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Prologue

THE BOY FELT IT BEFORE he saw it.
There was a chill feeling, different from the usual cold that filled the 

stone halls of the orphanage. That cold was familiar and simple. You felt 
it in your bones. You endured it by hovering closer to the kitchen fire 
before the matron caught you, or by sharing a blanket with your chosen 
brothers and sisters.

But this was different. This was a sharp-edged cold. Like the glitter 
that came off the knife they used to kill the goats. Like the ice that 
sheathed the old tree outside and made the branches snap off. He did not 
feel this cold in his bones, but in his very soul. And it made him want to 
whimper with fear.

He had tried to keep quiet. Already many of the other orphans were 
angry at him. The dancers and jugglers had them clapping and laughing, 
a rare treat for the forgotten children housed here.

Until he had begun screaming and pointing at one of the performers.
He had ruined the show, and the embarrassed matron sent the 

children off to their dormitories immediately. Their anger was palpable, a 
terrible thing he felt all around, and he could hear harsh whispers up and 
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down the halls of the old fortress that served as the orphanage. “Crazy is 
at it again,” he heard. “The lunatic’s seeing monsters again.” He knew if 
not for his friends, he would have suffered that night.

His friends Elinor, Alys, Roan, and Kay had not been angry, though. 
They believed him. They comforted him, drawing him away from the 
performers and out of the room without a look back at the ruined 
entertainment. Elinor wrapped an arm around his shoulders as they 
walked and Roan stared daggers at the other orphans, defying their anger 
at his friend. Together, they returned to the dormitory and prepared for 
bed.

No, his friends had not been angry like the other children were. 
They never were. But he also knew they did not understand. Not truly. 
Even he began to doubt himself. Perhaps the cruel whispers from the 
other children were right, he thought.

Until tonight. Until he had seen the blackheart just an arm’s length 
away from him and he screamed and screamed till his throat was raw. 
Where their hearts should have been, oily mud and black smoke oozed 
from their chests to cover their bodies. He had seen them three times 
before, but never up close like this.

Even now, in the small hours of the night when everyone in the large 
room was asleep, the boy remained awake. The fear of the shadowed 
juggler would not leave him, and behind his closed eyes, he pictured the 
horrible darkness moving over the man. The feeling crept over him more 
and more. The cold feeling. Sharp. Dangerous.

He finally could not stand it any longer. His eyes snapped open, and 
he looked across the darkened room, past the simple cots the orphans 
all slept on.

And he saw it.
The blackheart was in the room. The rolling, oily blackness spilled 

from its chest like blood from a wound, deeper even than the dark of the 
night. It stood across the room from him, looming over the foot of one 
girl’s bed. The boy felt his heart pounding, and he longed to reach out 
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to touch his friends, either to wake them to see what he saw or to wake 
himself from what must be a nightmare. But he was too frightened to 
move.

As he watched, the juggler’s shape sloughed off, dropping to the floor 
like a discarded garment. In its place was something more horrifying. 
The head became longer and had no eyes, only a round mouth from 
which the boy could see wicked teeth. It craned a long, serpent-like neck 
toward the sleeping child while reaching forward with ragged claws at the 
end of spindly arms. The thing bent down to feed, and the boy moaned 
with terror.

The long neck whipped impossibly around, turning its eyeless face 
toward the boy. It dropped to all fours and charged across the room.

For the second time that night the boy screamed himself raw.

***

Ferran opened his eyes and tried to still his breathing. The room was 
warm. All around him were men and women, wearing the earthy colors 
favored by the Order of Talan. Many of them had their exposed skin 
heavily tattooed with strange symbols and designs. But all of them 
looked on him with understanding eyes.

An old man stepped forward, leaning heavily on a cane. Dark stripes 
were inked onto his weathered and wrinkled face, contrasting with the 
bright white of his long beard. He stood before Ferran and watched as 
the young man drew deep breaths.

“What did you see?” the old man asked.
Ferran matched the old man’s gaze and steadied himself. “My past,” 

Ferran said.
The old man studied him for a long moment and then nodded once. 

He stepped out of the way and made a gesture. Across the length of the 
chamber, a heavy iron door swung open, to reveal the creature from his 
memory. The monstrous head whipped around and the circular maw 



4

Gelineau and King

puckered at the air. Long talons scraped across the floor with a high-
pitched keening as it drew away from the open door.

“What do you see?” the old man asked from behind Ferran.
In his left hand, Ferran felt the weight of a long length of silver chain, 

and he let one end fall to the floor with a clear, bright ring. His other hand 
tightened around the haft of a short spear, the blade held before him, 
catching the light of the torches carried by the members of the Order 
who looked on.

“What do you see?” the old man asked once more.
Ferran’s lips drew back into a savage smile. “My future,” he said and 

advanced on the monster.
 



1

COLD WIND BLEW THROUGH THE trees and made gray clouds 
race across the morning sky. There was a pall to everything, and even the 
rich fields around them seemed dull and faded.

As the wind blew hard, slipping beneath his cloak and chilling 
him, Hileon Finchlas wished fervently he was back at his desk. There he 
would have had a small fire going in the hearth. Perhaps a small pot of 
stew bubbling on a little iron hook beside the fire, as he worked his way 
through recording the fall tithes from the outlying villages of the march.

But instead he was standing out here. Hungry, exhausted, and 
freezing. Hil pulled his cloak tighter about himself and looked at the 
other two men waiting with him at the crossroads. They had been in the 
great hall last night as well. It had been good to see Riffolk there, at least. 
The tall young man had been Hil’s friend since their time together at the 
Collegium.

Though they had traveled all through the night with no sleep, 
Riffolk seemed more restless than normal. He paced the small stretch of 
road, and his hand fiddled constantly with the handle of a longsword he 
wore at his belt. Riffolk always wore the blade, even when working in the 
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keep. He had once confided in Hil that had it not been for the wishes of 
his parents, he would have entered one of the Razor schools instead of 
the Collegium.

Hil wore a blade today as well, but it was a strange and unusual 
event for him to go armed. He wore the weapon awkwardly. The belt kept 
sliding down from the weight of the scabbard, forcing him to reach under 
his cloak and adjust it.

Riffolk let out an explosive sigh. “Did your friends not know to 
expect you here?”

Hil’s jaw dropped at his friend’s boldness, and he shot Riffolk a 
cautionary look.

The man Riffolk had spoken to turned slowly toward the young 
magistrate. He fixed Riffolk with an icy stare. “I did not say they were my 
friends,” Warden Mesym Aker said, his voice low.

Unlike Hil and Riffolk, Warden Aker did not answer to the Lord of 
Greenhope. In truth, the warden was answerable to no one, save the king 
himself. It was never a good day when a warden came to do his yearly 
inspection, but it was an even worse day when a warden came for other 
reasons.

This was one of those times.
The warden stood in the road, his long, heavy cloak flapping in the 

frigid wind. His look shifted from Riffolk to Hil, and Hil felt himself 
wither under the intensity of that gaze. Aker rubbed a gloved hand along 
his neatly trimmed gray beard and seemed to come to a decision. “There 
has been some troubling reports coming out of this region,” the warden 
said. “Reduced tithes, disappearances on the roads. Weeks back, a royal 
courier was passing this way. He did not reach his destination.”

Riffolk bristled. “Greenhope is a large march, Warden. We 
magistrates do what we can to maintain order, but even under our 
scrutiny, bandit attacks will happen.”

“If I thought it was just bandits, boy, we wouldn’t be waiting out 
here to meet an acolyte of the Order of Talan,” the warden said sharply.
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Before he could stop himself, Hil spoke out. “A witch hunter?” he 
breathed fearfully. “That’s who we’re out here to meet?” Even saying the 
term aloud seemed to cause the hair on the back of his neck to stand 
on end. In the old stories the acolytes of the Order of Talan hunted evil 
creatures. Beyond those stories there were darker rumors. Everyone 
knew it was bad fortune to cross paths with a witch hunter. Hil could not 
imagine actually being so foolish as to wait around to meet one.

Where Hil was frightened, Riffolk just shook his head. “So it is not 
bandits, but the monsters from children’s tales that are plaguing the 
village,” Riffolk said. “Well, thank goodness you called in help for us mere 
mortals.”

Aker rounded on the young magistrate. “Before this day is done 
I pray to the memory of the First King himself that you will still have 
reason to doubt those children’s stories. And you,” he said, pointing a 
finger sharply at Hil. “Do not ever use that term around one of the Order 
of Talan.” His voice dropped as he caught sight of two figures far off in the 
distance, making their way down the road toward the crossroads. “They 
don’t like it.”

The pair drew closer. The man was tall and lean. He walked with a 
sense of purpose, his long strides eating up the road. Strapped to his back 
was a length of something, likely a staff or a rod. The skin around his eyes 
and part of his forehead were painted a dark black, and Hil felt a shiver of 
cold apprehension. The tall acolyte was like a character come to life from 
one of the stories his childhood nurse had told him.

The woman who kept pace with the acolyte appeared to be a 
witch hunter as well. She was shorter than her tall companion, but her 
movements were lighter, freer. She wore a simple coat as well, though cut 
shorter, and she carried a heavy iron lantern, swinging it as she walked. 
Her hair was loose, and it blew wildly in the wind. Her face did not have 
the dark markings that the man’s beside her had.
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Aker’s voice snapped him out of his thoughts. “Try not to say 
anything unless you are spoken to,” the warden said. “But listen well to 
what is said.”

Hil tried to draw himself up taller as the pair approached, but he felt 
like his nervousness was readily apparent to all. Riffolk stood with his 
arms crossed over his chest. The pair crossed the final distance to their 
group in short time and stopped before the warden.

The man with the tattooed face bowed his head. “We received your 
message, Warden Aker.”

Aker frowned. “Where is Cadell?”
The woman gave a small smile. “My father was called to serve at the 

Spire. We have come in his stead, Warden.”
At that, Aker’s eyes narrowed in understanding. “Mireia,” he said. 

“Your father mentioned you to me when last I had need of him.” The 
warden’s frown softened. “It was a long time ago.”

Mireia nodded. “Not so long that he does not remember you as his 
friend, Warden. He spoke well of you, always. He was impressed with 
your courage that day.” There was an edge of sadness in her voice, as if she 
spoke of something dark and unpleasant. Hil felt the change in the pit of 
his stomach and his unease grew.

The warden drew in a deep breath. “Let us all hope that we are not 
looking at something similar this day.”

“No,” said the tattooed man. He did not look at the warden or even 
the two magistrates. Instead his attention appeared focused along the 
road where the pair had come from, at a grove of trees that marked the 
edge of a forest a short distance away from the road. “No. It is something 
different.”

Aker looked to the forest that held the man’s attention. Hil could not 
see anything besides the branches shifting in the wind. The warden’s lips 
were set tightly together. “Do you know what it is, acolyte?”
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The witch hunter shook his head, eyes bright and shining amidst the 
blackness of the tattoo. “Not yet,” he said. “But we will not have to wait 
long to find out.”

Aker lowered a hand to the hilt of his sword, and Hil felt fear 
blossom in his gut, cold and hard. In the wake of it, he forgot the warden’s 
command to remain silent. “What?” Hil whispered. “What do you 
mean?”

“Your liege sent you with me so that you would see proof of my 
concerns,” Aker said, drawing out the words. “Your proof is coming.”

“Ferran,” Mireia said, her eyes focused on the forest.
With a rasp of steel across leather, Ferran pulled the pole from 

behind his shoulders, and Hil saw a dark blade at the end of it. With the 
spear in one hand, Ferran filled his other with a length of bright silver 
chain.

Mireia removed her coat and rolled up her sleeves, baring intricate 
tattoos covering her forearms. She held the dark iron lantern in her right 
hand and raised it up before her. Her long hair seemed to blow in the 
wind, though Hil noticed that at that moment, the wind had died down.

Aker drew his sword, and Riffolk readied his weapon. Hil fumbled at 
the hilt with hands suddenly gone numb and clumsy. He managed to pull 
the sword from its sheath without dropping it to the ground.

