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Creature Glossary


Aestuo Quichyrd: (Ah-ee-stoo Kwih-chard) A hybrid of bird and human with armored feathers, these bird-humans are battle-ready. They have talon-like hands and a beak. 
Akiah: (Ahh-kai-uh) Often mistaken for demons, a once-forbidden species, the akiah people have been responsible for carrying out various atrocities under the rule of Master Tempest. With human body shape and features, their defining trait is their ram horns and crimson eyes. 
Azure shifters: (Ah-zur Shif-turs) These underwater creatures have the face and upper torso of a human, and a fish-like tail for legs. Its golden horns glitter below the surface, luring its prey to the water's edge so they can attack. White eyes and scaly skin are another hallmark of the shifter. Unable to speak or be reasoned with, this remains one of the most deadly creatures in Destoria. 
Baiya: (Bi-uh) These are the thick-skinned lizard folk that scarcely populate the isle. With its weather changes, most baiya find the land inhospitable, but a thicker-skinned few call the Destorian Isle home. Covered in small, flexible scales this blend of human/lizard-like features make an undeniably desirable warrior with their damage-resistant flesh. 
Barbarian: Larger than humans, barbarians are known for their large stature and muscular build. Ideal fighters and human-like features make these characters a staple. 
Black-Eyed Beings: Black-Eyed Beings are creations of Ceosteol. Imbued with her life force, these deceptive beings seem human, though their eyes are wholly black. Such creatures can protract fangs and turn vicious when the mood strikes.
Bramolt Bear: (Brahm-olt Bear) Like a polar bear, these massive fur-covered bears fight with their 3-inch long talons and walk upright. Unable to speak the human language, these bears are both lovable and formidable. 
Crolt: (Krohlt) Two-headed giant. Barely able to fit through doorways, these creatures have two functioning heads that work independently of one another. Their shared body is massive and muscular, making these giants a solid protective force. However, their intelligence is one step above that of a symph. 
Dwarf: Dwarves are typically three feet tall with red hair. Both men and women of this species grow beards. They are typically ornery in nature. 
Dragon: A massive beast typically no longer found in Destoria or the neighboring isles. Hunted to extinction, the few that exist are adept at sticking to the shadows and hiding in the wilderness until called upon. They typically can speak in their own native tongue, though they can learn and practice any language they hear. With scaled bodies and leathery spikes protruding from their face like a lion's mane, dragons are calm, sensible creatures who tend to bond with one owner, able to fiercely protect them with fire-breathing magic, claws, and a broad tail that can bring down a house in a single swipe. Dragons are not exclusive to the land or sky, however. Underwater dragons also exist, though varying slightly in appearance. 
Druid: (Droo-id) A race gifted with the ability to shape-shift. This magic class can only temporarily transform into any living being they’ve interacted with firsthand. Like a muscle, this ability can strengthen with training, lengthening the possible duration of the shift while draining less stamina, though, even skilled druids can completely deplete and lose consciousness. This ability replenishes with rest. 
Eaflic: (Ee-flik) Hippo-human hybrid. With gray skin and a massive snout, these creatures are docile until threatened. With rounded ears and a flicking tail, these creatures are undeniably lovable.
Elf: Elves have the features of a human, but typically have a yellow tint to their skin and pointed ears. Adept at magic, elves are typically upper class. 
Esteg: (Ess-teg) Sentient deer. Estegs are voracious readers and intelligent. They can speak and comprehend spoken and written words. Their unusual horns (which both the male and female of the species grow) are neon green with healing powers. They are often poached for their antlers. 
Ewanaian: (You-way-nee-an) Frog people. These creatures are a blend of humans and frogs. With slick, green skin and a tacky tongue, these creatures walk and talk like human beings. When startled, their response is to faint and pass gas as a biologically-programmed deterrent. 
Frumlan: (From-lin) Sentient wolf/bird hybrids. Larger versions of symphs. With a wolf-like face and furry feathers along its body and wings, these creatures can walk, talk and fly with ease. 
Goblin: (Gob-lihn) Beings that are short in stature (averaging about 2.5 feet in height) with large noses. Sly, cunning and often reclusive. Their fondness for gold keeps them from hiding away completely. 
Grindylow: (Grin-dee-low) They have a long face with rows of muskie-like teeth and eyes similar to an alligator. They have thin human bodies, often pale, with webbed extremities that create swift, fluid movements. They have winding ibex-type head horns and long claws to shred prey. Used to pull ships along on windless days, Grindylows are working creatures that are best never seen. 
Half-Elf: Human and elf hybrid with often-blunted ear tips. With lightly yellow-tinged skin, it is truly a flip on a coin as to if they inherit magical abilities from their elvish side.
Human: (Hue-mon) With varied skin tones and averaging five feet eight inches in height, humans' greatest gift is their passion and ability to love. 
Inelm: (In-elm) These woodland creatures live inside of host tree trunks and pry themselves away when danger or disrespect occurs. They are a proud and communicate through a network of roots below ground. 
Kleax: (Clee-ax) Lion and human hybrids. This creature is known for their long manes, flitting tail and uneven temperament. Fur covers them and long claws make them formidable fighters. 
Landigo: (Lahn-dig-oh) Leopard-human hybrid. Equipped with a graceful tale, leopard face, and fur-covered forms, these spotted beings are known for their quick temper.
Orc: (Ork) With skin in various shades of green, orcs are muscle-bound brutes with a reputation for being strong, fearless warriors. They have thick bottom-row incisors that jut out past the lip. 
Pleom: (Plee-ohm) Miniature dragonlings. Pleoms are small dragons that live for an average of 8 years. Their scaly skin comes in various colors and their tiny claws are adept at lock-picking, making them an ideal companion for thieves. Pleoms typically prefer to spend their time with estegs who can heal them after their clumsy exploits. 
Quichyrd: (Kwich-urd) A bird-human hybrid. These creatures have a varied appearance, but always with a beak, feathers, and taloned hands. They walk upright, are typically gifted in magic, and are often despised. 
Raakaby: (Ray-kah-bee) Rabbit-bird hybrids bred for meat. These adorable, poisonous creatures produce a hallucinogenic saliva that is used in dikeeka. More than one bite is fatal. 
Semdrog: (Sem-drahg) Lizard-human hybrid. These lizard people have skin flaps on their heads and scales. Their eyes have slit pupils, but otherwise they have human features. 
Symph: (Simf) A small wolf/bird hybrid. They are colorful creatures with a wolf-like face and snout equipped with wings and paws. They are small enough to land in your hand and howl instead of chirp. 
