple, an object you can visualize easily 
within your mind’s eye. I want you to focus all of your mental will on the 
existence of a single object, or as much as you can muster while still listening 
to what I am saying to you.” She paused to give him an opportunity 
to do so. 
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Kibure wondered, What to choose? What was something 
simple he could think about? A type of food? An article of 
clothing? He had no possessions to think of, so . . . what? He 
looked around for ideas but saw only the emptiness of the cave 
cell. A food, then. 

“Ready?” 
He glanced over at an expectant Drymus, then shook his 

head. Think. This is easy. 
“Well?” urged Drymus. 
Not easy if you keep interrupting my thoughts. 
He shook his head again, attempting to ignore her. How 

about . . . 
“I see I’m going to have to hold your hand at every step. This is going 

to be tedious.” 
Kibure ignored her. Then the cup of tea from which he had 

drunk earlier suddenly appeared before his eyes, suspended in the 
air. 

“Visualize this mug.” 
Well, it’s right in front of me, I don’t have to visualize it. 
“Once you have it, close your eyes, but continue holding the mental 

image.” 
Ah. He did so. 
“Okay, now focus on the idea of the thing itself, the idea of the mug.” 
He screwed his face and did as he was asked, or he tried to. 
“Okay, now keep this idea firmly within your mind and shift some of 

your attention to me. Visualize me and project the mug as if speaking the 
word to me as you would in the physical realm.” 

That entire premise seemed like a knot of confusion, but he 
tried to follow what she had said. He imagined himself saying the 
word mug, then repeated that visualization with Drymus standing 
in front of him, and imagined her hearing the idea of the word. 
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He opened his eyes and saw her standing before him, arms 
crossed, waiting expectantly. It didn’t work. 

He closed his eyes and tried again. He clenched his teeth 
and furrowed his brow in concentration, as if this was a matter of 
physical strength. Nothing happened. He let out a breath of 
frustration and opened his eyes. 

Drymus glowered. “Let’s try something a bit simpler. Being able to 
communicate reciprocally would certainly make things easier for us, but it 
appears you’re not ready for that so we’ll just have to make do.” 

She rapped her fingers against one another in thought. 
“Okay. Let’s take this same premise, but apply it to this realm, not another 
person’s mind. Take the idea of the object, the mug, and project that idea 
onto your hand.” She demonstrated this by holding out her hand, 
which suddenly held a mug like the one she had been holding in 
the real world moments ago. 

“It is merely a matter of focusing your attention, your belief, and your 
will. You are forcing the energy within this place to react to your desires, much 
like we do in the physical realm; only, the availability of the magic there is 
limited to the existing energies around you and your physical ability to 
channel them, while here the only limitation is that of the mind itself.” 

Seems simple enough, he thought. 
He held out his hand and silently told the mug to appear. 

When nothing happened, he attempted to concentrate harder on 
the thought of the mug. He imagined the contours of the handle, 
and the shiny gloss of the baked clay. 

There! It worked! The mug popped into existence, and to his 
surprise, he actually felt the cold touch of the clay mug in his 
hand just before it winked out. 

Drymus gave him a wry look. “Well, there’s . . . something. It 
appears you are going to need a great deal of practice until you master this 
most basic technique. You must train your mind to hold on to these things 
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which you summon into existence, much like you must eventually do so with 
energy summoned within the waking world. This takes time, discipline, and 
much more practice.” 

How do I leave? How long will I be stuck in here? 
His questions, of course, did not reach Drymus’s mind so 

she did not respond. But perhaps she noted the expression upon 
his face because she more or less answered. “The tea will wear off in 
a few hours and your mind will travel back to the physical realm. I will have 
food sent. 

“Oh, and one more thing. If you wish to leave the confined space of the 
cave, you are permitted to move about this reflection of the city. This too is 
merely a matter of will. Simply focus your attention on a specific place within 
the city, and will yourself there. This would be a good exercise to practice, 
though it’s more challenging than willing a simple object into being so you’ll 
want to do a bit more work on the latter. But ambition plays a role in the 
will, so who knows, perhaps you’ll find the former task less a challenge. Your 
mind won’t, however, be able to leave the city itself, even within the spiritual 
realm. We have cast protections against that. This is to keep you and all of 
the others here hidden from those who might wish us harm. Would hate for 
you to frustrate yourself trying to travel to somewhere beyond. It seems you’ll 
find frustration enough in doing what is permitted. Evening.” 

She disappeared. 
Kibure opened his mouth to scream, but as with all things in 

this place, no sound could be heard. Moving from one captor to 
another agonized him. The fact that he had sort of agreed to this 
newest confinement didn’t make him like it any less. When will I be 
wholly free? 

He simply could not understand what these women, who 
were clearly more powerful than he, could possibly want from 
him. What could he ever accomplish that they could not? Then 
again, at least the women were going to teach him to use his 
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magic, strange as their conventions might be. Perhaps if he 
managed to learn to wield his power well enough he could 
eventually escape. 

He considered for a few moments, then nodded to himself. 
I will let these women train me, but once my powers are realized they will be 
mine to use as only I see fit. 

Kibure swiveled his head in the darkness of the cave, then 
raised a hand and willed an orb of light into existence. After only 
a momentary delay, the cave was illuminated, but unlike the mug, 
this time he was able to hold the light within his mind’s eye and it 
remained where it was, floating above his right palm. 

I can see! I’m a real-life— 
The orb disappeared and darkness enveloped him. He 

sighed the word wizard. 
Then he mustered his will and illuminated the cave again. 

Now able to maintain it, he smirked in satisfaction, then decided 
he needed a change of scenery. Let’s see about getting out of here. He 
visualized himself standing back in the center of the street where 
he had followed his captors before meeting the committee of 
elders. Seemed as good a place as any to begin. He focused his 
mind on that place, then closed his eyes, and— 

He opened his eyes to total darkness. Pinpricks of fear 
spidered throughout his body. Had he transported his 
consciousness into a wall? Could he even do that? Wouldn’t that 
kill him? He recalled the warnings from the first woman who had 
visited him in his dreams what seemed a lifetime ago. He knew 
there were dangers here within the realm of dreams. But surely he 
would have been warned against such a danger as that. Plus, the 
fact that he was alive and thinking about it must mean that he 
hadn’t killed himself. 
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Then he realized what had happened and he felt his face go 
slack with embarrassment. He had lost the light he had 
summoned to the cave in his attempt to transport himself. He 
summoned another light into being and sure enough, he was right 
where he had been in the cave. Summoning the light had been 
even easier this time. But he was still frustrated that he had been 
unable to transport himself. If he was going to be stuck in the 
cave for a time in the real world, he very much desired to be 
elsewhere while he was in the realm of dreams. 

He closed his eyes and tried again to imagine himself in that 
same place within the city. He envisioned the buildings on either 
side of the street and willed himself there once more. This time 
when he opened his eyes, he saw the glow of magical orbs every 
twenty or so paces. The entire city was similarly lit, and Kibure let 
out a long-held breath of triumph as he smiled. 

All right, I did— 
Everything went black again. —it. 
He ground his teeth and summoned an orb of light to 

confirm that he had returned to the cave. A saying came to mind: 
Two steps forward, one step back. This was a very slow way to get to 
where one wished to go, and as far as he understood his situation, 
he needed to get to where he was going more quickly. 

He flexed his hands a few times to regroup, then set his face 
in determination. 

Kibure closed his eyes, then once again willed his 
consciousness into the city. 

It was easier this time, and he felt more in control as he 
strutted down the empty streets. He was drawn to the central 
amphitheater he had noticed upon first seeing the city. As he 
moved in that direction, he noticed that all of the streets, even 
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the side streets, seemed slightly angled toward the amphitheater 
like rainwater toward a puddle. 

As the square opened up, Kibure noted that he was not 
alone. Up ahead on the lowest row of stone seating within the 
amphitheater sat a lone figure in the typical silver silk robe. She 
didn’t look up as he approached. As he drew near, he realized 
that while he couldn’t hear any sobs, she looked to be crying, 
with heaving shoulders and hands covering her face. She hadn’t 
noticed him yet and he started to leave, but her obvious distress 
moved him to turn back. Before he knew it, his mind was 
forming the idea of words. 

Not like she’s going to notice if it doesn’t work. 
“My name is Kibure. Um . . . what is wrong?” 
Did I just attempt to convey the idea of “um”? he wondered. Good 

thing it didn’t— 
The woman moved tear-filled hands from her face and 

looked up. Her eyes narrowed, and she tried to wipe them dry. 
To Kibure’s surprise, she looked young. The ageless appearance 
held by most of the women he had met here, especially his 
captors, did not apply to this girl. She had the same inky-black 
hair, pale skin. There was a small dark mark on the skin of her 
cheek. A mark of the gods, as they called it in the Lugienese 
Empire. 

She spoke to his mind: “What do you care about what’s wrong 
with me?” 

Kibure jumped. She heard me! He willed his thoughts to her 
again, concentrating much more on the act of conveying his 
thoughts, and much less on what thoughts he was actually 
sharing. “I guess, I guess I don’t. I just wondered why you were here. And 
then why you were crying.” Kibure cringed after he finished. 
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“At least you’re honest. That’s more than I can say about most of the 
rest.” 

Kibure was puzzled. Wasn’t she one of them? “What do you 
mean?” 

She gritted her teeth. “I mean, most of the people here are liars or 
at best self-important hypocrites, hoarding all the important stuff like the 
fabled dragons and their gold. Anyone who asks questions gets a breath full 
of fire.” She looked back down at her hands. 

“What questions did you ask?” 
Her eyes returned to meet his, then glanced to the side as 

she said, “It doesn’t matter. I’m just a girl who wants more from the world 
than our leaders are willing to permit.” She stood. “You are the one 
everyone has been talking about. Kibure, right?” 

No sense using his concentration up on something he could 
accomplish more easily. He nodded his response. 

“My name is Arabelle.” She extended a hand. 
He hesitated, staring like a fool instead. 
She explained, “I only visited your homeland for a short while before 

being recalled home, but I seem to remember the folks greeting one another in 
this way.” 

Kibure shook the hand awkwardly just as she began to 
retract it. He was surprised to feel warmth in a place that seemed 
so otherwise cold. 

“Nice to meet you, Kibure. Would you care to be shown around, or 
have you already had a tour?” 

Kibure was unprepared for the general change in her 
demeanor. “I . . . yes. Please. I don’t know how long this tea lasts, but I 
haven’t anything else to do while stuck here, anyway.” 

“Tea? They have Drymus teaching you, then.” She shuddered. 
“You must really be . . .” 

“Hopeless?” he finished for her. 
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“I was going to say, struggling.” 
“Both.” 
Arabelle nodded. “I see. I’ve only worked with her a few times, but 

I can attest to the fact that her methods are . . . effective. She is the oldest 
living among us, probably the oldest living person this side of the Endless 
Mountains, now that I think about it. Thus, she knows a great deal.” 
Arabelle started walking away from the rows of ascending stone 
steps. “Let’s start with the garden. It is my favorite place.” He followed 
her away from the amphitheater, and for the first time since 
arriving felt welcome. 

