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The seal is broken
The ancient evil is come again
The secret works of darkness rise
The Immortal Crown is blind.
And that which was lost shall be found
To be gathered in the righteous hand
By the child of pure blood
By the strength of a sword he cannot hold
Endowed with the powers of godliness
And returned to the crown of endless life
To evil or to good
In the age of chaos
And the saga of kings

—Codices of the Navigator, XXIII
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Jagged bits of bone tore flesh from Drakkor’s back. The birchwood 
pallet pinioned his tongue and was almost bitten through.

I won’t cry out! I must not scream. I will endure this agony in silence . . . 
or die. The grim resolve pounded through the boy’s head. I will not die. 
I will not die.

The brute with the cat-o’-nine-tails lashed him again. Blood oozed 
from the mangled f lesh and ran down the boy’s legs. He was only 
fifteen years old but considered himself a man. He clenched his jaw 
tighter and closed his eyes until his mind was a blackened void where 
he screamed in silence. I will not die. I will not die!

34

The sorceress watched from the shadow of the woolen cowl that 
covered her head.

She was encircled by the thirteen magi of the Scarlet Council, who 
stood beneath the graven image of she-dragon looming from the wall 
of the cavern.

The sorceress’s bloodred robes dragged on the floor. She was old 

ProloGUe

Annum 1059, Age of Kandelaar

Oldbones Keep, Dominion Dragonfell
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and hunched, as if the lump on her back were a stone too heavy to 
carry. She stepped forward into the cold blue light of the winter moon 
that fell through the opening above. Burning faggots of yew wood 
smeared with suet cast a flicker of fire on her face. Her old bones and 
crippling pain made her limp with the awkward gate of an imp. Pallid 
skin stretched over a rack of twisted bones.

Talismans and dead things hung from a string of twisted grass 
around her neck. A dragon curled in a black tattoo from the gnarled 
lump of her belly to her bony shoulders where the tail wrapped around 
her neck and was lost in the wrinkles of her face. Her blackened, ink-
stained flesh gave her the appearance of a gargoyle.

She muttered a spell and willed the boy under the lash to endure 
in silence, to prove himself worthy to fulfill the archaic prophecy that 
echoed in her head.

In the time of kings and the day of chaos, the seal is 
broken. The ancient mysteries arise. She-dragon is blind 
and rages from the mountains. That which was lost shall be 
found. The eggs of stone forged in the breath of fire, gathered 
in the hand of might by the child of no man—who is wor-
thy of the blood of the dragon, being purged by death and 
suffering in silent darkness—and, clustered in her claws, 
will rise immortal by the power of the ancient secret, to rule 
all flesh and reign forever as god of the world.

The cryptic meaning of the prophecy was an endless cause of con-
tention. When the sorceress had been elevated as the Esteemed One, 
she had resurrected the ancient ritual and renewed the cult’s long-
abandoned search for the “child of no man.” A generation of warlocks, 
witches, and a following of hapless creatures had sworn the ancient 
blood oath and traded their souls for the secrets of darkness.

If her desire was to be and her failing life renewed, the child must 
be found and the prophecy fulfilled, and soon.

Purged by death and suffering in silent darkness. Her dying heart 
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fluttered, and a wave of faintness washed over her. To rise immortal and 
reign forever as god . . . and queen? What else could it mean? The sorcer-
ess believed because she dared not doubt. Her time was almost past.

The origin of the prophecy remained a mystery. The Scarlet 
Council of Dragonfell claimed it had existed since the times of cre-
ation, when Tiamat formed earth and sky and begot she-dragon of the 
dark world, who rose from her glimmering egg in the depths of the sea.

They believed the “eggs of stone” were the magical stones of fire, 
begotten in the deep and burned by the fire of she-dragon’s breath to 
light the way from the darkness of chaos to the human world. The 
Scarlet Council possessed only one of the legendary stones of mystical 
power and had guarded it through the centuries as their most sacred 
duty. The rest of the stones had been lost. Some said they had been 
stolen from the sons of she-dragon by the one known as the Navigator, 
who crossed the endless deep in boats in the days of fierce winds a 
thousand years before.

Some claimed the prophecy was a corruption of the writings of the 
Navigator, twisted by interpretation and exegesis and then transcribed 
by a warlock to his grimoire in archaic times. The book of magic, the 
mythos claims, was secreted aboard a boat of the Navigator’s voyaging 
fleet.

Others believed the prophecy originated with the shedding of first 
blood and the beginning of the secret oaths. The ancient alliance of evil 
to murder and get gain.

Ten centuries had passed away. Finding one worthy of the blood, 
who could gather that which was lost, had never come. The mysterious 
riddle of renewal, regeneration, and endless life remained unknown. 
None of the boys put to the trial had endured the ritual demanded by 
the cryptic words of the prophecy.

Purged by death and suffering in silent darkness. The sorceress 
mouthed the words of the prophecy, her lips a picket line of wrinkles. 
Shall these things never be while I am yet alive? The tragedy of the thought 
taunted her, and her heart stuttered in arrhythmic thumps. She stared 
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at the boy with desperate hope as another slash of knotted cords was 
laid across his bloodied back. He did not cry out.

The sorceress ordained that the ritual of purging take place once 
a year and always on the shortest day of the twelve moons. Slave to 
superstition, she believed the long night satisfied the oracular meaning 
of “in silent darkness.”

Suffering in silent darkness. Could this be the boy? At last?
Another lash and still no sounds of agony.
Please, the sorceress begged in silence to the confusion of gods and 

dragons that lived in the imaginations of her dark dreams. Let this boy 
be the one to gather the thirteen stones of fire so I might become immortal and 
reign forever.

Her obsession to escape death surged through her in a rush of 
hope. Her old frame trembled. She closed her mind lest the magi of the 
council divine her secret desire. They must never know the truth of her 
eagerness to find the child of prophecy.

Another lash. A splattering of blood. Agony in silence. Hope.

34

The boy under the lash was of unknown blood. An ignorant, un-
kempt orphan from the slums of Black Flower. Like other boys the 
council enticed, coerced, or kidnapped and subjected to the ritual, he 
was an impoverished child. It didn’t matter if he was born a bastard of 
the brothel or spawned in the rot and refuse of the harbor by the scav-
engers that rummaged there. He was, by the council’s interpretation of 
the prophetic riddle, “a child of no man.”

The boy had been brought to Oldbones Keep by the man who re-
vered himself the Peddler of Souls. A lowly scum of a man who traded 
human misery for a jangle of coin, he had pimped and pandered over 
many seasons to ingratiate himself to the hooded magi.

It was not the first time he’d brought a boy to the Scarlet Council 
as a candidate for the chosen child, but this time was different. This 
time he prostrated himself and gushed, “This boy is made known to me 
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by the dreams of night and the whisperings of she-dragon.” No lie was 
too outrageous if it filled his palm with silver. He had seen the depth 
of superstition at Oldbones Keep. He had witnessed the trials and the 
scourging. He had learned about the legendary magic stones and wit-
nessed the consuming power of the ancient prophecy.

When the gossipmongers in the taverns of Black Flower first spoke 
of the mischiefs at Oldbones Keep, the nefarious old dog of a peddler 
saw the opportunity to put silver in his palm.

It had been many years since he’d first arrived at Dragonfell to 
sow the seed. With cracked gray lips close to the old woman’s ear, he’d 
told of desperate, barren women imbibing poisonous elixirs brewed by 
the hag of the woods, then giving birth to fatherless boys before dying 
themselves in the birthing. 

“A child of no man is an orphan, Esteemed One,” he whispered, 
since making it a secret seemed to make it true. 

It fit the description of the prophecy, or nearly so, and in the loam 
of the sorceress’s desperate hope, the words sprouted like noxious 
 thistles. 

The Peddler of Souls promised to find the boys born of the dark 
magic and bring them to her for the purging so she could find the 
chosen vessel. His offer was benevolent and selfless—except, of course, 
for the generous fee he requested for each of the children he delivered.

There were plenty of orphans in and about Black Flower, and the 
Peddler of Souls found it easy to entice indigent boys with the promises 
of all the things they’d never had.

He brought three new candidates to Dragonfell and stayed to look 
after them at the sorceress’s request. Their first days were joyous. There 
were baths, hot and scented with perfume. Their bodies were massaged 
with precious oils, then dressed in silken robes and adorned like the 
prince of the North. They were given a feast with foods of such taste 
and abundance it was beyond imagining for the impoverished boys. 
And, of course, they were given all the wine they could drink.

With their bodies cleansed, their muscles massaged, their bellies 
full, and their shoulders draped in silk, the orphan boys from the slums 
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of Black Flower could not help but believe they had fallen on good 
fortune.

It was at their height of pleasure when they learned the greatest of 
the Peddler’s promises—“No harm will come ta’ ye!”—was a lie. They 
were stripped of their silken garments and placed in a circular arena 
deep in the bowels of Oldbones Keep. The roof was a frame of arched 
timbers that rested on a wall of rock rising half again the height of a 
man.

