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P R O L O G U E 

The king without a crown was for the first time mortal, his flesh wrinkled and sagging 
and his eyes dull and tired and his hair naught but white wisps floating atop his small, 
spotted head. I realized then that although he was alive, he was defeated—physically, 
emotionally, in all ways but morally—and that this would be his final act as my ruler 
and as the ruler of our kingdom and as an old, frail man who had seen too much evil 
for one life. Perhaps that is why I accepted his request, despite its absurdity, without 
hesitation. He asked for my life and I placed it in his shrivelled hands and did not 
doubt him or myself at all. 

“No one can know,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper, gone as soon as it 
came, heard by only myself and the trees and the earth on which we stood in the 
middle of a forest in a far corner of a kingdom I would never see after this day. His  
eyes locked onto mine and they might have wept for me had they not already wept for 
so many things before. 

“What will you tell my wife?” I asked, even though I knew the answer. “What 
will she tell our daughter?” 

He paused a moment to stare at his feet. 
“That you died for our kingdom a brave knight,” he replied, returning his eyes to 

mine. “And in time, that will be the truest thing ever said about you.” 
I nodded. A soft breeze crossed me and I touched my face and considered that 

henceforth I would not know it any other way—not through a mirror or the words of 
my lover, but only through my fingers running along its surface. That would be a 
strange feeling, I thought, but hardly the strangest. 

“…it was not supposed to be this way,” the frail king was saying, and I snapped 
back, meeting his gaze. “They promised me it would not come to this.” 

 3



The breeze grew cold and he shivered. 
“It was not your choice,” I replied. “I hold nothing against you.” 
The tiny king withdrew a sword from beneath his shoddy cloak and pressed its 

hilt into my hands. It was a simple blade, sharp and nothing else. 
“Should you ever face a living thing, man or woman or child…” he trailed off, 

then looked to the side, toward nothing but endless trees dusted with the first snowfall 
of winter, and sighed. “It’s for the realm, you know. The whole damned realm. You are 
the final wall, Edric. The last shield.” 

“I know,” I said. And I did. I knew. 
I held the sword in my hand. It was light. The blade shone in the morning sun. I 

spun it around, let it dance in the breeze. I pointed it north, where I saw poking above 
the trees the mountains that were my home, and somewhere on the biggest one I saw 
them, years on, my wife and my daughter and my father and his brother, sitting at the 
long table, dancing and clapping and whistling amid plates of food and jugs of mead 
and a shrinking hole in each of their hearts, and I could only hope in that moment that 
one day I was forgotten, buried so deep and for so long in their minds that eventually 
even the faintest memory of me ceased to exist, for only if I caused them no harm in 
my absence could my absence be justified. 

I lowered the sword. 
“Your son?” I asked, finding the present again. “Will you tell the prince what to 

do? How to replace me?” 
“When he is ready.” 
I nodded. 
“Sentinels will patrol the walls and soldiers will charge into battle and many 

great sacrifices will be made to ensure the safety of our people,” the dying king said, 
and he reached up to place a trembling hand on my shoulder, and I could see the quiver 
of his lips as he finished, “but it is you, Edric, who protects the realm from its greatest 
threat.” 

He turned away and before I could reply and said, “I must return to the throne. 
My missing is hard to account for.” 

“Of course,” I replied. There was nothing left to say, anyway. It had all been said. 
Now it needed only to be done. 

“Shall we, then?” 
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I looked into the sky, and sucked in a great breath of air.  
“Yes,” I said, smiling before my king, and shook his hand one last time, this man 

with a sealed fate who sealed mine in that moment and whom I never saw again. 
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C H A P T E R 

I 

Raising his right hand, he swung the sword down on the inside of his left elbow. It cut 
through his flesh but stopped at the bone. The blade was dull with rust. A clean swing 
had turned into a messy one. Blood began to pour from his arm. He lifted the sword. 
One half of the blade was red. 
 He swung again, harder this time, crying out first in determination and then in 
pain as the blade landed. Only he missed the first cut. He hacked deep into his arm an 
inch lower. Blood streamed from both wounds, bathing his forearm in warm crimson. 
 Stop, a voice rang out. A man’s voice, deep and long. It burrowed inside his 
mind, pushing his own thoughts aside. This is unnecessary. 
 His head began to feel light. His right hand shook violently. He vision blurred 
and his lips trembled. He could not swing his sword again, not with accuracy. So what, 
then? So he sawed. He pressed the edge of his blade into the first cut and pushed it 
forward, then pulled it back, keeping a firm downward pressure, grinding his bone. 
Back and forth and back again as more and more blood spilled onto the floor. He grew 
dizzy. 
 The warmth of this blood was the only warmth he’d felt in a long time. Was it 
summer or winter? He wondered if his wife was still alive. What would she think of 
him if she saw him now? He wondered, in the coldness and the darkness of the cave, if 
he would ever know something other than the cave, though he knew the answer, and 
he knew what he had to do now regardless: a task before him to complete before his 
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blood was gone and he died and failed everyone. Finish what he started. That’s what he 
had to do. 

This is a mistake, came the voice again, echoing off the dank stone walls, 
reverberating inside his skull. Stop. 

He pushed the voice aside and sawed faster. Harder. He fell to his hands and 
knees and placed his left forearm on the cold floor. He pressed the sword against the 
bone, pushing it with all his strength, as if willing the blade to cut through. Then he 
threw his right arm into the air and swung down with energy he didn’t know he had. 
The blade landed cleanly inside the wound. He heard a metallic crack as the blade 
crashed against the stone beneath his arm. He pulled himself up. His forearm stayed on 
the floor. 