“What’s coming?” Hil whispered.
From within the forest, shapes began to come forward. Hil fought to 

keep from yelling out and pointing, but it was clear the others had seen 
them well before he had. As they cleared the edge of the forest, Hil saw 
what they were.

They were… men. Just men. Their clothing was ragged and 
threadbare. Each of them was armed with some sort of weapon, from 
farming tools to old, rusted swords and axes.

Beside him, Riffolk laughed. The sound of it almost caused Hil to 
jump out of his skin. “Bandits?” Riffolk said. “That is what has you all so 
riled up? I do not know what they have taught you at your temple, but 
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I can assure you, I have faced scum like this before.” With that, Riffolk 
walked forward and held up the magisterial seal bearing the crest of 
Greenhope March. “In the name of Lord Garre of Greenhope, I charge 
you to disperse.”

Even as Riffolk spoke, the men approached, each step bringing them 
closer. A cold feeling of dread rolled over Hil at the sight of their slow 
steps, and as he looked to their faces, the sensation flared. The faces of 
the bandits were blank and expressionless, their eyes glazed over and 
unfocused. Even in the strong wind, none of them blinked or changed 
expression. They simply continued their advance.

“What is wrong with these men?” Hil asked. The uneasy feeling 
inside him grew hotter and sharper.

“These are not men,” Ferran said.
In strange, horrifying unison, the group of bandits raised their 

weapons high and charged forward. There was no savage yell of fury or 
bared teeth. Their faces remained utterly blank and expressionless as they 
moved to attack the group.

Ferran rushed past Hil to meet them, striking with spear and chain. 
Hil tried to run, to gain some distance from the cruel blades and blank 
faces, but he stumbled and went down hard. He rolled to his back and 
saw one of the bandits coming for him.

Hil tried to scramble away, but the dead-eyed man closed quickly, 
hefting a woodcutter’s axe above his head. Hil raised his hand in a 
helpless gesture to ward off the coming blow.

And then Riffolk was there, his sword swinging through the air and 
catching the bandit’s arm, severing it just below the elbow and sending 
the axe falling to the ground. Hil’s stomach clenched and his eyes went 
wide with a maddening horror as he watched blood pour from the 
terrible wound the bandit had suffered, and yet the man made no sound, 
no expression of pain as he swung again and again at Riffolk.

Riffolk pushed the bandit away and then stabbed him in the chest. 
Hil was no expert at swordplay, but he knew a sword through the heart 
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should fell any man. But the words of the witch hunter, Ferran, rang in 
Hil’s ears as he watched the bandit push himself forward on Riffolk’s 
impaling blade to claw once more.

These are not men.
Hil watched in a helpless stupor as the thing tried to kill his friend. 

Riffolk desperately pulled the sword free from the thing’s chest and 
swung again, cutting into the leg. The blow glanced off the thick bone of 
the leg, but it was enough to topple the bandit.

As it fell, it looked at Hil with dull eyes. Through the blood-stained 
face, there was no twitch of muscle, no blinking of the eyes. Just the same, 
flat lifelessness. Then, reaching out with its one remaining arm, it began 
to crawl toward him.

Riffolk moved to his side, reaching down and pulling Hil forcibly 
to his feet. Together, the two magistrates backed away from the thing on 
the ground. Hil looked around, surveying the scene of the fight around 
them.

All around the crossroads and grassy fields there was carnage. All 
of the bandits were down, their bodies twitching and shaking. Some 
continued trying to attack despite their maimed helplessness. And yet 
despite the nightmarish scene, there were no screams from the broken 
and bloodied men. Hil could hear no sound beside his and Riffolk’s 
labored breathing.

There was a pungent smell in the air, the iron tang of blood and 
rotten offal, and Hil felt his stomach clenching. He fought to keep from 
gagging.

Riffolk looked around at the scene. “What manner of drug or 
chemical could do this to a man?” he said. “I have never seen anything 
like this before.”

“Then you have lived a fortunate life,” said Warden Aker, approaching 
them. “This is no alchemy, boy. Though I pray that it were.”

Hil followed the warden’s gaze across the grass to where the two 
witch hunters stood amidst the downed bandits. Ferran stood still, spear 
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in one hand and silver chain in the other. He scanned the field as Mireia 
knelt down beside one of the still-moving bodies. She carefully put her 
fingers on its neck and looked at her companion.

“These are no deadsteps, Ferran,” she said. “There is a pulse. They 
are alive, but they appear to have no control of their own bodies.”

Ferran dropped lower, his spear extended before him, and Mireia 
shot to her feet. Both of them looked toward the dark wood nearby.

The warden frowned and raised his sword. “There is something else 
out there,” he said in a low voice that chilled Hil. “They sense it.”

“Sense what?” Hil breathed out in a barely audible whisper. He 
could not take his eyes from the two witch hunters.

Mireia raised the small, black iron lantern and she began to chant. 
Her voice was strong and powerful, and in the eerie silence of the 
battlefield it rang out like a bell over the cold wind. Hil could not make 
out the words, but as she chanted and sang, the lantern began to glow 
with a bright light.

And then the world drowned with screams.
Hil dropped to his knees as all around him the maimed and broken 

bandits moaned and screamed. They writhed in pain, as if all the horrific 
suffering from their wounds now seemed fully felt. Hil heard men cry 
and gurgle their last breaths as they choked on blood.

Amidst the hellish scene, Mireia stood, her long brown hair flowing 
around her. “It’s loose,” she called out after she ceased her chant. “It’s 
free,” she whispered before she dropped the lantern and collapsed to the 
ground.

Ferran began moving toward Mireia, but Warden Aker was already 
there. “I have her, Acolyte!” the warden yelled. “Find it! Do not let it 
escape!”

Ferran snapped his head back, looking in all directions. Then, like a 
hound on the hunt, he sprang forward and moved into the forest.
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All around Hil, the dying bandits writhed and screamed and he 
could not divert his eyes. Tears rolled down his cheeks as he held his 
hands to his ears, like a fearful child in a thunderstorm.

Riffolk stood beside Hil, pale and shaken, his blade still out. The tip 
trembled, and his eyes darted here and there. Warden Aker helped Mireia 
to a sitting position. He yelled something to Riffolk and the young man’s 
face grew ashen. The warden repeated it, and Riffolk seemed to snap out 
of his stupor. He gave the warden a single nod and then began to move 
around the field with his blade, silencing each of the bandits. But even 
when there was silence once more, Hil could not bring himself to remove 
his hands from his ears.

After what seemed an eternity, Ferran emerged from the woods 
further up the road and gestured for them to come. Hil rose and followed 
the group. His legs were shaky but remained upright.

Hil saw anger in Ferran’s clenched jaw and narrowly set eyes. “I 
felt it move toward the road, then nothing,” Ferran said. “But it left this 
behind.” Past the edge of the tree line was a shape on the forest floor.

A body.
What he saw stole his mind. Hil found himself on the ground, 

retching. Whatever had done this to a human had not done it from the 
outside. It had come from within the man, emerging forth in some sort 
of terrible, violent birth. The only thing left untouched on what had once 
been a person were the boots. It was on this Hil focused his eyes and tried 
to piece his mind back together.

Riffolk’s normally strong, bold voice sounded like a child’s. “What… 
what did this?”

Ferran did not take his eyes off the body. “It could be any number 
of Ruins. There are a fair few that can do this to a host,” he said, gesturing 
down. “It may even be something the Order has never seen before.”

Riffolk blinked slowly, as if recovering from being struck upon the 
head. “Monsters? You’re talking about monsters?”
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It was Warden Aker who answered him though. “Monsters are what 
your nana told you about to get you to set to your chores faster. These are 
the old woes, demons of broken night. The first Ruins.”

“That’s impossible,” Riffolk said, but there was no strength behind 
his words.

Yet denial was the only recourse Hil’s mind could find as well. “But 
they were destroyed,” he said. “In the old legends and stories, Aedan and 
the First Ascended fought the Ruins and defeated them. They were all 
banished into the Abyss.”

It was Mireia who looked over at him with an expression of 
sympathy. “The titans, the behemoths, the grandest of the Ruins were 
driven back.” She shook her head. “But the cunning ones, the ones who 
knew how to hide in the shadows of impossible places.” She nodded at 
the broken mess of the body. “Even in the very bodies of men themselves. 
These secreted themselves away and thus remained in the world. Since 
the time of Aedan to now, they hide and they prey on mankind.”

Hil wiped a hand across his mouth. “And one was here? That is what 
we faced?”

“That is what we still face,” Ferran said. “It has lost its host. It cannot 
be far.”

Riffolk cleared this throat before speaking. “No,” he said. “What you 
still face, sir.” He shook his head. “Our duty was to report what we have 
seen to Lord Garre. That is our charge and so that is what we must do. 
Whatever is beyond that,” he paused, trying to find the right words. “It is 
beyond us,” he finished.

“And what exactly will you tell the lord?” Warden Aker cut in. “That 
the monsters of children’s stories have come to Greenhope? Where is 
your proof, magistrate? Where is the evidence you were commanded to 
gather?”

Hil looked in shock at the Warden. “But you would come with us, 
Warden. You would convince him, would you not?”
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Ferran had walked to the top of the hill nearby. “By then,” he called 
back to them. “It will be too late.” He gestured ahead, past the hill.

Riffolk and the Warden walked over to see what Ferran was pointing 
at. Hil followed a bit behind, but as he crested the rise his spirits sank 
even lower. Ahead in the distance, nestled against the forest, was a small 
village.

Ferran grimaced as the others saw what he was pointing at. “Too late 
for them. And for anyone else this thing consumes now and for centuries 
to come. Because in this moment we failed to do anything about it.”

Without another word, Ferran headed toward the road. Warden 
Aker gave Riffolk and Hil a meaningful glance and followed the witch 
hunter.

Riffolk sighed and turned to Hil.
Hil gave him a small nod. “Just… just give me a moment,” he said to 

his friend. Riffolk headed after the other two men.
Hil fought down the urge to run the other way, to flee in panic 

back to the keep and lock himself in his room. But then he felt someone 
nearby. He opened his eyes and saw Mireia offering him a flask.

“Is this some sacred potion that will give me courage?” Hil asked.
Mireia smiled at him. “Yes,” she said. “It’s brandy.”
Despite his fear, Hil smiled and took the offered flask. The burn of 

it down his throat was a touch of familiarity amidst the madness of the 
morning. He passed it back to her.

“The first step is hard,” Mireia said, catching his eyes with her own. 
“But it won’t be the hardest. There are far more terrible things that you 
will face. Things that will make you long to go back to this first step. I wish 
it was otherwise, but it is not.”

“Won’t I long to go back to before I knew about all this? To the 
blissful ignorance I used to have?”

“No,” she said. “Not when you see the full truth of what these things 
have done, and are still doing to us. After that, there is no going back to 
ignorance.”
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There was such strength and fierceness to her words that Hil believed 
her. She smiled one last time before following the others over the hill.

Then, with a courage he did not know he possessed, Hil walked 
behind her.

 



2

THERE WERE PEOPLE WORKING IN the misty outlying fields as 
the group entered the outskirts of Groveland Down village. The workers 
stopped what they were doing, put up shovels and hoes, and watched the 
strangers.

Ferran felt their scrutiny but it did not faze him. His own eyes were 
busy roving to each and every person he saw, searching for any trace of 
the rolling, oily dark that marked a blackheart. The bandits he had faced 
had been covered in the darkness, and the taint of it had been all over the 
ruptured body he had found. That taint would be visible on any person 
that the creature was using as a host.

And yet there was no sign of the darkness.
Ferran maintained his vigilance. What had birthed from inside the 

bandit would not remain unmasked for long. Perhaps it would take a 
traveler to the village, but it could just as likely be a resident of the village 
itself. Still, it would not matter. If the creature was here, he would find it.

Ferran had been born with the ability to see through the guise the 
Ruins used to hide themselves. As a child, that vision had been a curse 
that came close to driving him to madness. But now he embraced it as his 
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birthright and his destiny. It let him hunt those things that would hunt 
his fellow man.