A dragon’s claw hung from a leather thong in the center of the 
ring. It dangled higher than a man could jump. It looked at first to be 
an ornament of homage to she-dragon but was in truth, a weapon of 
brutal death.

Candidates became contenders. They were lowered into the arena 
on hemp. The access portal was barred. Escape was impossible. The 
candidates were placed equidistant from each other with their backs 
against the stones. It was not until they were there, nearly naked, 
confused, and full of fear that the real purpose of their invitation to 
Dragonfell was finally explained.

The sorceress called out to them from where she and the Scarlet 
Council watched. She recited the words of the prophecy, explained why 
they had been chosen, and described the ominous events that lay before 
them.

“The trial of death by three is the meaning of the prophecy’s cryp-
tic ‘purged by death.’ There are no rules. Only one of you will be al-
lowed to leave the arena alive,” she said in a calm and level voice. “By 
your victory over death, you will earn the right to the second trial—the 
lash and suffering in silent darkness.”

The sorceress had witnessed many battles, blood, and grizzly kill-
ings during her reign. She did not see the boys as impoverished chil-
dren, deceived and condemned to death. Rather, they were creatures 
spawned to a purpose. They were less than human—otherwise such 
blood and torture would be too ghastly. Even for her.

34

Saga of Kings-FanX booklet.indd   6 3/4/16   1:05 PM

DO NOT DUPLICATE

FOR REVIEW ONLY



the immortal crown

7

The sorceress looked at the boy who had managed to hold his si-
lence. She waited for the final lash, anxious and hopeful, but her feel-
ings for the child troubled her. 

The boy raised his bloody face and held her eyes.
She felt a nauseating wave of empathy she had never known. She 

could not make of him a creature less than human.
Is he the one? The thought tightened a knot in her stomach, and she 

forced her uncertainties away. She would not allow her rising hope to 
falter. Not here. Not now. No one has come as far as this boy. None has 
been so close to fulfilling the prophecy.

His intelligence, his prowess. The utter ruthlessness he had shown 
in the trial of death by three! Her heart beat faster as she remembered. 
She pursed her lips and closed her eyes and saw it all again.

34

The only means of inflicting death in the arena were bare hands, 
feet, and teeth. The dragon’s claw was out of reach. The ritual was more 
than a game of killing. It was a game of strategy. One boy could not 
kill the other two without a weapon. If he grappled with one, the third 
could seize the advantage. If two conspired against one, they could eas-
ily acquire the claw and the third would swiftly fall. What then?

The signal to begin was given. At first the sorceress thought him 
a weakling. His body was strong and his muscles taut, but he cowered 
against the wall as if he were afraid. It seemed as if he hoped to avoid 
the fight in some vain hope of rescue.

The other two boys raced to the center of the arena and collided in 
a ferocious exchange of pounding fists, slashing nails, and kicking feet. 
One gripped the other’s neck, and they grappled to a writhing impasse 
of tangled limbs.

The third boy sprang from the wall and ran up their bodies like 
a spotted lion climbing a tree. With the momentum of his sprint, he 
used the thighs, hips, and arms of their tangled torsos as if they were 
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footholds on a rotted stump. He vaulted upward and grasped the drag-
on’s claw.

By the time the grappling duo had untangled themselves, he had 
landed like a cat, leaped forward, and slashed their necks. The grapplers 
grasped their throats in a desperate attempt to stop the blood, but their 
lives had ended.

The boy had stood over them, his shoulders hunched like a beast, 
his chest convulsing as he gasped to regain his breath. He let the 
bloody claw fall from his fingers. He stared at his hands, then smeared 
his face with his opponents’ blood and raised his chin toward the sor-
ceress. A fire of defiance danced in the black of his eyes.

34

The final lash was badly placed. One of the nine knotted cords 
wrapped around the boy’s neck and ripped a chunk of flesh from his 
jaw. Thirty and three lashes. The mystical number was suffused with an-
cient power.

The scourging had ended. The second task of the ritual was fin-
ished. He had not cried out. He had suffered in silent darkness.

The brute coiled the wet cords of the whip, his breathing hard 
by the time he finished. He knelt in homage to the sorceress. She 
acknowledged him with a nod of her head, but her face remained in 
shadow. There was an annulus of thirteen candles between the sorcer-
ess and the bleeding boy. The candles burned with the sour odor of 
something dead.

“What is your name?” The question rasped up from the old wom-
an’s throat like fingernails scratching stone. The boy’s knees had buck-
led with the twenty-ninth lash. He hung by his wrists on ropes at-
tached to rings of rusted iron on the walls.

“Drakkor,” he choked, but with such strength and defiance it cut 
through the silence like an executioner’s ax. He stared at the sorceress 
with unblinking eyes.

The old woman was hidden in the shadow of her cowl, but when 
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she turned, the flames of yew wood struck her face, and for a fleeting 
moment he thought she smiled. When she turned back, she cradled 
a chalice in her hands. The goblet was gold, inlaid with diamonds, 
bloodstone, and carnelian.

“Stand, Drakkor, child of no man,” she said in a voice quavering 
with emotion.

The brute lifted the boy to his feet and untied the ropes.
Drakkor pushed the man away and stood on trembling legs in the 

center of the circle. He could feel the blood running down his back. 
He straightened his spine but could not stop the tremors of pain that 
rippled through him.

“We have looked for you a long time,” the sorceress said as she 
stepped forward and raised the chalice above her head with both hands. 
She stared into the darkness as if speaking to a being who hovered in 
the pungent swirls of smoke. “Saleem nostranu ‘a mo la escornorla. Saleem 
nostranu ‘rosnona se o vasen pusson.” The ritual words were echoed in a 
haunting chant by the hooded figures behind her. The sorceress low-
ered her hands. “Kneel and repeat the words of the oath,” she said, then 
repeated them again in the ancient tongue. The crackle of her voice 
pierced the humming of the minions like a driven spike.

Drakkor knelt. His pain was buried beneath numbness and shock. 
His eyes moved from the black holes of the sorceress’s face to the glint 
of candlelight on the polished brass chalice. “Saleem nostranu ‘a mo la 
escornorla.” He mimicked her words and her voice. When he licked his 
lips, he could taste his blood mixed with sweat. “Saleem nostranu ‘ros-
nona se o vasen pusson,” he repeated and felt constrained to raise his eyes 
to the graven image of she-dragon looming over him.

Drakkor did not understand the words of the archaic language, 
but he had heard the rumors and assumed it was the ritual oath of 
she-dragon. The consecration of the soul, commitment of mind, and 
sacrifice of body. The beckoning. 

His heart pounded. Saleem nostranu ‘a mo la escornorla. Saleem nos-
tranu ‘rosnona se o vasen pusson. He recited the words in his mind as if 
speaking them in silence might somehow give them meaning.
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The sorceress stepped forward, and he lowered his eyes. She offered 
him the chalice. Ornate rings of precious stones adorned her skeletal 
fingers. Her shadow scurried across the walls in the flickering light of 
the cavern like a frightened spider.

He took the chalice from her hands; it was warm to the touch. He 
recognized the biting aroma of blood. 

“Drink,” the sorceress said. “It is the blood of the dragon, and from 
henceforth and forever it is how you shall be known.”

The stench of the blood made him retch. The Peddler of Souls 
had told him many things about the prophecy, but nothing prepared 
Drakkor for the emotions that collided when the bittersweet thickness 
slithered down his throat. Nothing had prepared him for what he saw, 
for what he imagined, and for the words of the mystical woman. 

“You are the child of no man and have proven yourself worthy of 
the blood of the dragon. You are he who will gather the eggs of stone 
forged in the breath of fire.” She could hardly control her emotions as 
she recited the words of the prophecy to the rhythmic cadence of the 
chants that echoed in the vaulted chamber as if they were living things.

Her voice was like music, and each word was spoken as if it were 
the only utterance in the cosmos. 

Drakkor closed his eyes, and when he did, he saw the thirteen 
stones of fire glowing in the swirling darkness of his mind. A strange 
sense of destiny swept over him, and he was falling into blackness. He 
was seized by a suffocating presence and consumed by the darkness 
and a whispering voice screamed in his head. “It is your destiny to rise 
immortal to an endless life and to rule all flesh and reign forever as god of the 
world.”

Drakkor fought to remain conscious. To grasp the reality or illu-
sion of the voices in his head. Were they nothing more than the words 
of the prophecy echoing from the recess of the secret chambers in the 
bowels of Oldbones Keep or were they the whisperings of she-dragon?

Drakkor raised his head with fierce resolve. For a fleeting moment, 
he thought his feet had left the ground. Whatever the factuality or 
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falsehood of all he had endured, from this day forward, he would never 
be the same.

Annum 1059, Age of Kandelaar

Village Darc, Dominion Blackthorn

At the same moment, far across the inland sea of Leviathan Deeps, 
beyond the thousand lakes of Pliancum, one hundred and fifty-nine 
leagues to the north for a raven on the wing, a wisewoman hurried 
through the cobbled streets of Village Darc.

