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DUST

Book One






More states have perished from the violation of morality than from the violation of law.

—CHARLES DE MONTESQUIEU








Prologue

PRIEST EROS stared up at the axe, eyeing its jagged, blood-stained edge. “You’ve taken the wrong priest!” he cried as he was forced to both knees.

The priest bled from every crevice, sweat from every pore. His sacred white gown had been ripped and soiled. Strong hands clutched his bony shoulders, keeping him pinned upon a rotting, splintery stage of pinewood. Still he howled, as if the twentieth shout would be the one to save him. “You’ve taken the wrong priest!”

Angry voices roared from below.

“On with it!”

“Maim him!”

Nearing death’s door, Priest Eros barely heard the furious crowd.

“Kill the child-lover!”

That he heard.

Trumpets sounded abruptly—a royal arrival. The raging masses fell silent and searched for their beloved king as a group of house protectorates, clad in green and gold armor, cleared a path toward the execution stage, shoving sweaty tanners, butchers, and merchants aside. King Kaldor trailed these protectorates, walking between two standard bearers waving the green flags of House Kaldor high overhead.

Once free of the crowd, King Kaldor strode up a set of spiral pinewood stairs, each step draped with bits of shredded gown or bloodied skin. Priest Eros could do naught but watch as the king of Alyonia marched onto his infamous execution stage.

“Stand down,” said the king.

Eros’ executioner, a hulking figure by the name of Aypax the Honorable, stepped back, allowing the priest to release a breath he hadn’t known he was holding.

“My king…I’m innocent,” he coughed.

“To your feet.” King Kaldor moved swiftly toward center stage, his royal surcoat of green and gold fluttering in warm winds.

Eros stood as a second captive was dragged beside him for all the city to see. He was a human, this captive, a rare sight for the city of Alyonia. The man appeared middle-aged. His dirty beard and haggard face hinted at a hard past. His once-golden hair had gone white with time, allowing his features to blend in with the priest and every Alyonian nearby.

Known for their disheveled white hair and slim tails, Alyonians were frequently mocked as “appearing closer to ape than man.” Evolution had left them behind, at least according to the realms of men. Over time, the strong novas of the south had slowly changed Alyonian pigment from pale to various shades of bronze beneath their thin white fur, another source of repugnance for their human neighbors of the north.

“Today we charge two souls,” continued King Kaldor. “Priest Eros Solanus, for the crime of youthful defilement… and Sir Henry-Fri, a prisoner of war belonging to our enemies of the north, the Rhi Empire. Both shall be put to the blade.”

The crowd cheered, for they hated the Rhi Empire and every human living within it. And the priest…the priest had earned their fury. All went quiet as King Kaldor lifted his hand for silence. His muscular stature was imposing, even for an Alyonian. Lengthy white hair fell past broad shoulders. His forearm fur was well-groomed and his tail was concealed masterfully beneath a white belt. Nobility.

As noise from the crowd quieted, King Kaldor turned to his royal family lined behind him. They stood in single file among other political figures, each clothed in dark green tunics. “Prince Taaivetti, step forward.”

Young Prince Taaivetti marched ahead proudly. He was a mere fifty-two seasons of age, no more than thirteen years by the count of men. Yet Prince Taaivetti seemed mature and always carried himself with the arrogance of a wealthy house patron or High-Lord.

“Two moons past, you heard both Priest Eros and Sir Henry-Fri’s testimonies before the High Council,” said King Kaldor. “It is now time to pass your judgment. By law, only you may pardon either.”

Taaivetti stared up at Priest Eros, his bruised cheeks and pleading eyes. “No pardon,” the prince said, his voice solemn. He turned to the human, studied him. “As for Sir Henry-Fri…freedom. Let him return home and tell the Rhi Empire of our power, but also, of our mercy.”

The clustered masses clapped and nodded, content to heed the wisdom of their young prince.

“Well spoken, my son.” King Kaldor shifted attention to his daughter, Taryn. She stood in line behind him, arms crossed, eyes fixed upon Priest Eros. King Kaldor watched her carefully, eyeing her with secret understanding. My Taryn, he thought.

Taryn’s mother, Queen Lizabeth, also seemed worried about her. The queen stood by her daughter’s side, swaying a crying infant in her arms. Baby Hendrix, the royal family’s third and final child, had cheeks stained with tears as he teethed and tugged upon a small white book.

Hoping to drag her children’s attention from the violence that lay ahead, Queen Lizabeth peeled Hendrix’s fingers back and read the book aloud. “ ‘Legend has it, the ancient comets struck down all over our world.’ ” Queen Lizabeth forced a smile toward her young ones as she recited the familiar words. “ ‘These comets warped the men of old into all types of new beings…for you see, there was power in the dust of these comets.’ ”

“Bring forth the victim!” shouted King Kaldor, his labored breaths working to combat Alyonia’s crippling heat.

The crowd began to stir, shielding their eyes from nova rays above and craning their necks until a young Alyonian gal emerged from below the pinewood stairs. She appeared no older than Taryn, even looked a bit like her.

“Please,” King Kaldor said gently, “you’ve nothing to fear. Your bravery inspires.”

The gal quivered as she ascended the stairs, taking in hundreds of inquisitive eyes. The fibers on her ragged dress snagged on the stage’s splintery wood whilst she made for King Kaldor’s side. Stepping in place beside him, the king gave her an approving nod.

“My fellow Alyonians,” he began, “hard as this may be, it is law that Priest Eros be identified eye to eye.”

King Kaldor kneeled to the tiny Alyonian’s level and whispered in her ear. Her tail suddenly sprung from a loose under-belt and flickered behind, lifting the dress and exposing her bare backside. Taryn couldn’t help but laugh. She nudged and whispered to a youthful Alyonian male standing in line beside her. “Kornilious, look.”

Kornilious grinned. “Indeed.” He hid his chuckles beneath the sweat-soaked collar of an expensive green tunic. “She ought to wear loincloths next time.”

“Probably can’t afford them.” Taryn snickered silently, yet kept her eyes forward, her teeny tail stroking Kornilious’ in secret.

King Kaldor pointed at Priest Eros. “Is this the Alyonian who defiled you?”

The young victim pulled her dress back into place, trembled, and blinked. “Yes…yes!”

The audience stirred once more, throwing shouts at Priest Eros as King Kaldor waved for the executioner.

“No! She lies!” Priest Eros’ limbs shook as the executioner forced him back to his knees, axe in hand. “She lies!”

The tiny victim hurried offstage. Eros’ eyes followed her as she walked through the raucous crowd and out past a road of alehouses, smithies, and inns. Time slowed, gifting him the moment he’d been dreading as his eyes alighted on the one face he’d prayed not to see.

Ellara, his beautiful bride-to-be.

Ellara could only watch as the executioner lifted his bloody blade.

“May you find peace,” said Aypax the Honorable. His axe remained high in the air as red dribbled down its steel bit and splattered upon Eros’ neck, drop by wretched drop.

Queen Lizabeth rocked baby Hendrix twice as fast, then gently nudged Taryn’s head down, hoping her child’s eyes would stay on the on the book’s pages. “ ‘The comet dust gave off strange powers, powers that bygone men were able to harness,’ ” she read. “ ‘A great war arose over them, and eventually, the comets were locked away beneath an altar somewhere never known.’ ”

Still focused on his beloved, Eros somehow managed a smile. At least she’ll know of my honor, he thought. My truth.

He closed his eyes, and everything went black.

The mob gasped.

Enraged as they were, even the masses stilled by such a sight. Eros’ head rolled off the stage and landed with a wet thud before them. Citizens stepped back and held their breath, for the head itself might’ve carried some child-loving plague.