Tearing off his cloak, he wrapped it tightly around the stub of his left arm. He 
tied a rope around the cloak, which already was swelling with blood, pulling on it until 
he winced, then pulling it more, until he screamed. He knotted it thoroughly. Then he 
raised his arm high and pressed the stub against the wall to ensure the outpour had 
nowhere to go. 

You’re hurting only yourself. The voice was everywhere and nowhere at once, so 
thick it seemed almost physical. I can set you free. 

He winced in pain and shut his eyes. With them closed, he saw the same things, 
the only things he could see: walls, dark and unchanging. Wooden crates, empty and 
full of things eaten and things to be eaten. And a slab of stone, wrapped in massive 
chains, as if made by giants. He opened his eyes and turned his gaze to those chains, 
sleeping metal snakes coiled around his source of madness. 

“Do you see this?” he asked the cave, pointing with his right arm to his left, his 
eyes fixated on the rectangle of stone. “Do you see what I have done?” 

He kicked the stone once, twice, thrice. He climbed on top and began stomping 
on the lid. Then he jumped off, grabbed empty crates, and began hurling them at the 
rectangle. The crates splintered into dozens of pieces as they crashed against the stone. 
By the time he was done, shards of wood littered the cave floor. He dropped to one 
knee, panting. 

“You… lost,” he said, gasping for breath, the stub of his left arm aching. “I can’t 
help you anymore. You tried to break me, but you lost.” He held the stub up as if it 
were a trophy. 
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You’re a fool, Orson, the voice rasped. I have lost nothing. 
Orson began to laugh, soft and slow at first, then loud and rapid. His laughter 

echoed off the cave walls, bouncing back and forth until it sounded like the laughter of 
a hundred men. 

“Do your best,” he spat. He kicked the stone again. “Come now; do your best!” 
 Suddenly his throat felt tight, two invisible hands wrapping around his neck. 
Orson, the voice said, slithering through his ears. I was going to kill you. His throat 
tightened more. He started to choke. He grabbed at his neck but nothing was there. 
Now I’m going to do so much worse. Orson doubled over, his fingernails digging into the 
hard sand, and then collapsed to the floor. He began to writhe in pain, wheezing as he 
clutched his own throat, struggling to breath. 
 “Stop,” he gasped between chokes. “Make it… stop!”  
 Balls of light formed in Orson’s vision, dancing about. The shadows on the walls 
leapt outward and began swirling around the cave. His throat became unbearably dry. 
When he inhaled, he sucked in dry cold. There was no air. His tongue flopped out. His 
eyes rolled back until only white showed. The cave closed in around him. 

Shrieks of women and children filled Orson’s ears. He was in the middle of a town on 
fire, buildings blazing, people scattering from clouds of smoke. Orson, one screamed. 
Orson, save us! Please! He could see her vaguely through the smog: a comely woman with 
short brown hair and a heart-shaped face filled with horror. She was pregnant. It was 
his. A child held her hand. A little boy with a shock of brown hair. His son. He tried to 
run toward them but he couldn’t move. 

Tears streamed down the boy’s face, his mouth wide open as he cried. It hurts, he 
squealed. Blood began trickling from his nose. He crumpled to the floor like he had no 
bones, still crying, blood now seeping from his ears and mouth. The woman hugged 
her womb, falling to her knees, her face soaked with tears. Orson, he’s breaking us! she 
wailed. Then her eyes widened like saucers. Her jaw fell open, hanging limp. And her 
body burst from the womb into a thousand shards of flesh and bone. The boy’s scream 
shot through the air like an arrow as his mother’s blood rained down on him. 
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Orson sat up, sweat pouring from his wrinkled brow, drenching his white beard, his 
heart thumping. He reached for his neck. It was fine. He turned his head to the stone 
rectangle. Still as ever. 
 “You’re a monster.” He tried to yell, but instead his words sputtered out as a 
feeble whisper. He coughed, spitting blood. 

He waited for a response, for the voice to ring through his ears, dance in his 
skull like a ghost he couldn’t run from. He heard only his heartbeat and his breathing.  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C H A P T E R 