The baby in the basket slung over her arm began to cry. She quick-
ened her step, taking care not to stumble in the darkness of the moon-
less night. She dared not look at the newborn child lest she lose her 
resolve. To deny the vision would bring the wrath of the gods.

A battle of emotions raged within her soul. What a tragic thing 
it was to pluck a suckling infant from a breast where no heart beat. 
What a tragic thing that a mother so young and so alone—without 
husband or  family—should die giving birth. And what a difficult thing 
the winged spirits of God had told her she must do.

It was winged spirits that had come to her in her dreams, was it 
not? Or had it been the wraith from the tombs of the dead who ap-
peared when a person’s time had come. No! She had seen the spirits, 
and they had spoken to her of the babe and why she was the one who 
must do what she was doing.

She reached the place she had seen so clearly in her vision. The 
place where she must leave the child. The place where he’d be found. 
She wrapped the homespun wool about the babe and put the basket on 
the stone steps of the cottage.

What came next still frightened her, but she knew it had to be. 
She stared at her trembling hand a long while before reaching into her 
pocket for the precious treasure hidden there. It was wrapped in soft 
fur. She lifted it slowly. She had not seen nor touched it since the days 
of her childhood. It had been a gift from her stepmother’s father, a 
restless vagabond who was forever seeking his fortune in places others 
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dared not go. He adored the darling girl with the auburn curls from the 
moment they had met.

Eight years from her day of blessing, he gave her his jewel heart. “A 
treasure to remember me by,” he had said to her. “Whenever ye hold it 
and look upon it, I wish that ye should think on me.” Even now the old 
woman could remember his words. He certainly got his wish. She was 
most certainly thinking of him as she took the carefully wrapped stone 
into her hand. “’Tis a gemstone traded from a hapless fool at the black 
market at the waterfront,” he had told her. “A pirate, I believe.” He 
could make every act a bold adventure. And then he laughed and whis-
pered softly, “He promised it was magic and held a mystical power.”

The pirate’s word had been true. As least that is what she’d believed 
as a child. She had touched the beautiful stone only once. It was cold, 
and yet it burned her fingers. The glimmering that pulsed through her 
being had frightened her. Her stepmother had found her curled in a 
corner, crying. The stone was wrapped and put away and never touched 
again. Until the dream! Until the winged spirits of God had come in 
the night and told her where it was hidden and what she must do.

Her childhood treasure was exactly where her stepmother had 
locked it away three score and seven years before. When the wise-
woman took it from the wooden box, she was careful not to unwrap the 
fur. She slipped the soft lump into her pocket and hurried away into 
the night to find the child and his lifeless mother.

She had done what the winged spirits of her vision had required 
and brought both the babe and the stone to this place. She placed the 
bundle of soft fur against the infant’s cheek. His crying ceased. The 
dreadful thoughts of all that might befall a helpless infant abandoned 
in the black of night rose up in the shadows like a dreadful living thing.

What grand purpose can there be in my errand? she wondered and 
pinched her eyes tight.

The child stirred, and the fur fell open.
The stone was smaller than she remembered, but her first touch 

had been with the hand of a child. With a courage born of living to 
old age, the woman pushed her childhood fears aside and touched her 
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treasure with a single finger. It was neither hot nor cold the way she 
remembered, nor was there a tremor through her being. There was 
nothing but a gradual glow of pure white light from deep within that 
illuminated the pinkness of the child’s cheek.

Light, and a strange sense of farewell.
“Who are you, little one?” She looked at him in awe and whis-

pered, lest the demons she felt sure were watching could hear her. 
“What destiny is yours?” She wrapped her thoughts inside her heart 
and disappeared into the night, leaving behind the babe and the magi-
cal stone, but taking with her a secret the child could never know.
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Ashar walked in a circle. His fingers thumped across his forehead. 
His eyes were closed, and his lips moved in silent recitation of the be-
gots and begottens in the ancestry of his lineage. This was the day that 
Ashar had worked toward since he’d been left at the temple gates al-
most seven years before.

Rol’s voice broke the silence. “Do you think they will show us the 
sacred shining stones?”

Ashar pushed the question away and tightened his eyelids.
The boys were on the tower porch of the outer courtyard of the 

temple of Oum’ilah, the place the pilgrims called the Mountain of 
God. They wore simple tunics. Nothing like the linens, embroidery, 
and handcrafted leathers worn by people in the village in the valley 
that stretched eastward from the foot of the mountain far below. Ashar 
and his friend, Rol, were postulants to the Holy Order of Oum’ilah, 
God of gods and Creator of All Things, and had been for years.

“Ashar! Do you think they will let us see them even if we’re not 
accepted?”

Ashar opened his eyes and pinched his face into a scowl. “Shh.” He 
raised a hand to keep Rol from breaking his concentration, then closed 

Annum 1088, Age of Kandelaar

Temple of Oum’ilah, the Mountain of God

ChaPTer 1
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his eyes again and continued the recitation of his lineage from the time 
of First Landing. He was determined to do it perfectly when he stood 
before the Council of Blessed Sages.

Rol ignored Ashar’s request for silence. They had been friends for 
more than half their lives. “If we pass the test and they ordain us, that 
means we’re worthy? Right?”

Ashar didn’t answer.
“So why wouldn’t they be willing to . . . you know—”
Ashar stopped him with a gust of breath in protest and opened his 

eyes.
“Be quiet, Rol!” he scolded. He was about to say more when he 

saw the look in his friend’s eyes and realized Rol was babbling to stem 
his fears. In spite of their preparations, neither of them knew with any 
certainty what the day would bring. Ashar knew the past could not be 
changed and the future was unknown; today was both an ending and 
a beginning.

“I hope they will, don’t you? I think they will,” Rol persisted, paus-
ing when his voice began to tremble. “If we survive the inquisition, I 
mean.”

Ashar had refused to dwell on the frightening stories of the inqui-
sition, but the intriguing possibility of Rol’s question fluttered in his 
stomach. Was it possible they would be allowed to look upon the leg-
endary shining stones of light? The flutter became a shiver that wrig-
gled down his spine. He pushed the boulder of anticipation aside and 
returned to his recitations. He furrowed his forehead and forced his 
mind’s eye to focus on his lineage.

Shalatar was the son of Ilim. Ilim was the son of Worm. Worm was 
the son of Issens. Issens was the son of Syn. There was no sound, and yet 
he could hear his own voice in his head speaking the names as they 
scrolled through the darkness behind his eyes. He imagined speaking 
them aloud before the Council of Blessed Sages and a shudder passed 
through him.

“I don’t think Oum’ilah would mind if they gave us a quick peek 
at the shining stones, do you?” Rol spoke the name of the God of gods 
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and Creator of All Things with well-rehearsed reverence, but Ashar cut 
him off with a scolding voice.

“You’d do well not to be frivolous about such things!”
The sun rose slowly through a scud of clouds on the eastern hori-

zon. A shadow crawled across the cluster of stone buildings. The an-
cient dwellings clung to the cliffs on the high ridge of the Mountain 
of God that rose from the granite as if carved there at the dawn of 
creation.

The Navigator had built the temple at the highest point of the pla-
teau using the stones of an ancient city that had been abandoned and in 
ruins long before the mountain was discovered by the voyagers. Who 
the ancient people might have been and how they built a city with cut 
and polished stones of such massive size remained a mystery. There was 
evidence the ancient habitation had been used as a religious site. There 
were cryptic etchings on a circle of monolithic stones perfectly aligned 
to the stars. The stones had come from a quarry in the valley and had 
been carved in place. They had been lifted to the mountain and fitted 
so tightly together that the point of a blade could not be slipped be-
tween them.

When Ashar was eight years old, he was brought to the mountain 
and given to the priests of the temple. The memory of that day was 
blurred by the confusion of emotions. When Ashar allowed himself 
to remember, the anguish of it was never more than a yesterday away. 

Once he had resigned himself to the service of Oum’ilah, the God 
of gods and Creator of All Things, and had accepted the fact he would 
live on the mountain until he died, his life was the substance of heart 
more than mind. The fear of a child was replaced by the tranquility of 
a young man.

He was in his sixteenth year. He was long and lanky for his age, 
almost five cubitums tall. He was pleased by his height, but when he 
looked at himself in the polished brass, he lamented what he saw. His 
body was an ungainly rippling of bony ribs rather than a bulge of hard-
ened muscles. His hair was long like other initiates, but thick and tan-
gled with a natural curl that made it seem much shorter. Unlike Rol, 
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whose hair was dark as soot and whose skin was the color of river clay, 
Ashar’s hair was the color of dirty straw, and his skin was pale and 
freckled. His large eyes were dark blue with a fringe of gray and beto-
kened his unusual intelligence and intuition.

With his concentration broken, Ashar stepped up to the low stone 
wall that protected the porch from the sheer drop down the face of the 
granite cliff. He looped an arm around a supporting timber and leaned 
over the edge.