Yet, despite this gift, he saw no sign of his quarry. Ferran glanced over 
to Mireia. She shook her head in response. He accepted her unspoken 
answer with a frown. When he had joined the Order as a child, Mireia 
had been the first to befriend him. Since then, they had been inseparable, 
though their gifts developed along different lines.

Though Ferran could see the true nature of the Ruins when he 
confronted them, Mireia could do far more. She sensed them, tasted 
their corruption on the air like the smell of rot.

Warden Aker led the way through the village, the crowned-eye 
emblem of his station hanging from a heavy chain around his neck. As 
they approached the village headsman’s house, it became clear they were 
expected.

The headsman stood in the doorway. He was a short man, middle-
aged but already losing much of his hair. The man rubbed the dirt off his 
hands with a piece of cloth as the warden and his entourage approached. 
Ferran could sense a well of fear bubbling beneath the surface of the 
man. The headsman stood welcoming in the doorway, but the man’s eyes 
returned again and again to Ferran’s tattooed face.

The headsman forced his eyes away from Ferran and addressed 
Warden Aker. “Whatever brings such dark company to Groveland 
Down,” he said, his voice low, “is likely best discussed in private.” He 
opened the door to the house and invited the group inside.

The home was clean and comfortable, and a large fire burned in 
the hearth, taking the damp chill from the air. Once all were inside, the 
headsman shut the door and turned toward the warden, his arms folded 
across his chest. “I am Hamond. I speak for Groveland Down.”

“I am Mesym Aker, Warden of the Third Ward and Eye of the 
Throne. These two men are magistrates of Greenhope, and these are 
acolytes of the Order of Talan.”
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“The witch hunters need no introduction for those of us who have 
lived in Groveland Down long enough.” There was bitterness in the man’s 
voice that was unmistakable to Ferran.

The warden raised an eyebrow but continued on. “I will be blunt, 
Headsman. There have been disappearances in the region. When we 
arrived to investigate we were attacked by what we at first took to be 
bandits.” The warden shook his head and held the headsman’s focus. 
“These were not simple bandits. Something horrible has come this way 
and we must find it before your village suffers.” His words were direct, 
and their impact on the headsman was noticeable. “Has there been any 
strangeness in the village this day?”

Hamond shook his head, eyes wide. “No. Nothing that has reached 
my ears.”

“What about in the recent months? Disappearances? Bandit attacks, 
perhaps?”

“It is a lean season. There are always bandits in the forests around 
the village when times get harder.”

Warden Aker frowned. “I do not believe you understand the gravity 
of this situation, Headsman. There are things beyond our understanding, 
and now your people are in danger from those things.”

The headsman’s eyes focused once more on Ferran and Mireia. 
“And you believe our salvation lies in the hands of these witch hunters, 
Warden?” Hamond said. His weathered face drew into an even deeper 
frown. “If so, then I will say honestly that I do not know if I have the 
stomach to do what must be done to ensure our salvation.” There was 
sorrow in his voice as the words trailed off.

Mireia, her voice soft and gentle as only she could be, spoke. “You 
seem to know of us, Headsman. Has a member of the Order come to 
Groveland Down before?”

Hamond looked at her, eyes narrowing. “Yes,” he said, voice quiet 
and weak. “One of your kind came to the village when I was a boy. My 
father was headsman then. This man came to my father and told him of 
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the dark, horrible things that had infiltrated our village. This evil was in 
our homes, amongst our families, he told us.”

As he spoke, there was such sadness and pain on his face that it 
appeared the headsman would not continue. But he swallowed hard and 
kept going. “My father asked if they should not inform the lord, but the 
witch hunter urged him not to, saying that the lord himself would likely 
burn the whole village. The man claimed that he could root out the evil 
himself and save the village.” At this, Hamond’s voice broke, and tears 
began to fill his eyes. “My father agreed. And this man burned six of our 
people. Burned them alive. Two men, three women, and one child.” He 
looked from Mireia to Ferran and back. “I will never forget their screams, 
you see. Because the witch hunter made the whole village watch.”

After he finished speaking, the only sound was the crackling of 
embers in the fire. There was not much that could be said. The Ruins 
that Ferran and Mireia fought, that the Order fought, were ancient 
and cunning. They had survived the days of legend by learning to hide 
amongst the very people they preyed upon. The story, as horrible as it 
was, was not beyond the realm of possibility. And that made it all the 
worse.

It was Mireia who eventually spoke, and Ferran was grateful as 
he always was for the soothing sound of her voice. “Your father never 
forgave the Order,” she said.

“I never forgave your Order. My father never forgave himself. Never 
knowing if he had done the right thing. The guilt and the doubt ate away 
at him over the months and years until there was nothing left of him at 
all,” he said shaking his head. “Perhaps there was some merit to what the 
member of your Order did here. Though they cost a fortune in gold, the 
wards and symbols he sold to us have evidently kept the evil away. But 
was it worth the cost? I do not believe so.” He wrung his hands slowly. “I 
cannot believe so.”



21

Rend the Dark

“What did you say?” Ferran said sharply, and Hamond recoiled 
as if Ferran might strike him. “What did you say about taking gold for 
symbols?”

Hamond stammered in the face of Ferran’s glare. “He took all that 
we had. All our money in exchange for protection. He said we needed it 
because we had witches among us.”

Ferran looked over at Mireia. He saw the same horrible 
understanding on her face that blossomed in his own mind. No acolyte 
of the Order would demand payment. Cold anger grew in the pit of 
Ferran’s stomach as he realized what had transpired.

It was Warden Aker who spoke, clearing his throat. “I have known 
members of the Order of Talan for a long time, Headsman. They have no 
need of wealth. The man who came to your village was not one of them.”

Hamond stared at the warden for a long moment, and then his 
shoulders slumped and he rolled his head back. There was a look of 
despair in his eyes. “If that is true, Warden,” he said, “then what happened 
here was even worse. At least before there was the small comfort in the 
possibility that those terrible days had left my people safe. But if that was 
not the case…” He swept his arm out, as if he could banish the terrible 
realizations. “My people burned for nothing. My father took his own life 
for nothing.” Hammond collapsed into a chair, his head buried in his 
hands.

Mireia knelt down in front of him and took his hands into her own. 
“I am sorry,” she said, and her own voice was thick with shared pain and 
sorrow. “But by whatever cruel design of providence, or twist of fate, we 
are here now. A warden of the king, magistrates of your lord, and acolytes 
of the order of Talan stand before you. I wish it were otherwise, brave 
Hamond, but this danger is real. And we fear it is already among you.”

Hamond stared at her, tears tracking down the lines of his face. 
“What can I do?”
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Warden Aker moved closer to the headsman. “We need full access 
and cooperation of your villagers. But you must keep this threat a secret 
to contain any panic.”

“Not tell them? Not tell my people that some unspeakable horror 
may be amongst them? In their very homes?”

“If you tell them, you may give it the opportunity it needs to escape,” 
Ferran said. “We cannot afford to lose it.”

“After all you have suffered, I know we have no right to ask this,” 
Mireia said, drawing Hamond’s focus back to her. “But you must trust us. 
On our very lives, Hamond, I swear this to you. If you give us your trust, 
we will end this.”

Hamond slumped down, his head in his hands. But from behind 
the fingers, Ferran heard his voice. “Very well,” Hamond said. “Do what 
you must.”

Warden Aker motioned for them to leave. The two magistrates went 
out first. Ferran waited for a moment, watching Mireia return a hand to 
the headsman’s shoulder. Then, the two of them followed the warden out.

In the street outside, the group stood in the cold mist. Warden Aker 
shook his head and rubbed a hand over his eyes. “These people have 
suffered,” the warden said. “I would not see them suffer further.”

“What can we do though?” Hileon asked, his voice timid.
“We keep her promise,” Ferran said, nodding toward Mireia. “We 

find the Ruin. And we end it.”

***

They separated, Mireia going with the two young magistrates and Ferran 
accompanying the warden as they worked their way systematically 
through the town.

Ferran walked amongst the thrum of village life. In the gray mist of 
the morning, people hurried about their various tasks. In the center of 
the village square, vendors had set up their wares for market day. Carts 
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and barrows rolled down the paths between buildings, carrying in the 
harvests or delivering goods. Here and there, men and women worked on 
the buildings, fixing thatched roofs or working mortar into stone walls.

This was a simple life, a good life. A life Ferran was never meant 
to have. Even as a child, growing up in the orphanage, Ferran had been 
different. He had seen things even then. Terrible things glimpsed at a 
distance, but clear enough to know there was darkness loose in the world 
that would prey upon all that was good. And no one else could see them. 
It was enough to drive him to the brink of madness.

Now as he moved through the people of Groveland Down village, 
purpose burned inside him with a fierce life and clarity. These people 
deserved to live their lives in safety and happiness, and he would gladly 
face the Dark so they might have that chance. So men like Hamond 
might have that chance.

But as the headsman’s story came to his mind, Ferran’s mood grew 
darker. Someone had chosen to take the noble purpose of the Order of 
Talan, of Ferran’s life, and use it as a means of selfish gain and sadistic 
satisfaction. Gold for false hope and an illusion of safety.

As Ferran and the warden continued through the village, Ferran 
caught sight of strange dangling wooden carvings suspended from the 
eaves of some buildings. He stopped by one and held it in his hand. It was 
a smoothly polished flat piece of wood, about as long as his palm. Carved 
into the wood were hooked shapes.

“What is it?” the warden asked. “What have you found?”
“This must be what the charlatan in the headsman’s tale sold to the 

people of this village.” They were runes, similar in size and structure to 
some of the runes used in the rituals of the Order, but these had an ugly, 
hooked design that was inconsistent with the Order’s markings.

Ferran gritted his teeth. It was bad enough this figure had sewed 
such pain during his time in the village, but he also left them with a false 
sense of security against the true horrors of the Dark. Horrors like the 
one they were seeking.
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As he stood up, he saw a young girl staring at him from down the 
path. She stood in front of one of the stone and wood houses that lined 
the thoroughfares of the village. At her feet was a wooden bucket. Ferran 
had noticed her trailing him since they left the headsman’s home, but 
figured it was simply a child’s curiosity.

Now though she had set the bucket down, abandoning whatever 
chore she was about, to stop and stare. Then as if deciding on something, 
the girl came across the street toward him. She walked up to Ferran, 
staring at his tattooed face.

“My papa said you are one of the witch hunters and that I should 
stay away from you,” she said, with the straightforward innocence that 
always seemed to be the hallmark of children.

Ferran paused momentarily and then smiled slightly at the girl. 
“Your father’s right. I’m an acolyte of the Order of Talan.”

“Like in the old stories?”
Ferran nodded. He felt the warden growing restless beside him.
The child seemed to process the information. Then she took a step 

closer and whispered. “Are you here about the dark one?” she said, an 
edge of fear in her voice.

The smile faded from his face. “What do you mean?” Ferran asked, 
kneeling down.

“The one with the darkness on him. It covers him.” She gestured 
with her small hands, moving them over her heart.

A mixture of thrill and dread crawled up his spine. “Can you tell me 
more about what he looks like?”

The girl seemed to think for a moment. “Maarjo was helping my 
papa fix a roof one day and he fell and knocked over the barrel of pitch. It 
got all over him. Black and sticky and you could barely tell it was him. He 
looked like Maarjo did.” She frowned. “But the dark on him didn’t look 
sticky like the pitch. It moved. It scared me.”

In the back of Ferran’s mind, memories came unbidden. Memories 
of himself as a child hiding in his bed in the orphanage as something 
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wearing the skin of a man and dripping a viscous living darkness walked 
among the other sleeping orphans. “Where did you see him?” he asked, 
trying to keep his voice soft and gentle.

The girl gestured past the edge of the village and into the fields and 
surrounding forests. “I used to go out with Papa when he would check 
the fields. I used to like going out and seeing the workers. But when we 
were coming back from the far fields, I saw him. I was frightened and told 
Papa but he told me to hush and quit telling tales. Then I saw him again.”