I I 

Frost bled from the shadows of the forest as if each tree were a dying warrior. A winter 
wind brushed past stiff, empty branches, nipping at the last few leaves too stubborn to 
fall. Snow was everywhere on the ground but nowhere in the sky. It had become much 
too cold for snowfall. 
 Theoran’s teeth clattered as he marched through the forest. He could see little 
more than blackness in front, a forest put to sleep by the cruelness of winter. He looked 
up, as though there was something to see. But there was only a dim moon hiding 
behind clouds, its illumination dampened by thick fog. 
 He placed one boot in front of the other, over and over and over. It was all he 
could do. Darkness had swallowed the trail he followed in daylight. At any given time, 
he heard only silence or the distant howl of hungry wolves. He preferred silence; it had 
become his only companion. Silence was safe. If there was sound, it was probably 
danger. Silence was the only safety he had. It was all he could trust now. 
 He trusted himself, too, and his own silence. He hadn’t spoken a word in days. 
He opened his mouth only to eat, which was seldom. He feared he would wake up one 
morning and his lips would be sealed shut. Although, he figured, that would be better 
than not waking up at all. 
 Theoran opened his mouth now, with no food in sight, just to know he could. 
His lips were blue. They moved, but he couldn’t feel them. He inhaled coldness. It 
stung. He itched at his beard, a light brown coated in frost, with his left glove. A small 
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icicle fell from it. He was certain it would reform while he slept. He patted his 
stomach. It used to rumble when he was hungry. But he had been hungry for so long, 
his stomach had given up. 
 Another gust of wind rushed through the forest and scraped across Theoran’s 
face like claws of ice. He shut his eyes and tore the cloak off his back, wrapping it 
around his shoulders, neck, and face. He looked like a bandit, black cloth up to his 
eyes. Bandits were killed on sight—he knew that. But was that a concern when he had 
not seen another human in days? No. He had not seen another human in days; that was 
a concern. 
 He looked up again. Somehow, he managed to convince himself it would be 
different, that the sky would suddenly hold some sign for him, offer him a glimmer of 
hope. But it was still just the moon, dull and inanimate as ever. He brought his eyes 
back down to the blackness in front of him. He was just sane enough to know that 
slowly, agonizingly slowly, he was going mad. He put one boot in front of the other and 
trudged on. 
 Theoran remembered Breakport. He remembered a city pressed against the 
South Sea and the angry waves that crashed against its rocky shores. The violent 
storms that flooded basements in the fall and tore roofs off houses in the spring. The 
pickpockets weaving through crowds from morning to night. The giant rats skittering 
through cobblestone alleys. The cats with foaming mouths and green scabs on their 
flesh, hissing and clawing and shrieking as he passed. The drunkards littering the 
streets, their voices poisoning the evening air with boorish obscenities. His home, his 
birthplace. He had hated every moment growing up there. He had thought it was a 
terrible place to live. How wrong he had been. 
 Once Theoran’s legs grew so tired they refused to carry his torso any further, he 
stopped. It was impossible to find an ideal place to sleep in the darkness, so he leaned 
against the first tree he could feel, slumped down, and closed his eyes. He tucked his 
hands into the folds of his cloak and prayed that, after he fell asleep, he would at some 
point wake up. 

He woke up. It was not dawn. The moon was still hiding behind clouds and the world 
was still black. He couldn’t tell if it had been five hours or five minutes since he fell 
asleep. He was still exhausted. It certainly felt like minutes. 
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Theoran brushed hair from his eyes. He gripped the tree for support and stood 
up slowly, rubbing his aching calves. He wasn’t sure what woke him, but he decided to 
keep walking until his legs gave out again. He only made it a few steps, however, before 
he heard it. A howl. 

The howl pierced the night like a spear through glass. Loud, long, and hungry, it 
was. Not far off. Theoran recalled summer hunting trips north of Breakport, spotting 
small gray wolves roaming the woods that framed Ash Road. Large dogs, really. In the 
North, he knew, wolves were bred silver, their thicker coats draping much bigger 
beasts. This beast—that howl—was not some dog. 

No other howls followed, so he guessed the wolf was alone. Why leave its pack 
in the winter? Rabid, perhaps, or gone mad, like him. Lone wolves were always hungry,  
their resources stretched thin, their desperation to endure Aslund without aid written 
so plainly in their eyes. Dangerous, they were, and doomed to die, for the North 
answered no prayers. 

The lone wolf, Theoran thought, or me? 
Any wolf would smell him first, hear him first, see him first. That much was 