“ ‘The men of old built this altar,’ ” continued Queen Lizabeth, now trembling. Shaky fingers flipped another page. “ ‘They then crafted four keys, each needed to open the altar. The men of old rode off and hid these keys in four different realms across Adria…’ ”

Taryn rolled her eyes and twisted away from her mother, away from the story she’d heard a thousand times before. “Kornilious?”

Kornilious stared straight ahead as his parents had demanded, but he couldn’t hide his smitten smile. “Yes?”

“Want to hear something funny?”

“I’m listening.”

Taryn’s hips moved, slightly touching Kornilious’ for a brief moment of adolescent love. “My father paid that little girl to lie. I already killed the priest who abused me.”






1 HENDRIX Rain and Wind


HENDRIX LOOKED overboard at the powerful tides, at the swirling black abyss. A plunge into these waters would yield a harsh death, but then, so would being caught by his pursuers. He wondered which was easier. After all, it seemed a short jump…

Twenty-two moons with constant rain, he thought, glancing at the weathered white book in his hand. Could The Prophetics be true? It had been sixty-four seasons since Eros’ execution, since Hendrix’s mother began to read him the little white book of prophecies, yet still he remained unsure of the content’s veracity.

“Bloody Perdition! Put that damned thing away and patch the leak!” shouted Aypax, before vomiting off the port side of their pitiful vessel.

Hendrix didn’t hear his words, nor the chunks of undigested meat splashing against violent waves. Hendrix didn’t hear much of anything, in fact. Perhaps due to the night’s deafening winds, perhaps due to his severe intoxication. At sixty-eight seasons, or seventeen years according to the calendar of men, Hendrix wasn’t quite old enough to drink, and yet the situation demanded it. Twenty-two moons with constant rain…

“Hendrix!”

Aypax wiped his pruned mouth and stomped toward his drunken accomplice. An incredibly large and intimidating Alyonian, Aypax wasn’t used to repeating himself. But tonight felt different. Tonight, one had to earn the right to be heard. Heavy rain and echoes of furious thunder ensured that. Aypax shuffled cautiously across the slippery deck, exposing their pathetic ship. The miniature craft stretched no more than fourteen forearms in length. Worse, Aypax himself stood nearly half that in height. “We drift mere moments from the Tourtoufian beach, put the book away and help—”

A hefty swell assaulted their hull. Aypax gripped a slick railing as if life depended on it, and perhaps it did. Cold, dark water splashed high and engulfed him. Exhausted and drenched, Aypax appeared more primitive than usual. His archaic facial features and balding white hair often prompted the term simian, yet tonight, he looked particularly barbaric.

“Fine!” Unsteady on his feet, Hendrix swayed with the boat and tucked his book into a green travel sack as lightning illuminated the distance. Its bright shine revealed nothing but torrential downpour and seemingly endless miles of perilous sea. “Do you think I wish to read at a time like this?” Hendrix’s thin white tail convulsed uncontrollably, a common sign of Alyonian fear. “The Prophetics are coming true!” He stood and untied a firm knot attached to the lower stanchion, finally helping his burly companion. “I must read! There could be warnings in these pages, Aypax—”

Hendrix felt a sudden flash of pain as the rope he’d uncoiled sliced through his hands and toward the bow like an angry snake, knocking over buckets of raw fish and potted meat. The disgusting cluster sloshed across the deck while Hendrix’s palms bled. “Moons and stars and whor—” He stopped himself. The young Alyonian had long attempted to quell his cursing, at least in public. Blood dripped downward, mixing with the hideous scraps of food and washed-up kelp like a collage.

“The skies have pissed for twenty-two moons straight, Aypax.” Hendrix pushed knotty white hair from his face. “We’re in the Southbay! It hasn’t so much as drizzled this far south in seasons. Now there’s a monsoon?” His thoughts were interrupted by a drunken hiccup. “Don’t you find this strange?”

While Aypax couldn’t deny the strange confluence of events, he still refused to believe in the book’s prophetic messages. “Vomit yourself to sobriety. I require your focus.”

“I am focused!” Jarring gusts diminished Hendrix’s words. “That’s precisely why I’m afraid! Twenty-two moons of rain, Aypax… The sickness, a full famine across Alyonia. The Prophetics foretold all of this. It’s too much to be coincidence.”

Another wave rocked their vessel, forcing Hendrix to his knees. “Open your eyes!” The wet surface stung his open wounds. “You know my heart, my past. I’m the last Alyonian to ever believe in this prophetic nonsense, and yet…something is happening. I cannot deny it any longer.” Finally giving in, Hendrix allowed his body to slump in defeat.

Aypax wished to do the same, to rest his aching muscles and throbbing headache. He couldn’t; their pursuers were too close behind. To stop now would mean capture. Capture would mean much worse.

“My brother once spoke that any escapees seized beyond the borders of Alyonia would have their eyes plucked before their beheading,” Hendrix said and burped. He’d turned over, now faced toward the night sky, though he couldn’t see any of it. His brown eyes were closed as cold rain bombarded his lids. Temporary blindness only helped him imagine such a cruel punishment. “You know the laws of execution… Will that happen to us?”

Aypax finished patching the boat leak with a mixture of mud and cotton fibers. “Your help is appreciated,” he said, mocking, as he rolled up the grey sleeves of his tunic. Adjusting their headsail, he heeled the boat toward defiant winds.

Hendrix marveled at his savior, thinking, How does he keep it up? What motivates him? As the vessel tilted, the young Alyonian rolled toward its edge like a lifeless ball. No. Catching himself upon a corroded rail, he stared down at the passing waters. I shall not give in. Now an arm’s length away, he could practically touch the salty sea.

Hendrix lay there, nauseous yet enchanted by the ocean’s soullessness, by the fear of what lurked in the deep. “Taaivetti also spoke of escapees who were ship-dragged, that a boat’s barnacles and rusted underbelly would tear them to shreds before they arrived home for execution.”

“Quite true!” Aypax remained focused on a flapping sail. “I’ve carried out both punishments myself. They’re far worse in reality than thought.”

Hendrix knew the brute never lied, ever. Aypax had been raised a warrior. He’d wedded brutality and slaughtered niceties long ago.

“But,” Aypax furthered, “pain that doesn’t kill you can be useful.”

Hendrix studied his savior’s eyes. It was then he understood what fueled Aypax. What kept him forging forward. Revenge.

“Your sister shall pay for what she’s done.” Aypax inhaled a deep breath, turning his pain to promise.

“I still don’t understand how she could do such a thing…”

“It matters not. What’s done is done. They’re all dead, and they won’t be coming back—”

“Taryn killed my mother!” snapped Hendrix. “Have some respect for her memory.” The wind fell silent, allowing Hendrix to feel his agony free of distraction.

“I’ll respect the queen’s memory by removing Taryn’s spleen and sending her to the same realm of torment she sent each of my brethren to.”

That stopped Hendrix. “They died honorably…”

“Their bodies hang from the Kaldorian manor. They do not rest honorably.”

Hendrix stared into the distance as their boat bobbed up and down. “Mother’s image shall stay with me forever.” A difficult truth to admit, gut wrenching to say aloud. “I can still see Taryn cutting her throat. The blood. The steel. The silent screams.”

Aypax didn’t hesitate. “Mental scars are far worse than physical.”

“Do they ever leave you?”

“No.” Aypax let out a horrific cough and pounded at his chest. Frightening, given the recent outbreak of sickness.

Hendrix didn’t like that answer, nor the wretched cough. He changed topics. “Do we have any hope?”

“Hope is a disease. I prefer a plan.”

“Do we have a plan?”

“Yes. Get our letter to Prince Taaivetti, and quickly. We’ll need his royal decree of pardon before Taryn’s assassins catch up to us.”

“I thought you said you’d take care of the letter?”

“Patience.” Nearly on cue, Aypax’s eyes darted upward. A dark cloud burst open as he saw the very creature his “patience” referred to: an Askari. Tonight’s skies came with a dim fog, but Aypax couldn’t possibly miss his treasured Askari. “Pattar, ramos!”