Tailed Infernals: (Tailed In-fur-nahls) An abomination created by Ceosteol, these zombified creatures are two wolves crudely stitched together with a snake tail. Dangerous and decaying, they can be taught and controlled through Ceosteol's soul bond (which she shares with all of her undead atrocities). 
Tundra Goblins: (Tun-druh Gob-lihns) These snow-white creatures are violent, seeking warmth in the merciless cold of Evolt. They kill and burrow in their prey. Their fur is highly sought-after and valuable. With long fangs that stick out past their lower lip, these creatures are the perfect combo of cute-and-deadly. 
Undead: Reanimated corpses. Undead species of any creature, humans being extra susceptible. A creation from black magic wielders, which is a strictly forbidden magic, only used by nefarious mages.
Water Dragon: Imposing like their land-dwelling kin, these reptilian creatures reside almost exclusively underwater. With a muscular body, scales, a narrow snout, spine spikes, and a long tail, they glide through large bodies of water at dizzying speeds. Water dragons typically do not harm unless threatened or starving. 
Wizard: Practitioners of magic who can control the elements. These ultra-proficient mages usually focus on more experimental magic. 
Wyl: (Wy-uhl) Often known for thievery, and superior lovemaking skills. While most wyl's spend their time on Wyl isle, others lie, cheat and steal their way across the rest of Destoria. They come in a variety of colors. Their hallmark face and pointed ears make them easy to spot.
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Scan here for an expanded full-color map of the Isle of Destoria.

For a full list of descriptions and pronunciations of Destoria's beings, please see the Creature Glossary in the back of the book.
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 The Salty Bard Tavern, Hope Harbor, Willowdale


The night sky flashed with blinding light as waterspouts swirled overhead. Large waves crashed against the docks of Hope Harbor, occasionally dousing the side of the rickety shack with seawater and foam. A crack of thunder ripped through the air. 
Inside The Salty Bard Tavern, the air was thick with smoke and sweat, reeking of tallow and spilled ale. Men cheered, their masculine shouts nearly as loud as the riotous wind battering the walls outside. The small building was packed with people seeking refuge and strong mead. The storm gave little warning of its arrival or intensity. The dock workers had long since shuffled inside, drinking the bar dry and sharing their own reserves to bridge the gap. The sound of pounding fists and booming voices shook the floorboards as two men held their palms above lit candlesticks. 
In the light of the candle's flame, the barbarian man who stood at one end of the table looked crazed. Under-lit by the flickering orange hue, the barbarian’s wide, bloodshot eyes made Hadox's stomach turn as the pad of his own palm blistered and sizzled. Nearly the same height as the lunatic, Hadox's portly kleax form hunched as he winced. The pain, however, would be nothing compared to what he would experience should he lose. Beneath the sandy colored mane of fur, his skin paled with agony, along with the sobering reality that he, in more than just the literal sense, was playing with fire.
“Sweating over there, are ya?” the barbarian asked, his own hand trembling. “I can see it on that stupid face of yours. You’re about to pass out.”
“Timber!” the scraggly human with shoulder-length hair shouted from the back of the group, standing on his tiptoes to peer over the other men's shoulders. 
Over Hadox’s shoulder, he could smell the yeasty stench of bitter ale as an onlooker leaned in too close for comfort. It was a drunken shipmate he’d seen leap off of one of the docked vessels as the storm rolled in.
“What’s your secret?” The man asked.
“I want it more than he does,” Hadox hissed, using every ounce of his energy to keep from retracting his hand.
“Kleaxes must have some thick skin under all of that fur. Either that or you’re stark-raving mad!” The man chuckled, squeezing his shoulder so hard that it distracted Hadox from the pain in his hand.
“Guess I’m just mad,” Hadox muttered. His eyes pinched closed as he tried to trick himself into a few more milliseconds of pain.
Sweat poured off the barbarian across the table, his forehead glistening in the candlelight as his smug smile faltered. 
The kleax wasn’t budging.
The barbarian took the last of the dwarvish whiskey in his wooden mug into his mouth and sprayed it across the table at Hadox’s flame. The plume of fire engulfed the kleax for a moment, singeing his mane. The intense rush of heat forced him to lean away and knock his candle over. The crowd erupted, cheering and hollering. Hadox stood stone-still. His breaths grew so rapid that the world around him seemed to slow. All sound faded to a hushed murmur.
He’d lost.
A cold sweat prickled his body beneath all of his fur and finery. He turned toward a wiry-haired kleax in the corner, whose arms were crossed across his broad chest. His muscular form was the antithesis of Hadox’s pudgy one. His mane of hair wafted with the shake of his head. He absentmindedly scratched his claws through the blonde fur on his arms, leaving little parted grooves amid the scars and scratches that marred them.
Hadox did not find his fellow kleaxes to be the most reasonable creatures to ever grace Destoria, but he knew Zeke in particular to be a temperamental usurer. His mind scrambled for a way out of his predicament, knowing there were only two outcomes. He would either lose everything he had ever worked for: His family. His status. His home. Or, more likely, he would be made into chum for the next fishing vessel that disembarked at the port.
“Best two of three,” he pleaded, eyes blinking wildly. His head whipped from side to side as the swarm of people completely ignored him, instead congratulating the victor. He hollered over the celebratory cheers, “Foros favors me tonight. I just know it! Triple or nothing!” 
Judging by the lack of any response, he might as well have whispered his offer.
Zeke’s massive, hefty hand patted Hadox’s shoulder, making his body go stiff. “F-Foros, God of Fortune, seems to have abandoned you in your time of need. Come with me, old friend.”
“That man cheated! I can make the money back!”
“Nonsense,” Zeke purred, lowering his voice, leaning so close his breath tickled the fine hairs of Hadox’s pointed ears. “Come with me. I insist.”
Digging his claws into his shoulder, Zeke led Hadox toward the back of the tavern. He nodded at the human bartender and shoved Hadox through a door in the back of the shack and shut it hard.
Struggling to adjust to the darkness, Hadox’s eyes settled on a lone flickering flame in the far corner. Zeke protracted his claws, digging them into the fluff and flesh of the kleax’s shoulder. Hadox roared in pain, dropping to his knees, his burned hand prying at the massive paw on his shoulder. 
He screeched, throwing his head back. “Zeke. Stop! I beg of you! You know me. You know I’m good for the money!”
“Eight platinum,” Zeke boomed. “That’s how much I’ve lent you! How much of a fool does that make me?”