certain. Likely he wouldn’t sense the animal until its teeth were already hugging his 
neck. So he started feeling at trees, studying their branches. He looked for one he could 
climb that a wolf couldn’t. Most didn’t have branches within his reach, and the frost on 
the trunks made the bark too slippery to climb. He could feel the pace of his heartbeat 
accelerate as tree after tree failed him. The ground was toxic to him now, a deathtrap. 
He had to get off of it. 
 When he found one, a thin tree with a few low branches, his mouth was dry and 
he was sweating despite the cold. He tried to calm his heart but couldn't. He jumped 
up and grabbed for a branch. It snapped and he fell on his back. He reached for 
another; it snapped off even quicker. The ice made the branches as fragile as glass. 
 Then a howl came, this one closer still, so close it seemed to surround him.  
His heart nearly leapt from his throat. He clutched at his chest and spun around, his 
eyes darting in every direction. He saw only stillness. The howl’s echo faded quickly as 
it had come, and silence again took over. 
 Theoran pulled a small dagger from inside his tunic and thrust it into a tree 
trunk, as high as he could reach. Then he pulled himself up with it, grabbing the 
pommel with both hands, so that he could reach a higher, thicker branch. 
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 Only he couldn’t reach. He fell back down and yanked the dagger from the tree. 
Tried another. Same problem. Theoran thrust his dagger into six trees before he found 
a branch within reach willing to support his weight.  
 His arms had grown sore. He wasn’t sure how many more times he’d be able to 
lift himself. Theoran used the last of his strength to pull himself up one more branch. 
It was thicker and higher. He felt safe on it. Then he realized he had left his dagger 
jammed into the bark. It was past arm’s length. He tried to reach it from the branch he 
was on but it was several inches beyond his stretching fingers. He was just about to dip 
down to the lower branch to grab it when he heard a sound. And for the first time since 
he woke up, that sound was not a howl. 
 The crunching of snow was almost too soft to hear. But after his own boots had 
crunched through it for days, his ears were attuned to the sound. The crunching he 
heard came not from boots, however. It came from paws. 
 As the wolf neared, he could hear its nostrils. The beast was sniffing the ground. 
Theoran’s scent was everywhere, he had no doubt. He looked down, trying to size up 
the wolf. But its fur was dark, blending into the fog. Through the thick mist, he could 
only see the faintest bulk of silver against the shadowed snow. It wasn’t the biggest 
wolf he’d ever seen, but it certainly wasn’t a pup either. 
 The wolf stopped sniffing at the base of the tree in which Theoran sat. It looked 
up. The beast’s vision was most certainly greater than Theoran’s. He was sure it could 
see him clear as day. He only hoped it couldn’t climb trees. He clutched at his tunic for 
a weapon, and then remembered where his dagger stood. No closer to him than it was 
to the wolf. 
 Theoran looked up at the sky. The moon had fallen, which meant dawn was 
closer. Still at least an hour away. Maybe two. Most wolves in Aslund didn’t hunt 
during the day. Maybe this one would wander off once the sun rose. Perhaps he could 
wait it out. 
 The wolf circled the base of the trunk, sniffing more. Then it looked up again. It 
seemed to be acting rather casual about everything. Not what Theoran had expected 
when he heard the howls. It didn’t appear to be rabid in the slightest. But he’d been 
wrong before.  
 All he could do was keep watching it, hoping it would leave. He looked around, 
trying to spot a rabbit or even a rat. Anything that might occupy the wolf. But it was 
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too dark and too cold. The small animals were hiding someplace safe. He envied them. 
He looked back at the wolf, sized it up, and realized it was a female. A female wolf. 
That explained her size. But that howl from before—so thick, so deep, so powerful. It 
had to have come from a male— 
 —then Theoran heard something new. Before he had a chance to determine 
what it was, a giant mass of black leapt at the wolf. The wolf whimpered in pain, then 
growled, snapping at the great black figure. It looked like a large bear, but it moved far 
too quickly for that. Its fur—if it had fur—was jet black, making its massive body 
invisible in the night. Sharp white teeth shone beneath the pale moonlight for a 
fleeting moment before vanishing into the silver of the wolf. The black beast clamped 
its jaw around the small of the wolf ’s back, and the wolf ’s growl dispersed into a howl 
of agony. She fought back, snapping at the beast, thrashing out with its paws in 
desperation. She landed a claw somewhere sensitive on the beast—perhaps an eye; 
Theoran couldn’t tell—and the beast recoiled, releasing the wolf from its bite. 
 The wolf used that opportunity to flee. She bolted off into the shadows, 
whimpering. The black beast made a step forward as if to chase after it, then stopped. 
It turned around. It looked up and stared right at Theoran. 
 He saw now that this monster was a wolf, too, only much bigger and black as 
ink. Bigger than he ever thought a wolf could be. Its mouth was massive, and as it 
bared its teeth back, they looked as long as his fingers. The wolf sniffed the air and 
then circled the tree, sniffing at the base of the trunk. It looked up again, backed up a 
couple of steps. And then it leapt. 
 Theoran clenched his body as the wolf grabbed a lower branch in its mouth, 
snapping it off as the beast fell back into the snow. It had come within a foot of 
Theoran’s branch. And it didn’t look like it had tried very hard. He reached into his 
sheath out of habit, but the dagger was still thrust into the tree. 
 The wolf leapt again and snapped off another branch. It came within inches of 
Theoran’s feet. He attempted to heave himself up onto another branch. His arms were 
shaking, struggling to lift his body. He grunted and pulled with all his might. Then his 
left arm slipped on the frosty surface of the branch and he dipped back down slightly. 
He was forced to ease himself back onto the first branch. His arms trembled with 
exhaustion. 
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 He looked for a lower branch to bridge the gap, but none appeared thick enough 
to support him. He was trapped. The wolf leapt again, digging its claws into the frosty 
bark, stretching its jaw outward, rows of enormous teeth snapping the air a sliver from 
Theoran’s leathers boots. 
 He considered his options. I could jump down, he thought, try to grab the dagger 
in one motion, attempt to strike the wolf in a weak spot. But the dagger might not pull 
out—if it took even half a second too long, the wolf would be ripping his legs from his 
torso. He could avoid the risk of pulling out the dagger, but then I’d have to fight the wolf 
off with my hands. Not likely. He could jump and run. In the black of night, with snow on 
the ground, a wolf would see better and run faster. Three options. All are suicide, 
Theoran thought. 
 He glanced at the moon. It had lowered more. Dawn couldn’t be much more 
than an hour off, could it? Could he wait it out? And then—a faint crack. His branch 
bent. He could feel it move beneath his feet. No, no, no. He weighed his options again. 
He inhaled slowly. Then exhaled. Then jumped. 
 Theoran dropped down, his feet landing smack in the wolf ’s face as it stood 
against the tree. The kick knocked it back onto the ground. Theoran grabbed his dagger 
with both hands and yanked. It practically flew out of the tree. He whirled around. The 
wolf was already back up, growling and baring its teeth. The dagger looked hardly 
bigger than its tooth. The wolf ’s fur looked like black armor. 
 He raised his arms to his side, trying to make himself look big. The wolf inched 
forward. Theoran clutched the dagger in his right hand. He gritted his teeth. He’d 
hunted and killed animals before. But never at night, never this big, and never with a 
dagger. 
 If the wolf jumped at him—he didn’t want to think about it. I might get one thrust 
in before being torn open, he thought. The only advantage he had was range. He changed 
the end of his dagger so he held the blade. He slowly backed away from the wolf. It 
followed him, inch for inch. His back hit the tree.  
 He flung the knife at the wolf with all the force he could muster. He wanted it to 
land in an eye—but he never was good at throwing. It struck the wolf ’s front leg. It 
stuck in the flesh. The wolf recoiled and looked at its leg, as if it couldn’t understand 
what just happened. Theoran rushed forward and kicked the wolf in the jaw. It fell back 
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for a moment, collapsing on its wounded leg. Then it bounced back up. It didn’t look 
hurt. It just looked angry.  
 He ran. Theoran’s boots pounded the ground, kicking up a flurry of snow in his 
wake. He could hear the wolf bounding after him. Why wasn’t it catching up to him? 
He wasn’t fast. He glanced back. The wolf was limping. The dagger was still in its leg, 
blood matting its fur. I might just escape after all, he thought. But the wolf didn’t stop. It 
kept running, not gaining ground, not losing any. Theoran could feel the soreness in his 
legs. They felt heavy as stones. He wasn’t sure how long he could run for. Not long. 
 He saw a clearing in the forest up ahead. The fog started to thin out. He glanced 
up at the moon. It was low. Dawn was close. Not close enough. He reached the clearing. 
The fog did not seem to cling to the ground here. There seemed to be less snow. And 
there wasn’t a single tree. Not even the roots of a tree. It was a strange, curious thing. 
He had no time to ponder it. He ran faster. 
 He tripped. 
 Theoran’s foot caught a bump in the ground and he went flying. His shoulder 
smashed into earth with a thud and dirt came up like a wave and splattered his face 
and back. He rolled over. The wolf towered over him, a hulking mass of  black fur and 
sinewy muscle and white teeth. He looked at the dagger still stuck in its leg. He 
couldn’t reach it without his head getting bitten off. He pulled himself backward with 
his elbows. The wolf closed in, growling. It wanted to attack him. It was ready to kill. 
Something kept it at bay. Perhaps it didn’t want another knife in the leg. 
 Theoran backed up more. One of his elbows hit something hard as it dragged 
through dirt. Felt like metal. He kept his eyes on the wolf. As he backed up another few 
inches, he brought his hand to where his elbow had been. It was metal. It felt like a 
latch to a door. He used his other hand to feel around beneath him. It was dirt, but 
beneath the dirt was wood. It was a door. He was lying on some sort of door in the 
ground. 