The ridge of the temple was high above the valley floor between the 
endless cordillera to the south and the massive monolith of rock that 
rose two thousand cubitums from the river on the north. The mysteri-
ous hallowed fane stood at the pinnacle of the monolith. The shrine to 
Oum’ilah, God of gods and Creator of All Things, was put there by the 
Navigator a thousand years ago to hide the dwelling place of God from 
human eyes, or so the legend said.

On this day of days, Ashar stared at the swirl of perpetual cover-
ing of clouds that enshrouded the top of the monolith. Master Doyan 
taught that this holiest of holy places was a place so sacred only the 
consecrated guardians of the hallowed fane and the Oracle himself 
were ever allowed to go there. Ashar and the postulants accepted the 
teachings and believed the holy site was the sanctuary of Oum’ilah on 
earth, the place where the Navigator had spoken face-to-face with the 
God of gods a second time.

The hallowed fane was so shrouded in mystery, folklore, and leg-
end, that Ashar was uncertain what was history, what was belief, and 
what was myth. He was not sure that even Master Doyan knew the 
difference. The stories repeated for a thousand years had evolved into 
indisputable beliefs. Tales of the extramundane were unquenchable in 
the villages surrounding the mountain. Even in hamlets as far south 
as West River and as far north as the village of Heap’s Tower, pilgrims 
who embraced the Way of the Navigator believed the only way to reach 
the hallowed fane was to fly, embraced in the arms of the winged spir-
its of God.

A sect of fallen priests blasphemed that the holy shrine was an 
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idea and not a place. “Nothing on top of the mountain but the nests of 
falcons,” they mocked. The apostate priests declared the Navigator was 
an allegory and not an actual person. “How did the Navigator build 
the shrine?” one skeptic mused when Ashar and some other postulants 
chanced upon the exiled priest in the marketplace. “Did the winged 
spirits of God haul up the stones?” the man had sneered.

Flying to the hallowed fane holding the hand of the winged spirits 
of God was a satisfying folktale, but not the truth, according to Master 
Doyan. Once each year, on the twenty-first day of Kisilmu, season Kīt 
S’atti, a young priest was consecrated to the highest honor as a guard-
ian of the hallowed fane. Temple virgins escorted him to the locus of 
caves at the base of the monolith.

From there, the honored one was escorted by a senior priest to the 
Place of the Tombs, from where one could climb no higher. It was al-
ways cold and the way oftentimes frozen.

How the chosen one ascended to the hallowed fane from the Place 
of the Tombs was never discussed. But the unknowable was always rife 
with rumors, and the story passed down from the oldest of the initiates 
said that the guardians were lifted into the clouds in a wicker basket on 
silken ropes and pulleys carved from pockholz wood.

Of course, it was all speculation. No guardian had ever returned to 
validate or deny the telling.

As the thoughts came to his mind, Ashar’s imagination rose to the 
top of the monolith and disappeared into the clouds. The uncertainty 
of what lay ahead fused with the mysteries of the hallowed fane. The 
warmth of the morning sun on his face made him suddenly aware that 
his mind had wandered. He scolded himself, knowing he should return 
to the recitation, but his thoughts lingered.

For as often as he had stared at the monolith and wondered, today 
was different. The mountain, the clouds, the temple, the grand court. 
They were beautiful to behold, but he was no longer one who stood on 
the outside looking in. He was as yet at the threshold, but for the first 
time, he felt he belonged to that wondrous place.

Ashar’s eyes swept downward from the mountain to the narrow 
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trail that wound from the village to the summit of the hogback. The es-
carpment was steep, and the path switched back before looping around 
to make a final ascent. It was the only way to the ridge and the sprawl-
ing grounds of the temple. In times past, horses had hoofed their way 
up the rocky route. In recent times, parts of the trail had washed away 
and could only be traveled on foot.

Burdens were carried to and from the mountain on the backs of 
votaries, often with the help of a pilgrim making the ascent to pray. 
Sometimes the postulants were sent to the village with the priests to 
help carry provender and other supplies. Some of the postulants con-
sidered it a punishment, but Ashar relished the chance to go to the 
market even when it meant hiking back up the steep and winding trail 
with a heavy pack of grain or vegetables and sometimes meat.

“There’s another fire!” Rol exclaimed. The angst in his voice jolted 
Ashar from his drifting thoughts. He looked to where Rol pointed. A 
plume of smoke twisted up from a village at the far end of the valley. 
The sun was a smudge of yellow in the smoke and the morning light an 
eerie glow.

Neither of the boys had been farther east than the market of the 
Village Candella that lay below the Mountain of God. Certainly not as 
far as where the smoke rose.

“Most likely farmers burning stubble in the fields,” Ashar said with 
his usual optimism.

“Bandits, I’ll wager,” Rol said.
Word of the robbers creating trouble in the dominions of 

Kandelaar had been brought to the mountain by a wide-eyed pilgrim 
who had climbed to the temple to pray. Others came with similar re-
ports. Rumors of plunder were different with each telling. Whether the 
bandits were as vicious as some of the villagers described, Ashar had 
no way of knowing, but one exploit was common to every tale. Into 
whatever village the bandits came, miscreants and mercenaries were 
conscripted into a growing army of outlaws.

Descriptions of the bandit king who led them flourished in taverns 
and were enlarged by the gossiping of old crones. Whatever the truth, 
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the chief of the marauders loomed in Ashar’s imagination as a ferocious 
giant with the head of a dragon. Few of the pilgrims had ever actu-
ally seen the robbers or their captain, but they passed the gossip along 
anyway: “Dangerous, savage, bloody, and barbaric.” Those who had 
actually laid eyes on the leader of the bandits spoke different words: 
“Demon, incubus, and a vessel of darkness.”

Had there always been such men? Ashar wondered. Had such ter-
ror and commotion started with the ancient people who had vanished? 
Did they destroy themselves? Petroglyphs scratched into the patina of 
the rock walls of the mountain left no easy clues.

Are we repeating the mistakes of the first people? Shall we also vanish 
without record or remembrance? 

Ashar stepped from the wall and shook his head to cleanse his 
imagination of demons, death, and destruction.

Rol’s voice brought him back. “Ashar? You never said if you wanted 
to see the sacred stones. Do you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe, or maybe such thinking of such things is a 
sin of aspiration, and aspiration is ambition, and ambition is pride.” The 
aphorism was one of hundreds he had memorized, and it came easily 
to his mind. Perhaps it was wrong to wish for what he could not have. 
“You had best stop thinking about shining stones and start thinking 
about reciting your bloodline to the twentieth generation.”

“I know,” Rol grumbled, “but it’s hard, and I get confused. Who is 
whose son of whom and who begot who is hard for me to remember.”

“Shh. I need to concentrate.” Ashar closed his eyes and pressed his 
fingers to his temples.

“When I become the Oracle,” Rol said, “I promise to sneak you 
into the hallowed fane, or wherever they hide the sacred stones, so you 
can see them for yourself.”

“That is such a prideful thing to say.” Ashar’s eyes were scolding, 
but his smile gave him away.

“Sorry.” Rol shrugged an apology, and Ashar chuckled.
“If you become the Oracle, I will know for sure there is no God of 

gods and Creator of All Things.”
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Rol punched Ashar’s shoulder with affection, and the boys laughed 
softly.

Rol’s mood was suddenly serious. “Are you so sure now?” he asked.
Ashar’s face tightened. “I am a postulant of the Sodality of Priests 

of Oum’ilah.”
“I know. So am I. It’s all I’ve ever been, but . . . some say the story 

of the Navigator is only a legend, you know, an allegory like the other 
traditions Master Doyan taught us about. It could be that the story isn’t 
really true but it can still be authentic because it teaches a true principle 
or reveals a hidden meaning.”

Ashar studied his friend’s worried face. Of all the days for him to 
have doubts about what he believed, this was the worst.

“I guess that’s the reason I’d like see the stones of light.” Rol whis-
pered his confession. “I’m not sure they exist. Some say the reason no 
one ever sees them or the Oracle never calls upon their power is be-
cause they’re only a . . .” Rol tried to find a better word but couldn’t so 
he said it a different way. “Have you never wondered whether the story 
about small rocks becoming stones of light because they were touched 
by the finger of God is nothing but a myth?”

Ashar resisted the rote response that tumbled to his tongue. Rol’s 
question left him uneasy. He had known Rol since they’d been given 
to the temple as children. He lifted his eyes to the towers of the temple 
soaring high above. He inhaled slowly and looked back at Rol. “It is a 
curious day to wonder what you believe,” he said. “We’ve been taught 
to doubt our doubts before we doubt our faith. What do you believe?” 
Answering a question with a question was a tack of dialectics taught by 
Master Doyan.

Rol lifted his eyebrows, his face a glow of innocence. A quirky 
smile formed at the corner of his mouth. “I believe whatever the mas-
ters have spoken since my father left me here when I was eight years 
old,” he recited. “Same as you.” It was the proper and expected answer. 
Rol shrugged and offered a smile of resignation.