Retracting his claws, Zeke shoved Hadox down on the floor. Hadox’s eyes stayed trained on the flame. The moment he made out the outline of a familiar person behind it, he gasped in horror. 
“Please, help me,” Hadox begged. “That guy, out there, he cheated! You had to have seen that!”
The man behind the candle rose shook his landigo head, his eyes pinched closed tightly in disgust and frustration. “No excuses, Hadox. A bet is a bet. I was there. It was nothing players haven’t done before in a drunken game of Glowing Glory. You know the rules. If you play a game, you'd best be a winner.”
Zeke’s clawed foot raised and kicked Hadox in the chest so hard that the kleax tumbled to the ground. He coughed and roared in pain on his hands and knees, rotund belly grazing the wooden floorboards. Zeke rained down a flurry of punches as Hadox begged. A blow to the ribs. A blow to the mouth. A fist to the eye. Bones crunched. Clothes ripped.
The room suddenly glimmered with a sickly green hue as the landigo’s glowing eyes pried open. “Enough now.” His voice sharply interrupted the abuse. 
Zeke took an obedient step back, panting to catch his breath before moving toward the shadowy figure. He held out his open hand. “Payment in full, or I kill him here and now.”
The landigo shook his head. “Not until he agrees to my terms.”
Weakly, Hadox used his little remaining strength to push himself back up to his feet, wobbling unsteadily as he rose. His back ached. The pain in his ribs screamed between every breath. “Werner? Is that you?”
Werner nodded, leaning toward the solitary candle, his lime-colored eyes suddenly seeming distant. “Hadox.”
“How are you free? They locked you up for that massacre at the palace.”
“They did.”
“Rumor has it, you gouged out the eyes of that dwarf fellow before you murdered him.”
“So we are on the same page, I see. You know I am not one to be toyed with.” Werner clicked one of his long, pointed nails on the table beside the candle.
Hadox swallowed and looked back and forth at Werner and Zeke. “How do you two know each other?”
“We’re old acquaintances. The isle is small, my friend. You see, ever since my release, I’ve been following you, studying your habits and local haunts,” Werner answered honestly. “I have a proposition I think you might appreciate.”
“I highly doubt that.” Hadox spat a wad of saliva-laced blood on the floor.
Werner rose from the crate he’d been sitting on and stood beside Zeke. “You’re going to give me your vote on the Destorian Council."
“What?” Hadox chuckled, brows furrowing. “You can’t seriously be expecting your position back on the council after what you’ve done?”
“Not your seat, you imbecile. Your vote.” Werner took a step closer, his silhouette eerie. “I simply want you to vote in favor of an upcoming item on the agenda. In exchange, I settle your debts with Zeke here, and Zeke lets you live to see another day.”
“And if I don’t agree?”
Werner laughed. “When you die, you will be replaced on the council. I have already been keeping a watchful eye on the only two likely candidates who would take your place at the table.”
“Whatever you want can’t be worth eight platinum.”
“That’s for me to decide. Not you. None of this is for my own selfish interests, you see,” Werner said, annoyed. “I represent the interests of Lady Ceosteol now.”
“Ceosteol? I should’ve known.” Hadox pinched his eyes closed from the pain. “Whatever that old crow wants, I’m not interested.” 
“You’re going to lose your home,” Werner growled. “In turn, your wife and children will lose theirs. I have town criers ready to distribute parchment letters detailing the news of your suicide. They talk about how horrified the council was to learn of your astonishing gambling debt and years of embezzling from the royal Destorian treasury. Your wife will be left an indebted, homeless widow, forced to pay restitution for the rest of her days. She might even have to sell your two young children to Obsidia’s cotton farmers for cheap labor just to dig herself out of your mess.”
Zeke shook his head. “Disgusting fool.”
“I also happen to know you just gambled for the last time. Zeke has agreed to cut you off. In fact, he is prepared to cut more than your money off as payment for his services. That is, unless you agree to my terms.” He paused for a moment. “Should you choose to agree to my terms, all you have to do is vote in favor of the next item Ceosteol brings up to the council.”
Licking his busted lip, Hadox looked at the landigo. “And what is that exactly?”
“Don’t concern yourself.” Werner’s curt words attracted a narrow gaze from Hadox.
“It must be something horrific if you are going through all of this. You must be worried it won’t pass.”
Werner’s lips lifted in an unsettling smile, showcasing his terrifying teeth, which could undoubtedly rip the kleax to ribbons. “It’ll pass. You won’t be the only one in favor of it, I assure you. The only question you have to answer now is do you want to live long enough to cast a vote?”
Nodding, Hadox quickly bolted for the door, only to be intercepted by Werner, who moved with unnatural speed, beating the kleax to it. 
Werner snatched him up by the collar of his toggled tunic and slammed him against the wall, jostling the stocked bottles on the shelves lining the walls. “You’ve never been a bright one,” Werner snipped. “But that was dumb, even for you.” Werner grabbed both sides of Hadox’s head, his thumbs climbing up the kleax’s cheeks toward his eyes.
Zeke’s voice rumbled a warning, “I suggest you take the offer before he does to you what he did to that dwarf.”
Hadox’s heart rioted in his chest. His eyes darted to each of their faces, looking for a break in their expressions, some telltale sign that they were bluffing. 
“Step back, Werner. I’m thinking maybe he should sleep on it.”
Werner obliged Zeke with a smile and let Hadox’s face go. Hadox breathed a sigh of relief. A moment later, Zeke’s closed fist swung at his face. Hadox heard a bone in his face crack with the impact. Blackness swallowed him. His body went limp, tumbling to the hard floor with a thud.

      [image: ]Hadox was rudely awoken by the glug of liquor being poured on his face. He opened his eyes only to quickly shut them again. The high-purity alcohol was nearly blinding. He shrieked in pain.
“Welcome back.” Zeke chuckled.
“I await your answer,” Werner reminded Hadox as he swigged from the half-full bottle of Portent’s Dwarvish Whiskey in his hand. He took a swig and held it back over Hadox’s head.
“Tell me what I am voting for.”
“Necromancy.”
“What? That will never pass. It was outlawed decades ago,” Hadox protested.
“It is about to be legalized again.”
Hadox wiped the liquid from his face. “Surely, you jest. I’d more likely grow an extra foot than to see such an act of dark magic pass with a majority vote.”
“It’ll pass,” Werner assured him. “The question is will it be with or without you?”
“How can you be so sure?”
“Everyone has secrets and desires, things they wish to protect. She will not rest until she gets what she wants.”
“Arias and Vervaine will surely just overrule the decision.”