The wolf lowered itself, readying an attack.  
The door gave beneath Theoran and he fell through the earth. 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C H A P T E R 

I I I 

“It is with deep and profound sadness that I stand before you today. Tragedy has 
consumed us all.” 
 A tall, slender man in clean, black clothes stood atop a modest podium before 
three dozen men, women, and children who sat silently in neat rows on long, wooden 
benches. They all wore black. 
 “I, Allus, knew him well,” the man atop the podium said. “We grew up together, 
our houses a stone’s throw from one another in the small town of Tidestone, just 
outside of Breakport. We chased cats in the alleys as children and snuck into the 
taverns at night and shared many a good time.” 
 Allus had a soft face—softer than most men born on Thundersong Coast. But 
his pale green eyes told the story of a man who had seen many fights. The scar on his 
left knuckle suggested he had also been in a few. 
 “There are many great things that can be said with about Theoran Kalorn,” Allus 
said. “He was cunning, first of all. The man was so clever that I must admit I 
sometimes felt simply stupid beside him. And he was ambitious as well. Breakport was 
hard on him, and yet still he became a successful Salt Street merchant. He was also 
madly generous, sharing his wealth with friends and family and strangers alike.” 
 He paused for a moment. He looked at the crowd before him. There was 
Theoran’s mother, old but beautiful, with bright blue eyes one could swim in. His 
father, a gnarled old man with a weathered face and more knowledge of the sea than 
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any pirate Allus had ever met. And there was Theoran’s sister, Salana, a stunning 
portrait of his mother from twenty years ago, light brown hair flowing past her 
shoulders like silk. A pale grey dress flattered every inch of her. Her soft skin was 
radiant beneath the glow of painted glass that adorned each wall of the room. She had 
her brother’s deep turquoise eyes. She was younger than Theoran, born not long after 
Allus had befriended him. Now, more than twenty years later, he realized she was more 
than just Theoran’s sister; she was her own, an adult, and a gorgeous one at that. 
 Staring a moment too long, Allus began to see in Salana’s eyes the eyes of 
Theoran, and fought back tears. “And above all,” he continued, “he was loyal. This city
—this city is littered with liars and bullies and thieves. And then there was Theoran, 
this beacon of honour—he was one of the few with integrity. A soul uncorrupted. And 
he will be sorely missed.” 
 Allus nodded gently. The crowd murmured softly in agreement. He stepped 
down and shook the hand of a sad-faced man, then hugged a weeping woman. He 
exchanged somber smiles with a priest, and a priestess, and an odd looking man with a 
hooked nose and crooked teeth he hadn’t recalled seeing before. He turned to Salana, 
who appeared neither sad nor happy. 
 “I am so very sorry for your loss, ” Allus said, clasping his two rough hands 
around one of hers. It was smooth and delicate. It caused his heart to flutter. He let go. 
“I know he was closest with you.” 
 “Thank you,” she replied, her voice almost a whisper. Her thin red lips barely 
moved as she spoke. Then it became a whisper: “May I speak with you in private, 
Allus? Outside? It’s… urgent.” 

Winter was a fortnight away and it was not raining in Breakport. That was a most 
unusual event. Sun poured through cracks in the clouds. One man with a scraggly, 
rust-colored beard and unwashed hair stepped out an all-night tavern and had to shield 
his eyes from the light. Handsome despite himself, he was evidently used to the city 
bathed in overcast at every hour of the day, his eyes squinting as he adjusted to the 
relative effulgence. But he didn’t seem to mind. He slung his dusty green coat over his 
shoulder and strolled down the street, whistling to himself as a warm breeze swept in 
from the Broken Sea. 
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 Allus stepped out of the building with Theoran’s sister. It was a small church 
made of beige stone with an oversized archway over the door and a pointed roof 
sprinkled with patches of moss and seagull droppings. A wooden sign reading Southsea 
Savior House hung lopsided above the archway. It was splintered and the words were 
faded with age. And its nearest companion was The Cannonade, where sins of every 
manner were committed at all hours. In a city as godless as Breakport, churches 
commanded no exaltation. 