“Pattttttaaaaaa!”

The Askari released a high-pitched screech to signal arrival. Seeing it up close, Hendrix gaped. Pattar was a majestic bird with three wings; its beak alone sharp enough to catch the dimmest light and shine through haze. Hendrix gawked as the bird, if it could even be compared to one, sliced through aggressive winds and circled overhead.

Pattar descended and landed on Aypax’s muscular shoulder. A proud parent, the brute stroked his Askari’s damp brown fur. Messenger birds were impressive enough, but the famed Askari doubled them in size, speed, and agility. “Pattar shall deliver our letter to Prince Taaivetti.” Aypax kissed the Askari’s forehead, ruffling its soaking feathers. “He should cover the distance within three moons. We’ll need to evade Taryn for that long. At least.”

Far too entranced with the Askari, Hendrix did not respond. Pattar had a bushy tail falling from its backside, and four stout limbs, each long yet well built. Its piercing red eyes returned Hendrix’s curiosity.

“Did its mother hump a lion?”

Aypax chuckled, his first in seasons. “No.” Rain rushed down his newly lit face, but the disease of hope had returned…even if only a sliver. “Pattar is a pure-bred Askari from the great trees of the eastern shore. They tend to be a bit…mean.”

“You don’t say.” Hendrix grinned, momentarily rejuvenated. “I don’t question the bird’s origins so much as its methods of development. You strike me as one who might feed Pattar some…bird- enhancement herbs?”

Ignoring the boy’s drunken inquiries, Aypax squinted ahead. “Quiet yourself and prepare the bow. I see Tourtoufa.”

Hendrix nodded, then stumbled toward the pulpit. He gazed out at the island’s beach and lost himself in its trademark mixture of black and purple sands, the first time he’d ever seen such a thing. Tall trees with orange and green canopies outlined the shore’s opposite end. They spanned as far as one could see, a forest of unidentified proportions. The landscape was alluring to behold, but even its charm wasn’t enough to shake the newest thought plaguing Hendrix’s mind.

Will I ever see my beloved Madison Preters again?






2 TARYN Love


Her room smelled of love. A new love, a passionate love. It smelled of sweat mingled with the finest perfumes the southern realms could offer.

One could say it reeked.

“Did you send the letter?” asked Bandano-Rhi, the illustrious emperor of the Rhi Empire.

Taryn’s brown eyes looked up from his strong arms. “I did. Taaivetti should receive it any moment.” She nestled her head into the curve of his neck, showing a side of herself Bandano-Rhi had never seen. A vulnerable side, a side he was growing quite fond of.

But as Bandano-Rhi scanned every freckle on the sun-kissed skin beneath her short, silky fur, he noticed something new: a small burn mark, a blister of sorts, scarring the back of her neck. The burn had been covered by Taryn’s elegant, almost-silver hair, only noticeable from such an angle.

She rolled over and tucked her neck into a silk pillow. “My love.”

Bandano-Rhi understood. He refocused on his surroundings. There were candles. Far too many candles. The sheer number of them went past the point of romance. It bordered on obsession…

Taryn pulled her eyes from Bandano-Rhi’s and examined each flame lovingly.

The enamored emperor watched the flickering reflections in Taryn’s chestnut-brown eyes. She was smiling, though perhaps unintentionally. Fire always brought forth the best in her. Or the worst, depending on one’s perception. Regardless, flames had always shifted her mood, ever since her troubled youth.

“How is it that you grow more beautiful each moon we lay together?” asked Bandano-Rhi.

“I don’t.” She focused on the twinkling of yellow and red throughout her living chamber. “You’re a man, and I’m nude.”

“It is far more than that.” He ran a callused hand down her smooth tan cheek. “I’ve seen many a nude woman. Never a nude Alyonian, I’ll grant you this. But I know beauty when I see it, and you? You’re one of a kind.”

Taryn finally met his gaze. “That’s merely your mind telling you to compliment me, so that you’ll get the chance to see me nude yet again.”

Bandano-Rhi chuckled.

“With men, it always comes back to lust,” she continued.

“I prefer passion.”

“Simply a fancy word for lust.” Sensing that would end this game, Taryn rose from her ruby-red sofa.

Now standing, her body, curved and on full display, froze Bandano-Rhi. She hated this move, this power play. It seemed so simple, and Taryn was much too intelligent to be simple. Or perhaps much too intelligent not to be. Bandano-Rhi may have been an emperor, but he was still a man, and such a tactic always yielded exactly what she wanted.

“What am I to you?” she asked.

Her question felt honest. That made it powerful. For a moment, the emperor didn’t feel like much of one. “You’re my family.”

Family.

Taryn despised the word. Yet in this moment, she wanted to kiss him, hold him ’til the eve was through. Taryn wished to say that she felt the same, that she’d never had a real connection to her own family. Or to anyone. Taryn wished to say that finally, after all of her one hundred seasons, she tasted a real connection now.

But that would be too intimate.

Sex. Love. Secrecy. Things were perfect as they were—safe, controlled. Taryn and Bandano-Rhi seemed unstoppable. From their recent political developments to their dark and delicate plans, dreams were nearing true. But family…family implied settling. Settling invites weakness, Taryn thought sadly, bitterly. And neither party could afford to look weak. Neither could show their true hand. Not yet.

“Why so many books?” Bandano-Rhi shifted the conversation, doing his best not to stare at the obvious. They’d been together many private eves, yet he’d never been to the city of Alyonia, and he’d certainly never been inside Taryn’s personal chambers. The public would never have accepted such hybridizing. The Rhi Empire had recently struck peace with Alyonia, but such an ancient feud would not merely vanish overnight.

“I’m fascinated by them.” Taryn sipped dark red wine whilst gesturing air quotes. “And you know, ‘wisdom is power.’ Or so they say.” She swirled her wine round a sapphire mug, then walked toward a well-kept fireplace. “And do you know what is even more powerful than wisdom?”

“Yes.” Bandano-Rhi pointed toward his longsword perched against a window in the corner. “Ten thousand men with spears and shields.”

Taryn giggled, then peeked back at him, drinking him in. She loved his thick black hair, his glittering green eyes. “No. It is the controlling of wisdom.” She nodded toward an incredibly large pile of burnt paper. Stacks of charred remains lay scattered next to her fireplace, a graveyard of parchment. Perhaps thousands of books had met their end here. “When you control what the masses remember, we can alter the past and curate the present. Thus changing the trajectory of our future.” Taryn lifted a copy of a small white book titled The Prophetics. Another fifty duplicates sat upon a hefty bookshelf nearby, patiently awaiting their doom.

Bandano-Rhi grinned. “Just when I felt I couldn’t love you more… Elo smiles down upon you. Praise him.”

“Praise him.” Taryn lifted a copy of The Prophetics, slid her hand over its title. “My father once told Taaivetti that The Prophetics would save Alyonia. That their prophecies and false god Balo would save us all.” Her forearm fur raised ever so slightly at the thought of her father and his religious texts. She’d trimmed her fur perfectly for tonight, still, Bandano notice its movement. “That was the same eve I was forced over by a Balonian priest.”

Taryn wanted the book to scream before she heaved it into the flames, to somehow beg for mercy the way she had that night. It did not. Just as well, she thought. Her old life had gone up in flames that night as well.

Bandano-Rhi watched her, speechless. “Taryn, I—”

“My queen. May I enter?” A quiet voice slipped through the front door, accompanied by an equally feeble knock.

Taryn walked behind a marble counter, only somewhat hiding her lack of clothing. “Come in then!”

Bandano-Rhi’s look questioned her sanity. Too late.

An Alyonian male entered, clothed in a pricey beige tunic of heavy, luxurious fabric. His eyes shot straight to the nude emperor of man sitting mere forearms away. Taryn smiled.