Werner shook his head. “On the contrary, dear Hadox. The king and queen will be voting in favor.”
“What?” Hadox’s voice sounded small. “You’re lying.”
Zeke crossed his arms. “Say no to him so I can deal with you myself. I will be sure to have a courier deliver what is left of your corpse to the new hovel your destroyed family will be living in when I’m done with you.”
“Damn you both,” Hadox growled and rose to his feet. He thought for a long moment, then looked at Werner. “Fine. You have my vote.”
“Now, listen closely,” Werner snarled, bringing his wet nose inches from the Hadox’s flicking ears. “If you go back on your word, I will never stop searching until I find you. Do. Not. Test. Me.”
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The Outskirts of Oakenmeadow, Willowdale


The trio of moons burned bright and full, their cold light swallowed by the low fog that clung to the earth like a burial shroud. It was suffocating and thick, obscuring the handful of rotting structures that dotted the edge of the Promise River. Symphs screeched in the distance, their shrieks tearing through the dark like the wails of the dying, and every time one split the silence, Violet flinched as though struck. Twitch seized her hand and pulled her forward, guiding her with grim urgency across the decrepit rope bridge groaning beneath their weight. 
Omen followed, wincing at the sight of their physical affection. He glanced around the half-submerged, ramshackle homes, the remainders of which seemed abandoned and vandalized. Behind the busted window of one of the buildings, something covered in dark fur skittered.
“I have a thought,” Twitch’s voice wavered. “Maybe we should come back when the weather clears. Perhaps during the day.”
Quistix shook her head, forging onward at the front of the group. “I’m not leaving. Parnix said this old man has a wealth of knowledge. If we want to have any shot at defeating that old bird and her undead army, we need to know what we’re up against.”
One of the bridge’s boards shattered beneath Omen’s weight. He stumbled, landing hard on his knees on the rotting planks. Violet whirled around, grabbed his gloved hand, and helped him back up.
“This whole wretched place is a death trap,” he grumbled.
Beyond the bridge, a tilted house on stilts had a single candle glowing in the front window, offering a hazy halo of golden light.
“Why would anyone choose to live out here?” Violet shivered, a sense of unease tingling up her spine.
“He’s not right in the head,” Twitch muttered, shaking his own. “Parnix said he only surfaces once a month, creeps into town for supplies, and never speaks to a soul. I crossed paths with him once as a child, passing through Oakenmeadow.” He paused. “He growled at me. Like an animal.”
“He growled?” Violet’s tone was seemingly more worried than before.
“Townsfolk said his wife died, and that he lived out here in the middle of nowhere with her corpse. They said he supposedly talks to her and everything.” Twitch made a tisk sound. “I don’t think this is worth it. Nothing that wild man tells you is going to be reliable, Quistix. He’s crazy. He’s been crazy for a while.”
Ignoring him, Quistix moved toward the home with the candle. She stepped over broken boards, large holes in the dirt, and broken pavers until she arrived at the structure’s front door. Huddled together, the four stood quietly. Quistix wondered if she should knock or call the old man through one of the broken windows. She raised her fist to rap on the door, but before she could, it creaked open. Standing in the doorway was an elderly semdrog covered in light blue scales. The man's reptilian skin sagged, heavy with age. He swayed slightly, uneasy on his sticky bare feet. Clutching a gnarled wood cane, he leaned closer and blinked, his slitted eyes enlarged by a pair of thick glasses. Covered in several layers of old, tattered clothing, the ill-fitting garments hanging loose off his frail, scrawny body.
His voice came out like gravel dragged across stone. “Whatever you’re peddling, I don’t want it. Now get off my threshold, the whole lot of you. There’s a reason I live at the edge of the world, and it has everything to do with people like you.”
“Wait!” Quistix shouted, shoving the door to keep it from closing.
The old man glared, his eyes assessing her. “You look familiar. Are you the elf on all of those wanted posters?”
Quistix swallowed, never breaking eye contact. “Yes.”
Twitch chuckled and quickly faked a cough.
“What’s wrong with him? Is he sick?” The semdrog eyed the wyl suspiciously. “You ain’t expecting some miracle cure are ya? Potions ain’t my specialty.”
“Wait! Kanzet, is it? Irenas Parnix sent us,” Violet interjected.
“Irenas?” The old man flicked out a forked tongue and tried to hide his smile. “Such a do-gooder. He never appreciated my research. If you were hoping I’d look kindly upon you by dropping that name, you’re sorely mistaken.”
Quistix shoved the man’s door open, the hefty wood creaking on its hinges. “Look, we’re not here to smooth over whatever rivalry you and he had. We come for a reason far more important than that. So I suggest you take a seat before I make you sit.”
Peering over the elf’s shoulder, Kanzet blinked at Twitch. “Is she always so… persuasive?”
“I wouldn’t mock her. Look at what she’s doing to your door.” Twitch motioned to the part of the door beneath Quistix’s palm.
Kanzet glimpsed the point of contact. Quistix’s hand had scorched the wooden door. Small flames danced over the back of her hand. She followed Kanzet’s eyes to it and yanked her arm away quickly. Her palm left a black imprint on the center of the wood.
Glowering at the woman who just left a permanent mark on his door, Kanzet waved them inside. “Eh, come in before you burn the place down, I guess.”
Once they entered the main living space, a rat the size of Twitch’s whole foot scurried along the edge of the back wall and disappeared into a gap between the floor and the wall that had crumbled away, likely years ago. The walls were all weathered wood, the pitched roof covered in decayed straw. The gaps between the floorboards revealed long, unimpeded slivers of the gently lapping river below. Around them was a sparsely decorated home with a single hole-filled rug in the center of the room. A tiny bed and a lumpy reading chair sat in opposite corners of the single-room shack. Candles sat in candle holders, placed around the place, giving off warm light. Their shadowy silhouettes danced along the walls. Directly across from the door sat a cobbled-together bookcase brimming with tomes and scrolls, meticulously arranged in alphabetical order. Unlike the rest of the items in Kanzet’s abode, the books were devoid of dust and rat feces. Twitch gently closed the door behind him, only to have it wrench from its hinges and fall to the floor with a loud wham that sent a plume of dust and dirt shooting up from the floor.
“Sorry.” Twitch made an apologetic face.
“It does that from time to time. Hasn’t been right since the hinges rusted. This brackish water does so much damage to the metal around here.” Kanzet wiped his glasses with his tunic and took a seat in his reading chair. The candle beside him lit his pale scales with an eerie glow. “Alright now. Surely this isn’t a friendly check-in after all this time. Out with it.”