Her words came faster now, like a rain-flooded river bursting over 
the edge of a dam. “I told again, but Papa got angry and told me to stop 
with the lies.” She looked at Ferran and there was such a familiar, haunted 
sadness in her eyes. “He couldn’t see it, you know? He didn’t see it the 
way I did. That’s why he was angry and thought I was telling tales.” She 
shook her head. “He didn’t know to be afraid.”

“No, but you were afraid for him. And you kept him safe, didn’t 
you?” Ferran said.

The girl nodded.
“You did good,” Ferran said, and the girl smiled. “What about in the 

village? Have you ever seen anything like that here?”
“No,” the girl said. “Grandfather made sure they would never hurt 

us here.”
From above the two of them, Warden Aker spoke. “Who is your 

father, child?”
“Hamond,” she said. “He is the headsman of the village.”
Aker nodded. “Run along now and finish your chores. You should 

head home to your father, girl.”
The girl walked back across the way, headed for her discarded 

bucket. She waved at Ferran, then the girl was gone, heading into the 
center of the village.

As he stared, Ferran saw the two magistrates and Mireia approaching. 
It was Mireia’s expression that caught and held his attention. There was 
a slight frown working at the corners of her mouth and creasing the 
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smooth perfection of her forehead. He knew what she was going to say 
before she opened her mouth.

“I sense nothing here,” she said as the group reunited. “Nothing at 
all.”

Ferran nodded. “I saw no sign here as well, but there was something 
else. A child. She has the sight.”

Mireia’s eyes widened. “Here in the village?”
“The headsman’s daughter,” Warden Aker said in a low voice.
Ferran stared at the forest, watching the wisps of mist curl and trail 

around the trees at the edge. “She said she had seen a tainted one outside 
the village, near the woods where those bandits emerged from.”

“Then the hunt is not yet over,” Mireia said.
Ferran nodded and started for the woods.
 



3

HIS FINGERS SHOOK.
Hil did his best to still them as they walked through the darkened 

forest. The gray clouds had not lifted through the day, and now, at the 
height of the afternoon, it was no brighter than morning. With the close 
trees and their twisting branches overhead, even that small bit of light 
was obscured, filtering down to the forest floor in shadowed streams that 
mingled with the mist.

Hil pressed his hand against his leg until the muscles ached, but still 
the shaking continued. He hoped the others had not noticed. Ferran led 
the way through the twisting paths of the forest. There was something 
about the way he looked at the ground, picking their way through the 
forest, that reminded Hil of the hounds his father had used to hunt back 
home. Hil never enjoyed hunting. He found it even less to his liking right 
now, when he couldn’t tell whether he was with the hunters or the prey.

Behind Ferran was the warden. Aker was checking the ground, 
searching for any sign. It was said that a warden knew every tree and 
blade of grass in the marches under his authority. Watching the warden 
move through the forest, Hil could almost believe it.
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Yesterday, Hil would have thought being under the direct scrutiny 
of a King’s Warden would be the worst danger possible. But yesterday, he 
also hadn’t watched a man die without any expression of pain on his face. 
He hadn’t seen the body of a man burst open from within. Yesterday, he 
had feared for his career.

Today, he feared for so much more.
Riffolk came next in their line, and despite his friend’s bold words 

and confident posture, his hand had not strayed far from the hilt of his 
blade.

Ferran stopped the group once more. “The path is well worn. 
Enough feet to be the bandits we faced, as well as smooth spots worn 
into the brush.”

Riffolk leaned forward to look where the witch hunter pointed. 
“Dragging plunder?”

Wiping his hands on his legs, Ferran stood. “Or victims,” he said, 
turning back to the trail.

Hil closed his eyes. Everything these people said, everything they 
talked about was the stuff of nightmares. For the thousandth time, he 
wished he was back at his desk. Comfortable, warm, safe. He stumbled 
on a downed branch and opened his eyes, forcing himself back to the 
harsh reality of his current situation.

As he opened his eyes, he saw Mireia looking at him. Her long brown 
hair was pulled back from her face. She gave him a radiant smile. It was 
genuine and light and seemed utterly incongruous with the frightening 
madness of their current situation. “You’re doing quite well,” she said, her 
voice soft and gentle. “All things considered.”

Hil stopped in his tracks. “How can you do this?” he asked, the 
question slipping from his lips. He could not stop shaking his head, and 
he felt his twitching fingers again against his thigh. “How can you live like 
this, surrounded by the fear and the horror?”
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There was kindness in her face as she reached out and touched his 
arm. Mireia held his gaze as she asked, “Do you know the tale of Aedan 
and Talan? How they drove the demons down into the Abyss?”

Hil nodded his head. “Yes,” he said. “Every child does.”
Mireia continued walking, and Hil moved with her. “That Abyss, 

that pit, is real,” she said. “And the Ruins banished there are real as well.”
His mouth fell open and Hil stared at her wide-eyed. “Real?” he 

almost choked on the word. “What if those creatures try and get out? 
Try to escape?”

“They do try,” Mireia said, her voice calm. “There have been two 
major risings in my lifetime. Many more minor ones. They try often.” She 
gave him a smile. “But they never succeed. Our order has spent over a 
thousand years in our vigil over the Abyss. It is a prison unlike any other 
and it is constantly being built upon and improved.”

She paused for a second. “There is a man, an acolyte like us, stationed 
down at the lowest level,” she said. “He lives a solitary life. Down in the 
very depths of the Abyss itself.” Mireia turned back to Hil. “And he has 
the single greatest responsibility in the world. He is the first person the 
creatures will encounter when they rise. And when they do, he knows he 
cannot win. His fight, as brief as it might be, serves only to warn the next 
station up, and so on. His duty is to die. So that others, and perhaps the 
rest of the world, may live.”

“That is so terribly sad,” Hil said, shaking his head. “He is so alone 
with his hopeless lot, merely waiting for his death.”

“You might think so, but it is far from the truth. I have met him, 
spoken to him once, when Ferran and I brought supplies down to his 
camp. He is warm and funny, and he lives life more fully than you or I 
will ever know.”

“But how?” Hil asked. “How can he be happy living in the shadow of 
death constantly?” His voice grew quieter. “How can any of us?”

Mireia looked up, seeking the weak gray light that filtered through 
the trees. “Because every day we live is a blessing. A blessing that has 
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been given from all those who have come before us. A blessing earned 
with blood and sacrifice and love.” She looked at him, her eyes sparkling. 
“You asked me how I live with the horror around us. It’s because every 
day I think of that acolyte at the bottom of the Abyss. And every day, he 
thinks of us.” She patted him on the shoulder once, and then she moved 
on down the trail, catching up to the others.

Hil moved long after her, Mireia’s words playing in his mind.
***
Ferran halted the group and gestured ahead. As Hil moved up 

alongside Riffolk, he saw what had stopped them. The forest led to a 
moss-covered hill of stone featuring a dark cavern.

“Ferran,” Mireia whispered. There was a strange edge to her voice 
that got Hil’s attention. There was not alarm in her voice, but a slight 
confusion. “I don’t feel any trace of the Dark,” she said. “Nothing.”

Ferran’s eyes narrowed, and he pulled the spear from its place on his 
back. With his other hand, he wrapped the silver chain around his palm. 
He knelt at the edge of the trail, weapons in his hands, and watched the 
darkness of the cavern mouth. “This is where the bandits trail ends. This 
is where they came from.”

Mireia had already produced her iron lantern. There was no flame 
in it now, but she held it before her anyway. “The bandits we fought were 
taken by the Dark. We could see it rolling off them. So too was whatever 
birthed from the body we found.” She shook her head. “If those bandits 
came from here, laired here, then the stain of their taint should be in the 
rocks of this place. Even on the very air.” She looked at the cavern, her 
eyes focused on it the same way that Ferran’s were. “And yet, as I said, I 
feel nothing.”

Warden Aker drew his blade slowly, the sound of steel on leather like 
a long hiss. “Alright. Then we make sure.” With that, he moved out from 
the trees and approached the yawning darkness. The others followed 
close behind.
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Hil unsheathed his sword when Riffolk did, trying to imitate the 
way the other magistrate carried his weapon. He thought holding it 
might make him feel less uneasy, but as they stepped into the shadowed 
darkness of the cave, there was little that could ease his anxiety.

As they moved past the first turn, the darkness became oppressive. 
It was hard for Hil to bring himself to step further. He could barely make 
out the shapes of the others around them. Ferran signaled a stop. Hil only 
caught the shape of the movement, but was grateful to not have to go 
further.

A flare of light stung his eyes as a flame was kindled in a small lantern. 
Ferran stood illuminated in the flickering flame, the shadows making 
his facial tattoos more sinister looking. He closed the small door that 
protected the flame and handed the lantern to Riffolk. The magistrate 
took it, but looked in confusion at the black lantern that Mireia held in 
her own hands. It remained dark.

Ferran shook his head. “Hers has another purpose. You are carrying 
the light. No matter what happens, you keep that held high. Do you 
understand?”

“Let Hil carry it,” Riffolk said. “I’m the better swordsman.”
Ferran looked over at Hil and then back at Riffolk. “We can’t afford 

for him to run and lose the light,” he said simply, then turned back toward 
the depths of the cave.

Riffolk’s face grew pinched. It looked as if he would say something 
to the witch hunter, but Hil caught his eye and shook his head.

“He’s right,” Hil said. “Even I’ll feel better knowing it’s you.”
Riffolk frowned. Hil could see he wanted to say something to 

comfort him, but eventually, Riffolk pointed the lantern light into the 
tunnel ahead and moved forward.

They moved slowly and cautiously through the cavern. After 
the second turn, they began to find traces that the cave had been used 
recently. Bits of fabric, discarded tools, and lengths of chain scattered 
here and there. Hil felt his fear again, heavy and dull in the pit of his 
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stomach, like he had swallowed some of the stone of the cavern. Then as 
they made a final turn and looked out into a wide, open gallery, his fear 
blossomed into vibrant life.

In the open space, bones littered the floor like leaves cast down from 
a dead tree. But that was not the true horror of the room. Suspended 
from the ceiling were multiple pendulous, bulbous sacks. They glistened 
wetly with an organic sheen, and through the semi-translucent sacks, Hil 
could barely make out familiar looking shapes. A person’s face pressed 
up against the inside of the sack, and his fear broke into a wild terror that 
stole the breath from his lungs and caused tears to leak from his eyes.

“Steel and blood,” Riffolk whispered. He turned slowly and the 
lantern’s light moved as well, sending the dark shadows of the suspended 
sacks moving madly over the cavern walls.

Amidst the horror of the find, Ferran moved to one of the walls. At 
his feet was a wooden board about as long as a forearm. On the board 
were the same markings Hil had seen throughout the village. Ferran 
stared at them intently, then suddenly, he thrust his spear up through the 
shadowed darkness above him. A piercing shriek tore through the cold 
silence of the cavern and a horrific shape fell to the ground.

Hil froze in abject horror. His mind tried to categorize the thing as 
some sort of giant spider, but there was too much of the human mixed in 
for that to be accurate. A swollen, arachnid abdomen thrust forth from 
between two kicking and spasming human legs, and a fanged maw and 
black glittering eyes jutted out from the back of a human face. It gave 
the impression of man and spider caught in the middle of a violent and 
profane birth, though it was unclear which was bringing life to which.

The spindly legs scraped against the rock wall of the cavern as it 
righted itself and lashed out at Ferran. It reached out with human arms, 
trying to grapple with the witch hunter. The monster’s maw hissed and 
snapped at Ferran’s face, but he braced the spear between himself and 
the thing and shoved it backwards. The creature flipped over, landing 
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heavily against the rock wall and atop the wooden board with the strange 
symbols, snapping the wooden icon in two.

As the board splintered, Mireia gasped and spun around. Hil looked 
to her and saw her eyes were wide. She raised her dark lantern high, 
pointing to the shadowed recesses of the cavern ceiling and yelled out, 
“It’s not alone!”