“Hello, Trakkonious.”

Trakkonious’ thin tail slipped from a leather brown belt, giving away slight nerves. “Taryn, my queen,” he mumbled. “I have a message from Anaeous—”

“You may speak freely.” Taryn turned to a curious Bandano-Rhi. “Anaeous is cryptic for Kornilious.”

Trakkonious bowed. “Anaeou— Kornilious speaks that your brother Hendrix has been spotted in the Southbay. He is to be captured within three moons. Kornilious also relays that everything is in order for tonight. The eve is confirmed.”

“Wonderful. Find him and relay the same. But make my words sound more pristine.” Taryn simpered. “More queenlike. Do not say ‘confirmed.’ ” Taryn couldn’t hide her smirk, for she was only just getting used to her new title of interim queen. “And what of the story-papers? How did you detail Hendrix’s treachery?”

“He murdered your mother, the queen of Alyonia.” Trakkonious grinned. “Respectfully, this was the easiest story I’ve created in all my time as public heed. I even managed to dig up some of Hendrix’s childhood offenses and had our scribes detail your heroic attempts to stop him during the murder. If it pleases, I would walk with a limp this week and accept condolences from each house.”

Taryn nodded her approval, and Trakkonious slinked out.

Bandano-Rhi glared. “You’ve just set a fly on the wall to buzz about the city.”

“Folks don’t listen to flies, my love. They swat them. And my flies know better. Alyonia is full of spiderwebs.”

Taryn sauntered back toward Bandano-Rhi, allowing his gaze to drink in her curves once more. Lord, she looks like a woman, only better. Her bronze skin. Her soft yet muscular frame. Her breasts. Even the tail somehow…

Taryn’s tail danced with excitement, as if she could read the emperor’s thoughts. Finally reaching her couch, she could still sense the unease swimming underneath his desire. “Relax, my love. Trakkonious is my family’s High-Public Heed, and my image is now all that matters to him. He already knows of you and I.”

Bandano-Rhi reluctantly accepted. “Whilst we are on the subject, have you had to…with Kornilious?”

“No.” Taryn covered herself with a linen blanket before sinking onto the red sofa and reflecting upon her childhood lover. “Kornilious does as I ask. He believes precisely what we wish. And if he’s reelected as Alyonia’s Master of Defense, he’ll be quite useful… Now, wipe away your jealousy. It isn’t fitting.”

Bandano-Rhi ignored the remark. He contemplated how best to say what was truly on his mind. Taryn’s admission of this Balonian priest’s actions had changed the course of the eve, shifted what could be said. But this needs saying. “Taryn…my son Maxoff, he’s fled Pallala.”

Taryn appeared struck. Her usually powerful posture changed yet again. “Go on.”

“He married that whore from the Pallala countryside, the one I spoke to you of during our time in Nadoria. They ran away together. Sailed away, I should say.”

“I’m sorry, Bandano.”

And she was. Taryn cared. She actually cared. It was a new feeling. Her usual negativity replaced by compassion as her mind suddenly raced back to that damned word. Family.

“And he stole the key,” continued Bandano, timidly, grievously. With these five words, he finally revealed the true reason for his presence in Alyonia.

Taryn’s negative energy spiraled back in the form of deep worry and rage.

“I know.” Bandano did his best to calm her. “I know.” He took to his feet and retreated for the doorway, picking up his longsword and yellow armor along the way. “Maxoff is going to try and find the altar.” Bandano let the thought sink in as he clothed himself and packed his things into a yellow and purple haversack.

Taryn’s nose twitched; her anger rose. She leaped up and approached.

“Don’t worry.” He held his ground at the door, barely. “I shall see to my son after I’ve signed the peace treaty. When the Alyonian Peace Parade ends, I’ll sail for him and take the key back myself.” Bandano-Rhi’s face appeared burdened with guilt and uncertainty. Even as a great conqueror, he was still a father.

“I know you’ll do what needs to be done.” Taryn lifted her hand for a kiss, then showed him out.






3 TAAIVETTI The Heat of the South


It was hot. Far too hot.

Sweat dripped down the slope of Prince Taaivetti’s nose as he stared out into a vast desert below. Endless, he thought. Absolutely endless. His sweat fell, splashing against warped wood beneath him, then fizzled into nothingness with a pained hiss.

“Two novas rotating over the same desert…a cruel joke,” he murmured through cracked lips. Taaivetti had been here at the fortress of Hann for nearly fifty seasons, and even still, he had not adapted to such heat. No one had.

“My prince,” said an Alyonian officer passing behind.

“Lord,” exclaimed another.

The officers saluted their inattentive prince. Lost in thought, and severely dehydrated, Taaivetti looked nothing like his usual self, nothing like what many considered the most dashing Alyonian of them all.

Formalities continued as more exhausted soldiers marched across Hann’s narrow wall walk in perfect unison, headed for a poorly built watchtower. This tower sat perched upon the northeastern corner of the ramparts. Hann’s wooden walls were at their highest and flimsiest here, a four-story heap of decaying wood.

Taaivetti didn’t turn to repay his weary brethren’s respects. Such a lapse in manners was unlike him, yet everyone has a breaking point. Everyone. Still gazing out into sheer nothingness, Taaivetti ran a hand through short white hair, then blinked repetitively, as if he’d seen a sparkle of life in the blowing sand. He hadn’t. It was as red and dead as ever. The Red Sand Desert, it had come to be known… Not even tumbleweeds survived here. Even the surrounding volcanoes, resembling heaping mounds of red dirt, were long dormant. The sand’s scarlet color served as a scathing and constant reminder of the bloodshed it so frequently played host to.

Lost in thought, Taaivetti failed to feel the flesh and fur burning from his forearm. Leaning against the metallic railing of a blistering merlon, it finally hit him. Not the pain, nor his body posture, but the answer to a long-pondered question.

To leave, or to stay?

Taaivetti walked away, leaving a bit of dead skin behind. As he paced the northern parapet of Hann, nausea gripped the prince. This wasn’t new, for the heat made nausea a normality at Hann, frequent as daily meals for some. But this felt different, the kind of queasiness one gets from heartbreak, or the loss of someone dear…

“Your officers await you in the boardroom, my prince!” shouted the honorable Sir Rynn of Kaldoria. “They’re eager to hear your decision.” Sir Rynn wiped heaps of sweat from his thin white tail as he approached, then tucked the appendage beneath a brown belt. He had a rather tiny tail, a half arm shorter than most Alyonians.

Sir Rynn was also remarkably old. Truthfully, no one knew his real age. Some claimed he’d lived for more than five hundred seasons, others thought mankind had cursed him with immortality. Regardless, whatever the elder lacked in physical gifts, he made up for with an undeniable aura of wisdom and happiness.

As Rynn advanced, Taaivetti noticed the Alyonian’s green and gold battle armor shifting from side to side. Blistering heat had turned his stomach’s perspiration into lubricant. Having also lost a bit of weight, Rynn’s plates were comically loose.

“Thank you, brother.” The prince opted not to embrace his sweat-soaked companion.

Sir Rynn studied him, quickly noting that Taaivetti’s uncertainty was about far more than sweat. “You have made your decision, my prince?”

“Yes.” Taaivetti’s word came out harsher than ever. “Though the truth is, we’re damned if we stay, and damned if we leave.”

“Aye…forty-thousand Gorsh.” Rynn stroked his thick white beard. “I still can barely believe it. The desert beasts have never amassed such a horde. Not ever. But for us to withdraw now, to retreat back to Alyonia—”

“I shall not retreat.”

“Tactical withdrawal, I should say,” Sir Rynn corrected himself, knowing Taaivetti’s hatred for such cowardice.

“I must stay,” stated Taaivetti. “We’ve given too much to this desert…too much to let it all go. Besides, this war is my legacy. I’ve waited patiently for the opportunity to earn my place amongst the warrior stars. I must convince Hann’s defenders.”

