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~ A note from the author ~

For my dark elves of Lycia, I have developed Orvaleth. This language reflects their close bond to the harsh mountains they have learnt to survive in.

If you come across a word that looks and sounds different to English, it will most likely be Orvaleth (if it’s a typo that’s slipped through, feel free to contact me!)

Please see the simple ‘dictionary’ I have created at the back of this book for those who might wish to look up a word or gesture and its meaning. The words are in order of appearance.
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For Jilleen Dolbeare

A fantastic author, a wonderful friend and the kindest of souls.

You are missed more than you know, but your legacy will live on through your stories.

And I give this one to you.
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To All Who Are Fighting to Break Free and Show the World Who You Really Are.

Your Time is Now.
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Readers take note. This prequel to Of Masks and Iron contains references to war and its brutalities, including grief, loss, hand-to-hand combat, blood, violence, injuries, assassinations, and death. It also includes strong language and sexual content that explores themes of power imbalance, emotional manipulation, objectification, and coercion within a political context. It is not romanticised and is part of the heroine’s journey toward reclaiming her power in the main book. Reader discretion is advised.
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1 The Black Chimera
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Re’Niah

~ THE DAY AFTER ~

In the stillness of the midnight hour, her zarvel blade moved like a whisper, silencing her target with a deadly grace that left no trace. Catching the body of the Draakonian guard, the assassin gently lowered it, her lips moving in a silent prayer—the Invocation.

“Luthzaren, silent hand, unseen hunter—

Let my blade strike true.

Let my steps go unheard.

Let my shadow be my name.

By stone and night, this oath is done.”

Unspoken, the Invocation was an offering to Luthzaren, the Fury of the Silent Death, whom the assassins of the Black Chimera revered.

Her fingers brushed the cold stone wall for balance, feeling the tiny grooves carved by centuries of wind and rain. 

Pausing to ensure her presence had not been detected, she eased the door open to reveal a covered walkway overlooking a central courtyard. Fires burned in the braziers below, though their flickering glow failed to penetrate the shadows of the walkway. The scent of charred pine and oil drifted up, mingling with the salt of her sweat. Her lungs burned from the climb, the cold air a blade against her throat—but she welcomed the sting. It reminded her she was still alive.

The rugged border outpost guarded the remote town of Ashover, nestled deep within the Ashwood Mountain Range. Her reconnaissance over the past week had confirmed there were no magai or dragon riders stationed at this Draakonian outpost. Even better—it was patrolled by a skeleton crew of just twelve soldiers.

Thulzor. 

More fool them.

Since King Korath’s recent ascension to the throne, he had renewed efforts to expose weaknesses along the border, and the Lycian army had stumbled upon this fragile link in Draakonia’s metaphorical armour. Upon hearing of it, Korath had dispatched his favoured assassin to lay siege and open the gates for invasion: her.

Scaling the steep, jagged stone walls had been easy enough—provided one had a head for heights and a slender frame—since access could only be gained through a single window. Because of this, she had brought only her zarvel blades, leaving the rest of her weapon cache behind.

With the door ajar, she peered onto the walkway, adjusting her leather mask. Dressed in black leather, she blended seamlessly with the dark. Around her collar was a leather gorget embossed with the fire-breathing Chimera, which her assassin guild was named after. Between that and the hooded cloak she wore, the only visible signs of her dark-elvish Nirithvel blood were her slate-grey skin, shimmering freckles, and glowing golden-yellow eyes.

Keeping her hood up, she used the cover of shadow and crept from the room. Below, she counted four guards huddled around a brazier in the courtyard. Two were usually stationed at the front gate, leaving six within the chambers.

Well—five now.

Carefully opening the door to the next chamber, she slipped inside and dispatched the two sleeping guards with swift slices to their throats. 

Make that three.

Warm blood splattered her cheek. It wasn’t the heat that startled her—it was how quickly it cooled, turning sticky and heavy as it slid down her skin. Once, that sensation would have made her gag. Now it was simply another weight she carried.

She crept out. This was too easy. But then, she had spent every waking breath of the last fifteen years ensuring it would be. Never again would she lose someone dear through weakness.

The next chamber was empty. She checked the corridor—still clear—then moved to shut the door. But her gaze snagged on the mirror.

A hooded figure stared back. Eyes glowed faintly beneath the mask. Familiar, yet not.

She didn’t flinch, but something in her stilled.

She barely recognised herself. Not because of the disguise, but because of the way she stood—like a shadow.

I am shadow. 

I am stone. 

I can’t be anything more.

Chiding herself, she drew her hood tighter and slipped into the dark, prowling the walkway and avoiding the glow of the firelit balustrades.

Easing open the door to the following room, she found its occupants mid-tryst against the wall. With their backs to her, neither noticed her presence until it was too late.

Catching the couple as they fell, she gently slumped them onto the flagstones. The metallic tang of their blood tickled her senses, but it had been many years since it made her gag.

With all six occupants on the upper floor
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