“We need your help. Irenas told us you had an area of expertise in your studies,” Quistix stated, standing in front of him, both hands on her hips.
The semdrog stifled a creepy smile. “Ah. You’re here to gain a better understanding of the undead.” His eyes widened behind his glasses.
Quistix glanced at Twitch with a furrowed brow, then returned her citrine gaze to the old semdrog. “Does the name Ceosteol mean anything to you?”
“The aquesto quichyrd?” Kanzet clapped his hands together, overgrown claws caked with grime. “Oh! She did it, after all. How about that?”
Violet lowered to her knees by the man's side. “She’s going to unleash an undead army. We need to know how to stop them, how to stop her.”
Without bothering to glance at her, Kanzet patted her hand with his own. Violet leaned away, repulsed by his pungent body odor.
“Sweet thing, the undead themselves are the least of your worries. It’s her ability to keep pulling them back from the Sanctum that will undo you. Kill them once, and she’ll raise them again. Kill them a hundred times, and she’ll raise them a hundred and one. Keeping them down…truly down…therein lies your problem.”
Omen leaned against the door and scoffed. “We have plenty of those.”
Twitch spoke up. “What do you mean, the undead are simple?”
“Everything has a weakness.” Kanzet sat up straight. “For instance, if you took me to Evolt, I could last an entire winter out there with no coat. My body knows to slow my heart and my breathing. It knows instinctively to conserve energy. Several of you, however, wouldn’t last a night without a campfire and supplies. Each of us has a weakness. What kills me might not hurt you. The same goes for the undead. Each creature is unique and something beautiful to behold.”
The old man grasped his cane, groaning as he stood. Pretending to ignore the noxious odor seeping from him, Violet looped her arm through his to help steady the man. He shuffled over to the bookshelf. “Which kind do you want to know about?”
“All of them,” Quistix stated firmly.
He laughed. “I’m afraid there aren’t enough hours in the day, my dear.”
Quistix approached, glancing at the brittle spines of his old almanacs and journals and touching the more pristine leather of what appeared to be far newer additions. “Parnix said you know Ceosteol well. What would she make?”
“Pfft.” Kanzet waved his hand at her. “That woman is a fan of variety and experimentation. She never could quite master any particular species.”
“Great,” Quistix mumbled, feeling her stomach drop.
Kanzet looked through the books. He pulled one from the top shelf. His eyes raced through the other shelves, plucking a tome from each. He handed them to Quistix. “Don’t drop these. They’re worth more than your life.”
“He sounds like Aurora,” Twitch murmured sarcastically.
“This Aurora sounds like she appreciated the value of books, unlike some.” Kanzet slyly grinned. “As for Ceosteol, we can make some realistic predictions based on the availability of some things. Some resurrections require things that this isle cannot provide, things highly coveted, illegal, or forbidden. For instance, you wouldn’t find a charged soul gem just sitting in an apothecary shop in Wyl Isle.”
“What if she traveled to Asera for those items?” Quistix asked. “She’s skilled in teleportation. I’ve witnessed it.”
“When?” She’d piqued his interest. “When did you witness this?”
Quistix looked ashamed, her mind flashing back to the bowels of the castle in Desdemona, to Exos’s corpse, to Frok, to the portal Ceosteol disappeared into just before their narrow escape. “In the Ruby Palace. A little over a year ago.”
Kanzet’s reptilian jaw twisted into a broad smile. “It was you, wasn’t it?”
No one said a word.
“It was you who turned the castle into smoldering coals.”
Quistix looked away, her lack of an answer confirming the old man's suspicions.
He glanced back at his books and continued. “Well, with teleportation, that means that anything is possible. However, this army must be fairly new. For several decades, Ceosteol was imprisoned. She was only released a few years ago. Queen’s orders.”
“What had she been imprisoned for?” Violet asked.
Kanzet looked at her, stunned. “You don’t know?” He spun and looked at the guests in his living space. Then, his eyes settled back on Violet. “For her garish experiments on the dead wyl children, of course. Surely you’d heard about that at some point in your life. She was infamous across the whole isle for it.”
Quistix looked concerned. “What kind of experiments?”
He shuddered. “I’ll spare you some of the more nightmarish details, but essentially, she had exhumed bodies from a children’s graveyard outside of Wannik. She’d spent months patching their more viable extremities together. She’d managed to reanimate several and was calling them her children, parading the little undead ghouls around Wannik like they were her own kin, as if no one would notice.”
“That’s absolutely vile! Why was she released?” Twitch seemed appalled.
Kanzet shrugged. “That is the question worth a thousand platinum, dear boy. She should have been incarcerated until the end of her natural life. Or even hanged for such atrocities, if many had their way. Fortunately, I don’t imagine she has much coin for many of the things she needs, considering her lack of employment for all of those years.”
“She’s part of the Destorian Council now,” Omen grumbled.
“How…?” Kanzet’s eyes went wide.
“She ingratiated herself with King and Queen Brius.” Omen looked up at the cobweb spanning the entire corner of the room above him.
“How did she manage such a feat?” Kanzet’s jaw hung open wide.
Omen just pointed to his own eyes.
Kanzet stifled a gasp. “Well, if that is true, that changes everything.”
“How so?” Quistix asked.
Kanzet turned to her. “Because that means she has the power and the coin to procure whatever she wants.” Tapping a claw on his chin, the old man nodded. “Let’s assume, for the most part, she started with very little coin, first.” Pulling a book off the bottom shelf, his back popped as he stood again, setting the final book on the pile in Violet’s heaped arms. “Everyone, sit. We’ve much to discuss.”

      [image: ]“Alright, let’s see here. Logically, I think she would have started by finding places where she could procure the deceased without drawing a lot of attention. That means the graveyards, pet cemeteries, and the woods around her lair.”
“Where’s her lair?” Quistix asked, leaning forward toward Kanzet.
“It’s rumored to be beneath Desdemona, but you know quichyrds. Their burrows can sometimes span between two cities underground.” He flipped through the tome in his hands. “She could have also done a summoning or two if they were elemental.” Kanzet pointed to the next book in the pile. “Give me that one, dear. The one on top.”
Violet did as instructed. Flipping open the book, he let out a wet cough. “Every necromancer has to offer a part of themselves to reanimate a corpse. They must tie a piece of their life force, their soul, in order to breathe life into another being. That creature returns the soul tie to the host upon its death. Conversely, it keeps the tied piece of the host’s soul should the necromancer die before the reanimated being.”
Violet narrowed her eyes, confused. “So if Ceosteol dies, then she just becomes dozens of different undead monstrosities?”