Boys abandoned and given as postulants to the Sodality of Priests 
of Oum’ilah were bonded in ways they couldn’t explain. Ashar could 
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see that Rol was struggling with his thoughts, but even so, he was not 
prepared for the question when it came.

“Do you ever wonder where we might be now, or what might have 
become of us if we had not . . .” Rol chewed on his lower lip. “I mean, 
do you ever wonder whether you and me would’ve picked, you know, 
being postulants if . . . if we’d had a choice?”

Ashar had asked himself the same question many times, but Rol 
asking it aloud ripped away the shroud, forcing him to face his hidden 
angst.

“It’s not a question we should ask,” Ashar said. He swallowed hard 
and recited the axiom that had been drummed into his young head. 
“We are blessed by the sacrifice our fathers . . .” He faltered on the last 
word and pushed the thought away. “The sacrifice they made to show 
their devotion to Oum’ilah, the God of gods. We are the ones who—”

“Sacrifice?” Rol cut him off. “It wasn’t a sacrifice! Your father 
brought you here and gave you to the priests because he didn’t want 
you!” Rol clenched his jaw. “Same way my father didn’t want me and 
one more mouth to feed.”

Ashar shook his head, rejecting the painful possibility, even know-
ing it was true.

I am Ashar, son of Shalatar! Shalatar was the son of Ilim. Ilim was the 
son of Worm. Worm was the son of . . . 

With his eyes closed, Ashar saw the march of his ancestor’s names 
as they appeared on the faded parchment of his memory. The scrap of 
animal skin was a private treasure. His only connection to his other 
life. His mother had given it to him on the day she said good-bye.

34

They had walked from the village to the bottom of the mountain. 
His father was impatient, already ascending the trail. His mother lin-
gered, straightening his shirt and running her fingers through his curly 
hair.

“Hurry along now!” his father had yelled.
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Ashar cried. Why did his father wish to leave him on the mountain? 
“Why are you sending me away? Do you not want me?” he sobbed. 

His mother threw her arms around him and held him close. Her 
tears warmed his cheek. “I want you, dear child, and I love you with all 
of my heart.” She crushed him to her until he could scarcely breathe.

“I know you cannot understand, but you will be safe and I cannot 
protect you if . . .” She stopped speaking and glanced at the man on the 
trail ahead who was yelling again. Ashar would never forget what hap-
pened next. She had hugged him and spoken close to Ashar’s ear in a 
hoarse whisper. “He cannot love you as I do because . . . because he is 
not the father of your flesh. Do you understand?”

Ashar was not sure he did.
And then Ashar’s mother had slipped a bundle beneath his shirt. 

She clung to him in a last, lingering embrace and whispered, “You are 
the son of my first love, who was lost. You are Ashar, son of Shalatar.”
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The warhorse balked at the steep bank of the river. The rocks were 
slick with blackened moss. The watercourse was wide, and the current 
ran swift. Drakkor whipped his mount across its croup. The black horse 
shook its head and pounded its hooves in protest. The rider sank the 
iron spike of his boots into its flank, and the destrier plunged into the 
muddy turbulence. The score and seven men who rode with him held 
their mounts steady along the bank and watched.

Drakkor pulled the horse’s head upstream and swam him into the 
treacherous rapids. The horse held its head high and flared its nostrils 
as it thrashed its legs for the opposite shore. Drakkor calmed the char-
ger with a hand on its neck and spoke words lost in the thunder of the 
river.

The men waiting on shore were a band of outcasts more than an 
army: bandits weary of the paltry booty from robbing travelers on the 
King’s Road; soldiers in disgrace; unruly, restless boys; villainous men 
conscripted from the villages; and mercenaries willing to sell their 
swords for the pleasures of plunder and a place in the promised new 
kingdom to come.

They were clad in mismatched armor made of iron and boiled 

Many Days Earlier

ChaPTer 2
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leather. Rusted and tarnished. Scuffed and unkempt. Some wore 
helms. Others had leather caps. A few were bareheaded or had tied 
bands of cloth or leather around their foreheads.

Though no two men were dressed the same, all of them carried 
weapons. Long swords, short swords, scimitars, or long knives. Several 
had bows with quivered arrows, and others carried cleaving weapons 
and mauls.

The destrier found its footing on the rocks submerged along the 
south bank of the river. Drakkor spiked the horse again, and it erupted 
from the water in a single lunge. He rode the slope to a ledge of rock 
splayed out from a thicket of willows. He drew his sword and held it 
high as a signal to his men. Exuberant cheers were swallowed by the 
roar of the river as the men spurred their horses and charged into the 
water.

Drakkor was pleased by their zeal, but his smile was little more 
than a twitch at the corner of his mouth. They were hearty men, war-
riors at heart, but also a depraved lot driven by a lust for the spoils of 
pillage and plunder. Despite their fatigue, the men were eager for battle 
and blood and conquest.

These who followed Drakkor believed their objective was to con-
quer the temple at the Mountain of God and establish a fortress suited 
to the king they were certain he would become. Drakkor had planted 
the seeds and allowed the rumor to grow, lest he divulge his true pur-
pose. His destiny had been set in motion when he had been a boy of 
fifteen—twenty-nine years before. His time had come.

His men could have their citadel and their trifling rule of kings. 
His purpose in assaulting the Mountain of God was of greater worth 
than a hundred castles.

Drakkor dismounted and pulled the sodden saddle from his horse’s 
back. He was taller than most men. The angular bones of his face spoke 
of intelligence and intensity. The firm set of his jaw guarded secrets. 
Clean-shaven, his skin was the color of rusted iron. He had a scar on 
his cheek, just below his ear. It looked as if the gods had pressed a 
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calloused thumb into the wet clay of his face before it was finished and 
left behind a ragged hole.

The pockmark was nearly obscured by the tattooed tail of a dragon 
that circled his neck before disappearing beneath the gorget where it 
became a fire-breathing monster enveloping his body. His raven-black 
hair splayed out in a fan of curls where his strong neck rose from broad 
shoulders. His dark green eyes were large and deeply set in the shadows 
of thick brows. A smudge of gold in the irises gave him the glower of 
a feral cat.

He narrowed his eyes and watched the men and horses struggling 
to cross the current. They were dangerous men that suited his purposes 
perfectly. He would flatter them, praise them, and pay them in spoils. 
He would allow them to satiate their hunger and their lust. It would be 
enough to ensure their loyal devotion.

How little they know. He smiled as he remembered the path that 
had led him to this moment.

His memory was a blessing and curse. From his earliest days, he 
had been able to recall images, sounds, and words after a single expo-
sure. It was a blessing when the memory held something beautiful or 
worthy or important to remember. It was a curse when he remembered 
the tragedy and pain of his early life.

Today the sunlight on the water reminded him of the chamber of 
light. The killing, the claw of the dragon, the scourging and the pain. 
The oath and taste of blood. The feelings when the magic stone was 
placed into his hand. The undeniable epiphany of destiny.

He remembered the bargain he had struck with the Peddler of 
Souls. The memory rose like the stench of a fetid slough with a scuttle 
of ravenous rats hungry for his flesh. It was a long time ago and rarely 
came to mind except when night began to fall and wraiths of memory 
slipped from the shadows to haunt his dreams.

34
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The trials, torture, and blood loss he had suffered as a boy had 
left him in a weakened and semiconscious state. Swallowing the rancid 
blood had sickened him.

You will survive. The voice rose in his mind like a hallucination. 
And I’ve a way for ya to do it. The night before Drakkor had entered 
Dragonfell, the Peddler of Souls had told him of the prophecy and 
described the rituals and the number of lashes he must endure without 
a sound. Then he had given him a birchwood stick to keep him silent, a 
vial of dark liquid to keep him strong, and a command. You get through 
the purgin,’ and they’ ll be givin’ you the magic stone and sending ye off to 
find the others. But never mind their superstitions, you bring that stone to 
me, ya hear?

Drakkor had agreed not out of loyalty or fear but out of ambition. 
He had survived. He had done it. If I hold the stone, should I not be the 
one blessed by its power?

Steadied on either side by men in scarlet robes, the young Drakkor 
had been helped up a winding stairway to a domed chamber that was 
open to the night sky through a circular shaft that rose from the apogee 
of the cupola. The men placed him on a circular dais in the center of 
the room. There were opposing doors at each of the cardinal direc-
tions. An annulus of glims burned on an altar. The smoke carried the 
pungent smell of sheep fat. Three hundred candles set in a serpentine 
pattern around the walls illuminated the rest of the chamber.

“Fire is the symbol of she-dragon’s breath, and her breath is the 
symbol of creation and the force that rules the earth,” the sorceress 
intoned in the guttural cadence of her husky voice.

Each tiny flame was reflected in the polished black stones of the 
walls and ceilings, until the points of light diminished to infinity, more 
numerous than the stars of heaven.

