
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Shattered Dominion

        

        
        
          The Veil of Shadows Series, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Kenneth Thomas

        

        
          Published by Kenneth Thomas, 2024.

        

    



    
        
          Shattered Dominion

        

        
        
          The Veil of Shadows Series, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Kenneth Thomas

        

        
          Published by Kenneth Thomas, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SHATTERED DOMINION

    

    
      First edition. November 8, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Kenneth Thomas.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8227833112

    

    
    
      Written by Kenneth Thomas.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SHATTERED DOMINION

    

    
      First edition. November 8, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Kenneth Thomas.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8227833112

    

    
    
      Written by Kenneth Thomas.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


The Shattered Dominion

Author: Kenneth Thomas



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Prologue
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The wind howled through the ravaged hills of Sorrow's Reach, carrying with it the whispers of countless voices - some ancient, others not yet born. Shadows wove themselves into shapes along the fractured land, twisting between stones and trees long dead, leaving behind the faintest echoes of forgotten wisdom. Here, among these lands that defied the natural order, truth itself had fractured, splintered into as many fragments as there were souls to hold it.

Aramon stood alone on the edge of a steep rise, staring down into the valley below. Before him stretched the ruins of the Celestial Order's last bastion, its pillars crumbled and half-buried in ash. Once a place of pilgrimage for seekers and mystics, it had become little more than a desolate skeleton, a memory of devotion turned to dust. Yet Aramon's heart beat with a peculiar reverence, for he believed - no, he knew - that the land itself held secrets. Here, he would find the answers to the questions that had burned within him since his exile. Here, perhaps, he would see past the veil of illusion that clouded all mortal minds.

But as he took his first step down the treacherous path, a sound caught his ear - a whisper, or maybe a laugh, echoing up from the rocks below. He paused, his heart hammering. The Reach was known for its tricks, its illusions designed to unsettle and mislead. He felt the tug of fear, but pushed it aside.

Faith must not falter, he told himself. Truth lies only for those who dare to seek it.

Far to the east, past hills drenched in shadow, the city of Thul'var lay cloaked in a dim twilight. Queen Maelis stood on her balcony, overlooking the spires and watchtowers of her city. Her hands gripped the stone railing as if it were the only thing anchoring her to this world. Since the last war, she had been haunted by visions - faces of the fallen, those who had trusted her to lead them to victory and safety. She had led, yes, but at what cost? How many lives had been sacrificed to preserve her kingdom and her own ruthless reign?

A servant entered quietly, breaking the silence. "Your Majesty," he murmured, bowing low. "The Council awaits."

Maelis did not turn. "Tell them to wait a little longer," she said. Her voice was steady, yet her mind drifted to Sorrow's Reach, that cursed land whose name alone stirred fear even in the most hardened souls. It was said that within its bounds lay answers to any question one dared ask. She would go there - not to seek forgiveness, for she knew forgiveness was a luxury her deeds did not warrant - but perhaps to find a path toward something else. Atonement, maybe. Or, if the Fates were just, damnation.

In another part of the land, under a canopy of twisted trees, a lone figure moved silently, his steps so light they seemed to barely disturb the leaves beneath him. Lhoris grinned as he approached a faint glimmer among the roots - a coin, silver and pure, half-buried in the dirt. He plucked it from the ground, admiring it for a moment before slipping it into his pocket. He was always finding things in Sorrow's Reach - objects discarded or lost by those who had come here before him. The Reach had a habit of returning things, memories and dreams and fears alike. For Lhoris, it was a playground, a place to lose himself in the thrill of the hunt.

But the stories of the Heart of the Fallen Star tugged at his curiosity like nothing before. He could already imagine the glory, the wealth, the power he'd hold if he found it. And yet, a strange sensation - almost a warning - pricked at him as he thought of the Heart. The Reach was unlike any place he had ever ventured; it seemed to know its wanderers, to see them for who they truly were, and reflect back the darkest parts of their souls. Still, he wasn't one to resist a call.

In Sorrow's Reach, all paths would cross. Destiny - like the land itself - was fractured, scattered, and uncertain. But for those who entered, there was no turning back. Each step would be a challenge to their beliefs, each choice a test of their very essence. Some would emerge changed, and others might be lost forever.