As they walked, Kibure noted the occasional warping of the 
air. It reminded him of the hot days in the desert when the air 
over the sand would ripple as if boiling. As they neared an 
impressive stone arbor tall enough for a giant, Kibure stopped, 
his eyes following a moving distortion as it passed through. He 
was afraid he would walk right into it and didn’t know if it was 
something that might hurt him. 

Arabelle had noticed him pause beside her. “You’re wondering 
about the ripples of air you keep seeing?” 

Kibure nodded, glad that it wasn’t his eyes playing tricks on 
him. 

“You’re seeing the soul’s reflection in this place.” 
He inclined his head. “Ah.” 
Arabelle stared at him for a moment. “You have no idea what 

that means, do you?” 
“No.” 
She squinted in thought then said, “To put it simply, you’re 

seeing people, sort of.” She paused to gather her thoughts, then 
continued. “Everything that exists within the waking world is reflected here 
in corporeal form. However, our souls cling so tightly to their bodies in the 
waking world, or, as I prefer to call it, the physical realm, that we see only the 
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slightest hint of the body’s reflection here.” She reached a hand out and 
as one such translucent figure flowed by, her hand passed 
harmlessly through. “You don’t need to worry over any of these. You 
can’t interact with them, nor they with you.” 

She stepped past the arbor and into the garden. As Kibure 
followed, he realized that this was no ordinary garden. He stared 
in wonder at an impossible marvel of natural splendor. Tall stalks 
of something akin to drogal trees grew all about, large fruit 
hanging low enough to pick. Vines circled the trunks and 
branches, offering berries of all shapes and sizes. Kibure was 
hesitant to continue forward when he saw that he was stepping 
upon a ground made up of flowers of every kind. 

“Don’t worry about those, they grow back almost instantly,” said 
Arabelle as she beckoned him to follow. 

They passed through an opening in the base of a massive 
oak, then exited the other side where Arabelle turned left and 
started up a set of stairs that seemed to have grown out of from 
the tree itself. They circled the trunk until they came to a 
platform at the top. Much like with the stairs, Kibure saw no 
nails, seams, or any other evidence that they had been hewn from 
a tree. It was all a single, organic surface. 

“How is this possible?” he finally asked as he met her at a 
wooden railing around the edge decorated with curling flowers. 

Arabelle smiled. “The magic of the world is ours to shape as we see 
fit. This garden is a small tribute to the one who gave us this power, this 
world, life itself, so they say.” 

“Klerós?” said Kibure without much thought. 
She shook her head. “Gods no. Klerós is . . . well, I just wouldn’t 

say that name around here unless you wish to take up to cursing, but even 
that might be a touch vulgar. I have my own thoughts on this matter, but 
around here, we call the creator Olem.” 
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Kibure shrugged. He placed little weight on theology unless 
it explained his supposed role within the prophecies, which he 
was pretty sure were misguided if he were truly anywhere near 
their center. Most likely they had captured the wrong tazamine. 
But at this point, he needed to at least learn to use his powers so 
he might escape before they realized their mistake. 

“We’ve been separated from him for thousands of years. The only proof 
we even have of his existence is the magic embedded within this world. He 
doesn’t answer our calls for help, nor does he offer us his power. As far as I 
can tell, Klerós is more real than Olem, but you didn’t hear that from me.” 

“I am no priest, but it sounds like you have need of some religious 
remediation.” 

She glanced at him and nodded. “More than I care to admit to 
anyone but perhaps an outsider like you. You can keep my secret, can’t you?” 

Kibure returned his gaze to the perfect circle of beautiful 
garden lodged within an underground city lit by magical 
luminescence. “I—of course.” Though he couldn’t understand why 
she would share such sensitive information with someone she 
had only just met. 

“I come here often. When I doubt our purpose, I come here and look at 
the beauty and it reminds me that Olem must be out there, somewhere. And 
yet, in the same moment I recall that it was we who built this city, and we 
who grew this garden. And so I doubt again.” She paused before 
continuing, “There is not a single person alive who has spoken to or even 
heard the voice of Olem. Even Drymus, the eldest among us, is thousands of 
years removed from the last living soul who walked in the supposed birthplace 
of our people.” 

She was quiet and Kibure had no idea what to say to any of 
this so he, too, continued in silence. 

Arabelle’s tone became determined. “If you are who they say you 
are, we will know the truth of this all soon enough. You will help us finally 
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reunite with our people, our land, and perhaps our God. Or, we will fail and 
the truth of our self-deception will be known. In either case, I will see the 
answers revealed within my lifetime, and for this I count myself blessed for I 
do not believe myself devout enough to spend an entire lifetime working toward 
something I could never be certain existed.” 

Kibure needed to say something, but what? Too late. She 
continued, “I am young by our standards, yet I grow tired of waiting for the 
future. If you are the one to return us to our homeland, I wish to see this come 
to pass sooner rather than later. And if not, I will not be waiting around here 
for the next failed messiah.” 

The next failed messiah? What did that mean? He was about 
to ask when she started toward the center of the garden at a jog 
and waved a hand. “Come on, you must see the flower sculptures.” Her 
dark mood seemed to have withered away in an instant and 
Kibure thought it no longer appropriate to return to such a 
discussion. 

His own unease lingered. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Grobennar 

     HE OBSIDIAN LIQUID RIPPLED AS if alive as Grobennar pulled  
     the quill to write. Meanwhile, the light of a single candle 
continued its eternal war against the gloom of the stone palace 
suite, even as late in the morning as it was. The Klerósi priest 
released a heavy breath, then smiled as he resumed the last of his 
missive. 

“See that there is no room for confusion as to the culprit of 
the crime. This transition must occur without flaw. We will take 
advantage of the instability this creates within the Kingdom 
ranks. It would be better, of course, to kill them both, but two 
deaths will draw unwanted attention. His assumed role in the 
crime will serve our needs. You will find great reward when the 
sun sets on these plans. Send word when it is finished.” 

Grobennar folded the parchment into thirds, then poured 
the blue wax onto the seam. He fumbled in his pocket for Count 
Gornstein’s ring. There. He pulled it out and pressed the face of 
the ring into the hot substance and felt the satisfying squish of 
the wax as it took on the contours of the steel emblem. This was 
a near perfect replica, a gift from the pirate, Kubal, with whom 
Grobennar had increased dealings since his arrival in Brinkwell 
weeks earlier. 

T
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He didn’t fully trust the man, but then, how could he? Kubal 
was a pirate, a heretic by birth, and a proud slave to gold. And 
yet, for now, their paths were aligned toward a common goal 
shared by Klerós himself. The man would eventually need to be 
declawed, or more likely killed, but for the moment, he was a 
useful tool. 

Grobennar rolled the ring around in his hand and smiled. If 
the letter was intercepted, the Lugienese Empire would be in no 
way associated with the plot. 

Grobennar grew optimistic about his plans to unseat 
Rajuban beside the God-king. His meeting with Magog weeks 
earlier in Brinkwell had gone far better than he could have hoped. 
Rajuban would surely have attempted to spin the ease with which 
Brinkwell had been conquered, but Magog had come alone and 
Grobennar’s vital role could not be denied. As a result, Magog 
had restored Grobennar’s honor by naming him Fatu Ma-gazi, 
Secretary of War. Grobennar needed to use this opportunity to 
the fullest extent before Rajuban had a chance to ensnare him in 
whatever traps lay ahead. One could no longer ascend peaks of 
permanent favor within the Klerósi faith. Instead, one ran 
alongside the God-king, hoping to keep up. The irony was that 
Grobennar had helped establish this model of rule on behalf of 
the God-king, thinking his role in doing so would keep him 
permanently ahead of the rest. Grobennar shook his head. A 
painful irony, indeed. 

Grobennar walked to the small window and stared out at 
the cages containing the flying creatures the locals called dordron. 
They were birds of massive scale. Many had taken to describing 
them as simply overgrown eagles, but Grobennar knew they 
could be so much more. It had been Grobennar’s idea to capture 
and control a contingent of them to ride into battle like the 
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legends of old Luguindia. This would neutralize the Kingdom of 
Dowe’s Lumáles and their famed riders. The Kingdom’s elite 
aerial fighting force was said to have turned the tide in many a 
battle over the centuries, and his research thus far supported the 
truth of this. Surely the Empire’s Klerósi battle priests would 
reign supreme regardless, but if another weapon might give his 
side further advantage, why not use it? Plus, the idea of being able 
to travel from city to city in days instead of weeks would prove 
very handy, especially when engaging in intercontinental 
conquest. This would be the sort of advancement worthy of another 
promotion, thought Grobennar. For in spite of his new position, he 
needed to unseat Rajuban. His current title was suitable during 
the Lugienese time of conquest, but its significance would be 
quickly reduced once the war was complete. 

Jaween remarked, “Imagine the chaos we’ll sow with your flying 
friends. Too much fun!” 

“It will be much better than mere chaos if we can actually 
get them to do our bidding,” grumbled Grobennar. “If we can 
control enough of these things, they’ll rival the Nephilim of 
legend.” 

Jaween hissed. “Ooh. I do hate those things.” 
Grobennar paused, taken aback. “You’ve met a Nephilim?” 
Jaween didn’t respond for a long time. Then finally he said, 

“Those days are fuzzy. It hurts my head to remember too much.” 
“You don’t have a head.” 
“Still hurts,” remarked Jaween. 
Jaween’s claim was absurd, Grobennar thought. The last 

time the monsters known as Nephilim were said to have roamed 
Doréa was thousands of years ago during Hakbar’s last purge of 
the Hand. Grobennar had been jesting about the Nephilim. They 
were nothing more than a confused translation, hyperbole, or at 
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best an evolution from truth stretched to unrecognizable lengths 
on its way to becoming myth. The same appeared to be true of 
Jaween’s recollection of the distant past. 

In any case, Grobennar’s claim about the dordron appeared 
to be just as fanciful. They had captured several dozen of the 
beasts, but they were wild things and Grobennar and his priests 
had found no efficacious means to even tame, let alone 
domesticate, them. 

Grobennar had initiated a mental clasp with one, but seeing 
and sensing through the eyes of the dordron while riding atop it 
was dangerously disorienting, not to mention the amount of 
magic required to maintain the clasp over a creature that never 
ceased to resist. The dordron’s will had been stronger than any 
creature he had ever controlled. Still, even if they couldn’t ride 
the things, having a contingent of them could prove minimally 
beneficial should the Lugienese need to launch a defensive attack 
in the skies. Even clasping and controlling them from the ground 
could prove useful. 