Kanzet shook his head. “No. This necromancy is essentially sharing her life with the creatures she makes. She is tethered to them through energy. Once the bond of their original life force is severed by death and they become reanimated, they are essentially undead. I’ve heard detailed accounts of people coming face-to-face with some of her creatures. Some say she has the ability to control their minds and actions.”
“I’ve seen her do it with the tailed infernals and such,” Omen muttered.
“Tailed infernals?” she asked.
Omen turned to Quistix. “Those were the things I had on the leash when you met me. Two wolf heads on one wolf body and a snake for a tail. Vicious things. Very bloodthirsty. Unruly. They’re hard to train. Obedience is not their strong suit when she isn’t actively inhabiting their minds.”
“So you’ve seen these creatures with your own eyes?” Kanzet asked.
Omen nodded subtly. “I’m well-acquainted with quite a few of her creative monstrosities.”
Kanzet pushed his glasses back up on the ridge of his nose. “Fascinating. That all sounds fairly advanced. For a necromancer to successfully fuse multiple life forms together and get them to operate as one, she must be far more talented than I imagined.”
Omen nodded. “I’ve been to her lair as well. Once. She took me there via a portal.”
“Oh. I see,” Kanzet said. “That is very interesting. What did she have there?”
“It was all foreign to me. The whole place was some kind of subterranean burrow. She had alchemy supplies and shelves of potions and such.” Omen glanced around, hesitant to continue. “The infernals aren’t the only creatures she makes. I’ve seen others. There are a handful of crimson soul reapers at the castle and dungeons in Obsidia. Exos was credited with creating those, as well, according to Exos. I watched one of them kill her sister, the current queen, Vervaine Brius, while I was a guard there.”
Quistix whipped her head around to look at Omen, her messy red braid thwacking her chest like a lazy whip. “Hmmm. Seems like there are a lot of things you haven’t shared.”
“No one asked.” Omen sounded humiliated.
“I didn’t think I needed to, seeing as though you’re allegedly attempting to aid our mission to destroy her.” Quistix pursed her lips and looked away from his blue, flaming face.
Kanzet shifted his scaly body toward Omen. “So, you were close with Ceosteol, I take it?”
“I suppose you could call it that. Though my time around her already feels like a lifetime ago. She was always fairly bizarre.”
“What changed?” Violet asked, shocked by his confession. “With you, I mean. Why did you suddenly go from being in Exos’s pocket to helping Quistix?”
“I don’t know exactly. At some point, down in Grandfather’s dome, I simply realized I was fighting for the wrong side. Exos’s cruelty was limitless. And Ceosteol? I have to live here for three hundred years because of that crazy quichyrd. I think I lost hope for a while. I got a foothold in the dark side of the isle’s politics, and I rose quickly through the ranks because I was willing to do what needed to be done. Since I was nearly immortal, none of my actions felt like they had consequences anymore. I was angry about my curse. I wanted everyone to suffer. In retrospect… I regret it. Deeply.”
No one spoke for a long moment.
Kanzet nodded. “Ah, yes, I seem to remember rumblings about a human she cursed some years ago at the behest of King Tempest. Something about the king’s daughter and a fire. That was you?”
Omen looked at the floor. “I didn’t set the fire. I merely took the fall. Suffered the consequences.”
Uncomfortable, Kanzet flipped through a few more pages. “Well, Ceosteol has also been known to spy through what I like to call scrying symphs. They’re symphs she’s soul-tied to. They’re her eyes and ears around the isle, so she can keep tabs on her enemies. Keep vigilant. If you see any circling you, especially ones with eyes the same color as hers, remember they could have been sent by her for nefarious purposes.”
“I never met a symph that didn’t have a nefarious purpose,” Quistix muttered, arms crossed. “I’d drown every last one in all of Feradona if I could.”
Omen’s head bobbed with a single laugh.
Kanzet tapped the book. “You should also know about the wyl children from Wannik. She developed quite a reputation over them. It’s what got her imprisoned all those years ago.”
Quistix sighed, “Look, I appreciate the history lesson, but what we really need to know is how to kill these disgusting things.”
“You think they’re disgusting?” Kanzet looked offended at the term.
“Abhorrent,” she replied firmly.
The semdrog’s eyes narrowed. “In my opinion, treating our departed loved ones like they’re trash is disgusting. They’re not refuse to be burned, or an eyesore to be buried out of sight. Frankly, your inability to see how miraculous it is for one to pull something back from the Ethereal Sanctum is disgusting. You’re simplistic and narrow-minded,” He laughed angrily. “You’re an adventurer, are you not?”
Quistix nodded, her face gravely serious at the sudden shift in his tone.
He continued, his body tensing. “I’d wager a bet that a wanted woman like yourself has taken a life or two in your travels.”
Quistix chewed her lip and stared down at her toes, visible through the holes in her noubald leather shoes.
“What gave you the right to say that your life was more important than theirs?”
Silence.
He continued, his voice quieting to something almost reverent. “Necromancy is the act of giving a piece of your own soul to return what fate has stolen. It is reaching into the dark beyond death’s threshold and pulling back a light that was extinguished before its time. It is the most selfless act a practitioner of magic can perform. We do not play at being Gods. We grieve, as you do. And we refuse to accept that grief as final.”
“We?” Quistix tensed, too.
Kanzet smiled. “Oh, did Irenas forget to give you that piece of information?”
“You’re a necromancer?” Quistix felt somehow betrayed. She shook her head and rose to her feet. “By the Gods, I should have known.”
“Quistix, wait. Let’s hear what he has to say.” Violet rose and injected herself into the gap of space between Quistix and the half-blind semdrog.
“You are no different from her!” Quistix’s voice cracked. “You people cannot bear to let anything go! Death is not a wound to be stitched shut. It is the price of being alive!” Her eyes burned, and for one agonizing moment her son’s face surfaced in her mind, as did Rowland’s, pale as candle smoke. “The fragility of life is what gives it meaning.”
Quistix’s words stunned Twitch. In all of his time of knowing her, she had come across as somewhat pessimistic. He’d never imagined from her actions that she valued life in such a way. From the first time he saw her take on the Emerald Bandits at the tavern in Vrisca, he’d always imagined she had a death wish, having lost everything that ever mattered to her.
“None of these beings were given the option to remain resting in peace. What gives you the right to behave as a God would? Stitching wolves and snakes together? That isn’t living. That isn’t mercy. That isn’t right! She’s taking those laid to rest and molding them into whatever suits her selfish, pathetic desires. Whether it is a miraculous outcome to an experiment or not, it’s still appalling!”