“What did you want to talk about, Salana?” Allus asked once they were outside. 
His hazel hair shone almost blonde in the sunlight.  
 “Not yet,” she replied quietly. She tugged at his arm. “Let’s go for a walk.” 
 The pair cut through an alley behind the church, stepping over a rotting feline 
corpse a threesome of rats was feasting on. Then they turned left and onto Salt Street, 
the city’s main drag. The only church on Salt Street, originally named House of God, 
had been converted to a brothel before Allus was born. In mockery of the faith, the new 
owner, a rancid pirate called Regibald Bones, had decided to alter the name only a bit: 
House of Goddesses. 
 The two walked through Port Square, a cluster of merchants and shops off the 
west end of Salt Street. The square, which was shaped like a circle, was abuzz with 
business even during light storms. On a day with sun, it was positively chaotic. 
Hundreds of men and women flooded the cobblestone and dozens of eager merchants 
catered to them. Wenches waved handkerchiefs from upper-level balconies at grinning 
sailors on the ground, while a patio beneath a tavern called Crabswallow Inn played 
host to a triumvirate of musicians. The flutist was a little off-key, but the merriment of 
the crowd was palpable and no one seemed to notice—certainly not Allus, whose boots 
slapped the street swiftly as he slithered through the crowd after Salana. 
 “Where are you taking me?” he asked between heavy breaths. 
 “Just keep walking,” Salana replied, not glancing back. 

On the opposite end of Port Square was a narrow path carved out between a 
blacksmith’s shop with a large purple sword painted on the door and a place selling 
peculiar trinkets called Watermoon Wares. The path was scant wide enough for two 
men, and although a sign hung between the two shops read Leave Here, it seemed that 
the constricted road was filled mostly with people rushing in. Here, Salana let Allus 
take the lead. He nosed his way through groups of people, swimming against the 
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current like a deft fish, Salana trailing right behind. And when necessary, he became a 
bull, bowling his way through hordes of those too excited or ignorant to move. 

Allus let out a small huff after they got through the path. They emerged on a 
dusty side street with half-empty stables and run-down city houses. The only people 
around were those going in and out of Port Square. 

“I’ve never used that alley to get into the Square,” he said, rubbing his shoulder, 
which had taken a mild bruising from the event. “They really ought to widen it 
somehow.” He looked up and noticed a sign that read Enter Here. 

No wonder there was pandemonium, he thought. 
Salana eyed the stream of people they had just swum out of. Then she pulled 

Allus off to the side, pressing him against the faded brick wall that made up the bland 
backside of Pearl’s Fine Weapons. 

“I have something to tell you,” she started, her voice still low. 
“Yeah, I know. You already—” 
“Sssh,” she interrupted. “I can’t tell you yet. Come with me.” 

 She tugged at Allus’ sleeve, but he didn’t move. “I’ve followed you across half of 
Breakport,” he said, panting, planting his feet in the ground. “I’m not going any further 
until you explain yourself. It’s your brother’s funeral. Have you gone mad?” 
 Salana looked around. “Please keep your voice down,” she said, stepping closer 
to Allus. “Look, we’re—we’re being followed, okay? We need to keep moving.” 

She took off at a brisk pace, west again. Allus hesitated for a moment, scanned 
his surroundings, and then chased after her, shaking his head. For a fair stretch of time 
the two walked quickly, darting through alleys and zigzagging between side streets, 
past the shuttered Wet Coin Commerce Company and down the muddiest stretch of 
Twin Oars Lane and across the profoundly scented fishermen’s market, heading west in 
a deliberate, jagged meander. Salana was considerably more fit than Allus would have 
guessed; he found himself struggling to keep up. 
 Salana ground to a sudden halt and Allus nearly bumped right into her. She 
made a sudden jerk movement to the left, bolting into a tall, skinny building. He 
hurried in. 
 The building appeared to be some sort of lodge. Simply designed, with framed 
paintings of famous South Sea ship captains squarely hung along the walls. There was a 
long wooden bunch and two chairs without arms on either side of it and a tiny table 
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with a red vase on it and yellow flowers sticking out. Not a local plant. Imported, 
which suggested the lodge was not built for cheap customers. That made Allus 
uncomfortable. He wasn’t used to luxury.  