But as Grobennar looked out the window, he saw a priest 
climb up and take flight from atop one of them. Grobennar’s 
heart soared with hope. A young, promising priest by the name 
of Wendrikor clung to the shiny black feathers at the base of the 
beast’s neck whooping as he was lifted into the air. The sun 
struck the black sheen and hints of purple reflected, while the 
mutlicolored head rippled in the wind. 

“Beautiful,” remarked Grobennar. 
“This is promising,” commented Jaween. 
Grobennar’s mind drifted to visions of himself landing one 

of the massive creatures gracefully before Magog’s throne, 
dismounting to accept his rightful place, that of the— 
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A shout rang out as Wendrikor was ripped from his seat by 
the sharp, golden beak of the dordron. Before Grobennar or 
anyone else had the chance to intervene, the poor lad crashed 
into the cobbled courtyard below accompanied by a distinctly 
fatal crunch of bone and flesh. Grobennar winced. 

“Not the best landing,” remarked the spirit matter-of-factly. 
“Indeed,” admitted Grobennar through clenched teeth. He 

braced his arms on the stone that shaped the window, leaning 
heavily as he stared down at the unmoving form of the priest 
below. 

He shook his head. Perhaps the hatchlings they had 
captured could be reared to be friendly to humans, but that 
would be a legacy program, not something to improve his current 
plight. Grobennar needed to reap the benefits of these beasts in 
the immediate future, and for that he needed a new strategy. 

He turned and glided down the stairs toward the courtyard 
where several dozen of the dordron were held. Paranja, one of his 
closest friends and allies, had recently come to Brinkwell. She sat 
beside one of the cages, attempting to puzzle out the very same 
riddle. 

“What was it like?” she asked. 
“Sorry?” 
“To fly?” 
“Oh. Mostly terrifying. I had to close my eyes in order to 

focus solely on the bird’s sight, but their minds are different from 
anything I have clasped before. The idea of directing it based on 
where my own body was, it was dizzying. The advantage to riding 
during the clasp, of course, would be that it would require less 
magic than should we remain aground. But this would not do in a 
battle against Lumále riders, who can act independent of their 
flying mounts. I just wish there was a way to . . .” He trailed off 
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as an idea struck, not a new idea per se, but a new approach to an 
old one. “What if there was a way to execute a partial clasp?” He 
looked at the dordron and considered attempting such a feat right 
then and there, then reconsidered. 

Looking around he found a guard by the door to the 
courtyard. “Hey! You there! Yes, you. Come here, now.” 

The man shook off his surprise then approached, bowing a 
few paces away. “Yes, Fatu Ma-gazi.” 

“Fetch me an ox. Here, take this.” Grobennar handed him a 
folded parchment he kept on hand for such times. “Show this to 
anyone who gets in your way or questions the demand. And get 
help should you need it.” 

The guard took the document with Grobennar’s signature 
and the seal of his rank and bowed. “I will do as you demand, 
Fatu Ma-gazi.” 

“Good. Now make haste!” 
The man took off at a jog. 
*** 
Later that day, an animal with shoulders as tall as a man’s 

head squeezed through the southern entrance to the courtyard, 
and Grobennar set down the tray of cheese and fruit that he and 
Paranja had been picking over. They had spent the afternoon 
working out the details of altering the clasp as best they could 
from a theoretical standpoint and had arrived at the something 
Grobennar believed might actually work. Serendipitous timing. 

Grobennar tossed the guard and two companions a silver 
toman each and gave them the afternoon off. There wasn’t much 
to do in the city, pillaged as it was; only a handful of its citizens 
had been kept alive, namely, those who added some value to 
future conquests such as farmers, cooks, or spies. The rest were 
useless mouths to feed and were therefore eliminated. Grobennar 
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had thoughts about that policy as well, but those would not serve 
him here and now. He would ruminate over those later. 

He stood on tiptoes to secure a lead rope to the harness 
attached to the ox’s head and mouth then directed the massive 
animal to the vacant center of the courtyard. This particular beast 
was docile and simple, unlike the dordron’s stubborn and 
distrustful disposition. It would be the perfect trial, Grobennar 
thought. He placed a hand on its muscular ribs and delved into its 
mind. He was able to take hold of its will with ease, but 
separating out the vision and sensations of the creature was more 
difficult. Even for a creature of such simplicity, he found the 
strands of sensory and will so interconnected that he could make 
little sense of the tangle. He needed to separate these, to hold 
only the will of the beast, not the complex carnal information 
that came with a full clasp. Perhaps if I complete the clasp, then released 
certain aspects . . . He did so, but as soon as he released the 
connection to the ox’s sight, the entire clasp failed and he was left 
with no connection at all. He tried and failed several more times, 
then shouted and kicked the ox in the stomach—nope, the ribs. 
It grunted but seemed otherwise unfazed, while his big toe 
burned after striking the hard flesh. Embarrassed, Grobennar bit 
his lip and blew air from his mouth instead of whimpering or 
crying out like he wished. 

The goal was simple enough in theory, but the execution 
was quite another thing. 

Grobennar let go of the rope holding the ox, and limped 
over to the cages housing the dordron. Gripping the bars, he 
ignored Paranja who was asking him something. How do I connect 
to your will without having to take on the rest? 

He extended his mind into the creature and immediately 
sensed its boiling fury. It was hostile, and he felt it desiring to 
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hunt and kill. Grobennar took hold of the dordron’s will, blasting 
through its natural desire for autonomy. These creatures were 
among the most challenging he had attempted in terms of their 
natural mental barriers, but his own current mental state left his 
own mind sharp with anger and determination. A rush of 
sensation poured through the connection, and he suddenly saw 
himself through the eyes of the beast, closing his own eyes to 
complete the connection. 

Then he loosened his grip on the creature’s will the way he 
might when allowing a clasped creature to execute tasks that the 
human mind could not, like flight. Grobennar could, for instance, 
order an eagle to fly to a certain place or attack a certain thing, 
but if he attempted to control the actual instinctual body 
mechanics that allowed the creature to do so, the general result 
was disastrous for both parties involved. 

As Grobennar relaxed his control over the creature’s will, he 
felt its attention shift to him, felt its desire to break free of the 
cage and attack the one it felt was responsible for its 
confinement. This will was so strong, so palpable he could 
almost— 

He sent his own will into that single strand, that connection 
of animal desire, and gripped it with his mind as tightly as he 
could, then released everything else. 

The sensations he had felt coming in through the 
connection disappeared, and he opened his own eyes. He stared 
at the monstrous bird that stood twice his own height and 
watched as it stalked toward him. He saw as much as felt the 
intelligence, overpowered by rage. Still holding on to that strand 
of will, he pulled. The bird suddenly stopped and Grobennar sent 
a mental command through the connection. “Turn around.” This 
didn’t translate in a phonetic sense; it never did. But the desire, if 



 THE OTHER WAY – Excerpt 
  
made clear by the person controlling the creature, was easy 
enough to convey. 

To Grobennar’s utter surprise, the massive bird spun and 
was suddenly facing the other direction. “Sit down.” The dordron 
squatted and sat. 

Grobennar’s eyes went wide with shock and glee. “Open the 
cage!” 

Paranja was standing, but failed to move, confused. 
“Open the cage—now!” 
He was afraid to move himself, afraid he might lose his grip, 

though as of that moment, he felt firmly in control, more so than 
even an ordinary clasp. 

Paranja undid the latch of the cage and the door swung 
open. She backed up quickly and Grobennar could sense that she 
had gathered Klerós’s power in case whatever Grobennar was 
doing did not work. 

“Come to me.” The dordron responded instantly. “Sit.” It did 
so. Grobennar reached up and took hold of a handful of feathers 
as he had done during his full clasp the day before. But unlike 
before, he saw only through his own eyes, feeling almost normal 
but for the itch in his mind where the connection to this beast’s 
will remained. 

He climbed upon its back, settled in, and commanded it to 
fly. Its wings extended out fifteen paces to either side, and 
Paranja was forced to dive out of the way as the dordron flapped 
its wings to take him into the air. The sound almost blocked out 
Paranja’s voice from below. “I hope you know what you’re 
doing!” 

Grobennar’s pulse was racing as the palace and city shrank 
beneath him. He had been afraid and nearly sick when he rode 
while in a full clasp on the back of the dordron the day before. It 
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had been a difficult feat, and he considered himself lucky to have 
been able to return safely. But this was unlike that in almost every 
sense. He was able to appreciate the cool air as it tickled his skin, 
and looked out on the vast bay and city. Grobennar saw the rise 
of mountains behind the city and willed the creature to fly toward 
them. He had seen such views from the ground through the eyes 
of smaller birds during a clasp, but to be in the air himself, seeing 
it all through his own eyes, was an experience unequalled. 

“This is it! I’ve done it!” he shouted. 
The wind blew cold and fast in his face as it rushed past, but 

he had no difficulty hearing Jaween. “This is just wonderful! It seems 
very similar to the magic used to control these creatures before the Luguinden 
wars. I’m so glad you were able to puzzle it out.” 

“Wh—” Grobennar nearly lost his grip. “You . . . knew how 
to do this? Why didn’t tell me before?” shouted Grobennar. 

Jaween did the mental equivalent of a shrug. “My memories 
come and go, especially those from before my days inside this stone. I didn’t 
remember until now.” 

“How convenient,” muttered Grobennar. 
“Indeed! Imagine if I had remembered a few days ago! The timing was 

almost perfect! Just a few days off.” 
Grobennar turned his attention back to something less 

vexatious. Using the link to control the dordron, he bade it to 
angle them back toward the count’s former palace. He would 
need to begin training others priests to master this method. And 
harnesses would need to be designed to make the riding 
experience safer for warfare and general travel. He grinned to 
himself. 

*** 
At Grobennar’s command, his selected priests had 

maintained their connections for three full days without 



 THE OTHER WAY – Excerpt 
  
experiencing any notable bone degradation. Grobennar eagerly 
awaited a time when he could share his discovery with the God-
king, but decided he would do so only after he had utilized this 
secret weapon to its fullest and could take credit for the ingenious 
idea and the victories that would come with it. He needed to 
outpace whatever schemes Rajuban continued to employ. 

The spirit residing within the pendant worn at Grobennar’s 
neck remarked with great joviality, “You grow so devious in your old 
age, Grobes. The coming moons are going to be very exciting for both of us.” 

“Yes, I suspect they will.” 
Perhaps his upcoming successes would finally earn him the 

favor he needed to retake his rightful position beside the God-
king. However, he would still need to find a way to discredit the 
conniving Rajuban, or Magog would have no reason to replace 
him. 

“You needn’t worry so much about him, you’ll get yours, and he’ll get 
his.” 

“Who?” 
Jaween scoffed, “Always so coy. You know who. Your pulse 

quickens and your temperature rises the moment his name brushes your 
mind. I’m acutely attuned to these things, you know. I can always tell.” 