Drakkor narrowed his eyes and focused on the most distant point 
of light in the chilling universe of flickering fire. He felt suspended in 
an endless void, floating in a vast black sea warmed by an omnipresent 
breath of fire.
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“The shrine of the begetter of the heavens above and earth be-
neath,” the sorceress said with devotion.

With blood still oozing from his back, and the chanting of hooded 
votaries reverberating from the open dome of black stone, Drakkor felt 
suspended in an endless void, floating in a black sea warmed by an 
omni present breath of fire. He narrowed his eyes and focused on the 
most distant point of light in the chilling universe of flickering fire. 

I have drunk the blood and said the words. Was I a fool? Was it a whis-
pering of my mind or the echoing voice of the Peddler? Is there truly such a 
thing as a magic stone of fire? Wounded and bloodied, he wasn’t sure 
anymore.

As an orphan, Drakkor had little exposure to religion in the slums 
of Black Flower. Thoughts of his future were gobbled up by survival. In 
the rare moments he allowed himself to ponder ideas that were incom-
prehensible, he favored the old gods of the ancient tower. And yet, if 
the stone had power, the power came from she-dragon.

If there is magic in the world, if there are powers unseen, if truth lies at 
the heart of myth, I can change my destiny. I will be more than a king—I 
will be immortal.

Men in bloodred robes surrounded him, their faces shrouded in 
the shadow of their hoods. Others watched from the darkness beyond.

The voice of the sorceress reciting the ancient prophecy filled the 
room. “In the time of kings and the day of chaos, the seal is broken. 
The ancient mysteries arise. She-dragon is blind and rages from the 
mountains. That which was lost shall be found. The eggs of stone 
forged in the breath of fire, gathered in the hand of might by the child 
of no man—who is worthy of the blood of the dragon, purged by death 
and suffering in silent darkness—and, clustered in her claws, will rise 
immortal by the power of the ancient secret, to rule all flesh and reign 
forever as god of the world.”

Drakkor recognized the words of the prophecy. The words swirled 
into the void of endless stars. Drakkor closed his eyes and raised his 
face as if drawn to a presence that reached down to take his soul.

When the stone was placed in his hand, he was jolted back into 
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the moment. The stone was the size of an egg but oddly shaped and 
strangely translucent, like crystal shimmering with a dark light. It was 
cold as ice but burned his hand.

Drakkor was swept up by the congregation of red-robed men and 
taken from the domed room. As they left, he glimpsed the scrawny 
Peddler standing in a fringe of shadow where he’d been allowed to 
watch. His eyes were wide and red with broken veins. His face was 
twisted in a grin of greedy anticipation, and his yellowed teeth glinted 
in the firelight. Drakkor answered the Peddler’s hopeful look with a 
twitch of a smile. The skeletal scum of a man writhed with delight be-
fore a guard took him by the arm and pulled him away.

He believes I will keep our bargain. Fool! When the magic stone 
touched Drakkor’s hand, he’d sensed a rippling wave of chilling 
warmth. It lingered and strangely smothered the throbbing pain in his 
back. With the magic stone in his hand and unimaginable thoughts 
pounding through his head, whatever promise Drakkor had made was 
gone. Broken, betrayed, and forgotten. The Peddler of Souls would 
never have the stone of fire.

Saga of Kings-FanX booklet.indd   29 3/4/16   1:05 PM

DO NOT DUPLICATE

FOR REVIEW ONLY



30

“So here be the young fools!” A voice cackled from behind Ashar 
and Rol.

The boys spun about in surprise. A bedraggled old man was stand-
ing near enough to touch—except Ashar was struck with the fleeting 
notion there was no one there at all.

An apparition from my mind immersed in expectation, my body starved 
by the cleansing fast, and my muscles fatigued from a fitful night on the hard 
stones.

He closed his eyes, inhaled deeply, and shook his head. When he 
opened his eyes again, the stranger was still there. A scornful laugh 
rumbled up from the man’s throat.

He wore a billowing dark robe of coarse woven wool with a cowl 
that extended beyond his face, keeping his eyes in deep shadow. A cast-
iron skull hung around his neck on a chain. Sinister and foreboding. 
Ashar had never seen the symbol before.

The dark arts and sorceries were forbidden by the writings in the 
Codices of the Navigator, but only the pilgrims of the valley and vota-
ries of the temple kept the laws and followed the Way of the Navigator. 
Many people had returned to the superstition of the old gods and the 

ChaPTer 3

Saga of Kings-FanX booklet.indd   30 3/4/16   1:05 PM

DO NOT DUPLICATE

FOR REVIEW ONLY



the immortal crown

31

conjurings of talisman and magic. In spite of the sanctions against dab-
bling with such things, postulants found it irresistible to frighten the 
younger boys by filling their heads with haunting stories about the an-
cient citadel on which the temple stood.

There were whisperings about the ancient caste of evil priests ex-
pelled from the brotherhood for sorcery, who called themselves the 
Magica. Whether it was true or not, the tale was established folklore 
in the village. It was an enduring mythology even among the Council 
of Blessed Sages.

Is this man a magus? A sorcerer? The thought sent a shudder up 
Ashar’s spine and a snarl of hunger through his empty stomach.

“Who are you?” Ashar asked with more respect than an intruder 
deserved.

“Whom would you wish me to be on your day of days?”
Solving riddles was a method the masters used to teach postulants 

the skill of abstract thinking. The bone-chilling timbre of the stranger’s 
voice petrified Ashar’s ability to think, abstractly or otherwise.

The sorcerer, if that was what he was, had gauze wrapped across his 
nose and mouth. It was the color of dirty smoke and smudged yellow 
below his nostrils. Ashar feared the man was infected by the illness of 
putrid flesh and the flimsy linen was covering his oozing sores.

“Are you”—the words stuck in the back of his throat—“one of the 
Magica?”

“You know of us?”
Ashar’s mouth was dry even with the pebble in his mouth. He had 

kept it there since he awoke to keep his tongue moist so he could speak 
clearly when he stood before the council. Cramps of hunger tightened 
his stomach.

From beneath the folds of his robes, the old man withdrew a loaf 
of bread. He held it out to Ashar. Saliva came with the sight of it. He 
could taste the smell of it, and the thought of sweet dough in his mouth 
sent a ripple of hunger through his gut.

The magus chuckled kindly. “Eat, eat,” he said. “Have some.” His 
words were cut short by a scraping cough that caused him to turn away. 
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When neither Ashar or Rol moved, the man shrugged and laid the 
bread on the stone floor between them. A streak of yellow sun turned 
the toasted crust to gold.

Rol reached for the loaf.
Ashar caught his wrist. “No! We are still in our period of purifica-

tion. Our fasting does not end until the inquisition is through and only 
then if—”

“A bite or two of bread. How can it matter?” the stranger asked, 
sounding like a kindly parent.

Learning to control his emotions was, for Ashar, the most diffi-
cult of all the challenges of self-mastery. His anger toward the stranger 
started as an iron fist that gripped his gut and twisted it tight. His 
hunger confused the feeling, but his breathing quickened. He inhaled 
deeply without realizing his fingers had balled into a fist.

“We are probationers to the Sodality of Priests of Oum’ilah!” he 
said, straightening his shoulders. “We are in the final time of our prep-
aration. We have looked forward to this day for more than twenty sea-
sons. How can you be here and not know this?”

The stranger nodded. “But I do know. Of course I know. I came 
here because I know! I’ve seen scores of lads like you caught up in this 
madness. Many, many foolish boys for many, many seasons beginning 
before you were born.”

“Then why do you entice us to break our bond? You must leave. It 
is almost time for the trumpets, and you have broken our meditations. 
Please. Go! Our time is near.”

“Quite near indeed, Ashar, son of Shalatar, but it makes no differ-
ence.”

“You know my name?”
“You have proven yourself worthy. You, and Rol, son of Blynes,” he 

said, turning to other boy.
How can he know us? The thought loomed large in Ashar’s mind. It 

frightened him.
“You are the choice ones.” The stranger mocked the expression. 

“That is what they call you, isn’t it? Choice ones?” Another guttural 
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cluck of disdain came from the face in shadow. “You have been told 
you must sacrifice and suffer to show your devotion to the imaginary 
‘god of the mountain,’ but just because they have persuaded you to be-
lieve does not make it so.” He tapped Ashar on the forehead, his slen-
der finger protruding from a woolen wrap covering most of his hand. 
“Suffer yourselves to endure discomfort no longer,” he soothed. “They’ll 
be none the wiser if you indulge in a bit of nourishment. You’ll be bet-
ter for it. The pain will go, and your minds will be more focused for the 
questions.”

He snagged the leather flagon slung over his shoulder with his 
thumb and handed it to Rol.

Ashar reached out to stop him, but he was too slow, and Rol sucked 
gulps of water from the flask like a dying man in the desert.

The stranger watched Rol, then turned away. As he did, a bounce 
of light reached into the shadows of his hood. Was there a flash of 
disappointment in the old man’s eyes? Before Ashar could be sure, the 
light was gone and the shadows returned.