A short, stubby man with a trimmed moustache sat behind a wooden desk, 
etching something into a thick, leather-wrapped tome. He was well dressed in maroon 
livery and wore a small silver badge on his chest. He looked up at Salana, not noticing 
Allus, and smiled wide. 
 “Salana,” he said warmly, placing his pen down. “What brings you to this end of 
the city?” 
 “We need a room, Esmond,” she said. “Just one night, but we need it now.” 
 He finally noticed Allus. “Will that be one room or two, my dear?” 
 “Doesn’t matter,” she replied. 
 Esmond flipped through his tome with his left thumb. Stopping on a particular 
page, he ran a chubby finger down it for a few moments. “I’m afraid we’ve only got one 
suite vacant at the moment, and it’s in dire need of cleaning. The last guests in it were, 
ahem, less than kind to the room. But Greaves took the day off to tend to his sick aunt. 
He won’t be back to clean it until tomorrow.” 
 “It’s alright, Esmond,” Salana said. “We may not even stay the night. Can we get 
in now?” 
 Esmond leaned back slightly, as if it were preposterous to suggest renting a suite 
that was not perfectly manicured. Then he clapped his hand together and smiled again. 
“For you, but of course.” He jotted her name into his tome and then ducked behind the 
desk. He popped up seconds later with a key in his hand. 
 Salana stepped over to him. As she took the key, she whispered into Esmond’s 
ear. Allus heard her voice but couldn’t make out any words. Whatever she said, it 
turned Esmond’s face much more serious than it had been when they walked in. He 
didn’t say anything back to her. Just nodded and sat back down, returning his attention 
to the tome. 
  Salana motioned for Allus to follow her and he did. They walked down a quiet, 
dimly lit hall with no windows, turning left, then left again. They arrived at a spiral 
staircase. The torches that lit it were encased in glass and wrapped in metal cages; still, 
Allus figured it would have been easy to crack one open and burn the whole building 
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down. He shrugged. They ascended the stairs. Most didn’t make a sound, but one 
creaked so loud it made Salana jump. 
 “You know that guy?” Allus asked her as they climbed the stairs. His legs were 
sore now. 
 “He’s an old family friend,” she replied. “My great grandfather helped build this 
place, and my father was closely involved in its expansion a few years ago.” 
 “Did you tell him that Theoran is dead?” 
 “He doesn’t need to know that right now.” 
 They stopped on the fifth floor, second from the top. They exited the staircase 
into a hallway lined with small, frosted-glass windows. They were tall and skinny, 
seemingly proportioned to the building itself. Allus glanced out one. There was more 
cloud and less sun than there had been an hour ago. 
 The pair turned right and came to a door with X IV carved into the wood and 
painted black. Fifth floor, fourth room. Salana pushed the key into the keyhole and 
twisted it. There was a clicking sound and the two walked inside. 
 Esmond was not lying about the suite’s previous tenants. The floor had 
smatterings of food all over it and the bed linens had stains that might have been piss. 
Salana noticed spots of blood on one of the walls and shrugged at Allus. “You’ll have to 
believe me when I say the rooms are usually very pleasant,” she said apologetically. 
 He believed her. Though stained, the sheets were made of remarkably soft wool, 
the headboard wrapped in smooth leather, and the furnishings impeccably crafted.  
 “Better than I’m used to, even with the mess,” he replied honestly. “But what 
are we doing here? We fled Theoran’s funeral, walked and walked, and now—now 
we’re in a lodge, of all places. Why? And how do you know someone was following 
us?” 
 Salana opened the door and peeked into the hall. Pulled back in and locked both 
locks on the door. Then she walked to the window, which offered an expansive view of 
Rend Harbour stretching out into the South Sea, and drew the blinds shut. She 
collapsed in a chair and gestured for Allus to come closer. 
 “Did you see that odd man at the funeral?” she asked, her voice low. “The one 
with the hooked nose?”  
 “Aye. Can’t say I’ve never seen him before. Figured he was a distant relative. 
Might have a drinking problem, not to be ru—” 
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 “He’s no relative. You say you have never seen him—well, there’s a reason for 
that. He’s neither friend nor family of Theoran, Allus. He goes by the name of 
Rackman. He works for the Oxran Consortium. He’s a spy. And likely an assassin 
besides.” 
 “What?” Allus sat for a moment, wide-eyed, shaking his head. Trying to piece 
together a puzzle in his mind. Ulster Oxran and his business partners operated a slew 
of brothels and gambling houses in Goldtown, he knew, and a few others across 
Stonam and the Coast. Not the most honorable men making money in the realm, it 
was said, but the Consortium was now known for violent crimes. “That doesn’t make 
sense,” he concluded. “Ulster’s crew hardly does business along Thundersong. And I’ve 
never heard of the Consortium hiring assassins. Besides, even if they did hire one, why 
would he be at Theoran’s funeral?” 
 “Because my brother knows something that Ulster doesn’t want him to.” 
 Allus tilted his head. “Knows? He’s… he’s dead, Salana. He may have known 
something, but he’s dead. We both got the letter. A bandit shot him down just off Ash 
Road, near the Direswamps, that wretched place.” 
  “He’s not dead, Allus” she said. 
 Allus reached out and squeezed her hand. “I know it’s crushing, but he’s in a 
coffin in a church. Really, I know it’s—” 
 She stood up. “Listen to me, Allus. That coffin is empty.” 
 Allus stared. 
 “I wrote the missive notifying death myself,” Salana continued. “The funeral was 
a fake. It’s all a decoy to give Theoran more time.” 
 “So… he is alive?” Allus took a step back, stunned. 
 “Well, I hope so,” Salana said, lowering her eyes briefly. “He should be near 
Mount Aslund by now, following Boundary Creek—he knows the way to Northgarde. 
But we stopped communication in case of interception. Ulster’s men are crawling along 
the main roads like insects. Perhaps he’s been killed. There are bandits out there, not 
to mention wolves and bears.” 
 She sighed. “But as far as I know, he is alive.” 
 “Why, though? Why all this? What does he know?” 
 Salana sat down again, rubbing her temple. “I haven’t eaten since breakfast. I’m 