Grobennar ignored the spirit, continuing to plot his next 
move now that the dordron were viable pieces on the board. Not 
too hasty. We’ll conquer the Isles city of Tung by traditional means and use 
that as a staging ground for the first use of the dordron. The rider-priests need 
more time to train before we send them out to battle. Glory can’t be rushed. 
He knew this all too well and needed to believe it more strongly 
than ever lest he lose hope in his triumphant return to Magog’s 
side. 
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CHAPTER 8 

Aynward 

       YNWARD STOOD AT THE PROW of the ship as the city of    
      Salmune, capital of the Kingdom of Dowe, came into view. 
He stood alone. 

Count Gornstein had remained behind to secure defenses in 
the Isles city of Tung, while Sindri had insisted upon her own 
path. Kyllean had ventured home, determining that he would best 
serve the defense of the Kingdom by joining the elite force of 
Lumále riders monopolized by his family line in East End, and 
Minathi had likewise returned home to Quinson. Even Aunt 
Melanie had returned to her family estate, hoping to make 
amends after years of absence. And so Aynward was without 
allies as he gazed up at the steep cliff upon which rested the 
palace of Salmune, seat of the most powerful nation in Drogen, 
and a father who Aynward knew would be nothing short of 
disappointed with his son. 

After such strong reservations about leaving his home more 
than a year earlier, Aynward thought it ironic that he now wished 
he could be anywhere but home. Seeing one of his closest 
confidants, his only sister, Dagmara, as well as his mother, would 
be consolations, of course, but small when compared with what 
he expected from his father. 

A
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Aynward’s spirits lifted when he was greeted in port by a 
familiar, if surprising, face: Gervais. He was also extremely 
confused by the sight. 

The servant bowed. “Greetings, young master. I pray your 
travels are completed without complication.” 

Aynward gestured with both arms. “Here in one piece, so 
there’s that.” Then Aynward tilted his head and said, “Gervais, 
don’t take this the wrong way, but what are you doing here in 
Salmune?” 

Gervais smiled. “Didn’t you receive my letter?” 
Aynward looked around confused. “Um . . .” 
Gervais cursed softly. “Never mind that. The short of it is 

that in light of Dolme’s passing—so sorry for your loss, by the 
way—your aunt thought you might wish for a familiar face upon 
your return home and leased my services to you and the crown as 
soon as I arrived in Quinson. I was merely pleased to have still 
arrived ahead of you. You must have remained at port in Tung 
for over a week before continuing?” 

A wave of sadness had washed over Aynward at the 
mention of Dolme, but he swallowed it, pleased by the 
distraction of another question. “Yes, well, we also seemed to 
stop at every city along the way. You probably could have walked 
faster. Had I known that the ship you took from Tung would 
arrive first, I would have joined you. But I still don’t understand 
the why of you being here.” 

“Aynward, at your aunt’s request, and with the approval of 
the King himself”—Gervais bowed low, then rose to face 
Aynward—“I’m to be your new counselor.” 

Aynward could only gawk. He had assumed Dolme, his 
counselor since childhood, would not be replaced at all. All of his 
older siblings had been relieved of their counselors as soon as 
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they began their specialized training. Had Aynward been allowed 
to attend university closer to home, he had expected Dolme to be 
dismissed upon Aynward’s matriculation, as well. Then again, 
none of his siblings had been as obstinate as Aynward in their 
youths. But still—he was back home and had completed nearly a 
year of university training. Surely he was beyond the age of 
personalized supervision. 

Gervais interrupted Aynward’s ponderings. “Worry you not. 
I’ve already spoken with your father about your courageous 
actions in Brinkwell in the midst of such horrible circumstances. I 
suspect you’ll be regarded with some measure of respect after 
having survived such an extraordinary and trying endeavor. 
Count Gornstein’s message echoed my own words, strengthening 
the validity of these claims. Aynward, don’t go getting a big head 
or anything, but you’re a bit of a hero.” 

“I—thank you?” 
Not the reception I was expecting, at all. About time Kitay made an 

appearance in my life, thought Aynward of the goddess of luck 
whose absence of late had been irritatingly noticeable. 

“Of course,” said Gervais, bowing once more. “Now, if you 
would, a celebration has been arranged for tomorrow.” He held 
up a finger. “But more on that later.” Gervais wrinkled his nose. 
“The first order of business includes a hot bath, I think.” 

He gestured toward a carriage at the end of the pier. “This 
way, Your Grace. Your belongings from the originally scheduled 
departure arrived weeks ago, and the water is being drawn and 
heated as we speak.” 

*** 
Aynward had been a year away from such accommodations 

so when he entered his rooms, the confirmation of Gervais’s 
words energized him. He sank into the perfectly warmed waters 
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of the stone basin and felt the worries of his travels melt away; he 
closed his eyes just as a knock came at the door. “Your Grace?” 

It was an unfamiliar voice. “Yes?” 
“Are you proper?” 
Oh, right. I don’t have to break my arm reaching to scrub my back 

anymore! “Yes, come in,” said Aynward, happily at the recollection 
of help, even if the fact that the help was female was a touch on 
the scandalous side. Considering the filth from his skin that 
already clouded the water, he certainly had no reason to feel 
“exposed.” 

A thin girl, perhaps a few years older than he, appeared with 
a pail and sponge. He could describe her as nothing more than 
common: auburn hair, gray eyes, dressed in servant’s clothes. She 
stepped forward and bowed deeply. “My name is Carlotta. I will 
be assisting you today, Your Grace.” 

“Pleased to meet you, Carlotta.” He closed his eyes again 
and let his head rest against the smooth stone at the rim of the 
basin. “Ahhh,” he sighed. “I just need a minute to enjoy the 
feeling of warm water. It’s been a while.” 

“Of course, Your Grace. Take your time.” 
If the afterlife is real, and half as wonderful as this, I really need to do 

something about my level of devotion, Aynward mused. 
He finally opened his eyes and began to sit up, ready to call 

Carlotta over to scrub his back—but he caught the profile of 
another person seated in one of the chairs beside a large chest 
filled with his belongings. Before he had time to identify the 
intruder, his mouth had already released a decidedly not masculine 
squeak. At the same time, his hands flew out of the water to grip 
the sides of the tub, sending waves of water sloshing onto the 
stone floor. With his entire body tense, he finally inspected the 
trespasser. He recognized her, but he did not relax. 
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“Dagmara! What in Doréa are you doing—here? Can’t you 
see I’m—for the love of the gods, don’t you care to knock?” 

He glanced behind him and noted that the servant had a 
hand over her mouth; it did not cover the subtle movement of 
her shoulders: laughter. He was about the scold her, but Dagmara 
responded, “First of all, brother, hello, and welcome back, it’s 
nice to see you, too.” She smiled innocently. “That’s at least a 
cursory greeting for a sibling long unseen. Second, you needn’t 
blush; the water is practically brown with your filth. And lastly, I 
needed to know if you’d outgrown that girly squeak of yours! 
Couldn’t have answered that last question if I had knocked, now 
could I?” 

She turned her head to regard the servant. “Thank you, 
Carlotta.” 

She bowed. “It was nothing, Your Grace. You are finished 
with me?” 

“Yes, you may leave.” 
Aynward raised an eyebrow. “Wait—then who’s going to 

scrub my back?” 
Dagmara looked skyward in thought as Carlotta exited the 

room. “Huh, it seems I overlooked that part. I suppose you’re 
going to just have to make do with the places your own hands 
can reach.” 

Aynward grumbled to himself, then said, “I see you haven’t 
changed one bit, sis.” Then he allowed a genuine smile. “I think I 
almost missed you.” 

A moment passed in silence before Aynward thought to 
take advantage of the situation. “Say, while I have your ear, 
what’s with this banquet feast tomorrow? Gervais tells me Father 
scheduled it to coincide with my arrival home, but implied that 
there was more to it than that. He wouldn’t say more.” 
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Dagmara shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not entirely sure. No one 
is. I know the palace has quite a few more foreign dignitaries than 
normal, all awaiting this banquet, but Father has been tight-lipped 
about the whole thing. No offense, brother, but you’re right 
about one thing: this banquet is set for more than just a 
celebration of your safe return.” 

Aynward figured that was just as well. He did not wish to be 
the center of attention at some feast. He would much rather 
observe from the fringes so he could actually enjoy himself. He 
couldn’t do that if all eyes were trained on him. He began to 
scrub his arms and chest with the block of pine-scented soap he 
found at the bottom of the basin. “So, what’s new with the 
King’s favorite—well, only—daughter?” 

“Oh, a great deal, I suppose. Much has happened here in 
your absence. I’ve become quite the lady.” 

“Is that right?” Aynward laughed as he massaged the filth 
from his auburn mop with the soapy, if discolored, water. 

“Indeed. You should see just how proper I’ve become 
without the corruptive influence of a particular younger sibling of 
mine. Why, I can manage an entire meal without more than a few 
minor glares from Mother. My table manners are nearly 
impeccable!” 

“Important skill, that.” 
“Ever so!” 
The levity of the conversation slowly fizzled after a few 

moments of silence, neither party able to transition into another 
topic from there. Aynward dunked his head into the water to 
rinse the grime and soap alike. He ran his hands along his head, 
forcing much of the water out of his thick hair to return to the 
basin. 
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Dagmara stood and sighed. “Well, I have need to be off. 
The duties of court life call my attention. We have an exciting 
dinner to attend soon, after all.” 

Dagmara seemed to return from somewhere distant, though 
it had only been a few moments. Her eyes snapped back to the 
present and she rose to her feet. Aynward noted that while she 
looked much the same, she had shed the childlike appearance 
she’d been holding on to before he had left for Brinkwell. He 
couldn’t pinpoint a single defining change in her features, but she 
really did look like—like a woman grown. He pictured her with 
her small sword and trousers, hair pulled up in a knot, and it no 
longer seemed possible. That had been a different girl altogether. 
He saw something subtle there, a momentary expression between 
interactions, that forebode something darker. Then again, what 
did he know? He hadn’t seen his sister in half a year. And she did 
still maintain the playful air about her that confirmed that this 
was still his sister. 

Dagmara stopped at the door and smiled. “I’ll inform your 
servants that they may attend to you now.” 

She slipped out of the room without another word. 
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CHAPTER 9 

Dagmara 

       AGMARA POKED AT HER FOOD as she surveyed the ballroom  
       turned banquet hall. This hastily assembled celebration called 
in honor of Aynward’s safe return wasn’t quite the size or scope 
of a royal wedding ceremony, but it was close. She was certainly 
glad for the music; there was nothing quite like the melodic duet 
of harp and lute, and the singer’s voice seemed an instrument of 
divine making unto itself. The trio of sounds flowed about the 
room like the tireless servants. 