Sir Rynn nodded, though something else remained on his mind. “My prince, where have you gone off to these last few eves? Some of the brethren have begun to worry.”

Taaivetti eyed him sternly. “To prayer.”

“With all my respects, we do have a…prayer hall.”

The words stung Taaivetti. “I prefer the tranquility of the desert mountains. I hear more clearly there.” Even the prince himself knew his claim stunk of rubbish.

Sir Rynn knew not to push. “Well, if you are to stay and fight, might I put forth a stratagem for the boardroom?”

“Speak.”

“Cancel the vote entirely. Why give the brethren a chance to leave if you’ve decided we must stay? You have the power, Taaivetti. Use it. That is, if you truly believe we must stay.”

They began strutting down Hann’s wall walk. “I can’t force my own soldiers,” said Taaivetti, his blue earrings bouncing with their fast strides. “I simply can’t. But yes, I do believe we must remain at Hann because…”

Sir Rynn stopped the prince with a hand on his shoulder. “Because why, Taaivetti? What have you been doing in the night—”

“Because we’ve given too much! Too many Alyonians have paid the ultimate price for us to leave this place now. The desert would resort to what it was before we ever arrived.”

“Ripe with potential?” Rather annoyed, Sir Rynn spoke his truth.

“Careful, Rynn,” said the prince. “Sure, the desert tribes had more wealth here than they ever discovered. But without our protection from the Gorsh, they may’ve died long before finding it on their own.” Taaivetti sounded truthful, yet he was still hiding something.

Sir Rynn held his tongue. As they moved toward Hann’s boardroom, the old Alyonian ran his hand over a row of decaying wooden chests. Similar chests were visible along the top of the wall, each holding precious minerals, grains, and jewels taken from the many starving tribes of the Red Sand Desert. Without our protection the savage Gorsh may have killed the desert tribes indeed, thought Sir Rynn. But have we remained for their protection?

“I do wonder something,” said Taaivetti. “The Gorsh hordes have never unified, not since our elders discovered them. They’ve always pillaged the desert tribes or fought one another in the desert, clan against clan. Why change that now? Why join forces now?”

Sir Rynn didn’t pretend to have an answer. For all of his good-natured humor, Rynn allowed no nonsense when it came to advising his prince. “I know not. A bit of good news, however. Scouts have informed us of a few supply ships just three moons out. Wood, food, and water.”

“Send a bird and have them hold those ships. Should the brethren vote to leave, we’ll need them.” Taaivetti turned, leaving the overflowing chests as he quickened his pace.

“I shall,” said Rynn. “Though it’s a three-moon ride through the desert if we’re to retrea—depart. The supply ships could not fit us all, and many would not survive the journey. Perhaps such a horrific trek is another way you might convince the soldiers to stay?”

They continued in silence. Taaivetti’s long legs were hard to keep up with. “I can’t force my own. I won’t.”

“You’ve a heart of gold,” said Sir Rynn. “But the hard head of a mountain ram.”

Taaivetti nodded, though he wasn’t listening. “I’ll stay true to the vote. Let fate decide.”

“Fate tends to be a fickle thing.”

The duo descended into a reeking courtyard and quickly reached the boardroom door. Sir Rynn locked eyes not with his prince but, in this moment, his friend. Taaivetti looked haggard. Rynn wished to tell him that his prince’s charm had vanished. That he could see the stress in his ocean-blue eyes, the swelling of his lips and bronzed ears…or the hidden stains on his normally fresh tabard and chainmail. He didn’t. Friend or not, Taaivetti was royalty. A chasm would always exist between them.

“My prince!” A voice echoed from afar as an exhausted Alyonian scout ran down the bailey, sweating from head to tail. The scout slowed his run and knelt.

“Rise,” said Taaivetti.

He stood and extended his hand, gifting the prince a letter. “From your sister, Taryn, of the royal family.”

Taaivetti thanked his messenger before unraveling the parchment. Only then did he notice his burnt and scabbing forearm. What a morning. Taaivetti read the letter, and finally, his vomit came. Whatever he was reading brought worse news than anything Hann had ever given him.
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House Kaldor

Letter type: Urgent, Informative

To: Taaivetti Kaldor

From: Taryn Kaldor

343 A.B, Windy Season, 92nd Moon, Double Novas

I do not know how to begin this letter, Taai. By now, word may have found you, so all I can do is say that I love you and spit it out.

Our parents are dead. Murdered. Hendrix put a knife in them.

I do not know what befell him. He was completely different. Possessed, almost… Hendrix has always loathed our parents. We’ve known that since he was forced to cover for father’s abuse. But this was something different, something else entirely. You know how I’ve always felt of him. Why I’ve never trusted him. Yet, no one listened. You didn’t even listen. And now…

Hendrix was not alone. Your dear friend Aypax “the honorable” (though he no longer holds this title) was an accomplice in our family’s murder.

I’m struggling to pen this, Taaivetti. I’m so angry that you weren’t here to stop them, though I know that isn’t fair. I do.

Hendrix and Aypax escaped the catacombs and fled the city. I don’t know why they did this. Why they’re still doing this. I don’t even care why. I just want it to be different. I want the pain to stop.

I know this shall be hard to swallow, though it is all true. Word shall spread faster than the sickness, so I wanted you to hear it from me first. Please come home, brother. I need you.

All the love I have,

Taryn






4 TARYN Well-Kept Secrets


“Oh, quit your pouting, Kornilious.”

Taryn sighed with frustration as she walked slowly across a dark and spacious hall of her family’s ancient catacombs. “The peace treaty has been finalized; there’s nothing left to say.”

The Alyonian Master of Defense didn’t reply. He’d always been better at erecting emotional walls than real ones.

“You’re envious of Bandano-Rhi, this much is clear,” furthered Taryn. “But you and I have long agreed to use him for creating a two-realm function. So what’s your real fear here?”

Kornilious ignored that remark too. He concentrated on the catacombs’ thick brown walls and ceilings. Normally a cloistered space, the catacombs of Alyonian royalty were tall and wide, ever arching overhead. Built primarily of cobblestone and Balonian forest mud hundreds of feet beneath the Kaldorian manor, the final resting place for members of House Kaldor was a wonder. Kornilius pondered how long this place could—and would—stay intact.

“The treaty may have been agreed upon,” he began, “but it isn’t yet signed… I fear you haven’t thought this new alliance through, my dear. If we sign the proposed peace treaty with the Rhi Empire, we’ll have to stop aiding their enemy, the Wayland Empire. But Wayland pays us great coin for our arsenal. In fact, I dined with Alyonia’s Master of Coin just yesterday, and he’s more than worried over our realm’s current state. Our sending of elite weaponry to Wayland is one of the few consistent streams of coin we can rely on.”

Taryn grinned. “I do love how your mind reasons, Kornilious. But you’re thinking only one step ahead.”

“Indulge me.”

“First, the treaty with Rhi merely states that we must stop supplying the Wayland Empire with Alyonian weaponry. It doesn’t say we can’t sell them to the republic of Gondol, for example, who, in return, may choose by means of their own free will to then sell such weapons to Wayland. Don’t forget, it greatly behooves Gondol to see Wayland fend off Bandano-Rhi.”

Kornilious released a long exhale. “You’re unbelievable—”

“Second, our agreeing to such a stoppage was contingent upon Rhi allowing Alyonia to keep mining steel and other resources in our territories just outside of the Wayland Empire. For their lands are ripe, even during our winters here at home.”

The Master of Defense raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

“If and when Rhi defeats the Wayland Empire in battle, he will give them a choice: die by the sword, or surrender their territory and agree to pay him seasonal tribute.” Taryn shrugged, passing walled lanterns and pesky moths floating about the muddy halls. “And as we know, Wayland is a realm reliant upon the weapons and strength of others. They will undoubtedly surrender. And guess who will be sitting right next door with the very resources they’ll need to rebuild everything they lost during the war?”