Where she was pointing, something moved in the darkness. Shining 
silvery threads shot toward Warden Aker from within the shadows. The 
warden dove to the earth, narrowly avoiding the threads.

“Light!” Aker yelled. Riffolk raised the light high, directing it onto 
the ceiling above. Two more of the nightmarish creatures scuttled across 
the ceiling as they screamed at the light, their disjointed jaws opened 
wide. They leapt down, clawing at the warden and Riffolk, and all around 
was chaos.

Ferran fought with the first creature, stabbing with his spear and 
swinging the length of chain while Warden Aker and Riffolk desperately 
cut at the two other spider-things that cornered them. Mireia charged 
in, swinging her lantern and smashing it into the head of one of the 
creatures. It screamed in pain and lashed out viciously.

Amidst the cacophony, Hil heard a different sound. It was a scream, 
but unlike the sound of madness that came from the spider-things. This 
was much more human, full of life and fear. Hil tried to see where it was 
coming from as the light from Riffolk’s lantern swung crazily about.

There. Behind a pile of bones near one of the corners, Hil saw a 
young woman. She was pale and covered in filth. Her eyes looked wild 
and frightened and almost feral with terror. The girl saw him and shrank 
back at first, but then she seemed to realize he was human and struggled 
to get up.

Despite his own fear screaming at him, Hil darted across the open 
room toward the girl. “Please,” he heard her whisper as he came close. 
“Please.”
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She reached up for him, and Hil pulled her to her feet, holding 
her at his side and bringing his blade out before him. The girl clung to 
him desperately as Hil began to move around the edge of the room and 
toward the exit tunnel.

“Hileon!” Mireia’s voice cut through the chaos. Hil turned toward 
her and saw her staring back at him across the length of the cavern, her 
eyes wide.

Hil felt the girl he rescued clinging to him tightly, and it was only 
then that he realized in a moment of cold horror that he felt more than 
just two arms embracing him. He looked down at the face of the girl and 
saw her mouth open impossibly wide to reveal row upon row of sharp 
teeth. Her body stretched and swelled in his arms as she reared up over 
him, covering him with her shadow.

“A blessing,” Hil said, his eyes wet, and then the creature lowered her 
fanged maw to his face and fed.

***

Ferran stood amidst the carnage of the cavern, staring down in guilt and 
shame at the body of the young magistrate. The final notes of Mireia’s 
chant died in the echoing cavern, leaving only a heavy silence. Riffolk 
knelt down at the side of Hileon’s ruined body, tears streaming down his 
face, and his head shaking back and forth.

The Ruins had been killed. Their bodies had twisted and shriveled 
after death, ultimately melting away into nothingness. Such was always 
the way with the creatures of the Dark. They faded away, leaving only 
their victims behind.

Warden Aker stood back by Mireia. He shook his head as he looked 
around the nightmarish space. “Why could you not sense them?” the old 
warden said.

Ferran walked over and picked up a piece of the broken wooden 
plank with the strange curved markings upon it. He held it out before 
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him, and his voice was tight with anger. “This,” Ferran said. “This is no 
mere charlatan’s false hope. These symbols somehow have the power to 
cloud our sight.”

“When it shattered, I was able to see them,” Mireia said, still kneeling. 
Her face was pale, and it seemed an effort for her to remain upright.

Ferran watched her closely, concerned for her as she dealt with 
the torrent of grief and pain from Hil’s death. The death of the innocent 
always seemed to affect her powerfully, more deeply than it did him. No, 
he corrected himself. Not more deeply. Differently.

Mireia felt loss. Ferran felt rage.
Riffolk spoke without looking up from the body of Hileon. “What 

does that mean?” he asked. There was none of the earlier strength and 
boldness that characterized the young man when Ferran had first met 
him. The death of his friend and the maddening horrors seemed to have 
shaken him to the core.

“It means we now know the face of our true enemy,” Ferran said.
Mireia nodded. “I have no doubt now. The mindless state of our 

attackers this morning made me suspect, but the descriptions in the 
accounts of the Order correspond exactly to what we faced here. Shokrul. 
The Weavers of Betrayal.”

“Have you faced these things before?” Warden Aker asked.
“No. Nor has anyone in the Order. Not for hundreds of years,” 

Mireia responded.
Ferran shook his head. “The Shokrul are parasites. They inhabit 

their victims, taking on their memories and mannerisms, living amongst 
family and friends who have no idea there exists a horror in their midst. 
Normally, we would be able to see their darkness through even this 
disguise, but…” Ferran held up the piece of splintered wood with the 
strange symbols and threw it against the wall of the cave.

“Ferran,” Mireia said, her voice low. “With those wards in the town, 
there could be any number of the creatures there. There could be a 
queen.”
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Riffolk looked up at them. “A queen?”
“I’ve heard enough,” Warden Aker said. “We need to leave now 

and return in force. Call in more acolytes, and I will arrange to have the 
village cordoned off and the surrounding area put under quarantine. This 
infestation cannot be allowed to spread.”

“No,” Ferran said, and all in the cavern looked to him. “In the time 
that will take, it will already be too late. These things are old and cunning, 
but above all, they are survivors. If there is a queen, it knows we are here 
and that we have discovered it. It will make the hive disappear, and before 
it does, it will take as much food as it can.”

“Groveland Down,” Mireia said, concern clear on her face. “I can 
contact the Order spiritually. But even with hard travel, it will be three 
days before they get here.”

“And Groveland Down will be a gravesite by then,” Ferran said.
The warden frowned with a look of grim consternation. “You cannot 

mean to return to the village without reinforcements,” he said. “To what 
end? The priority must be to not let it get away, lest the rest of the march, 
perhaps the entire ward fall to this.”

“The order will know, I promise you that,” Mireia said. “And they 
will track it. But Ferran is not wrong. Once it is gone, the village and all 
its people will be gone as well.”

“If we strike now,” Ferran said. “If we are fast enough, we may be able 
to take the creatures unawares and save the people.”

Still the old warden stared at him, and Ferran shook his head, 
searching for a way to make the man understand why this was something 
he had to do. “You know Mireia’s father, Cadell.”

The warden nodded. “For a long time now.”
“Years ago, an old man came to an orphanage and stood against 

terrible horrors, fighting so that a group of children might live through 
the night,” Ferran said. “We were nothing, my friends and I. Merely 
orphans, forgotten and discarded by everyone. And yet in our most dire 
moment, he came for us. Delivered us.” Ferran clenched a fist. “This is 
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the debt I carry, Warden. If I cannot do for others what Cadell did for me, 
then I may as well have died that night.”

“And what if there are no innocents left in that village to save, 
acolyte?” Warden Aker said.

“There is at least one innocent left,” Ferran said. “That girl had the 
sight. If she had already been taken, then she would not have seen such 
things or spoken to me of them. Even if she is the only one. I will go 
back.”

“I will go with you,” Riffolk said, and they all turned toward the 
magistrate. He had covered Hileon’s body with his cloak and now stood, 
wiping a forearm across his eyes. “Hil was never what you would call 
brave, and yet his last act was selfless and courageous. In a way, he was 
like the man at the bottom step you told him about,” he said, looking 
over to Mireia. “Hil died so that we would know of the danger and so that 
others might live. If we just allow the village to die…” Riffolk took a deep 
shuddering breath and then steadied himself. “If the village falls, then my 
friend will have died for nothing.”

Warden Aker looked from the young magistrate and back to the 
two acolytes. Then he shook his head and pulled out a scrap of cloth. He 
began to meticulously clean the blade of his sword as he spoke. “With 
those symbols in place, you will have no idea what is waiting for you 
there. You will be as blind to these creatures as we are,” he said, gesturing 
to himself and Riffolk. “We must destroy the runes first, then you can 
spot the disguised shokrul, and then we take them before they can 
regroup and escape.”

“We?” Ferran said, a grim smile beginning to form on his face.
The warden did not look up. “Contact the Order by whatever means 

you have. If we fail, they will have to pursue these creatures. We will see to 
saving what lives we can.” The warden thrust his sword back in its sheath. 
“You are not the only one with a debt to repay to old Cadell.”

“Or Hileon,” Mireia said softly.
“Or Hileon,” Ferran said, and the others rose to their feet. 
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AS THE SETTING SUN REDDENED the sky overhead, Ferran stood 
at the fence just outside the village. Mireia had finished contacting the 
Order. Warden Aker had seemed relieved at that. It was a comfort, he 
said, to know that should they fail here, others would come to avenge 
them. Ferran had nodded in response, but he had said nothing. He did 
not intend to fail.

Beside him, Riffolk was breathing heavily. He had his sword out, 
and was gripping it so hard his arm was shaking. Ferran could feel the 
tension coming off the young man. “You know what to do,” Ferran said, 
not asking the man, but more reminding him what they had talked about.

Riffolk nodded mechanically. “Break the symbols wherever we find 
them. Kill anything that you and Mireia point out. Get the innocent 
to safety. Break the symbols wherever…” He repeated the steps of his 
instructions over and over. The words were numb and hollow, recited 
like a litany, a prayer against the darkness he knew was coming.

“Riffolk,” Ferran said, cutting through the repeated words. “You’ll 
be alright.”
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Riffolk’s eyes grew slightly wider and then he laughed. “No. No I 
won’t. I’m frightened,” he said. “More than I ever really have been before.” 
He licked his lips nervously. “Hil. He was the timid one. I used to give 
him a hard time about it. He was scared of everything.” He shook his 
head once, hard. “I understand him much more now. I wish I had been a 
better friend to him.”

Ferran stared out at the dying sun across the length of the village. 
Before them, people went about their lives as the day drew to a close. 
“When I was a child, I lived with fear as a constant companion. I saw 
things that no one else did, and eventually I began to question what I was 
seeing.” Ferran shook his head, remembering those dark days. “I did not 
know what was worse. That what I was seeing wasn’t real. Or that it was. 
But when I joined the Order, I learned an important lesson about the 
true nature of fear. Would you like to know it, Riffolk?”

“I would,” Riffolk said, swallowing hard.
Reaching back, Ferran pulled forth his spear and held it loosely 

in one hand while the other produced the length of heavy chain. “The 
opposite of fear is not courage. We tell ourselves this, but it is a falsehood. 
Courage is merely a means to an end. No, the real opposite of fear is 
power.”

Ferran’s face broke into a tight, feral grin. “When you killed the 
shokrul in the cave, you learned you could have power over it. When you 
accepted the possibility that you could die today, death lost its power 
over you.” The hard smile grew wider and Ferran extended his arms out 
in a shrug. “So what reason is there to fear?”

Ferran put a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “You can’t change 
what’s past. For Hileon. Or for yourself. But you can change what 
happens now,” Ferran said, then, looking across at the others, motioned 
to them and headed down to the village.

As Ferran walked past the outer fences and into the actual village 
proper, he felt the others at his back. He came to a stop in the middle 
of the main thoroughfare, his spear resting on his shoulder. The warden 
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moved over to one of the wooden boards with the strange, blasphemous 
symbols on it. It was the one Ferran had studied their first time in the 
village.

Ferran gave the warden a nod, and the warden drew his blade and 
smashed the wooden icon.

Immediately Mireia’s eyes burned with a feverish light. She spun 
swiftly in place and then her hand lashed out, a finger pointing at a group 
of workers returning from the field. “There!” she shouted.

As Ferran followed her direction, he saw one of the crowd looked 
different now. Oily black shadows like living tar flowed over his body in 
the unmistakable stain of the Dark. Ferran locked eyes with the creature 
that had disguised itself as a man. “No more hiding,” he said and charged.

Immediately as he attacked, the tainted thing changed. It erupted 
from its human guise in a shower of blood and viscera, spraying it over 
the shocked and terrified workers. Its bloated, spider-like abdomen 
swelled, and it thrust it forward, shooting threads into the heads of two 
of the nearby workers.