Dagmara sat at the long rectangular table reserved for those 
of the royal line and their spouses, in order of succession. Her 
own place at the table was permitted only by virtue of being the 
unmarried daughter of the King. She would be relegated to one 
of the side tables after her wedding to the Scritlandian prince, 
scheduled to coincide with his coming of age in three years’ time. 
Glancing over, she spotted the boy, her future husband, seated at 
the neighboring table and wondered why such a contingent of his 
family and servants had bothered making the trip. It was a gesture 
of respect, to be sure, but they had already curried enough favor 
with her father to arrange the first Scritlandian-Dowe wedding in 

D
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over four generations. Perhaps they were here with the hopes of 
increasing the dowry? 

Catching Aynward’s eye across the table, several seats closer 
to the King, she couldn’t help but laugh to herself as he prattled 
on about one thing or another while Duke Gafford, one seat 
further from the King, sulked and scowled. Their gray-haired 
uncle had always resented his own distance from the throne, 
which had only increased with the birth of Tito and Marco, 
Prince Kirous’s, sons, while their other brother Prince Perja’s 
wife, Elena, sat plumply awaiting the birth of their next child, 
whom the doctors assured everyone would also be a boy. This 
would bump poor Duke Gafford to eighth in line, adding to the 
man’s already sour disposition. 

Seeing the duke’s glare reminded Dagmara of the game she 
and Aynward had invented as children to pass the time during 
such gatherings. Each royal had a card, and upon each card, they 
wrote a description, brief genealogy, imagined supernatural 
abilities, and weaknesses. They had done their research, and spent 
far more time learning the secrets of as many within the court as 
they could. Duke Gafford had been one of the few to be awarded 
more than one power—access to unlimited building supplies, 
namely hardwood; but also his ability to immobilize enemies with 
his penetrating glare, which he executed to full effect as Aynward 
released a haughty laugh at one of his own jokes. Aynward said 
something else that Dagmara couldn’t quite catch, and Duke 
Gafford began coughing uncontrollably—not coughing, but 
choking. 

His wife, Lady Geneva, yelled out as she realized the same 
thing. Aynward was on his feet in an instant. He sidled up to the 
duke, placed one hand on his chest then slammed the other down 
on the duke’s back. 
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The duke’s face went from red to purple, and Dagmara 
thought she was about to bear witness to her the first death in her 
life when something shot out from his mouth to splatter on his 
plate. Aynward apparently didn’t notice, for he continued to 
pound the man’s back like he was a percussionist deep in the 
passions of a performance. 

The duke fell forward, face landing on his plate before he 
finally had the awareness to yell, “Enough! Get off of me, you 
bootless dew-beater!” Then he turned and knocked Aynward 
away with both arms, pushing him awkwardly onto the lap of his 
brother. 

Aynward stayed there and lifted his shiny polished boot 
above the height of the table for all to see. “I’ll have you know 
that I am not without boots. As you can see, mine are in fine 
repair! But if you would like to repay my life-saving kindness with 
a new pair, I’m all for it.” 

He hopped down from Kirous’s lap. “A generous thank-you 
would have sufficed.” Then he pulled in his own chair and 
resumed sitting as if nothing had happened. 

Duke Gafford ignored Aynward’s theatrics, instead wiping 
the smears of food from his face and beard while Lady Geneva 
reminded Dagmara of her power, that of a soothing touch; her 
delicate fingers sliding deftly along the back of the duke’s neck to 
calm the inferno to a mere crackle. 

That recollection reminded Dagmara that it had been years 
since she and Aynward had played their game and several young 
newcomers had come to the court; either by marriage or birth; 
they were all currently without cards. But Dagmara knew each 
well enough to at least assign a label or two. None of this, of 
course, meant that their behavior would be wholly predictable. 
For instance, next in line to the Dukedom of Gilliden, Duke 
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Gafford’s son, Baron Chandlen, was heir by marriage to the 
Bronjiornyn city of Pramjer to the north. But he had foregone his 
seat at the royal table to sit with his sister Jasmen, the recently 
elevated princess of Kael. While the two were siblings, both of 
their spouses were from kingdoms that traditionally held no love 
for each other, yet they all seemed to be getting along well 
enough at the moment. Curious. Dagmara placed a mental 
bookmark there for later investigation. 

Then her gaze settled on a pale, dark-haired man two seats 
down, across the table, a guest of honor accompanying Braden of 
Braxton, Lord of East End, emissary to the Tal-Don riders. 
Dagmara had never outgrown her fascination with the magical 
creatures known as Lumáles, nor those who tamed and rode 
them. King Lupren and the heir, Prince Perja, were technically 
riders, as it was Kingdom tradition to be trained and bound to a 
Lumále, but neither one held the kind of aura about them as the 
few true riders she had seen visit the capital here in Salmune. 
King Lupren sat quietly eating his food among the din of 
conversation around him, answering questions upon request, but 
as she watched, he appeared more occupied with a continual 
search of the room, as if he expected someone to pull a knife at 
any moment and did not wish to be caught unawares. Perhaps 
this was just a side effect of being a true warrior, while the rest of 
the sword-carrying pretenders in the room sat relaxed, boastful, 
and oblivious. 

Her eyes were drawn away from the rider as the music 
stopped and the room went silent. Dagmara turned her head to 
see that her father, the King, had risen to speak. When silence 
had fully consumed the room, he leaned forward to place his 
hands on table. 
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“I would like to thank you all for being here this evening,” 
he said. “Some of you have traveled great distances to be here, 
while others left important business unattended, all of this to 
celebrate the safe return of my youngest, Aynward—a return 
from disaster at the hands of Lugienese aggression in the Isles.” 

He raised a hand, index finger pointing to the sky. “I have 
sent diplomats to treat with the Lugienese, to learn of their 
ambitions, and to seek peace in spite of recent violations of 
freedom of trade across the Glass Sea that we, the Kingdom of 
Dowe, work so hard to maintain.” 

His hand returned to the back of his chair and he shook his 
head. “They have rejected all reasonable requests, and I do not 
believe for a moment that their ambitions will suddenly come to a 
close. Even now, I fear their eyes are fixed upon the Isles city of 
Tung.” 

Several heads around the room nodded their agreement, 
accompanied by murmurs of affirmation. The King quieted the 
room with a hand. 

“We cannot remain idle. Not with such a threat on our 
doorstep. With that in mind, I would like to announce an 
additional purpose for inviting such a contingent of friends, 
family, and allies from across the continent.” 

Dagmara stiffened and her stomach turned over. Now it all 
made sense. The pieces fell into place as her father spoke, the 
motion out of the corner of her eye merely confirmed her 
suspicion. 

“We will need strong allies now more than ever, and few 
things bind kingdoms better than the joining of blood.” 

The young Scritlandian prince proudly approached the 
King’s outstretched hand and took it in his own. Her father 
continued, “I am pleased to announce the wedding of my 
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daughter, Princess Dagmara, to Prince Aldrik of Scritland, in 
three weeks’ time. A dowry has been renegotiated to satisfy the 
immediate needs of the Scritlandian people in the wake of last 
year’s drought; their armies are to be well fed as they prepare to 
defend not only their own borders but ours as well. With the two 
most powerful kingdoms aligned to meet the Lugienese threat, I 
have no doubt that we will be able to either dissuade them from 
any further consideration regarding an invasion of the mainland, 
or, if needs be, turn them away by force. We may even be able to 
assemble an army in time to defend the Isles city of Tung.” 

The reactions of those around the room were immediately 
mixed, but Dagmara’s ability to absorb them withered as the 
crushing weight of her father’s words pressed down upon her. 
She felt her view shift, and realized that her body was answering 
the call to come forward. It was as if she were attempting to 
remember a weeks’ old dream, the details obscured by the haze of 
her disbelief. 

Her father had not spoken to her about this change in plans, 
and yet here she was, standing before dozens of representatives 
from the neighboring kingdoms; her future, a commodity 
exchanged alongside food and wares. 
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CHAPTER 10 

Aynward 

        YNWARD WAS JUST AS SURPRISED as the rest of the guests to  
       learn of this alternate timetable for his sister’s wedding. 
Dagmara certainly appeared dumbstruck by the news. She walked 
to the front of the room as if controlled by some invisible puppet 
master, her arms limp at her sides as her legs propelled her 
forward; devoid of the excitement she almost always radiated. 
The sudden lack of color in her face served as further proof. 

Aynward was close enough to hear Prince Perja, heir to the 
throne, grumbling his displeasure. In fact, his voice grew loud 
enough for the entire room to hear. 

Well, this isn’t good, thought Aynward as his brother stood. 
Having his wine goblet refilled a number of times during the 

first course of the meal was likely playing a partial role in Perja’s 
lack of decorum. 

“Some deal . . . at least for the Scritlandians, isn’t it? 
Dowenese princess, free trade, and the large part of our stores of 
grain. Wonder how much of this grain the Scritlandians will be 
sending the ‘Luggers’ in exchange for their own peace? I mean, 
why else steal from their longtime allies like—” 

“Silence!” boomed the King. 

A
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At this point Aynward recognized just how different his 
father looked from the man Aynward had known before leaving 
for Brinkwell. The King’s expression of exasperation sat just 
below the outward anger and authority he exuded as he prepared 
to reprimand Perja. 

Aynward also noted the unkempt beard, stubble left 
unshaven upon the King’s powerful jaw for at least three days in 
spite of the occasion. Aynward had never seen his father’s face, 
his anything, left in such a state of dishevelment. Therefore, he 
couldn’t say whether or not the dusting of gray within the beard 
was new. It was certainly an unexpected sight. His father had 
seemed almost ageless, stuck in a perpetual state of adulthood, 
unchanging for as long as Aynward could remember. But he had 
little time to digest the oddity. 

The entire Scritlandian entourage had already risen to their 
feet at the insult. They had not drawn steel, but Aynward saw 
several hands twitching in anticipation, ready to defend their 
honor if the King did not do so on their behalf. 

Turning to the nearest set of guards, King Lupren said, 
“Please see Perja to his quarters for the evening. It seems he has 
had too much to drink.” He pursed his lips and added in a low 
growl, “He is not thinking clearly.” 

The guards did not hesitate to do as commanded. But Perja 
moved without their assistance. Goblet in hand, he made a show 
of slamming it down on the table, red liquid spraying those 
closest to him. He addressed the room, but his words were aimed 
at the Scritlandians. “Your words may be true, Your Majesty, 
were the wine not of Scritlandian make, lacking any of the 
promised effects, much like I suspect will this deal you’ve crafted 
behind closed doors. Please do excuse us, I need to relieve my 
stomach of this vulgar liquid and see that my family finds better 
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company.” His wife stood and moved to retrieve their two 
daughters from the neighboring table, her pregnancy bulge 
making her swagger into more of a waddle. 