Sitting back in his seat, Kanzet took off his bifocals and rubbed his eyes, considering her words in silence. Putting them back on his face, he looked the elf up and down, allowing her words time to marinate. “It’s a shame this isle will never give necromancy the time of day because of one quichyrd’s perversion of it.”
Violet stepped forward, hope in her eyes. “Kanzet, we need your help. Please. She’s going to take so many lives if we have to go to war over this issue. I assure you, if the fires of my soul are extinguished on the battlefield, I, for one, do not wish to be brought back as her pet. We’ve heard word that a vote on necromancy is coming before the Destorian Council soon. She wants necromancy decriminalized so that more people like her can do this out in the open. No one who has been laid to rest will be safe unless they’re reduced to ashes instead of being put into the ground. If that happens, it won’t be long until the isle is flooded with the undead.”
“Don’t bother pleading with him,” Quistix grumbled and cast a venomous glance in the necromancer’s direction. “That’s probably music to his ears.”
Glancing around the room, Kanzet flicked his tongue, tasting the tense air. After a long pause, he spoke. “As much as I would love to see this isle finally accept this dark art, I’m afraid she’s not the leader I want at the helm of such a crusade.” Kanezet glanced down at the book, eyeing one of the basic animal spells. He traced the image of a bisected wolf, showing the creature’s anatomy. “Killing the revived undead is not always as easy as killing the original being. A wolf can bleed out from a stab wound, but the undead have very little blood. Most of it is rotted and black. Their organs do not work as they once did. They sometimes take a lot more effort to put down. I always recommend crushing them or separating their heads from their bodies whenever possible.”
“By the Gods, how many of these things have you had to kill?” Twitch asked.
“More than I’d like to admit. Experimentation does not come without its costs, I assure you.” He lifted the hem of his billowy pants to reveal that one of his legs wasn’t a leg at all, but a wooden stump made of two grooved halves, joined at the knee by a long metal bolt so that it had the ability to bend. “They aren’t all friendly when they return from the Sanctum, you see.”
No one spoke as he lowered the cuff of his pants back down until it touched the floor again.
“What about the crimson soul reapers?” Omen asked suspiciously. “Do they have any sort of weakness? Many of them are purely skeletal or mummified. Stabbing them does nothing. Whipping them only agitates them.”
“For decades, thanks to the ban, the art of necromancy has gone unstudied. There are a few universal truths that we know about.”
“Great. This has all been so helpful. What an excellent use of our precious time.” Quistix’s voice had a biting edge.
“Sarcasm will not save you, my dear.,” Kanzet sneered. “You’re welcome to do your own research. The books on those shelves I bought or bartered from the Sorcerer’s Guild of Asera. Though I’m not sure how useful they will be. They have many different creatures over there that I imagine we don’t. They have Black-Eyed Beings and such across the pond.”
“Ceosteol has those, too,” Twitch interjected. “We got swarmed by them at Hadina’s crypt.”
Kanzet gasped.
“You’re a necromancer.” Quistix was unable to hide the disdain from her voice. “What do you think would be the quichyrd’s next move? Just take a guess.”
Glancing at the tome on his lap, Kanzet flipped through several more pages. Then, he pointed at one in the middle of the bookcase. “Hand me that one. The one that is the color of an old orange rind.” Omen retrieved the book for him. Kanzet flipped through several more pages. “Animals are simple, but she’s no amateur. She’s growing bolder. She’s moved beyond that, I’m sure. If I were her, I’d use what was plentiful in nature around Destoria. Spores. Molds. Insects. Minerals.
“You. Flaming fellow. Tell me about the crimson soul reapers as you have come to know them.”
“They’re skeletal beings that float. Some have decaying flesh. But most are just exposed skeletons. She keeps them in short red and leather robes so that they are easily identifiable and not so ghoulish to look at. They have no vital organs. No mind, so to speak, just bones and spirit.”
“I don’t care how they look. How do they behave?”
“They seem to feed off of pain and agony. They derive pleasure from it. It strengthens them. It's why Queen Tempest used to populate the dungeons in Obsidia with them. She used them as a form of torture for the prisoners.”
“That isn’t necromancy. She’s created a void.” Kanzet looked gravely serious.
“I don’t understand.” Quistix furrowed her brows.
“Consider it a never-ending demand. We, living, have to feed our bodies to sustain life. They are similar. Creatures like that devour energy. Cut off their supply of pain or fear, in this instance, and they eventually starve.”
Twitch scoffed. “Sure. Easy enough. We’ll just keep the battlefield free of pain and fear. That should be no problem.” He rolled his eyes.
“Perhaps it would be wise to trap them. Starve them of pain so their power dwindles, and they become frail enough to beat.” He thought for a moment. “Or maybe you can overfeed them. Maybe give them a burst of fear or pain so powerful and strong that they pop like a blood-filled tick.”
“How would we do that?” Violet asked.
“We’d need some sort of concentrator,” Quistix mumbled, looking back at Kanzet, eyes wide. “The Institute of Magic in Apex uses agate in some of the buildings on the grounds for spell casters. I wonder if we could use something like that.”
“They don’t use agate to concentrate anything,” Kanzet replied. “They use it to block. It’s a natural, magical barrier. I imagine procuring some would make your lives easier if you decide to go face-to-face with some of the undead.” Kanzet wagged a slick finger at her. “You know, it has a secondary use, as well. It replenishes and focuses magical energy. If used correctly, in theory, it might even be powerful enough to reflect such a void back at the reapers and help you refocus in times of magical distress. Shields. Weapons. Anything you can make with it will give you an advantage if you find that you must fight them.”
Twitch sighed and ruffled the fur atop his head. “Where are we going to find agate? I don’t exactly see it lying around in the wilderness everywhere we go.”
“And due to it being used frequently in Apex, surely you’re going to have to shell out a lot of coin,” Kanzet mumbled and flipped through a few more illustrated pages of the grimoire on his lap.
“Ceosteol can inhabit the creatures and people she resurrects. I’ve seen it,” Omen volunteered glumly.