As the moon rose, casting an eerie glow across the valley, the Reach pulsed with an energy as old as time. It called to those who sought purpose, who hungered for truth, and who carried with them the weight of unsolved mysteries and buried sins. And from the darkness came a question, borne on the wind and heard by each of them in turn:

What are you willing to lose to find the truth?
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Chapter 1: The Exile's Path
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Aramon knelt in the empty temple, his head bowed, eyes shut tightly against the morning light filtering through the crumbling stonework above. Dust floated in the rays, drifting lazily around him, remnants of the place he had once called home. Here, he had learned to quiet his mind, to reach the deep peace of the Celestial Order's teachings. But now, peace felt like a distant memory.

The echoes of his final days within the Order haunted him. He could still see the Archpriest's face, gaunt and severe, his voice filled with conviction as he pronounced Aramon's exile. You have defied our sacred tenets, questioned truths that must remain unquestioned, the Archpriest had declared before stripping him of his robes, leaving him to stumble from the temple as an outcast. Aramon had felt the stares of his brothers and sisters - once kin, now strangers - burning into his back.

Yet it was not the rejection that haunted him. It was the questions. The gnawing, unrelenting questions that had driven him into Sorrow's Reach, this wasteland of abandoned knowledge and shattered dreams. Is truth meant to be absolute, or can it be fragmented? Are the teachings we hold so dearly just fragments of a greater whole? These thoughts had taken root, like weeds breaking through stone.

A chill crept over him as he opened his eyes. The temple was no longer silent. It seemed to hum with an otherworldly resonance, as if whispering to him. Aramon rose slowly, his eyes scanning the shadows gathering in the corners of the room. He took a step forward, his heartbeat loud in his ears.

Ahead, beneath an ancient archway, lay the path leading into Sorrow's Reach. He had heard stories of this land - a place forsaken by the Celestial Order, a realm where the laws of nature bent to the weight of thought and memory. There were legends, too, of those who entered the Reach only to lose themselves, consumed by the illusions and fragments of truths that swirled within.

But Aramon was not afraid of illusions. He feared, instead, the silence that would follow him should he turn back.

Taking a deep breath, he crossed the threshold, feeling a shiver as he passed into the shadow of the archway. The air felt dense, weighted with an electric charge, as if the Reach itself acknowledged his presence. A faint, melodic whisper drifted through the breeze, growing louder as he moved further from the temple. The voices seemed to come from everywhere at once - close, yet impossible to trace.

"Seeker..." they murmured, weaving in and out of the wind. "Are you prepared to lose yourself?"

Aramon froze, heart racing. But his resolve held firm. If truth lay in pieces, then I will find each one, he told himself. And I will understand.

His journey had begun.

The path wound down through jagged stones and into a valley where dark clouds pooled, casting long shadows. Sorrow's Reach stretched before him, a shifting landscape of mist, barren trees, and strange formations - twisted stone, petrified roots, remnants of walls from some forgotten civilization. As he walked, the land seemed to breathe, each step like a heartbeat in a place where time itself had fractured.

It was here, beneath the twisted remains of what might have once been an ancient observatory, that he saw the first of them: a figure cloaked in gray, face obscured, standing amidst the rubble. Aramon approached cautiously, but the figure did not move, its eyes trained on the distance, as if peering into a vision only it could see.

"Are you real?" Aramon asked, his voice hushed.

The figure turned, revealing eyes that gleamed like molten silver. It seemed neither old nor young, neither man nor woman - an amalgamation of features that shifted as he looked.

"What is real in a land where belief shapes all?" the figure replied, its voice as soft as the wind. "You seek truth, but beware, Seeker, for truth is no longer whole here."

Aramon frowned. "If it is in pieces, I will find them all."

The figure studied him, eyes narrowing with something akin to pity - or perhaps respect. "Then you will suffer, as all before you have. Sorrow's Reach is not a place of simple answers. It is a place where truth must be earned, piece by piece, through blood and sacrifice."

The figure raised a hand, pointing toward the jagged cliffs beyond. There, he saw faint glimmers in the rocks - runes, ancient symbols of the Celestial Order, etched into the stone as if they were scars. Aramon's breath caught. These symbols were forbidden, their knowledge locked away in the Order's sacred texts, hidden from all but the highest-ranking mystics.

"Who left these here?" he whispered.

The figure smiled, but it was a sad, hollow expression. "Those who came before. They sought what you seek. Most of them failed. A few survived, but they paid dearly for their knowledge. Remember, Seeker: the cost of truth is often too great to bear."
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