starving,” she sighed. 
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 Allus rooted through some cupboards with shaky hands. Found some bread. 
Looked fine enough. Handed it to her. “Salana, what does your brother know that 
would have Ulster send a spy after him?” 
 “Ulster has been using one of his establishments to practice warlock magic,” she 
said between bites of the bread. “Black craft. He closed down his brothel in the 
Threshlands and turned it into a chamber for testing rituals spells.” 
 “Magic is strictly—anyone caught even attempting to practice it is put on trial,” 
Allus pointed out. “Not two moons ago, that one ship captain under Bones’ fleet was 
hung just for reading lines from old warlock scriptures in Port Square. That’s a mighty 
risk for Ulster.” 
 “It is,” Salana said. “And Theoran knows he is doing it. He has proof—letters to 
Ulster’s partners, parchments detailing various dark spells, and traditional warlock 
talismans. Ulster would be hung without trial, I’m certain of it. He’s a powerful man, 
and even The Shield is wary of his reach—but if the entire realm turned against him… 
well, any mortal would shatter under that pressure.” 
 Allus stared intensely into nothing. Ran a hand through his hazel hair. Sighed. 
“So Theoran wants to put him away, but Ulster got word before he could?” 
 “Precisely. He was caught stealing talismans right from under Ulster’s nose and 
barely escaped. Took several days to shake off his pursuers. As you can imagine, Ulster 
was furious. He had men killed for failing to safeguard his belongings. He started 
sending soldiers out in every direction, with a concentration along the Coast.” She 
sighed, turning away. “He made it impossible for Theoran to return home without 
being killed on sight.” 
 “So that’s why he’s not here,” Allus said, nodding his head. He rested a hand on 
Salana’s shoulder; she returned her gaze to him. “But why did he go all the way to 
Mount Aslund? And why fake his death? What does he need more time for?” 
 “We wanted to throw Ulster off any trail he might think he has,” Salana 
explained. “The letter suggests a bandit shot Theoran down near—but not in—
Breakport. I left copies of that missive at a couple of places I figured Ulster’s men 
might stay while stalking Breakport. They’d report to Ulster immediately, we knew. 
And they’d either tell Ulster they personally killed Theoran—in order to collect a tidy 
reward—or they’d give him a copy of the letter.” 
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 Allus smiled, impressed. “And Ulster would no doubt assume one of his men 
was the so-called ‘bandit,’ and that we just didn’t know Theoran was being hunted by 
trained assassins.” 
 Salana nodded. “It should buy Theoran a fortnight—hopefully more, but 
possibly less.” She toyed with her necklace. An iron hawk hung from it. She clutched 
the hawk. Allus remember it was a gift from her brother. “As for your other question,” 
she continued, “he’s heading to Northgarde to speak with the Queen of the North, 
Ranka Mowbray. As you know, her husband Archus never liked Ulster; the brutan once 
opened a gambling house there but the king shut it down after it stirred up too much 
trouble with locals in Goatsbane. With the evidence Theoran can present to the Court 
of Northgarde, we’re sure Ranka would issue a realm-wide, royally decreed bounty for 
Ulster’s head—and likely sic half her army on him as well. She isn’t one for mercy 
since her husband’s passing.” 
 “Aslundites seldom are,” Allus said, forcing a smile. “Even if Ulster found out 
your brother isn’t dead, he’ll wager he’s safe so long as Theoran doesn’t return to 
Breakport. A bounty and assault from the other corner of the realm will surely counter 
any plans he may have.” 
 “Let’s hope so,” Salana said. She turned around pulled a drape back slightly to 
look out the window. The sun was now gone, a thick ceiling of clouds blotting out the 
light. “That didn’t last long,” she remarked of the sun. 
 “It never does,” Allus shrugged.  
 “I was planning on leaving here this evening. Rackman will give up for the day 
in an hour or two after our trail goes cold. What do you think?” 
 “I think you’re in more danger than you realize, Salana,” Allus replied. “I 
imagine Ulster would love to capture you for ransom. If he had any lingering belief 
Theoran was alive, holding you captive would force your brother to crawl out of the 
woodwork. You need to lie low.” 
 “What do you mean? Hide?” she snorted. “Kalorns do not hide.” 
 “So they die from ignorance?” Allus asked, his voice hardening. “Don’t be a fool 
and get yourself killed, Salana. Keep yourself safe while Theoran does what he needs to 
do.” 
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 Salana plopped onto the edge of the bed. She let out a long, heavy sigh. “I know 
you’re right, Allus. It’s just… hard to accept. I feel like I should be helping him 
somehow.” 
 He pulled her back up and hugged her. “You’ve already helped him so much. 
This is the best thing that you can do for him right now. Listen, Salana, you’ll need 
some protection. I’m going to head back to my house to get us some weapons. We both 
need to be armed. I’ll return as quickly as possible, I promise. Meanwhile, you get 
some food for us from your friend in the lobby. I’ll surely be starving by then. Tell 
Esmond we’ll need this place for at least a few days. Can he do that?” 
 “Yes. I’m sure he can.” 
 “So how do you like to be armed?” he asked, grinning. 
 “A bow and a dagger,” she said. She smiled. “I’m a better fighter than you might 
think, by the way.” 
 Allus winked. “With what you’ve gotten us into, I hope so.” 
 He reached to open the door, then stopped and turned. “I have just one more 
question, Salana.” 
 “Yes?” 
 “Theoran’s always been a man of justice,” he said. “But for him, that’s been 
catching pickpockets and ending drunken street fights in the city. Why would he leave 
Breakport and risk his life to take down Ulster? What could Ulster have done to make 
Theoran hate him so deeply?” 
 Salana looked at him sadly. “It’s not something I like to talk about.” 
 Allus frowned. “If I’m going to help you guys take him down, I need to know the 
real reason we’re doing it.” 
 “I promise I’ll tell you,” she replied. “But first, let’s survive tonight, alright?” 
 Allus stepped out of the room and jogged down the hall. Salana locked the door 
behind him.
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