It seems he is still bitter over that Scritlandian princess. His proposal 
to the eldest daughter of the ruling Scritlandian faction had been 
rejected a decade ago. The fact that this princess had just weeks 
earlier accepted a betrothal was immaterial so far as Perja had 
been concerned. The betrothal had been to the Prince of Kael, 
the Kingdom’s long-standing enemy. Perja had never forgiven the 
slight, and had rejected future negotiations with other 
Scritlandian factions in the following years. But rejecting marriage 
negotiations was far different from the direct insult to an entire 
nation’s honor that Perja had just issued. 

Poor form, brother. 
The guards, all staged along the perimeter of the room, had 

adjusted their footing and now gripped the hilts of their weapons. 
Their caution was not unwarranted: the Scritlandians, the young 
betrothed included, appeared to be seriously considering their 
chances at cutting down the prince before the guards could stop 
them. If the rumors of their fighting prowess were true, Aynward 
suspected they would make quick work of it before 
reinforcements might arrive to overwhelm them by sheer 
numbers alone. 

King Lupren spoke again in an attempt to further defuse the 
situation. “My apologies. My son, Perja, speaks for himself alone, 
and this behavior will be addressed, of this I promise.” He glared 
at the back of Perja’s long auburn hair as the prince stormed out 
of the room with his family. 

Aynward decided to try his own hand at diplomacy; after all, 
this was originally supposed to be a celebration of his safe return 
home. Waiting to be certain that Perja was out of earshot, 
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Aynward spoke to the room, but looked over at the Scritlandians, 
who were retaking their seats. “Don’t take Prince Perja’s 
comments too personally, or seriously. He’s always been one to 
hold a grudge. Hell, he still hasn’t forgiven me for the time I 
accidentally poisoned his favorite hound, and that was ages ago.” 

Aynward glanced over at Dagmara, who met his eyes for 
only a brief moment before shaking her head as her gaze returned 
to the King—who, Aynward noticed, was glaring in his direction. 
Aynward shrank back into his chair but offered a final statement 
as he raised his glass. “Wine’s good.” 

Aynward looked around the room for support, but found 
no allies. None except . . . the Tal-Don rider sitting a few seats 
away. He too raised his goblet, and nodded to Aynward. “As is 
the berry juice. Fine vintage, indeed.” 

This caused a few chuckles around the room, as he was 
likely the only person besides the children who wasn’t drinking 
the Scritlandian wine. Aynward had never understood it, but it 
was known that these riders never consumed alcohol. In fact, 
Kyllean’s affinity for the stuff really was downright curious. 
Perhaps being away from home and the rules therein had given 
him cause to experiment with stuff. Home or not, Aynward 
found it difficult to imagine Kyllean refusing a drink. Perhaps 
those rules would only apply if he actually decided to join the 
family business, donning the uniform and claiming a Lumále. 
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CHAPTER 11 

Kyllean 

       YLLEAN SWIRLED THE BUBBLY ALE in his mug, enjoying his    
      last supper before leaving to begin his training. His mother 
smiled softly. “I’m glad you’ve decided to join, son.” 

She wasn’t his birth mother, but she had raised him 
alongside her own children, and the connection between them 
was just as strong for him as it was for his two half-sisters. 

The door to the Salty Bowl Inn swung wide, streaks of 
sunlight illuminating the dusty air as a lean warrior dressed in 
leathers entered, Kyllean’s father. The man continued forward, 
flagging down a waitress as he walked to order a hot meal. 

Kyllean rose to his feet and extended an arm in welcome. 
“Greetings, son,” said Kelson as they clasped forearms. 
Kyllean’s father took his seat beside his wife, and gave her a 

quick peck on the cheek. “Heather.” 
She elbowed him. “You should have come sooner, Kelson.” 
He shook his head. “Our work has doubled since word of 

war reached the fort.” 
She huffed. “Always excuses. Would you have even visited 

had I not written you about your son?” 

K



 THE OTHER WAY – Excerpt 
  

Kelson ignored Kyllean’s mother, turning instead to inspect 
Kyllean, whom he had not seen since before he had left for 
Brinkwell. 

“You’re looking rather somber. Rethinking your decision to 
join the ranks already?” 

Kyllean took a sip of bubbling ale, then continued to swirl 
the contents about the container as he considered his initial 
inspiration. It had not been something he had ever envisioned 
himself doing, and he had made no secret of this before leaving 
for Brinkwell. But he had returned with a different perspective, 
and a divided heart. There was the matter of a beautiful woman 
to consider, after all. And yet it had been Minathi’s own words 
that had compelled Kyllean to join. 

They had traveled together all the way from Brinkwell to the 
city of Quinson, where she had found her uncle resupplying one 
of her father’s warehouses. The uncle had agreed to escort 
Minathi the rest of the way to the family’s holdings. 

Kyllean had enjoyed getting to know such a brilliant mind, 
with a heart the size of glutton’s belly, and a bold enough 
personality to keep his foolishness mostly in check. The exotic 
beauty draped in creamy, caramel skin didn’t hurt, either. He had 
felt a warm tingly sensation whenever he was with her, but he 
didn’t know if this was love, or adolescent yearning. He had little 
difficulty imagining a life with her, but as they neared Quinson, 
she had crushed these thoughts when she made him promise to 
join the Tal-Don riders so he could avenge all that had been lost 
at the hands of the Lugienese. Her proclamation had laid to rest 
any dreams of a future with her, and he knew she would not be 
traveling to the town of Talmune for him to marry should he 
earn the sword and mount. He thought he saw regret in her eyes 
as she said the words, but he knew she was right. It would be 
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selfish to seek after love when there might not be a land within 
which to enjoy it should the Lugienese succeed. He also had no 
certainly that what he felt toward her was love. 

Whatever his feelings, they had been strong enough that he 
agreed to fulfill a promise to her that he would become a rider. 
And he had promised himself that he would put forth a full effort 
toward this end. 

“Well?” his father demanded. 
Kyllean shook off the memory and finally replied with a 

partial truth. “Seeing the Lugienese attacks; the brutality; the 
ruthlessness of their conquest in Brinkwell. It sobered—” He 
took another sip. “Well . . . maybe sober isn’t the right word. A 
figure of speech—you know what I mean.” 

“Oy. Well, sober is good if you’re to become a rider.” He 
chuckled. 

“Huh?” 
“Oh, nothing.” 
Kyllean’s mother elbowed Kelson again. “You’re not going 

to tell him?” 
“Let the boy learn it the same way I did. Like taking off a 

bloody bandage. Best to just rip it off in one fluid motion rather 
than drag it out.” 

“Tell me what?” protested Kyllean. 
Kyllean’s mother looked at his father expectantly, then 

finally said, “Riders are forbidden to partake in fermented 
beverages.” 

Kyllean was quiet as he digested that. “Come again?” 
She narrowed her eyes. “You heard me loud and clear.” 
“No ale?” He searched his memory for examples that might 

dispute this claim. Looking to his father, he said, “I—I was pretty 
sure you didn’t.” Then, more slowly, he continued, “And I 
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suppose I can’t exactly recall a specific example of another rider 
doing so . . .” 

His father nodded. 
Kyllean eyed him. “But . . . that’s actually a rule?” 
“It is.” 
“Sure, but it’s not actually, like, an official rule everyone has 

to follow, though. More like celibacy and Chrologal priests, 
right?” 

His father’s expression hardened. “Have you ever seen me 
take a drink, even a sip?” 

“Well—no. But you’re never here. Doesn’t mean you don’t. 
Plus, you’re . . . you’re you. Not everyone is so adherent to rules, 
especially when no one is watching.” 

“In this they are. This particular rule is enforced by . . .” He 
stopped, groping for the right word. “It’s difficult to explain 
without revealing that which should not be spoken before taking 
the oath, but I’ll do my best to give a vague explanation.” He 
reached down and touched the sword at his side and continued, 
“First, alcohol has been found to erode the link between the rider 
and their blade, which I recognize makes no sense to you right 
now, but I assure you, it’s important. Furthermore, alcohol 
affects the link between the rider and his Lumále, that is, if you 
are deemed worthy of such a pairing. So, yes, if you succeed in 
the training, you will not touch a drink again, ever.” 

Kyllean couldn’t believe it. Link? What does that even mean? 
“But . . .” He was thoroughly befuddled. 

“But nothing. Lumáles are unable to cleanse and repair their 
minds in the way we do, so to them alcohol is permanently 
debilitating. When paired with your own, the disorienting effects 
of the alcohol will leak through the connection and cannot be 
removed from the Lumále without severing the link itself, and 
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even then, it takes an expert of the mind to try to filter out all of 
damaging remnants.” 

His father was right about one thing. None of this made a 
lick of sense to him. 

Kelson smiled as if having caught his son in a trap he had 
along ago sprung for him. “Still wish to join? This is but the 
smallest price to pay. There will be more.” 

Kyllean stared into his mug for a long while, then finally 
mumbled, “Oy, but this whole thing sounds rather boring now.” 

His father reached across the table and patted Kyllean’s 
shoulder. “You won’t be bored once the fighting begins. And let 
me tell you, it can be just as intoxicating and dangerous as the 
drinking used to be. Only now you get to do a little good. After 
all, we’ve got a Kingdom to save.” 

Kyllean gulped. This had better be worth it. I’m now losing two of 
my favorite things in the whole world. 

*** 
An elderly-looking woman stood before a group of eighteen 

initiates recruited from the town of Talmune. Ten boys, eight 
girls. 

Speaking to the entire cohort, she said, “Before I begin your 
first demonstration, I invite you to take a few moments to 
consider leaving. This is your last chance to do so unless you 
succeed in earning a blade. For if you stay here until the end, you 
will have learned things, secrets, that cannot be trusted to the rest 
of the world. Secrets about our people that are not to be spoken 
beyond the safety of these walls.” She gestured with her arms to 
the enormous, ancient fortification that was the Tal-Don fortress. 

“If you fail to earn the blade, or you decide this life is not 
for you, it will be too late. You will not be permitted to leave. We 
cannot risk you taking our secrets with you.” 
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One of the boys shouted out, “But my dah lives in Talmune 
and he’s a rider.” 

“Yes, Tavis. Your father has earned the rider’s sword, but 
not the Lumále. This is not uncommon, nor is it shameful. Any 
who earn the blade are considered ‘riders’; however, less than half 
these ever earn the mount. And some small few never earn the 
blade, and cannot be permitted to leave the fortress, for we have 
no means of tracing their whereabouts the way we can with those 
who wield the blade. I will explain this further at a later time. But 
what you need to understand is that if you remain today, you will 
either settle in Talmune, or be forced to remain within this 
fortress. There are no other options for our kind.” 

The woman continued, “So. You’re here. Look around and 
decide if you’re willing to risk the possibility of never leaving 
these walls again, ever. There are eighteen of you. Statistically 
speaking, sixteen of you might never earn a blade, and another 
three might not do so before the war comes to us. So I ask you 
all one more time to consider this choice against the possibility of 
not succeeding.” 