Kornilious smiled as Taryn continued, “Rhi depletes his forces against Wayland while we continue building our own treasury by secretly manufacturing the very weapons depleting him. When the war is over, I request the contracts for rebuilding Wayland lands as a part of Rhi’s empire. Given our proximity and resources conveniently placed outside of Wayland, Rhi will agree to our terms. Thus we’ll be paid twice, at the expense of our enemies, and we keep our own presence in Wayland forevermore.”

Kornilious stared, impressed, yet worried. “Brilliant, if not risky.” Too risky, he thought, but Kornilious would shelve that discussion for now, for he was busy admiring his incredible surroundings.

The colossal space was lit by hundreds of torches and lanterns hanging from wall mounts or hiding behind statues of stone. Others sat upon rows of wooden tables spanning far as the pair could see.

These tables were red and green in color, all freshly painted. Not exactly Alyonian colors… Kornilious noted that these tables had been painted well, and recently. Positioned just beside the cold walls, the tables rested beneath a collection of shelves hanging above. The wooden shelves hung from stout green vines tied to rusty ceiling rods. This, too, seemed a recent development. Odd, Kornilious thought.

The wall mounts showcased glorious relics of times past. Scrolls, precious jewels from the Red Sand Desert, maps, garments, battle armor. There were weapons too. Ancient axes and shields, longswords and great bows. Deprived of their once glimmering steel, most of these weapons had long rusted.

Taryn’s voice shattered the quiet. “I will interpret your silence as an agreement with my position on Wayland and Bandano-Rhi.”

“Taryn, please.” Kornilious adjusted his beloved silver chaplet. “I’m merely taking in my surroundings.” They reached a four-way intersection of connecting corridors. How had this possibly been dug? “I never thought I would live to see anything like this. It’s remarkable.”

Kornilious walked toward a towering glass case, which held the bones of an ancient Askari, twice the size of Kornilious himself. Rats climbed in and out of the primitive bird’s rib cage, ever blinking judgmental eyes in Kornilious’ direction. “If I may be honest, my queen, I’d hoped my first visit would come in a more respectful manner. It’s not exactly pleasant what we’re doing here.”

“Few great things begin pleasantly.” Taryn scraped dirt and mud from beneath her black boots. “Why so unnerved? Where has my eagle of Alyonia gone?”

Kornilious knew not where his unshakably powerful demeanor had fled to. “He’s right here, beautiful.” He smiled. His large neck and broad shoulders almost covered a passing shadow on the walls behind. Almost. Taryn did notice it, however, as she had one hundred times before. She deemed it best to stay quiet.

“Good. I was beginning to miss him.” Taryn kissed his cheek before turning down the hall. Captivated, he followed her like a moth to the flame.



“I must admit,” Kornilious shivered from a passing breeze, “this place gives me a feeling of unease.”

Taryn knew. His best attempts at covering fear had failed miserably as they’d descended deeper. There were fewer lanterns here, and more rats. Far more rats. The halls had also narrowed, exposing Kornilious’ fear of tight spaces.

“I know that, dear,” she replied. “But don’t fret. I only think slightly less of you.”

“Please. It’s natural to feel uneasy when surrounded by the dead.”

Surrounded they were. This deep, the catacombs had changed rather abruptly into a burial hall for her family’s past generations. This was made obvious by the many coffins positioned on either side of them.

Taryn ran her hand along the top of a particularly dusty plinth, causing Kornilious to scold her. “Show some respect, my dear.” The Master of Defense may have colluded with Taryn of late, even bypassed a few laws at her request. Still, he considered himself an Alyonian of respect and dignity.

The coffin’s dust flung about, dirtying Taryn’s dark-green corset. She cared not. The interim queen seemed more interested in poking the bear, in repaying Kornilious for his irritating silence. Taryn raised both brows, then swept her hand atop another coffin, knocking a glass jar of sentimental letters from the plinth. She rolled her eyes whilst it crashed and shattered.

Then something snapped.

Not inside Kornilious… but Taryn. Something snapped inside Taryn. She dropped to the ground on both knees. Her eyes darted to one of the letters, a piece of parchment lying on the hardened floor. She unfurled it and found not a letter but a child’s drawing.

Taryn ran her fingertips across the parchment’s surface. Its illustration was simple, a family of four, happily holding hands with two puppies at their feet. This family gathered around the coffin of King Kygos. The very coffin lying before her.

“Grandfather died honorably,” she said in a very high-pitched voice. A surprising voice, a voice that wasn’t her own. “He was one of the good ones. That’s what my daddy always told me and Taaivetti when we came down here.”

Kornilious halted, watching Taryn’s posture change drastically. She suddenly acted like a young girl at the local pastry stand. Happy as can be. Excited even. Taryn turned to Kornilious with a childlike smile. She stood, adopting a new stance, a new walk. Her neck hung differently, slightly tilted. And that smile, thought Kornilious. Unexplainable.

“Grandfather died protecting Alyonia. He was truly one of the good ones,” she repeated. Her voice remained that of a small child’s as she recalled her father’s words, words he’d spoken to her and Taaivetti so many seasons ago. “He fought loyally for what he believed in. To die for Balo is to live forever by his side in the warrior stars.”

Taryn lowered the drawing and looked directly at Kornilious. Her eyes even seemed anew. “Then I said, ‘I don’t know, Daddy, to die is to die, and dead is dead!’ He-heeee!” Taryn jumped with excitement at the notion of death. Her leap forced Kornilious a full step backward.

“My queen!”

A voice sounded from a narrow doorway farther down the hall. Kornilious moved his hand toward a miniature dagger. The tiny blade rested beneath a tight belt concealed by his tail.

“Trakkonious!” Taryn offered a welcoming smile. A new smile. Kornilious didn’t know this side of her even existed. Trakkonious opened a hefty metal door wider, revealing more light behind, and the dim image of his cloaked face.

“All things are in order, my queen.”

“I love it when things work out,” snapped Taryn, still behaving oddly.

Kornilious didn’t understand; her very body moved as if she were someone else entirely. Taryn grinned and grabbed Kornilious by the forearm, then led him toward the open door, toward Trakkonious, toward whatever lay waiting on the other side.



Kornilious stood amongst the company of others, yet he’d never felt more alone. He’d followed Taryn through the door, fighting his instincts with each step. This side of the door played host to the most bizarre room he’d ever witnessed. A room below rooms, presumably unknown to even the Kaldorian family themselves.

He entered Taryn’s room. Her secret room. The moment he’d stepped inside, he found himself greeted by six Alyonians standing in a curved row, a crescent-moon arrangement. Each of the six wore matching robes, all woven with beautiful fabric, all colored in a captivating ruby red.

But the splendor of these robes went unnoticed, for Kornilious could focus on one thing only. Neck burns? Six of them, shared by the entirety of this group. Why do they share such burns?

“You think this is it?” Taryn appeared even happier than before. Her childish voice had doubled in energy.

“Yes,” said a tall Alyonian lady, standing beside an Alyonian male who looked a mirror image of her. Twins. They stood in the center of this oval, an underwhelming vase filled with beige clay at their feet. “It lies inside the soil.”

Kornilious studied the unknown Alyonian. She looked quite lean, yet muscular. Two lengthy ponytails of white fell behind her bronzed, wrinkled face. Such wrinkles seemed odd, however, because to Kornilious, she appeared both young and old. Her brother shares the same features. Youthful traits, as if my own age, yet the wrinkles of my elders. Perhaps familial flaws?

The twins’ red robes were slightly different from their companions: tighter, more flexible. Kornilious’ veteran eye spotted daggers and other masterfully hidden weapons beneath them. Assassins, he presumed.