The two men gasped and jerked and then slowly moved to try and 
block Ferran’s path. Ferran darted past the hapless workers to get in close 
on the creature. Ferran smashed it in the face with a chain-wrapped fist 
and felt its fangs break under the blow. He wedged the length of the 
spear under the creature and tossed it to the ground. It screamed as its 
segmented legs skittered and kicked at the empty air. Ferran reversed the 
spear and stabbed down, pinning the creature to the dirt of the road.

Even as it finished its death throes, Ferran was up and moving, his 
eyes scanning the faces of the now-terrified villagers that streamed past in 
a panic for any sign of the Dark. Behind him, Warden Aker gathered the 
threaded men, who now with the creature killed were already shaking off 
its effects. Riffolk caught up to Ferran as the body of the creature began 
to melt and dissolve. Ferran looked at the magistrate.

“Ignore the threads, go for the creature itself. Kill it and you free its 
victims. Do you understand?”
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Riffolk nodded, and Ferran looked back toward Mireia. Her lantern 
was out before her, and it held a dim glow. “Nothing more here. We move 
on,” she said, her voice strong and clear. She pushed forward, moving up 
beside him.

With the commotion from the first fight and the panic from 
the villagers who had witnessed it, the tranquil evening sleepiness of 
Groveland Down was quickly turning to chaos as men and women came 
out of their homes.

The warden fell behind to deal with the freed villagers, and Ferran 
tasked Riffolk with finding and destroying more of the corrupted sigils. 
Riffolk caught sight of one dangling from the eaves of a small house and 
rushed forward, shattering it with a blow from his sword. As he broke the 
symbol, Mireia’s lantern flared brightly and her eyes glowed.

Before she could speak, a man exiting a house with his wife and 
young son threw his head back and screeched an ear-shattering sound 
and then erupted into the monstrous form of the shokrul. His family 
staggered back and screamed.

Chaos erupted in the street as three more villagers shifted violently, 
shedding their human guise in an eruption of blood. They began to shoot 
forth the terrible threads into anyone that was close enough to be a viable 
target. The possessed victims shook and twitched, then began to advance 
on the group. All around, villagers ran screaming.

Riffolk charged the creature nearest him. It skittered backwards on 
its segmented legs, hissing at him with its fanged maw from behind the 
screen of its controlled victims. Lashing out with the long length of silver 
chain, Ferran caught the creature around the leg, sending it sliding down 
to the ground. Riffolk lunged forward, hacking away at the thing with his 
sword.

Ferran then spun, stretching out with the spear and slapping the 
length of it across the face of one of the creatures coming for him. He 
continued the motion, allowing the whip-like swing of the chain to snap 
toward the monster. It screeched in horrific pain.
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Over the wailing of the creatures and the panicked screams of the 
villagers, Ferran heard the familiar notes of Mireia’s chant. Her voice 
rose, the ancient words ringing out in the clear, clean music of her song. 
The shokrul shook and writhed as the words struck at them and tore at 
the darkness they were made from.

Ferran moved around her, the bright light of her lantern flaring as he 
lost himself in righteous fury. One of the creatures fell before him, and as 
it died, Ferran could not wipe the grim smile from his face. Today, these 
monstrous horrors would learn what it meant to fear.

Beyond the melting corpse of the shokrul, Riffolk finished off the 
creature he was engaged with. The magistrate was covered in gore and 
was screaming in rage as his blade rose and fell, again and again, even 
as the monster began to dissolve. Around him, the possessed villagers 
who had been clinging to his arms began to shake free of the creature’s 
domination.

But the other two creatures began to scuttle away, climbing up onto 
the nearby roofs as they fled from the burning light of Mireia’s lantern 
and her painful words. Ferran yelled for the others to follow him, and he 
began to chase the things through the paths of the village.

As he crossed the main square, he saw Warden Aker running his 
way. The warden had a cut along his forehead that dripped blood into his 
eyes, but he wiped it away as he caught up with Ferran. “It went this way,” 
the warden said, pointing with his sword in the direction that Ferran’s 
quarry was moving.

Ferran nodded. “The ones we fought as well.”
Riffolk gasped for air beside him, his eyes wild. “Where are they 

going?”
They rounded the last house of the village, and the magistrate’s 

question was answered. Before them was the village graveyard, and in the 
dying sunlight, Ferran saw three of the shokrul crawling over the large 
hill at the center of it. The white stone of grave markers shook and fell 
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over as the ground shifted. The creatures on the hill began to keen and 
screech, their human faces a mixture of rage and ecstasy.

Ferran watched as the earth gave birth to the monstrous form of a 
shokrul queen.

The green grass and moss-covered hill fell away as the bloated, 
festering horror arrived onto the surface. Its body, larger than a whole 
section of the village, was a writhing riot of fleshy sacks, each with a 
human face that screamed into the growing dark of the evening with a 
sound that hurt the very mind. There was no front or back to the creature, 
only mass, and the shifting tortured faces that made up its body. It was a 
creature made as much of madness as it was of flesh.

As it arrived into the world, it began to lurch and shake, and the 
bulbous sacks vomited forth its young. Creatures in various states of 
development were expelled from the mountainous form, falling to 
the earth below. Some were fully formed, and scuttled to their feet, 
joining the others that rode atop the queen. Others were half-formed, 
barely beyond the larvae stage, and died stillborn on the ravaged earth. 
Hundreds of creatures emerged from the queen as it expelled the entirety 
of its brood.

In the face of utter horror and madness, Ferran did the only thing 
he could. He stepped forward. In his hands, he gripped the spear and 
chain. On his face, he felt the black tattoo of the Order like it was a living 
thing that burned and moved in the presence of an ancient enemy. Mireia 
began her chant once more, and the clear, pure beauty of her song was a 
reminder that there was so much in this world worth fighting for. Worth 
saving.

Warden Aker was on his other side. “Cadell will be jealous he was 
not here for this.”

Ferran gave a final look to Mireia. She did not cease her singing, but 
she raised the lantern before her and in the shining light, she met his eyes. 
Then Ferran advanced toward the towering mound.
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The flood of offspring crawled toward him. The more mature and 
fully formed creatures shot out their spidery threads. There were so 
many in the air that Ferran could not stop them all, and he began to feel 
the stings of them entering his flesh. As they did, he felt the pressure of 
something dark and utterly alien in his mind, but his defiance roared 
up inside him like a wild animal, and he swung his spear, severing the 
threads. Still more shot out from the wave of creatures before him, 
locking him down. Around him, the others were caught as well.

And then over the nightmare chorus of the keening things and the 
disgusting viscous movements of the queen, he heard a roaring sound 
approaching. Trying to clear the threads away, Ferran looked back and 
saw a line of torches coming from the village. The people of Groveland 
Down were marching, and at the lead was the village headsman and his 
young daughter.

The crowd of villagers charged bravely into the cemetery, into the 
face of the horror that had risen from within their village. They fought 
with torches and with whatever weapons they could find at hand, 
swinging at the terrible creatures around them and pushing hard toward 
Ferran and the others to try and free them.

The first of the villagers managed to reach Ferran, cutting the threads 
that stuck into his body and driving back the creatures nearest him. One 
of the creatures leaped upon a man from the village, vicious fangs tearing 
at his throat as it bore him to the ground. Enraged, Ferran stabbed the 
creature with his spear. The righteous anger at the brave man’s death 
allowed him to cut through the darkness in his mind.

The obscene lump of the queen shook, and the thousand mouths 
on its terrible body shrieked and gibbered. The brood of shokrul shifted 
toward the villagers. As more and more diverted away, Ferran felt the 
pressure ease off his mind, and he began to move more freely. He cut with 
the blade of his spear, tearing away at the threads.

As he freed Mireia, she raised her lantern high over her head and her 
chanting rose in strength and volume. There was a fury to her voice now 
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that Ferran had never heard before, and the light from her lantern flared 
like a sun in the gathering dark.

Riffolk and the warden lashed out at the creatures around them, 
joining with the villagers. The scuttling forms of the spider-like things 
dove into the crowd, biting with their horrid fangs and striking out 
with their legs. Their spidery threads were everywhere, but the people 
of the village overwhelmed them, never giving them a chance to secure 
domination over their victims.

Ferran ignored the creatures and made directly for the queen, 
running across the broken ground. The myriad of human faces that 
shifted and appeared in the body of the queen watched him and screamed 
out. With a savage cry of rage and joy, he leaped into the air, bringing the 
spear down before him.

He landed on its grotesque body, driving his weapon down into the 
swollen, putrid flesh, and a thousand mouths shrieked in pain. The other 
creatures fighting in the graveyard turned and answered the horrific, 
despairing cry. Ferran raised the spear again and again, driving it into the 
creature till the flesh beneath him gave way, allowing him to slip inside.

With a shuddering convulsion that shook the very earth itself, 
the shokrul queen, a creature from the ancient time of legends, died 
screaming. All around, the twisted creatures that were its offspring, 
collapsed, sharing the death of their monstrous creator. In the fading 
aftermath of the creature’s death shriek, the only sound to be heard above 
the panting of the exhausted humans was the powerful song of Mireia.

And then Ferran, acolyte of the Order of Talan, stepped from the 
wreckage of its corpse with a cry of triumph that matched her song.

 



Epilogue

THEY BURNED THE BODIES OF the fallen villagers. Orange flames 
from the pyres lit up the night, defying the encroaching darkness through 
the long hours until dawn. Pyres had been set on the scarred and torn 
earth that had once been the town cemetery, where the fallen queen had 
melted away into nothingness, in the hope that the purity of the flames 
might scour the taint of the creature from the ground. Ferran knew that 
for the villagers, the relief of their victory was tempered with the keen 
edge of loss and the hollow feeling that the world was no longer as simple 
and safe as it had seemed.

As dawn rose on a new day, Ferran stood with Mireia, watching the 
light from the fires mingling with the rising sun. Riffolk and Warden Aker 
stood apart, talking quietly. Ferran held the broken pieces of one of the 
wooden icons gripped tightly in his hands.

From the crowd of villagers, two figures emerged and made their 
way over to where the group was standing apart. Ferran could make out 
Hamond, the village headsman, and his young daughter.

Hamond was filthy from the fighting, but he carried himself tall 
before the two acolytes. His daughter looked up at him, soot covering her 
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small face, and then she squeezed his hand. She smiled up at Ferran and 
Mireia and the dirt on her face looked for just a moment like the tattoos 
on Ferran’s own. She waved once before walking back toward the crowd.

Hamond gazed after her, his eyes wet. “Over enough time, those 
things… they would have taken the entire village?” he asked quietly.

Mireia nodded her head. “Yes. They would have replaced people 
one by one, and no one would have been any wiser until it was too late.”

The headsman turned toward her. Dark circles under his eyes 
gave his face a sunken, haunted expression, and the grief over what had 
befallen his village was evident in the set of his jaw. “The world is not as 
I thought it to be.”

“No,” Mireia said. “No, it is not.”
Ferran held up the broken wooden board. “That is why we must 

know about the man that brought these to the village,” he said grimly. 
“This was no hoax designed to cheat people out of simple coin. This was 
malicious. He offered this village up to the forces of the Dark.”

Hamond did not take his eyes off the symbols. “He came from the 
East,” he said. “That much I remember.” He looked back down the hill at 
the pyres still burning. “I seek your forgiveness, acolytes. And I must seek 
my daughter’s as well. I heard her stories, her fears. I ignored them.” Tears 
began to well up in the man’s eyes. “I was afraid to make the same mistake 
my father did. He listened too much and did not do enough.” He wiped 
his hand over his eyes. “So I chose not to listen at all,” he said bitterly.

“No,” Ferran said. “You did listen, and when the time came, you 
acted. In doing so, you saved not only your village, but our lives as well.”

“I did not want to believe these nightmares truly existed,” Hamond 
said, his voice now just a whisper. “When my daughter began to see 
things, I did not believe her. She has always been… different, and that 
has made her life difficult here.” He met Ferran’s eyes, then looked to 
Mireia and seemed to regain a measure of strength. “I don’t know if her 
life would be easier in your Order. I don’t know if I will be able to let her 
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go. But perhaps there is something to be said for not facing difficulties 
alone.” Then, he nodded a final time and went to rejoin his people.