There were some grumblings, but no one moved from their 
seats. No one would agree to join the Tal-Dons only to return 
home the following day. It was one thing to return home from 
university with skills and ambitions to do something besides 
becoming a rider; somewhere around a third of the eligible in the 
town of Talmune chose this course. But to pledge to join the 
riders only to return so soon . . . that would be far too great a 
disgrace. Plus, no one imagined themselves to be one of the few 
who might fail. 

“Well, now that that’s settled, let us begin. I am your 
instructor. I will be teaching you the preliminary magic required 
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to claim a blade, among other things. You may call me Master 
Hilde.” 

The eyes of those in the class went wild, though no one 
dared speak. Magic? Kyllean thought. We’re going to learn magic? Did 
that mean his father was some sort of mage? Perhaps they were 
only to learn about it since they would be fighting against those 
who might wield it? Yes, that made far more sense. 

“Kyllean. Would you be so kind as to come forward?” 
Master Hilde had spoken his name, and was staring right at 

him. What had she said? 
“I . . . uh . . .” He tried to replay what he had just heard in 

his head. Ah, there is it. 
He stood uncertainly and started forward. 
“It’s quite all right; you’ve nothing to fear but loss of pride.” 

She smiled. “I have selected you to come forward. Your name 
was put forward as one of the best swordsmen in the group.” 

Master Hilde held up a hand to stave off the objections and 
chuckles from others. 

Kyllean looked about, accusation in his eyes as he searched 
for the culprit. Someone had decided to nominate him because 
he was the newest arrival. He was sure of it. Many had been here 
several weeks waiting for others to arrive for the beginning of 
this unprecedented emergency cycle of enrollees. Sparring had 
been one of the few things they could do to pass the time. And 
having all grown up with swords in hand, it was only natural to 
wish to get a measure of the others as they waited for the training 
to begin. Kyllean had been here for just one day. 

He saw mirth in the eyes of several others. A group effort, 
then. Wonderful. 

Master Hilde continued, “You can all see that I am an old 
woman, well past my prime. And yet I will demonstrate precisely 
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what you will be learning under my tutelage, and more 
importantly, why. 

“I selected practice swords because I knew many of you 
might attribute what you will see to Kyllean’s fear of hurting an 
old woman.” She smiled and patted Kyllean on the shoulder. 
“We needn’t worry about any of that.” 

She placed a wooden weapon in his hand, then she stepped 
back and said, “First to three touches. Begin.” 

Kyllean took a stance in front of Master Hilde, but before 
his feet were even set, the old lady had slipped past his sword and 
held hers at Kyllean’s throat. 

“That’s one. Please be ready next time.” 
Kyllean blinked. The woman had moved very quickly. 
This time Master Hilde waited for Kyllean to advance, and, 

now embarrassed and a little bit angry, he attacked with vigor. 
Master Hilde retreated and Kyllean smiled, increasing the 

intensity of his attacks, but then she brought her free hand to her 
mouth . . . and yawned as she continued to defend. No way. A 
moment later the woman flowed in and around Kyllean’s sword 
with such speed and fluidity it seemed like his efforts had ended 
altogether. 

“Two.” 
Kyllean shook off his surprise, and this time took a more 

conservative approach. It didn’t matter. A few moments later, 
Master Hilde held Kyllean’s wrist in one hand while her dull 
wooden blade pointed at his armpit, positioned perfectly for a 
lethal blow. 

“Three.” 
She released her dominant position and bade Kyllean be 

seated. 
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“Now, I heard some grumblings from others who believed 
themselves the superior swordsmen. Any care to take on an old 
woman to complete the demonstration?” 

The gathering was quiet now. 
“Oh, come now. No one?” She pointed to a boy named 

Bastion. “Bastion, you were the one who put Kyllean’s name 
forward. I’ve seen you with a blade and I suspect it was only your 
humility that prevented you from putting forward your own 
name. No need for that here. Come on forward.” 

He scowled. 
Kyllean recognized him from the sparring grounds. If 

Kyllean had been the one to select a challenger, he would have 
chosen this boy, as well. He was tall, broad, and formidable. 

Master Hilde tossed the wooden weapon to Bastion and 
said, “Thank you for coming forward, Bastion. Same rules, 
understood?” 

Bastion nodded and readied himself so he would not be 
caught off guard like Kyllean had. 

It made no difference at all. The old woman made Bastion 
out to be nothing more than a clumsy boy with a stick. 

“Thank you.” She patted a deflated Bastion on the shoulder, 
and he glared at Kyllean as if this were somehow his doing. “You 
did a fine job of demonstrating precisely what I wished to 
convey. You may return to your seat.” 

Then to the rest of the class, she said, “Now, the purpose of 
this demonstration was not to embarrass your peers. They are 
both fine swordsmen. The purpose, however, was to demonstrate 
the elite abilities you will possess if and when you complete your 
training here. And part of this ability involves wielding magic as I 
just did.” 

Eyes grew wide, Kyllean’s as much as any other’s. 
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I’m really going to learn magic? It was like being told he would 
wake up the following day with extra fingers. He would have a 
difficult time believing it until it happened. But at the very least, 
he felt a lot better about having just been beaten up by an old 
lady who by appearances alone should have a difficult time 
walking without a cane. 

His mind returned to magic. I’m going to learn magic! But . . . 
people don’t just wake up and decide they wish to learn magic, do they? He 
supposed priests did, so maybe this would be like that. Wait—this 
means my father is . . . a mage? Does Mother know about this? 

Every kid in town had a father, mother, aunt, or uncle who 
was a rider or knew a rider, and not a one of them had ever 
spoken of magic besides the occasional fireside myth. Then again, 
maybe some of those stories were based in truth . . . 

“I am an old woman, and both Kyllean and Bastion are by 
all accounts, fine swordsmen.” The master puffed up for a 
moment as she said, “I would have still defeated both of these 
boys, but it would have taken longer without the magic and it’s 
even possible that one of them might have scored a touch.” That 
drew some laughs from the assembled. 

“The magic I used is the same that will power your initial 
link to your rider’s blade, should you earn one, and similar to that 
which will allow the connection between you and your Lumále 
should one of the few remaining decide you worthy. Both of 
these weapons allow our riders to face down wizards and live to 
tell of it. This unfortunately may be put to the test sooner than 
any of us might like with the coming war.” 

Kyllean knew that last truth all too well. 
A hand shot up. “You say there are only a few Lumáles 

left?” 
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The mention of only a few Lumáles was a blow to Kyllean’s 
vision of himself flying through the air in triumph. 

“Indeed. And to be truthful, one of these few is likely not to 
choose at all.” She looked about conspiratorially and placed a 
finger to her lips as she half whispered, “She’s an old, stubborn 
creature.” Hilde looked from side to side, then added, “They have 
remarkable hearing.” Then in a normal voice: “We have been 
through six cohorts of initiates without her selecting a rider, so 
we’re beginning to worry that she may simply lack the innate 
ability to offer the link. We’re looking into that possibility. 

“The good news is that you’re all descended from a long line 
of innate wielders and therefore should almost all be capable of at 
least earning the blade.” This caused another round of stirring 
throughout the assembled. “Raise your hand if you bear the 
bastard name Don-Votro.” 

Kyllean did so hesitantly, along with only two others. The 
rest were either full-blooded Tal-Dons, or were illegitimate 
children whose mothers were from Talmune and therefore bore 
the sir name Tal-Votro. The sir name thing didn’t make sense to 
Kyllean, but that’s how it had all been explained to him. 

Gesturing to Kyllean and the two others who had raised 
hands, Master Hilde said, “This is one of the few times when you 
can be proud—well, maybe not proud; how about thankful—for 
your heritage. I can’t get into the details, for even I am not privy 
to the centuries-old arrangement, but suffice it to say that the 
Don-Votro bloodline extends more directly into the ancient days 
of high sorcery than those bearing the Tal-Don or Tal-Votro 
names. The Don-Votros have rumored ties to the Hand of the 
Gods, if you wish to believe the most audacious of the theories. 
Regardless of the lineage, the proof is in the . . .” She looked to 
the heavens as if for help. “Well, I don’t have a clever alliterative 
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phrase to finish the thought so I’ll just say it plainly: Don-Votros 
are likely to have an easier time tapping into the source and 
wielding it toward our purposes. They’re also likely to be blessed 
with a much longer life than even the Tal-Dons or Tal-Votros, 
though you all possess longevity beyond that of outsiders who’ve 
seen enough of us to notice the slower than normal aging. Then 
again, with the coming war, this blessing may well be forfeit.” 

One prospective rider, a boy named Gerico, spoke up. “So 
you’re a Don-Votro?” 

Master Hilde smiled. “I am a woman. There is no such thing 
as a Don-Votro woman.” 

Kyllean considered this and attempted to refute, but he was 
without example. He had simply never considered it. 

One girl spoke up. “Why are there no female Don-Votros?” 
Master Hilde responded, “A question for another time, 

perhaps.” 
Then another asked, “How old are you, then?” 
The woman raised an eyebrow. “Hasn’t anyone ever told 

you it’s rude to inquire after a woman’s age?” The boy shrank 
back but didn’t wither altogether, and the eyes around the 
gathering were glued on Master Hilde in wait for the answer. 

So, no offense taken to asking about her bastardness, but asking about 
age is a cardinal sin? 

“I have walked Doréa for one hundred and seven years, give 
or take.” 

Mouths hung open, and no one moved. Kyllean knew they 
were all thinking the same thing. Impossible. The woman looked to 
be little more than fifty years of age. What did that mean about 
Kyllean’s father’s age? Was he even more ancient? He was a Don-
Votro, after all. 
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If so, how many children had he fathered? How many wives 
had he taken? The whole surname business now made slightly 
more sense. For even if a Don-Votro had a legitimate child, they 
would take the surname Tal-Don. Not that Kyllean had ever 
before cared enough to puzzle it all out. These things had simply 
been parts of their culture in the small town of Talmune. 
Curiosity about such a thing would have been like asking why the 
sky was blue. 

Master Hilde continued, “Let’s keep moving. How many of 
you felt a slight tingling sensation develop in the back of your 
neck as I sparred with Kyllean or Bastion?” 

More than half of the students raised their hands. 
She nodded. “This indicates that your innate abilities are 

already beginning to manifest. How many of you have had 
dreams where you find yourselves in a place with no sound or 
color?” 

This time only a small few raised hands. 
“This is another indication that your magic is manifesting. 

This is a touch more on the dangerous side, however, so we’ll 
want to schedule you to meet with the healer. She will guide you 
through the process of suppressing or departing such as soon as 
possible. I never experienced these dreams, myself, so I would 
not be a good resource as I only know what I’ve been told of 
this.” 