“I can barely believe it.” Taryn began sweating with excitement. “Taryn is going to love this!”

Kornilious shifted his attention from the neck burns and enshrouded weaponry. Had he heard Taryn correctly? He scanned the room more intently as a new set of chills drifted up his spine. The space was cluttered with old toys. Children’s toys. Dolls, dresses, and marbles. There were playing cards and more sheets of parchment covered in childish drawings. He noticed a bed to one side, fully made, with a lone red book resting atop its sheets. The book appeared ancient, yet well-kept, a green key as its cover art.

Wooden torches in every corner would’ve revealed the contents of the room long ago, but one doesn’t notice their surroundings when presented with six robed strangers. Kornilious observed something else. An utter lack of cobwebs and dirt. The room appeared perfect, as if cleaned this very morn.

“Are you not concerned with what’s in front of you?” questioned the Alyonian lady with ponytails.

Kornilious returned his attention to her, irked by such aggression. He glanced at Taryn, half expecting her to reprimand this assassin. But Taryn wasn’t present, at least not in the sense that he’d ever known her. She simply stared back at Kornilious, hands on her hips, feet tapping the floor.

“Well? Come now, siwwy, it’s not powite to ignore others.”

Taryn’s youthful voice had gone too far. Kornilious was either the center of a rather unfunny joke or in the midst of something unexplainable.

“My concerns are my concern only.” He glared at the Alyonian lady, subconsciously clenching his fists. “State your name?”

Her eyes seemed void of life, black and empty. She smirked, no intention of telling him anything.

“This is Kantis! And that’s her brother, Kantor!” said the childish Taryn. “They’re our family’s keepers of secrets. That’s why no one knows who they are. But keep it a secret!” Taryn giggled. “ ’Cept me, of course. I know them well!”

Kornilious felt cornered, though he remained calm and investigative. There would surely be a clue as to what was happening. Somewhere. He squinted at the red robes. Nothing. No markings nor insignias revealed their affiliations.

“Kantor,” said the Alyonian lady known as Kantis. “Let’s send Lizabeth the Second home. This meeting is to be with Taryn. We need her present for the time being.”

Kantor shuffled to a nearby torch, shocking Kornilious with his speed. The Alyonian wasn’t running, yet he covered impressive distance. Kantor diminished one torch, then moved to the next.

Kornilious looked back at Kantis as the room grew dim. Her eyes blended in with the growing darkness. She smirked once more as any remaining light faded all around her, a sight that would remain with Kornilious forever.

“Taryn, come forth!” Kantis screeched loudly.

The lights were out now. Complete black.



Kornilious found himself back in the hall of coffins. Ten minutes had passed since they had left that room. That unforgettable room.

“I feel it.” Taryn appeared her typical self, voice and all. Her hand dug deep into the vase’s soil, a full forearm inside. Kornilious stared, anger building inside him. Taryn acted as if nothing had happened, as if the entire experience were a dream of his. He felt betrayed, mocked, furious.

“We had to wait ’til you were officially the interim queen before we could share such a secret.” Kantis watched Taryn dig. “I do hope you understand. Should Taaivetti return, we shall make him aware of the key’s position. Our loyalty to your house and your family comes before anything.”

Kornilious noted the emphasis on anything. Kantis was sly with her words, but he was a politician. No form of deception would ever creep past.

“So be it.” Taryn continued digging. “Should he come back, I’d expect nothing less. But on the off chance that he does not return…” Taryn pulled a hefty key, blue and weathered from the dirt. She held it in her hands, let a finger trace the etchings deftly carved on its surface. “This is one of ‘the four’ keys?” She danced it through her fingers.

“Yes.”

“And the whereabouts of the Kaldorian Map?”

“We have it safely in our possession.” Kantis smiled. “Hidden in the Forest of Balo.”

Kornilious’ eyes lit up as Taryn shook her hands clean. “Good,” she said. “That puts us one step closer to the altar. Lead us.”

Kantis bowed before heading down an extensive hall. Kornilious, however, took Taryn by the waist and held her back. After what he’d just witnessed, he was beginning to believe in a new realm of possibilities. But this…this he could not believe. “The Kaldorian Map? The four keys, the altar? These are myths, Taryn. Legends and tales.”

Taryn faced her skeptical accomplice, then lifted the strange key to eye level. “Sometimes, the truth is more peculiar than any legend or tale.”
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House Kaldor

Letter type: Urgent, Informative

From: Hendrix Kaldor

To: Taaivetti Kaldor

343 A.B, Windy Season, 93rd Moon, Single Moon

Taaivetti, I find myself rowing across the Southbay, fleeing Alyonian law for crimes we both know I didn’t commit. I don’t think I must convince you of this, but nevertheless, I’m innocent.

Taryn lied. I was falsely accused.

YOU MUST ACT QUICKLY.

I write this letter in the midst of a storm, a severe one at that. My ink runs low, and as such, I must be precise. Aypax and I are fearful that we’ll be caught and put to death within a few moons. You are our only hope.

There are three points you must know, brother.

Taryn killed our parents.

Kornilious aided her.

They are planning something.

Please send immediate aid. A royal decree of pardon. We are innocent, and I can prove it through a trial with the High Council. Send the pardon back with Pattar only. Trust no other flier.

Hendrix & Aypax






5 HENDRIX Tourtoufa


Hendrix watched as Aypax sealed their letter for Prince Taaivetti, then prepared to run ashore. Their battered boat slid smoothly over rippling shallows before carving its way into the dark grains of Tourtoufa’s beach, dragging clusters of seaweed and clouds of foam with it.

Aypax whistled Pattar to his shoulder and tied the letter to its abnormally large leg. Patting his Askari, he sent him off. Hendrix watched the magnificent creature fly high into the night sky before the duo leapt from their boat and sloshed through ankle-high water, fighting toward the colored sand. Thankful to be aground, Hendrix sat on the beach, decompressing, gazing out at the black shallow waters. He could hear the rain colliding with the sea more easily here. A steady rhythm. Majestic. Time itself seemed slower onshore.

Twenty-two moons with constant rain… Hendrix found himself unable to accept recent anomalies. Raised in the royal family, he’d always been forced to study The Prophetics, always heard these times would one day come. He never believed he would live to see them.

“Wait,” said Aypax. “The bags—”

“I got it.” Hendrix waded back through nasty tides reaching into the boat to retrieve his green travel sack. Riffling through its contents rather obsessively, he exhaled with relief at the sight of a half-empty bottle and a secret pouch of seeds. If the end times were truly afoot, he was going to numb them one way or another. Grabbing Aypax’s bag next, Hendrix struggled back to the beach with laden arms.

Aypax pressed his dirty boot against the ship’s weathered wood, then kicked her away into clouds of fog. “The tides shall pull her offshore. That’ll grant us a bit of lead against whoever Taryn has on our heels.” Aypax reached into his pants, revealing a palm-sized blue box. “Put this in one of the sacks.” He tossed the box to Hendrix.

Hendrix stored Aypax’s box, then swung the wet bag over his shoulder. It was a short walk before they reached the forest edge, where a wall of monstrous trees towered over them. Daunting as they were, the trees reminded him of those on the tiny plot of land he’d only just purchased in secret with Madison Preters, the land he felt he may never see again.



The rain never eased, though the canopy above shielded the forest floor from most of the storm’s wrath. The ground still drowned, but at least the treetops provided Hendrix with relief from what he suspected was an infected eardrum. His ear throbbed as he picked at it.

“Stop,” cautioned Aypax. “It’ll worsen.” Alyonian ears were a near-perfect circle, at least by the standards of men. This allowed for superior hearing but came with an added risk of infection. Water easily pooled in such a vessel.

“It hurts.”

Aypax’s patience wore thin. “We’ll tend to it once we arrive at Starsgard.”