The warden walked over. “I must get word to the other wardens, so 
that they may be on the lookout for these strange markings in their own 
areas,” he said without preamble. “Then I will work my way through my 
ward to report and remove any that I find.”

Ferran pointed out toward the rising sun. “Hamond said that the 
charlatan had come from the East. Mireia and I will begin our search 
there. Whatever sinister purpose this man is working toward he has had 
years ahead of us to put it in place. I don’t intend to allow any more time 
to pass before we stop it.”

Riffolk stepped forward. “Hil’s family lives east of here. He was my 
friend. I would like to tell them myself of what happened to their son.”

“We would pay our respects as well,” Ferran said.
Mireia agreed. “Of course. Travel with us until we reach Hil’s home, 

Riffolk.”
Riffolk gave them a half-smile, and for the first time since Hil’s 

death, a touch of the boldness that Ferran had seen yesterday on the road 
was there on the man’s face. “It may be a bit further than that,” he said. He 
moved his cloak aside and beneath was the gold crowned-eye emblem 
that Warden Aker had worn.

The warden crossed his arms over his chest. “Riffolk no longer 
serves the Lord of Greenhope March. He is my agent now, charged with 
investigating this matter.”

Ferran glanced back at Riffolk. “There will be worse to come than 
what we faced here.”

Riffolk nodded, wringing his hands. “Mireia said every day was a 
blessing. A blessing earned by the ones who came before us,” he said. “I 
want to earn it as well.”

Mireia and Ferran exchanged a look before Mireia nodded at 
Riffolk. “Okay,” she said with a smile and then turned back to Ferran. 
“East?” she asked.
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Ferran looked at her eyes, deep and green, and finally nodded. 
“East,” he said, and together the three of them headed out toward the 
road.



Follow the continuing stories of Ferran in Book 2, Skinshaper.

Available now.
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Best Left in the Shadows





Act 1
A Messy LittLe Murder

The slow lapping of the Prion River mingled with the creaking 
wood symphony of the water wheel beside the dock. Moonlight 
tinted the heavy fog as the last hours of night became the first 
hours of morning. The heavy mist lay upon the woman’s corpse, 
fat drops of dew sitting on the blood and making it shine.

Alys bent over the body, her hands on her hips as she studied 
the dead woman’s face. Young. Roughed up. She may have been 
pretty once, but it was impossible to tell now. Old bruises and new 
mixed with dried blood to create a mask over the girl’s features.

Alys turned to the man standing against the wooden wall of 
the pier and shrugged. “What do you want me to say?”

The man finished speaking to a pair of city guards and waited 
until the two men clanked away in their armored breastplates 
and shiny helms. His light hair, always cropped close and crisply 
perfect, shone briefly in the glow from the torches the guards 
carried. Alys caught just a glimpse of those familiar blue eyes 
before the light from the torches faded away.
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He pulled his long coat closer about him against the chill of the 
morning. The black fabric and gray striping of a royal magistrate 
made him stand out.

She corrected her thoughts. Stand out even more.
“I want you to tell me what happened,” he said.
She laughed, adjusting the large-bladed scythe that she 

carried across her back. “What happened? Someone killed her, 
Magistrate Inspector Daxton Ellis,” Alys said, punctuating every 
syllable of the man’s title with a clipped enunciation.

He gave her a long, hard stare. “Nothing is ever easy with you, 
is it, Alys?”

“It’s part of my charm,” she said, moving over to the wall 
beside him. As she drew closer, she studied his face – the subtle 
play of muscles around his eyes, the set of his mouth. He was 
always easy to read. “You know who she is.” It was not a question.

He hesitated at first, then said, “She’s Lydia Ashdown.”
“Old name,” she said.
“Old everything.”
Alys shrugged. “Doesn’t mean much down here in Lowside. 

You’re sure it’s her?”
The inspector gave her a slow nod. “She’s been missing 

for three months now. The parents held out hope that she had 
just had a rebellious jaunt out to the marches to visit friends or 
relatives.” He shook his head. “Still, the magistrates were given her 
description. We knew there was a chance we’d find her like this, 
but there was always hope. At least until tonight.”

Alys flicked her tongue against her teeth in silent annoyance. 
“That doesn’t answer my question, Dax. How do you know this is 
her?”

“When she was younger, she was playing and fell into the 
hearth,” he said. “It left her with a burn scar between her…” He 
cleared his throat. “Over her heart area.”
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Alys laughed. “So you tore open this poor girl’s bodice for 
your salacious gaze? Why Dax, you cad!”

“The mark is distinctive. It looks like a sparrow.”
“A sparrow?” Alys said in disbelief, kneeling down and 

opening up the corpse’s shirt. Underneath the clothing, on the 
stiff, waxy flesh was a brownish red mark. It sat between her 
breasts, just over her heart. To Alys’s surprise, it actually did look 
quite a bit like a sparrow in flight. “Amazing. Highside even has 
prettier scars than we do.”

“This is hardly a laughing matter, Alys. The Ashdowns are 
true blooded. They have a direct line to the First Ascended. And 
their daughter is dead. In Lowside.”

“Ah,” Alys said. “And there it is. I was wondering what had 
prompted the chief magistrate to assign you here, dear Dax. 
Now, I know. You true bloods stick together, right? They brought 
you in to tidy things up and make sure the Ashdown family is 
confident that a person of the correct breeding and background is 
investigating the death of their poor child.”

His eyes narrowed. “I thought we weren’t making this 
personal?” he remarked, an edge in his voice. “Wasn’t that one of 
the rules?” He paused and shook his head. “I’m not here to tidy 
anything up. I am here for justice. To find who is responsible. It 
does not matter to me in the slightest how true hers or anyone’s 
blood may be. You should know that most of all.” He looked at her 
and in his eyes was that familiar look of resolution, but also a bit 
of challenge as well.

That was new.
Silently, she cursed him. As ever, he knew all the right buttons 

to push. And he was right. Those were the rules. Keep it business. 
Alys presented a charming smile to him. “A noble endeavor, Dax. 
And one I would be glad to assist you with, but you know that 
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nothing is free, Magistrate Inspector. Especially down here in 
Lowside.”

“The city will pay for your assistance. Discretely, of course.”
“I don’t need coin. I can steal whatever coin I want.” He 

remained quiet at that, and she chuckled. “Oh come now, Daxton. 
Surely it hasn’t been so long you can’t remember what a girl really 
wants?”

“I can’t do it. You know I can’t.” But even as he spoke, Alys 
saw his eyes move back to the body before them.

The way his attention kept returning to the corpse, the way 
his breath came a little faster as she was about to move away. This 
was a serious case. A Highside victim, old family nobility, found in 
Prionside. Dax was out of his element here and he knew it.

“What do you want to know?” he said at last.
Alys moved in closer and whispered in his ear. “The 

appointment for Justicar of the Second District is coming. I want 
to know who’s going to get the nod for that post and what leverage 
the appointers have on them.”

Dax spun away. “You’re out of your damned mind.”
“Oh, unclench. You know I will be discreet, Dax. I always am.”
“It hasn’t been fully decided yet,” Dax said through tight lips.
Alys waggled a finger in front of him. “Stop trying to avoid 

it. This is no small endeavor you are asking me to join you on. 
And knowing who’s getting tapped should just about cover it. The 
Second District Justicar is the law in Lowside.” She paused and 
smiled at him. “Well, the king’s law, anyway.”

He did not smile back. If anything, his frown seemed to 
intensify. “It’s not you that I don’t trust, Alys. It’s who you’ll sell 
the information to.”

“Believe me, Dax. They know the rules too,” she said. “This 
is their world. One that they carved out for themselves and built 
with sweat and blood. They’re not going to shit on all that.”
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Alys met his gaze with her own dark eyes. She saw him break 
first, unable to keep from looking at the corpse. Inside, she smiled.

“Fine. I will find out what you want, but I will want results 
first.”

“Of course,” she said.
She pressed her hand against her heart and then held it out to 

him. He did the same and they clasped forearms, sealing the deal.
“The Ashdowns will want someone to answer for this,” Dax 

said. “They will look to the top and think that Blacktide Harry 
himself is involved,” he said.

“No chance it’s Harry,” she said.
“He’s still boss in Prionside District, right? The Stevedore 

Rats still answer to him?”
“Why Magistrate Inspector! It seems you have been keeping 

an ear to the ground in regards to the goings on of the shade folk.”
“It’s his domain,” he said. “And he’s got the reputation for 

violence.”
“Oh Harry’s as black-hearted a bastard as you’ll ever meet, but 

he has no temper. Everything he does is cold. But even more, this,” 
she said, pointing to the body of the young woman, “is bad for 
business. It’s public. It shines a light on Prionside. The Blacktide 
would never do anything to disrupt business on the docks. Never.”

“Well, then if he is so innocent, he shouldn’t mind the 
inconvenience of a few questions, should he?” He fixed her with a 
look that slowly evolved into a smile. “You can arrange a meeting, 
can’t you?”

“You’re wasting time,” Alys said, reaching back and adjusting 
the large scythe in its harness, and checking the daggers at her 
belt. “But I suppose, if you are set on it, it wouldn’t hurt to pay 
him a visit anyway. If you really want to follow this, we’ll need the 
Blacktide’s blessing if we’re going to be poking around Prionside.”
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With that, she offered him her arm. “Come along, Magistrate 
Inspector. It’s late at night, and the streets can be so very 
dangerous,” she said, batting her eyes at him. “An escort is ever so 
important.”

Dax frowned again, but behind his eyes, Alys caught just the 
barest hint of amusement. “Then I suppose it is good that I have 
one,” he said.

 







Faith and Moonlight





Roan

The smell of the fire still clung to the boy.

It clung to all of his friends as well, filling the space of the 

small wagon they slept in. In spite of the open top, in spite of the 

cold breeze that blew throughout the day, even in spite of the 

two weeks that had passed since the night the orphanage burned 

down, the children still carried the smell with them. The scent of 

soot and ashes, of fear and death.

The loss of the orphanage weighed on him more than he 

thought it would. It had not been much, but in the two years 

he had been there, it had been more of a home than he had ever 

known. It had been where he first met the others, and where they 

welcomed him in as family.

And now, they had all lost everything.
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Roan slammed his hand against the wagon’s side, the 

coarse‑grained wood biting into his knuckles. In the cold, quiet of 

the late evening, the sound of it was like a crack of thunder, and 

immediately he regretted it.‑

“Can’t sleep?” Kay’s dark brown eyes shined in the low light.

“Did I wake you?” he whispered.

“No,” she said, rubbing her eyes sleepily as she sat up. Her 

long brown hair had fallen forward, obscuring her face. Her 

features were soft and pale, accentuated by large, bright eyes that 

seemed to take in everything at once. He had always thought she 

was beautiful.

“I did. I’m sorry, Kay,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Go back 

to sleep.”

“What’s wrong?” she asked, shifting more upright, a slight 

edge of tension in her voice.

“Nothing. Just excitement, I guess. Cadell says we should 

arrive at Resa the day after tomorrow.” He gestured toward the 

only adult in the wagon, the old man handling the reins of the 

mule team that pulled the wagon. The back of his bald head was 

wrinkled and marred with small scars and dark, tattooed lines.

Kay’s eyes narrowed. “Do you really think we can trust him? 

That he’s telling the truth about starting new lives there?” she 

asked. “I mean, after everything, how can we trust anything?”

“He did save our lives,” he reminded her gently.

“And you saved his.”

“Well, that means we should be able to trust each other, don’t 

you think?”

Kay was quiet for a moment. “I guess so,” she said, but there 

was no confidence in her words.

In the half‑light, she looked smaller. Diminished. The 

suspicion and doubt in her voice hurt Roan in his heart. Kay had 
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always seen the best in people. She had always been the first to 

smile. The first to trust.

But that was before the fire.