“You ask me why I’ve come.” He moved toward Ashar as if Rol 
was no longer of interest. It was unnerving, and Ashar backed into the 
trumeau supporting the archivolt that framed the opening above. A 
railing was all that kept him from falling into the chasm. He glanced 
down, and his belly was gripped by iron fingers. Not from the lack of 
food but from his dread of heights and fear of falling.

“You’ve yet to conquer your fear of the mountain,” the magus said 
as he brushed past.

Ashar braced himself with one hand against the side of the opening.
“How do you know about me?” Ashar demanded. “Please go and 

leave us alone!”
“I know everything about you,” the magus whispered, his mouth 

close to Ashar’s ear. “I know more than what you fear. I know your 
doubts.” His words rasped like the sound of a skinning knife dragging 
across dry hide. He was so close Ashar could smell the fusty, mildewed 
stench of his robes. “You are giving up your life and the pleasures of 
your body for what?”
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Ashar turned to escape, but long fingers caught his arm above the 
wrist and pulled him back. His first impulse was to twist away, rise to 
anger and strike back, but the crushing pain of the grip was too much. 
He felt paralyzed. Under the spell of the sorcerer.

Sorcerer! Ashar tried to focus his thoughts.
“You think you follow a path appointed by the God of gods, but 

you are a fool.” The heavy cowl kept his face in shadow except for a 
protrusion of dirty gauze that moved when he spoke.

“It is only a legend,” he chided, the tone sardonic. “The Navigator. 
Shining stones of light. The finger of God. Life beyond death.” His 
guttural laugh ridiculed the ideas. “Folktales. Myths. Stories told by 
old men afraid to die. And for these you are willing to sacrifice the 
pleasures of life?”

Ashar’s paralysis of fear f led before the storm of his anger. He 
jerked his arm free and pulled back with doubled fists. “By the will of 
the God of gods, if you do not depart this place, I swear that—”

“By the God of gods?” the stranger cut him off, his voice dripping 
with disdain. “You really believe there is such a being as the mythical 
Oum’ilah, Creator of All Things?”

“I embrace our tradition with all of my being.”
“Hmm.” A sound rumbled from the thick robes, almost approving 

in tone. “Then no doubt you also treasure the mythology of the so-
called stones of light?

“I trust the Codices of the Navigator, which testifies of the miracle 
of the shining stones of light.”

“What else do you believe, Ashar, son of Shalatar?”
“That there is but one God of gods and Creator of All Things.” 

Having affirmed the first tenant of the Way of the Navigator, Ashar 
recited the second canon of the brotherhood. “All that is, has always 
been and will forever be, and who we are and were before will continue 
through endless time.” Reciting the dogma that had become the core of 
his consciousness spiked his courage. His anger flared, and he fought 
for restraint.
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“Your face is vexed and swollen. You stand there, a young fool with 
your fists curled, but not the slightest skill of combat.”

It was true. The dogma of the order put the well-being of others 
before self, thus postulants were not trained to fight. Mastery of self 
demanded discipline of the body as well as the mind.

But Ashar was not without physical prowess. He was remark-
ably strong in spite of his gangly frame, and it gave him confidence. 
Adrenaline gave him courage.

The only fighting he had ever done was wrestling with the other 
boys, but this was the day he’d worked for all his life. This stranger 
was not going to take that from him. Anger surged ahead of reason. 
He took an aggressive step toward the man hoping the threat would 
be enough to drive him away. He clenched his fists and prepared for a 
fight.

He glanced at Rol, hoping for his help, but his friend was staring at 
his feet. His shoulders were quaking with heaving sobs.

The magus slipped a dagger from his sash. The handle was carved 
from an ivory tusk and set with a ring of sapphire stones the color of a 
hummingbird’s wing.

Ashar realized that until this moment he had never seen a weapon 
on the mountain before.

The rasping voice brought him back. “Have your masters prepared 
you to die for what you imagine to be truth?”

A reflection of sun off the blade splashed light on Ashar’s face, 
making him think of the shining stones. He shook the thought away. 
“I have sworn the oath of reverence for all living things and to do no 
harm, but if you do not depart this place, I am prepared to break that 
oath.” A surge of power coursed through him. He tensed every muscle 
and prepared for whatever was about to happen.

“And for this God of gods you would sacrifice your honor and 
yourself and all that you hold precious?”

“Even my life!” Ashar widened his stance without moving his eyes 
from the blade. “I have warned you.” He had no idea what he would do 
if the man lunged with the dagger.
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“I think, then, I might spare you from breaking your oath.” The 
voice, still shrouded by the cowl of the man’s heavy robe, was suddenly 
different. No longer menacing and caustic. The dagger disappeared as 
quickly as it had appeared. The man pushed back the hood and loos-
ened the gauze from his face.

Ashar shied away, not wanting to see oozing wounds of putrid 
flesh, but there was nothing like that. The face of the man glowed in a 
streak of the early sunlight pouring in from the east.

“Master Doyan?” Ashar gasped.
Rol groaned in agony and sagged to his knees in despair. The in-

truder was not a magus or a sorcerer or an enemy of Oum’ilah. Master 
Doyan was their favorite teacher, their mentor and spiritual guide.

“Well done, Ashar, son of Shalatar,” he said and bowed his head in 
a show of respect. “The inquisition is over. Your test of faith is ended,” 
he announced with obvious satisfaction. “It will now be my great honor 
to present you to the synod. The Council of Blessed Sages is eager to 
meet you.”

Ended? The inquisition? Ashar could not speak. His mind cascaded 
backward, trying to untangle reality from perception. “But I thought 
that . . . Isn’t the inquisition . . . ? You have prepared us over all the 
years to stand before the learned masters of the blessed council.”

“You need not be so disappointed. You will yet experience humil-
ity before the Council of Blessed Sages.” Master Doyan grinned. His 
teeth were straight in spite of being alive for ninety years. “They expect 
the recitation of the genealogies, though I confess they do find strange 
pleasure in intimidating postulants. A bit of a game, I suppose, or per-
haps because they are old and impatient, but you go before them having 
endured the trial that matters most.”

“It is always like this?”
“Always, since the time of First Landing in accordance with the 

writings of the Navigator. An answer prepared in anticipation of a 
question already known can never reveal the heart like the choice a 
person makes when no question has been asked.”

Rol sagged into a corner and put his hands over his face. In giving 
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in to the appetites of his body, he had bungled the most fundamental 
test of sacrifice and devotion. He had failed.

Master Doyan lifted him up. “You must not punish yourself. Your 
foot has been placed on a new path. Your life shall be different, but it 
need not be less. Take all you have learned and use it well. Your path is 
known to Oum’ilah, and your destiny shall not be less.”

Ashar threw his arms around his friend. They held each other a 
long time before Rol turned away and ran down the twisting stairs. 
Ashar watched until his friend disappeared from his sight.

Will I ever see him again? 
Ashar left the thought on the south porch of the tower and fol-

lowed Master Doyan across the hanging causeway to the grand plaza of 
the temple, his eyes raised to the magnificent edifice beyond.
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The shadow of the obelisk touched the vertex of the calendar stone 
on which it stood. The instrument rose from the center of the outer 
court where it had marked the flow of time since the ancient city was 
discovered by the Navigator in annum 7, Age of Kandelaar.

Ashar stood beside Master Doyan and stared at the portal that 
opened to a long arched hallway. The end of it disappeared in darkness. 
The time had come. He heard the escorts before he saw them. Their 
rhythmic chanting echoed from the tunnel in monotonous repetitions 
and rolled across the courtyard. Four temple virgins adorned in cer-
emonial vestments emerged from the shadows of the hallway carrying 
the ensigns of the temple furled on long poles. Their faces covered.

It was hard for Ashar to suppress the flutter of feelings when the 
escorts beckoned them forward. He was anxious about standing before 
the Council of Blessed Sages, but that was not the reason a hundred 
butterflies took wing in his stomach. It was the fleeting glance of eyes 
the color of a summer sky and the flutter of long lashes above the gos-
samer veil. Their eyes connected for less than a moment, but for Ashar 
it was a delightfully long and lovely conversation.

The girl was fourteen. Celestine. He whispered her name in his 
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mind, and a flush of guilt was added to the flutters. It was only by 
chance that Ashar knew her by her true name.

34

Celestine had been given to the temple in the first season of her 
fifth year. All the temple virgins came as children and served until they 
were of age to be married. Most returned to their villages, but some 
remained and continued serving in the ceremonies and other duties 
at the temple. The most blessed became matrons and stayed until the 
twilight of their lives, finding their final rest in the tombs on the holy 
mountain.

The matrons who looked after the temple virgins were like moth-
ers. Worrying about them. Protecting their purity. Keeping the girls 
away from the postulants when the boys entered the second season of 
their thirteenth year. That’s when it had happened: the unexpected en-
counter between the temple virgin and the postulant.