Kyllean felt a pang of disappointment. He had felt nothing 
during the sparring and had experienced no such dreams, yet he 
was supposed to be one of the more innately gifted by virtue of 
his heritage. The only thing he felt was sick to his stomach, but 
this was likely due to his lack of alcohol. His consumption had 
only increased after his escape from Brinkwell . . . and more so 
after Minathi told him he needed to join his father as a rider. 
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As if hearing these thoughts, Master Hilde said, “Not to 
worry if neither of these applies. Given our need for haste in this 
training, impending war and all, we’re going to awaken your 
senses no matter how dormant they may be. This used to be a 
more difficult task, but thanks to our very own Kelson Don-
Votro, we’ve now a tea with the means to awaken even the most 
dormant of abilities.” 

Kyllean’s eyes went wide. His father had discovered a tea 
that could awaken . . . ? What in the cold snow’s turd was going on here? 
His father was no herbalist. Then again, Kyllean had also been 
ignorant to the fact that his father was a wielder. It seemed 
Kyllean actually knew very little about his father and that which 
he did know was perhaps wrong. He felt betrayed. 

Master Hilde droned on, “However, before we dare risk 
awakening your innate senses and perhaps some of your abilities, 
we’ll need to spend a few days learning about the power you may 
soon wield. It is known as elemental magic, or as some of our 
more scholarly folks refer to it, atrérian. Names aside, 
understanding the fundamentals of how this works is crucial to 
your safety.” 

This would ordinarily be the point where Kyllean would 
tune out the lecturer, but in this instance, Master Hilde had his 
full attention. I’m going to become a wielder! If Aynward only knew! 
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CHAPTER 12 

Aynward 

        YNWARD WAS DRIED OFF AND dressed in layers of stiff  
      formalwear in short order. As he advanced up the stairs and 
down the long corridor leading to his father’s quarters, he was 
surprised to see guards posted nearly every ten paces. Aynward 
didn’t remember ever seeing more than one guard outside the 
King’s quarters in the years before leaving. Apparently imminent 
war with the Lugienese Empire had the King on high alert. 
Considering the infiltration of Lugienese into Brinkwell, he could 
hardly blame his father. 

The guards each acknowledged Aynward with a bow of their 
heads as he passed, returning to statuesque positions of attention 
as soon as the bow of respect was completed. Tall, arched 
windows lined the hallway leading to the King’s quarters, stained-
glass murals honoring his forefathers and the victories that forged 
the Kingdom in ages past. Aynward felt his unease intensify. His 
freshly cleaned hands were already covered by a film of sweat and 
there was a tightness in his muscles. No matter how many times 
he psyched himself up for this inevitable meeting, he realized he 
would be just as nervous. Aynward gripped the iron handle of the 
door and pulled. 

A
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The imposing oak door swung soundlessly to reveal the 
enormous study connected to his father’s bedchamber. Like the 
rest of the palace architecture, the room was circular. Leather-
bound books and scrolls lined the walls, while the rest of the 
room remained bare, with the exception of a Kingdom tapestry, 
and a Scritlandian runner in Kingdom blue and white leading 
directly to the mohagany desk in the center. The space was lit by 
a window with tall curtains on either side, and—something new: 
a dozen chairs formed a half-circle with the desk at its head. This 
is interesting, thought Aynward. Has Father been holding meetings with 
his advisers right here in his personal study? That would be yet another 
sign of . . . concern? Fear? Paranoia? 

To Aynward’s surprise, his father rose from his seated 
position as the door closed behind. Then he rounded the desk 
and moved forward. Aynward noted that the King’s stride 
remained regal in spite of the outward signs of age. His hair was 
still long, accentuated by a sharp widow’s peak, and his face held 
its usual iron expression. 

King Lupren’s deep voice echoed around the study as he 
closed the gap between them. “Son, it is very good to see you 
returned and in one piece.” 

“Yes, well—” Aynward was without a witty retort, especially 
as his father’s arms opened for an embrace. The King’s strong 
arms pulled him in, though Aynward’s confusion made his own 
movements perfunctory. Once separated, the King’s stony face 
managed to form a slight smile. Another rarity. Everything at the 
dinner the evening before had been so formal. The King had 
hardly acknowledged Aynward. Aynward had assumed this was 
because he didn’t wish to berate his son in front of the guests. 
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“If the reports are to be believed, you survived quite an 
ordeal, and not without some manner of heroics, if perhaps a 
foolhardy decision to remain behind in the first place.” 

What is going on here? wondered a befuddled Aynward. “I 
must admit, Father, I was expecting a bit more of a—stern 
homecoming.” 

“Yes, well, I can’t honestly say that I expected to receive 
word from the Count of Brinkwell singing your praises. But your 
new counselor, Gervais, has corroborated these accounts. Son, I 
was hesitant to send you away as I did, but I was just as reluctant 
to keep you here in Salmune. It seems Brinkwell managed to 
carve a good man out of you after all, though the circumstances 
surrounding this experience are regrettable.” 

Aynward attempted to respond, but his bewilderment 
choked his words. “I—” 

As he opened his mouth again, he felt a lump develop in his 
throat. “I—I believe much of the credit goes to the late 
Counselor Dolm—Dolmuevo.” 

The King placed a hand upon Aynward’s shoulder and 
shook his head. “He was a decent man, but in the end, it was 
greed that caused his death, not you.” 

Aynward leaped back in shock. “What? What are you talking 
about? He was killed in the defense of my life. He didn’t have to 
come back for me.” 

“Aynward, perhaps you should sit down.” 
The King walked back to his desk and gestured for Aynward 

to sit in the seat closest, facing him at an uncomfortable angle. 
His father spoke again. “Aynward, it was uncovered that 

Counselor Dolmuevo returned for you in order to deliver you to 
the Lugienese. He was tasked with ensuring that you remain 
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behind, but alive. We suspect you would have been held for 
ransom by the Lugienese.” 

Aynward could not believe what he was hearing. “No. There 
is no way Dolme would have betrayed the Kingdom. He was one 
of the most loyal men I have ever known!” 

The King lowered his head with a sad expression, or 
perhaps one of pity, as he said, “Son. We have letters confirming 
his involvement with the Lugienese. I’m sorry. I, too, was 
skeptical, but it is the truth.” 

Aynward scrutinized Dolme’s every action through this new 
lens, looking for proof that the accusations were false, but 
everything Dolme had done seemed to fit. Everything except— 

“But how could he have known I would jump from that 
first ship? How would he have delivered me if I were safely 
ferried away?” 

His father just shook his head slowly. “He knew you too 
well, Aynward. Why do you think your friend’s name wasn’t on 
the list for your ship? Was that an honest oversight, or could it 
have been a calculated move to keep you in the city long enough 
for the Lugienese to arrive?” 

No. This just can’t be. 
“Listen, son. None of this is your fault. In fact, whatever 

guilt you were carrying over his death can be cast aside. He was a 
traitor. The gods delivered their justice. And I fear he was not the 
only traitor in our midst.” 

Aynward could hardly comprehend what he was hearing. “I 
just—he seemed so . . .” 

Aynward’s statement trailed as movement to his right caught 
his attention. A dark shape emerged from behind the dark-blue 
curtains. It was so unexpected that Aynward hardly registered 
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what he was seeing. The shape wore all black, and carried a 
sword! 

Aynward sprang to his feet. “Father! Behind you!” 
The shadowy figure was already upon the King, slashing just 

as he spun to face the danger. 
The King’s movement saved him from a fatal blow, but the 

blade still cut away the King’s mobility with a deep slash to the 
thigh, a spray of blood trailing the shimmering steel of the blade. 
King Lupren remained upright, one knee on the stone floor, the 
other leg helping him balance. Aynward was only two strides 
away. He let out a bellow, hoping to draw the assassin’s attention 
away from the King. 

King Lupren let out a grunt of pain as his arm deflected the 
swing of steel away from his body. The assassin was not 
dissuaded, flowing directly into his next swing. This one missed 
as his father hobbled into the open space between the window 
and his desk. “Guards!” he yelled. “Aynward, run!” 

Help would not be here in time. His father was weaponless 
and bleeding from two serious gashes. Aynward was also without 
a means of defense, but he couldn’t stand by and watch his father 
be cut to pieces. 

King Lupren’s movements became those of grace in spite of 
his injuries. He dodged several more attacks, moving with speed 
that seemed to defy natural law. The assassin too seemed taken 
aback, tilting his head to the side after a string of completely 
missed attacks. How is he doing that? Aynward had never seen his 
father, or anyone, move like this. Aynward had stopped where he 
was, mesmerized by the spectacle. His father might just last long 
enough for the guards to arrive. 

Then the assassin growled and his attack lost its graceful 
flow, taking on a brutality, a blood lust that could no longer be 
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predicted like the movements of a trained swordsman. This time 
even the unnatural speed of his father’s defenses was not enough 
as the two bodies collided. Out of this tangle, the King was 
knocked to the floor, a deep gash in his other leg rendering him 
completely immobile. 

Aynward started forward again, but the assassin must have 
heard his footfalls for he turned and swung. 

Aynward came to a halt just in time—the metal hissing as it 
passed mere inches from his throat. The figure immediately 
closed the gap and swung again. This time Aynward had no 
doubt that he would die. He just hoped help would arrive in time 
to save his father. “Guards!” he yelled. “Guards!” Where are they? 

The blade arced down and across on its way to cleave his 
chest, but the assassin spun away. Aynward stood frozen in 
disbelief, unprepared for the assassin’s foot which then took him 
square in the chest. Aynward’s body struck the hard cold floor 
followed by a sound that stole his breath: a groan of pain from 
his father. It was a dignified sound, the sound of a great man, a 
proud man, but a dying man. Aynward rolled to his stomach, 
then crawled to his knees, ready to take his turn at death when he 
heard the clang of steel upon stone. 

Looking up, he saw the assassin dart for the window. It 
swung open soundlessly. Aynward jumped to his feet to give 
chase but the assassin was too quick. Aynward arrived just in time 
to see the cutthroat land far below. Then with a flick of his wrist, 
the snare holding the rope to the stone fell loose. There was no 
chasing this man, not unless Aynward could fly. 

Aynward rushed to his father, whose breathing was ragged. 
He lay on his back, blood oozing from his chest. 
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“Father . . .” Aynward whispered, pulling him close, cradling 
his head. He didn’t know what else to do. The King tried to sit 
up, but lacked the strength. 

The King spoke, but his words were garbled by blood. 
“Betrayal. More betrayal. Your—” 

A crimson river flowed from his open mouth, choking his 
speech. 

Then the door to the study burst open and guards rushed in, 
swords at the ready. They were breathing heavily, followed by an 
imposing figure dressed in formal military garb, heir to the 
throne, the King Apparent, Perja. 

Aynward’s eldest brother stared down at him, then pointed. 
“Guards, seize the assassin.” 

Aynward didn’t understand what was happening. Not until 
he spotted the sword the assassin had left behind. His sword. The 
blade was still slick with the crimson blood of his father. 

 
 
 
 
 

This is the end of your free excerpt. 
I hope you go on to enjoy the rest! 
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