Aypax examined a cluster of stars visible through canopy openings, a navigational trick he’d learned during his many moons of service leading the Honorable-Six. Such a position carried extreme prestige, but also the great weight of acting as the king’s executioner. “Should be two hours north.”

Hendrix sighed and followed. It wouldn’t be an enjoyable journey, but at least his buzz from the seeds and booze helped combat the intimidating forest. The ground was an odd mixture of dirt and displaced beach sand; Tourtoufa’s aggressive winds could be thanked for that. The tall trees displayed lemon-tinted bark, others a dirty orange. Worst of all were the constant shadows moving in his peripheral. Hendrix was unsure of these shadows, however, as forty hours without sleep had drained his senses. “When we arrive at Starsgard, how shall we afford a boat? You don’t have much coin, and you’re not exactly the type to mug.”

“We’ll purchase travel from pirateers. I hate their kind. But they’re our only hope of sailing undetected.”

“Yes, but how shall we pay them?” Hendrix was carrying few valuable items. But the ones he did have, he needed to know would remain safe.

Aypax appeared reluctant to answer. “I shall sell them something.”

The blue box. Not wishing to upset, Hendrix dropped the subject of coin. “How can you be certain we’ll find pirateers in the city?”

“Starsgard is the slave trade capital of the known world. Filthy kin from every realm flock there. It’s a rare moment when pirateer ships aren’t docked at bay. More often than not, there are at least fifty.”

Aypax hated the ignoble thought, but this is where they’d been forced; it’s where fate had dragged them. Besides, pirateers were the only way he could ever return home to settle things with Taryn. “Once we have our ship, we sail straight for Hann.”

The need for vengeance burned in Aypax’s eyes. His High-Lord father had raised him to seek justice, never vengeance. Though the two were easily confused of late.

“We must get to Prince Taaivetti before Taryn gets to us,” Aypax continued. “I would’ve rowed to Hann immediately, but our boat would not have lasted long in the Midline Tides.”

Hendrix wanted no part of any storm ever again. “A fair assessment.” Disheartened, he looked down at a pink bracelet choking his swollen wrist. The initials M.P. were carved into its leather surface. He would survive…if only to return to his betrothed.

Hendrix breathed through the pain of his eardrum, through the pain of a broken heart. He refocused. Madison was all the motivation he needed.



Three hours passed, darkening the forest further. Hendrix stared daggers at Aypax as they hiked in silence. They were not in Starsgard, nor had they seemed to cover much ground at all.

“I need to lay down.” The bags under Hendrix’s eyes had swollen, and worse, his eardrum pounded more painfully by the minute.

“We’ll arrive soon, stay true.” Aypax kept pressing their walk, though it had slowly changed into a climb. The terrain became more hazardous with each mile. Fallen logs and dense brush produced a maze of bark and brambles. Alyonians were excellent climbers by nature, but in this moment, the fatigue and wet surfaces proved too much for the pair.

“The clouds’ piss has doubled.” Looking up at the increasing rainfall, Aypax released another horrid cough. “This means the canopy is thinning. We’re almost clear.”

“Your cough.” Hendrix tried to keep his balance on a wet log. “How can we be sure you don’t have the sickness—” He stepped on a damp branch, snapping it, and fell for the second time in three hours. It wasn’t a long plummet, merely five forearms down to the forest floor. Still, the branch wasn’t all that broke. Laying on his throbbing side, Hendrix remained still, demoralized.

Aypax looked down at his companion. “We cannot be sure. Though if I am infected, we can be sure that you’re also doomed. So shut your lips about it.”

Hendrix allowed his head to fall back on the ground. Cheek and lip to moist dirt, he stared sideways, watching the soil turn to mud as raindrops pounded all around. He watched the bugs and worms feeding and crawling. In something of a trance, he noticed his travel sack resting a short length away…

It, too, had taken the fall and seemed filthier for it. Though the bag wasn’t what stole Hendrix’s eyes, no. His attention shot to what rested inside. Fitting.

The miniature white book hung from the opening of his sack, half in, half out. Hendrix felt the nagging pain of his mother. “It was the first item she ever gifted me.”

Aypax stared at the youngster and his book.

“Growing up in my family, I was forced to study The Prophetics,” said Hendrix. “Forced to memorize every damned page. No matter how much I complained. Mother always told me I’d thank her one day. And I always told her to piss off…”

Hendrix fought back the coming emotions. “The eve she died, we’d just returned from a speech, well dressed and fragranced, fake…Mother asked if I would study with her before bed. I was to come of age the next morn, an Alyonian grown, so I told her I was done studying. I said I intended to wed Madison Preters and leave Alyonia for a different life on our own lands. I told her I was tired of lying to the public, tired of her suffocating me, of constantly hiding my father’s true self. Those were the last words I ever spoke to her.”

Hendrix scooped a bit of mud into his hand and squeezed it through each finger. His skinned palms still ached from the ship’s ruthless rope. “Now she’s gone! She’s gone, and I’ll never get to apologize. It’s not fair! We’re innocent, and no one believes us!” Hendrix had proven strong up to this point, but he’d held in far too much. “Nothing shall ever be the same. You know it, Aypax. Admit it. Even if you aren’t sick, Taryn won, and she’s going to kill us. The realm will believe I killed my own mother…”

Aypax leapt down from his position atop a fallen Yellowwood tree. The jump tugged at a painful quad injury he’d been hiding. “Do you know of the quasi-bug?”

“The quasi-bug?”

“It’s a bug that searches for sad creatures, crying creatures. Turtles are their favorite prey. The quasi-bug is abandoned at birth and lives its life alone. Saddened, the quasi-bug lands on the eyelids of crying animals and drinks their tears to consume its need of salt. But three seasons ago, a Pretorian academic found groups of quasi-bugs sipping from a salt pond in the east, proving they had no true need for tears. They simply enjoy preying on the weak.”

Hendrix looked up. “What’s your point?”

“Quit your crying, or you will indeed become Taryn’s prey.”

Hendrix sniffled worse from the words as his forehead hit the mud again.

Aypax appeared fed up. “Bloody Perdition. Listen, Taryn will send the most vicious Alyonians she can muster, yes. She may even call upon Bandano-Rhi’s men. He’ll wish to impress her after the Peace Parade, and as such, shall dispatch his finest assassins. They’ll be fast, well-equipped, and well-fed. They’ll have scent hounds on the ground and hunting birds in the sky. We’ll be outnumbered and outclassed, but not outwitted. The known world is big, Hendrix, and we are but two little Alyonians.” Aypax referenced his height. “Well…by the time her assassins arrive for us at Starsgard, you and I shall be halfway across the Midline Tides, ready to dock at Hann and join with Prince Taaivetti. With Taaivetti at our backs, and a proper trial held, we’ll take down Taryn together. I promise.”

The words lit Hendrix ablaze, springing him slowly to his feet with a second wind. If Aypax promised something, then he meant it. “My brother told me you were the most righteous Alyonian he’d ever known,” said Hendrix. “If you truly believe we’ll reach Hann before it’s too late, I believe you.”

Aypax wasn’t used to lying. It simply wasn’t something he did, and it certainly wasn’t something the Honorable-Six did. Honesty was a part of their creed, a creed Aypax had branded on the back of his shoulder.


Honesty. Heart. Honor. 6



But this is different, he thought. The situation demands it. It was a small lie, a lie that he half believed. “I do.”

Another thirty minutes passed before the fugitives finally reached the forest’s edge. Angry rain raged yet again, though it now marked the end of the forest and the outskirts of Starsgard. They had arrived.

Aypax led Hendrix out of the woodlands and into a vast crop field. Soaring rotten cornstalks stretched far and wide, swaying back and forth, creating an irritating sound as they collided in furious winds.

Aypax could see a good ways ahead. He peered over the stalks and marveled. There she was, the behemoth city of Starsgard.

In ruins.
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