Roan reached out and Kay moved to sit beside him. She 

seemed so small as she settled in. He tousled her hair in an effort 

to try and cheer her. “Come on. There are great things ahead for 

us. We’re going to become Razors. Like the great heroes in Elinor’s 

stories.”

The wagon rocked slowly and both looked to Elinor asleep on 

the floor, Alys and Ferran beside her. Roan felt a twinge of sadness 

at the thought of separating from his friends after they had been 

through so much.

Almost as if she could read his thoughts, Kay sighed. “I wish 

they could come with us,” she whispered.

Roan slowly nodded. “Me too, but they won’t be too far away. 

And they’ll be following their dreams. Making them come true, 

just like we are.”

“Are we, Roan?” Kay asked. “How? Other than kitchen chores, 

I’ve never held a blade in my life. How am I going to become some 

great warrior?”

“That’s what the school is for,” he chided her gently. “They’ll 

handle teaching us and Cadell said he will give us a letter of 

introduction, so they will give us a chance. That chance is all we 

need.”

Even as he spoke, he hated himself for lying. Kay was right. 

She had no experience fighting, and she would be going up against 

the best in the kingdom, students who trained their entire lives 

for that one sole purpose. She had little chance of making it. And 

if she didn’t, if she failed, then she would truly have nothing.

But what choice did they have?

“What if I don’t make it?” Kay said quietly.

“You will.”
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“How do you know that?”

“Because I’ll make sure you do,” he said. “I’ll be there by your 

side.”

There was a pleading look in her eyes. “And if we fail?”

His lips tight, Roan locked eyes with her. “Then we face 

whatever comes after. Together.”

Kay found his hand and gripped it tightly with both hands. 

Roan squeezed back. She nodded softly, and then laid her head 

on his shoulder. He could hear her soft breathing and in a few 

moments, she was asleep again.

Despite her warmth, Roan felt cold.

His mind brought forth memories of childhood, of being on 

the ragged edge, fighting for every mouthful of food, desperation 

turning you into a wild, feral thing that was barely human. That 

had been life, until Kay and the others took him in. He could not 

allow her to fall into that existence. It would change her. It would 

break her. As he had seen it happen to so many others.

No. He couldn’t let it come to that.

He wouldn’t let it come to that.

She had saved him. Now, he would do the same for her.

He wrapped his arms around her and stayed perfectly still as 

she slept. The thud of the team’s hoofbeats seemed to count down 

the moments remaining in their journey to Resa, the capital, and 

to the Razor School of Faith, where their new lives awaited.

 







A Reaper of Stone





PROLOGUE

Conbert’s hands were slick with sweat on the reins, despite the 
cold breeze. Every rustle of the long yellow grass, every whistle of 

the wind, any sound not the rhythmic clop of his horse’s hooves on the 
worn cobblestone road sent his eyes darting and heart racing.

He had traveled the Reach Road two times previous. Each time 
had been without incident. Each time, he had arrived at his destination 
hale and whole, without even a glimpse of the fabled predators the 
grasslands were so famous for. Yet each time, the sense of dread, of 
cold fear, had been with him.

The first time, he had tried to play the part of the brave hero, 
riding forth on a grand quest like the legendary figures in the old 
stories. That lasted until he caught sight of the infamous drowning 
grass. The blades were the height of a man and they moved with a 
sinuous and lifelike grace on each side of the wide stone road.

The fear had started then, shattering whatever myth he might 
have fabricated of Conbert Eylnen, the future valiant officer of the 
King’s Own. In the face of that grass and what he knew could be 
hiding under it, he was just Con, apprentice engineer and architect, 
student of the academy, and anxious to get the hell out of there.
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Somewhere far out across the sea of grass, a lone tree rose up like 
an island. It marked the halfway point in crossing the grassland. It 
had often given Con comfort. But this time, beneath the shade of its 
heavy, twisted boughs, there was movement.

A human shape.
Impossible. The only road through the drowning grass was the 

one he was on now. No one would be stupid enough to travel into 
the middle of the cursed grass, set up like a picnic for the rendworms.

Con pulled his horse to a halt. Reaching down to the heavy 
saddlebag, he pulled out his surveyor’s glass and raised the delicate 
instrument to his eye.

Sure enough, there was a person. A girl. She seemed tall, but even 
with the glass, it was difficult to judge at this distance. She had short, 
blonde hair that was almost white as it ruffled in the wind. What really 
caught his attention was her clothing: the familiar grays of an academy 
cadet. The same grays he had worn as an underclassman a year ago.

The fear came back, but this time wild. The girl was doomed, 
marooned at that tree surely as any castaway on a lost island. It was 
only a matter of time until the rendworms caught wind of her.

Before he knew what he was doing, Con urged his horse into a 
gallop, off the stone road and into the undulating grass. His breath 
rasped and tears blurred his eyes.

From the wind, he thought. Tears because of the wind. Not 
because I am stupid and going to die out here.

He rode hard across the grassland, the twisted spire of the tree 
ahead of him. As it drew closer, he saw the cadet had caught sight 
of him. She waved frantically. Conbert focused on her desperate 
movements, shoring up his rapidly disappearing courage with the 
knowledge that he was her only hope.

Something brushed his leg and he almost shrieked, but realized 
it was only a heavy stalk of grass. The tree and the waving girl were a 
few lengths away now.
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Con leaped from the saddle, stumbled, and fell on his face, but 
he got up quickly. Breathlessly, he stood before the girl. “It’s alright, 
cadet,” he gasped. “I can take you out—”

Her hand shot out, covering his mouth. It was almost too fast to 
follow and his eyes widened with shock.

The cadet met his gaze with a cold, hard look of her own. There 
was a focus there and not the desperate gratitude Con had expected. 
Slowly, she raised her free hand and laid a single finger against her lips.

Utterly confused, he could only nod.
She cocked her head, listening. Tall and fairly thin, she was not a 

delicate beauty. Her features were too strong, too sharp for that, but 
her clear, blue eyes were vibrant as she searched the grass around them. 
She sighed and released the hand over his mouth.

Con drew a deep breath. “Cadet, what are you doing out here?”
The girl turned and then, appearing to notice the black and silver 

uniform, snapped to a smart salute. “Forgive me, sir. I was hunting a 
rendworm.”

“You’re what? Are you absolutely mad, girl?” he asked, his voice 
rising.

“No, sir. Not at all. I am merely here to honor the First Trial of 
Aedan,” she said, bowing her head momentarily. “I am not to return 
without the jaw of a rendworm, but so far, none have appeared.”

“The First Trial of Aedan?”
Con’s eyes grew wider. The Hunt. The joke upperclassmen played 

on first-year cadets at the Academy. The older students regaled them 
with stories of the First King, Aedan, and the legend of how he bested 
a field of colossal rendworms to earn a meeting with an ancient one, 
the Shepherd of Tree and Stone.

Only there was no Hunt.
It was all an elaborate ruse, a traditional jape each first-year 

cadet class went through. The cadets were stopped at the gate of 
the Academy, chased and beaten by older cadets wielding sticks and 
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wearing garish costumes. And then the ale casks were brought out and 
everyone would get ripping drunk.

No one ever actually went out to hunt the damn things.
He looked at the girl again. For her to be out here meant she must 

have been very sheltered or very stupid. But that didn’t explain why 
the other cadets wouldn’t have stopped her at the gate.

Conbert felt suddenly cold. Had they done this on purpose? Had 
they sent her unknowingly to her death? The chill turned to anger. 
The Academy had never been a warm place, but it had never been 
this cruel.

Conbert opened his mouth to tell the girl the truth about her 
fool’s errand, but saw her posture change. She stood absolutely still, 
looking past him, a long-handled black mace in one hand. His horse 
danced skittishly as the grass waved around it.

The girl put a hand on his shoulder. Her voice was low. “Whatever 
happens next, you mustn’t move.”

And then the ground underneath the horse exploded and a pale 
white form the size of a wagon erupted into the air. The horse let out 
a scream that turned into a wet gurgle as white writhing tentacles 
enveloped the animal. The copper tang of blood filled the air and 
Conbert felt his stomach lurch.

He thought to go for the sword at his side, but he saw the girl’s 
eyes.

He held himself still as another of the creatures breached the 
drowning grass. It was a huge mass of rippling white flesh, except at 
the front, where the mouth opened like an exposed wound. Massive 
tearing fangs lined the pink maw, and white tentacles writhed from the 
worm’s throat, seeking the remnants of the thrashing horse. The two 
monsters tore the horse apart in seconds, powerful tentacles flaying 
meat from bone with horrific efficiency.

As the rendworms began to slide across the ground in their 
direction, Con felt a terror urging him to run. He fought against it, 
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trying to focus instead on the perfect stillness of the young girl as the 
huge worms slid past them.

Then the girl moved.
The young cadet was fast and sure as she darted forward. She 

struck out with the mace, swinging it with both hands, and smashing 
it into the rendworm’s side. There was a loud crack, and Con knew 
that somewhere inside the sinuous horror, a bone had broken under 
the blow.

The rendworm let out a keening screech that stabbed Con’s ears 
and took the breath from his lungs. The injured creature folded its 
bulk around, trying to round on the girl. The crown of white tentacles 
snapped and writhed like angry serpents, seeking her.

Instead of retreating, she moved into the circle of the rendworm’s 
turning bulk. The mace carved through the air once more, the flanged 
head crashing squarely just behind the enormous hooked jaws and 
tentacles. This time, there was no crack like thunder, but a wet 
sound like the smashing of rotting fruit. The rendworm immediately 
shuddered and collapsed to the ground dead.

The other rendworm came now, covering Con with a shower 
of earth, a massive shadow blocking out the sun. Bringing his blade 
free of its sheath, he held it before him in desperation as one of the 
tentacles lashed at him. By some fortune, Con’s sword came across 
his body right in the path of the slashing tooth of the tentacle. Con 
dropped to the ground as the horror reared for another strike.

There was an explosion of gore as the creature’s soft abdomen 
was crushed under the girl’s mace. The white flesh shuddered and 
collapsed, and Con scrambled away from the new corpse. Through 
the noxious rendworm blood dripping down his face, he peered at the 
young cadet.

Her eyes shone with excitement and triumph.
“From the stories, I thought they would be bigger,” the girl said, 

her voice colored in disappointment.
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Conbert looked at her, unable to stop shaking, unable to keep 
from staring as she handed him a water flask. She walked to the first 
corpse and began working away at the creature with the short blade 
from her belt. With quick, sure movements, she tore free the huge 
serrated jaws of the rendworm.

The girl grinned ear to ear. “They have no eyes, but they can feel 
your vibrations when you move. You did incredibly well, sir.”

Con could only nod dumbly. Finally, he found his tongue. 
“Conbert Eylnen,” he said, unsure of what else to say. “My name is 
Con.”

The cadet nodded as she tore out the jaw of the second rendworm. 
“Elinor,” she said, handing him the bloody mandible. “That one’s 
yours, but I think we had better get on our way before we attract any 
more attention. Don’t you agree?”

Con shook his head in disbelief. “After you,” he finally managed.
Elinor smiled and started for the road.
Con made sure to follow close behind.
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She is a daughter of the underworld. Bold. Cunning. Free. When an old 
lover asks for help, she agrees. For a price.

Together, they travel into the dark heart of the underworld in search of 
a killer.

“I was blown away by the detail and world building that was accomplished 
in so few pages. I didn’t feel like I was seeing a section of a puzzle, more like I 
was reading a story that would contribute to a larger whole, but is compelling 
and rich all on its own.”

– Mama Reads, Hazel Sleeps



Faith and Moonlight

Roan and Kay are orphans.

A fire destroys their old life, but they have one chance to enter the School 
of Faith.

They are given one month to pass the entry trials, but as Roan excels and 
Kay fails, their devotion to each other is put to the test.

They swore they would face everything together, but when the stakes 
are losing the life they’ve always dreamed of, what will they do to stay 
together?

What won’t they do?

“You can really feel Roan’s desire and dream to be something more and you 
can also feel Kay’s frustration and struggle. And underneath all that you can 
practically touch how much they care about each other.”

– White Sky Project 