Kanzet stared at the man’s blue flames for a moment in horror. “Seems she’s blending magic with alchemy, then. This is a method that is far more advanced than regular animal resurrection. The process is fascinating, really. For something like that, she would likely be injecting something that burrows into a small wound. With a little help from the alchemy, the burrowing creature can worm its way inside and embed in the deceased host’s mind. In theory, all of the reanimated undead can be controlled this way. This process alters their mind, creating a soul bond of sorts. In the case of the Black-Eyed Beings, it can even alter their bodies. Children are more susceptible to the malformations, you see. There is a certain formula that the Aserian Army tried to perfect several decades ago, in which the children, despite sounding and looking fairly normal, became monstrous. Their teeth retreated back up into their gums. They developed sharp bone protrusions instead, which could protract like claws, perfect for shredding meat. They look fairly normal in the right light, but their dead black eyes always give them away. The mixture of nightshade and swallow wort causes their black eyes. When dealing with these, severing the head from the body breaks the tie between their body and the sorceress’s mind.”
“That’s horrific.” Violet swallowed hard at the thought of it.
Kanzet squinted his narrow eyes. “Do not underestimate this woman. If she has imported soul gems, resonance crystals, dragon’s blood, or any number of forbidden supplies from Asera, the quichyrd could be creating anything. If she specializes in any school of magic other than necromancy, you are all in real danger.”
“How much for your books, Kanzet?” Quistix frowned.
He chuckled lightly. “These are not for sale. These tomes are priceless and have taken me a lifetime to acquire. I wouldn’t let them out the door for all the money in the isle.”
Omen stepped forward. “Suppose we take them, then.”
Kanzet rose, his feeble arms struggling to push himself onto his fake leg. He made his way over to Omen and stared up into the human’s blue, flame-covered face without fear. “I’d warn you not to ever cross someone who has lived in the shadows, dedicating their life to dark magic, but I see you’ve already been there and done that. How many more years of that painful-looking curse are in your sentence?”
Omen didn’t say a word.
“That’s what I thought.” Kanzet shuffled over toward the door and opened it, waiting expectantly for them to leave his abode. “As thrilling as this has been, I don’t live out here in the middle of nowhere because I enjoy company. You all should be on your way. You all clearly don’t show any respect for the gift that is necromancy. You view the undead as some kind of abomination, but they aren’t. They don’t choose to exist any more than you and I do. You are so eager to kill them that you won’t even try to understand them. It is the person puppeteering them for personal gain who is the true monster. You only care about how to destroy the undead, and I will take no further part in any of it. I’m afraid I’ve said too much already.”
Omen shouldered past the old man without a word and descended the rickety porch steps into the mud. He stopped at the bottom and turned, staring up at Kanzet through the swirling fog, his blue flames burning cold and steady. “Unlike Ceosteol, we do not mistake ourselves for Gods. We came here to learn how to protect the living. If you ever pulled your eyes from those pages long enough to look at what is happening beyond your river, you would see it. People are vanishing. People are dying. Her creatures have been spotted across Destoria. And every life she claims is another soul she can drag back from the Sanctum and turn against us. That is the world your precious gift is building, old man.”
“Leave!” Kanzet snapped and jabbed a finger toward the door.
“Gladly,” Quistix muttered as she stomped out of the shoddy home. Violet set Kanzet’s books down and followed the elf out. Twitch followed, his eyes never leaving Kanzet’s.
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Desdemona, Willowdale


Vervaine stood on the battlement overlooking the city, eyes brimming with tears as Arias wrapped his arm over her shoulder. His voice was like a soothing balm on her scorched nerves. “The men are handling the fires. We should go inside. I promised the head guard we would stay in the laundry.” 
“The laundry?” Vervaine asked, wiping away a stray tear, unable to pull her eyes from the destruction.
“It’s the only room without windows, except the privy. It seemed preferable, considering the alternative.”
Vervaine let out a small, exhausted chuckle. “Excellent choice.”
Arias grinned. “We’ll make the best of it. After all, when was the last time you made a fort out of bedding?”
She finally turned to him. “I’m no stranger to death, my love. There’s innocent blood on my hands. No need to hide me away like a helpless child.”
He recoiled. “Hide you? More like shield them. The Nether has no wrath when compared to that of the Tempest family. I have no doubt you could lay waste to the entire province, but these are simple townsfolk. They need to be reprimanded and reminded who is truly in power. If they threaten you, or Gods forbid, they lay a hand on you, death would be a sweet mercy for them. It’s best to save them from themselves and eliminate the possibility.”
Vervaine nodded. Arias led her into the building and down the hall, away from the massive stained-glass window of the symbolic Willowdale tree, its panes aglow with firelight from the burning city beyond.
“I could use a night alone with you,” Arias murmured, playfully pulling her to his side. “We’ve been rather preoccupied lately with the whispers of this civil war. Word just came that our generous benefactor from Apex was killed, providing no aid to Taernsby as promised. The council is feeling the strain, none more so than us. It would be nice to have one night to focus on one another for a change.” He smiled wryly. “Maybe you’ll sleep more than two hours,” he teased.
“How can you sleep so soundly?” She shook her head. "Civil war brews outside, people starve, monsters roam, yet you sleep like the dead.”
He let out a low chuckle, glancing sideways at her.
“Sorry, undead,” she corrected, slowing to face him with a faint, teasing smirk.
He rubbed his thumb across her cheek. “We can only control so much. Sure, we have the power to remedy many of the isle’s problems, but we cannot do it all at once. The last thing we should have is a clouded, sleepless mind while making isle-altering decisions. Rest is as important as action.” 
She nodded and looked away, her eyes fixed on the floor.
He reached out and gently grabbed her chin, turning her face back toward his. “Don’t humor me with tacit agreement. Hear me. Let me be your harbor in the storm. Crash into me. I can handle all the weight you have to lay on me.”
She paused, letting his words settle into her. They quelled the anxiety that had a grip on her since the moment of her coronation. Arias pulled her chin toward him and planted a soft kiss on her lips.
Someone cleared their throat from the stairwell ahead of them. They both jerked, startled by the intrusion.
“My apologies, your majesties. A thousand pardons.” Parnix bowed.
Without thinking, Arias stepped in front of Vervaine, instinctively blocking the path between her and the stranger. "Who are you, and why are you here?"
“Irenas Parnix. I was formerly one of the highly decorated professors at the Institute of Magic in Apex before I took my leave to pursue independent studies abroad.”
“How did you get in here?” Arias seemed angry, flashing a threatening look at the royal guard ushering the old man in.
“Your majesties,” the guard interrupted, “with all due respect, I think you may want to hear him out.” 
Parnix stepped closer to the king and queen, his hands rising in an act of surrender. “For the sake of your kingdom, I beg you for just a moment of your time. I am here to offer you a solution to the madness and pillaging in your streets.”
Arias’s voice came out stern and unwavering. “We have proper procedures for these sorts of requests. I suggest you submit your request to your local constable, as everyone else does. They can send a petition
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