34

Celestine had gone to fetch water from the fountain flowing from 
a grotto known as the Tears of God on the east side of the mountain. 
A stairway of stone, mortared in pulverized rock with lime and sand, 
descended from the flattened ridge of the main temple compound. It 
climbed down the twelve terraced steps of the vineyards to where foot-
holds had been hand cut in the face of the rock by someone lost to 
history.

The grotto was filled by a deep pool that prevented easy access to 
the fountain that gushed from a natural cleft in the back wall. No one 
knew where the water came from or how it drained from the pool. 
Most assumed the rain and melting snow that sometimes fell at the 
top of the monolith seeped through fractures in the rock to find its 
way to the labyrinth of caverns and underground lakes the old legends 
said existed inside the mountains. Some caverns had been discovered. 
A few explored. Most remained unknown. The most intriguing of the 
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legends spoke of a vast treasure hidden in the caverns by King Garnlot 
the Mighty in annum 685. The story was well-known to the postulants 
and the source of endless speculation and wild dreams.

Celestine filled her skin-bag buckets and attached them to both 
ends of the yoke. She crouched and slipped the yoke across her shoul-
der, adjusting the pad lest the birchwood cut into her skin. She stood 
slowly, adjusted the position of the yoke to equalize the weight, and 
started up the trail.

The stone steps climbed from the cave to the bottom of a high rock 
wall that formed the lowest of the terraces. A dirt path beside the wall 
connected the hewn steps with the mortared stone steps that ascended 
to the temple courtyard. As Celestine stepped onto the path, a hum-
mingbird swept in and slipped its long bill into the red blossom of a 
wild trumpet vine.

Celestine loved beauty and was fascinated by the miracle of living 
things. She stopped to watch. In the bright sunshine, the tiny hum-
mingbird was a dazzling display of shimmering green and iridescent 
blue.

The miraculous little bird moved from blossoms of red to orange to 
yellow. She longed to stay and watch, but she knew she needed to start 
the difficult climb back to the temple mount. Being late made the old 
matrons suspicious. She stepped to the outside edge of the trail to pass 
the hummingbird without disturbing its sweet nectar feast.

When she stepped on the sodden grass of the outside shoulder, the 
ground broke away. She fell to one knee and tried to catch herself, but 
the weight of the water pulled the yoke downward and dragged her 
into the chasm.

34

Ashar heard the girl’s cry. It was his day to fetch water for the 
kitchen, and he was on his way to the Tears of God. At first he thought 
it was the screech of a falcon, but when it came again, he realized it was 
a human cry, desperate for help.
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The stone steps were old, worn, and irregular. Running down was 
dangerous, but the terror in the voice compelled him to take them 
three at a time. At the bottom of the lowest terrace, he saw a yoke and 
skin-bag bucket caught in the foliage at the edge of the trail. From 
somewhere over the edge the cry came again.

“Help! Help me!”
Ashar scrambled forward and peered into the chasm. A girl had 

fallen into a tangle of picea trees growing from a ledge of rock. When 
he saw her face clearly, his heart almost stopped. She was a temple 
virgin. It was the daughter of the temple at whom he’d stolen glances 
whenever he could since the first time he saw her more than a year 
before.

Ashar secured his foot in a tangle of roots, reached over the edge, 
and grabbed the end of the yoke.

“Take hold. You’ll be all right,” he called to her. “Hold on! Hold 
tight.”

The girl gripped the end of the yoke with both hands as he pulled 
her up. When she was close enough, he reached out his hand.

Among the stringent rules imposed upon the postulants, rule sev-
enteen stated that postulants must avoid all unnecessary interaction 
with the temple virgins and never make physical contact. Despite the 
rule, Ashar reached for her hand without a twinge of guilt. Certainly 
none of the disobedience he felt when he stared at her in the courtyard.

She held his eyes and blushed. After what seemed like a long time, 
she put her hand in his.

It was the first time Ashar had ever touched a girl. A shiver rippled 
through his body in a fluttering of feelings more marvelous than any-
thing he’d ever felt before. Her hand was soft and warm. His heart was 
thumping so loudly he was certain she could hear it.

He gripped her hand tightly. She had not taken her eyes from him. 
She blushed again, but this time with a smile, then looked down to 
place her feet. Ashar set the yoke aside and offered his other hand. She 
took it without hesitation. The quiver of delight came again. Holding 
firmly to both her hands, he guided her carefully from the tangle of 
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green across the sodden grass to safety on the far side of the path. The 
hummingbird had flown away.

“Are you hurt?” he asked and looked for cuts or signs of blood. He 
caught himself thinking about her perfectly smooth skin, the azure 
blue of her eyes, and the way her tangled hair framed her face in a soft 
swirl of gold. He realized for the first time that she was nearly as tall 
as he was and while equally as thin, her body was graced with gentle 
curves—unlike his gangly awkwardness.

“I don’t think so,” she said, but she touched a rip in her gown and 
winced. When her delicate fingers came back, Ashar could see a trace 
of blood.

“You’re bleeding. Let me see.” She raised her arm and Ashar could 
see the tear in her gown and the bright red abrasion across her pale and 
perfect skin. Their eyes met, and Ashar was oblivious to everything in 
the universe except for the girl looking back at him.

“It’s not too deep,” he assured her. He wet a piece of linen in the 
puddle from the spilled bucket and reached for the wound on her side 
then stopped in a sudden rush of awkward embarrassment. His face 
flushed, and he offered the wetted cloth to her. “Here, you should hold 
this tight until it stops bleeding.”

Ashar retrieved the skin bags and headed down the trail to refill 
her buckets. He made a second trip to fill his own. When he returned, 
the girl was sitting against the wall. She was crying.

“Is the pain great?” he asked.
“No. I’ll be all right, but the matrons will be angry with me for 

what I’ve done.”
“You’ve done nothing wrong. The trail is narrow and the edges soft. 

Any of us might have fallen just as easily.”
“I don’t mean falling. I mean . . .” She looked at her hands.
Ashar understood. She worried she had violated the edict of her 

appointment. That her status had somehow changed by touching a boy.
“You’ve done no wrong. Nothing has changed for you,” he said 

firmly. “The piety of the matrons is mostly of their own making.” His 
own words startled him. “In my opinion,” he added hastily. “I will 
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speak of this to no one. You need not worry.” He reached in his pocket 
for the apple he’d brought and offered it to her. “My name is Ashar.”

She took the apple, her fingertips brushing the palm of his hand. 
She swiped a tear from her cheek and smiled as she took a dainty bite.

“Thank you,” she said. “I am grateful for your help.”
Ashar wanted to ask her name, the one given her on the day of 

blessing, but knew he shouldn’t. In the village, such a simple question 
would be natural and even expected between new friends, but for a 
postulant, such intimacy was forbidden. The name conferred upon girls 
on the day of their blessing as infants was never used again once they 
were given as temple virgins. The vestal virgins were all called by their 
designation. They were simply “daughters of the temple.”

Ashar sat down beside the girl and leaned against the wall. He 
was content to sit in silence as she ate. When she finished the apple, he 
stood and offered his hand.

“Come on,” he said. “I will help you to the top.” She hesitated, then 
took his hand and used his strength to stand.

Ashar climbed the stairs with four skin-bag buckets of water hang-
ing from a single yoke. The other yoke he carried in his hand. It was ar-
duous by any measure, but he felt none of the strain. He walked slowly 
on purpose to make the climb last as long as he could. The girl didn’t 
seem to mind the slow pace.

As they ascended the steps, Ashar paused to point out flowers and 
recite the names of the plants. Appreciating the beauty of the natural 
world was part of Doyan’s teachings. The girl was impressed and de-
lighted by his knowledge. It was evident to Ashar that she loved the 
splendor of nature and the fragrance of flowers.

When she told him why she had fallen, he teased that she needed 
to come up with a better story than that a hummingbird had frightened 
her off the trail. “A dragon would be better, or at least a lion.” Her 
laugh was as musical as the chimes at the temple gates.

By the time they reached the top, she was laughing with abandon 
and any blush of guilt was gone. When Ashar returned the yoke back 
to her soft shoulders, their eyes met again in that timeless way.
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“Celestine,” she whispered. “My name from the day of blessing is 
Celestine.” With a flash of her eyes and a quivering smile, she turned 
and left him standing on the path.

“Celestine,” he repeated with a smile that made his cheeks hurt.
In the three seasons between their meeting on the mountain and 

the joyous coincidence of Celestine being assigned as one of Ashar’s 
escorts, their secret friendship had grown. They stole shy glances across 
the courtyard, and during prayers Ashar did his best to kneel directly 
behind her, close enough to catch the scent of the flowers she wore in 
her hair. When they passed each other in the narrow corridors, there 
was the inevitable brush of shoulders and sometimes their f ingers 
touched.

And now she was here. Ashar would not face this important day 
completely alone. She would not stand beside him before the Council 
of Blessed Sages, but he knew her thoughts and perhaps her prayers 
would be with him. He sent a small prayer of gratitude to Oum’ilah for 
this small and wondrous gift.

Continue the quest for the stones of light 
by reading the complete novel of 
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