
  
    [image: The Mountain Of Heaven]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE GODCHOSEN CHRONICLES

          

        

      

    

    
      In reading order:

      The Mountain Of Heaven

      The Key Of Salvation

      (Coming: May 2027)

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: The Mountain Of Heaven]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction, and the views expressed herein are the sole responsibility of the author. Likewise, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events or locations, is entirely coincidental and used fictitiously.

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2026 by Benjamin Barrett & Jarod Tomiyama

      

        

      
        Published by Wicked Ink Publishing Ltd.

        www.wickedinkpublishing.com

      

        

      
        Cover © 2026 by Wicked Ink Publishing Ltd.

        Book design © 2026 by Wicked Ink Publishing Ltd.

        Editors: Raymond Griffiths & Adam Bamford

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be scanned, uploaded, reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means whatsoever without prior written permission from the publisher.

      

        

      
        First Edition: May 2026

        Printed in Canada

      

        

      
        Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

      

        

      
        Title: The Mountain of Heaven / Benjamin Barrett, Jarod Tomiyama.

        Names: Barrett, Benjamin (Fantasy fiction author), author. | Tomiyama, Jarod, author.

        Description: Series statement: The godchosen chronicles ; book one

        Identifiers: Canadiana (print) 20260194654

        Canadiana (ebook) 20260194700

        ISBN 9781998278473 (softcover)

        ISBN 9781998278480 (EPUB)

        Subjects: LCGFT: Fantasy fiction. | LCGFT: Novels.

        Classification: LCC PS8603.A7675 M68 2026 | DDC C813/.6—dc23

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Their journey begins as mortals. It will end in legend.
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          THE TWILIGHT HUNT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        By necessity, we had to leave mankind to its own devices. We engineered what we could, hoping that the future would turn out as we hoped. But in the end, their futures were theirs to shape.

      

      

      Fel Kelix ran.

      He ran beneath the canopy of the deep, sunlit forest, over mossy boulders and gnarled roots, through the moist earth and the rising brush, a hunting spear in both hands. His heart was hammering; sweat streamed down from his forehead, making his leather and cloth attire stick to his skin.

      The smell of rich earth and wild flora was intoxicating to his senses, especially when carried on a fresh spring wind. Occasionally his leather boots would crash into a pile of melting snow, the last vestiges of a harsh and cruel winter. Though the land here was unfamiliar, he did his utmost to prevent any thoughts of failure from entering his mind. He paid heed to the surroundings around him enough to keep track of his quarry and to avoid making a fool of himself.

      He shook himself out of his frantic thoughts. His prey was close.

      He didn’t expect the opportunity for such a pursuit. The marksman aspirants had things in hand. Their quarry was idle, grazing in a small clearing, making the approach easy. He and others like him were told to wait in reserve, as they did in nearly every hunt leading up to the grand festivities. But something went awry.

      They pierced the beast’s hide in several places, with Osana’s bolt piercing one of its eyes. But the beast refused to die before releasing a bloodcurdling shriek. It turned, running into a section of the forest too thick for any of their horses to pursue. That alone might have been cause for concern, but their primary responsibility was to get the prize.

      Kelix was the closest. The moment he saw the boar run, with its matted brown fur, weathered tusks and bleeding maw, he set off in pursuit. The resources harvested from the beast alone would gain them entry into the city of Azugia.

      For the first time in decades, the Gilded City was opening its gates to all. Its most elite organization, the Arbalist’s Guild, was once more offering auditions for new commissions. They all needed this desperately to secure their futures.

      Or rather, she did.

      Putting that thought out of his mind, he returned to focusing on the hunt. The boar–if it could even truly be called that at this point–wasn’t moving like one of its kind usually did. When the ground became covered in rocks, it seemed to have clambered like a man over the wet stones. When there was the opportunity to obscure its tracks, it took them, intentionally kicking back dirt to cover footprints that Kelix might not have seen if it weren’t for fortuitously placed rays of sunlight. It also fled with complete and utter silence, no screeches or roars, despite having been filled with bolts.

      No animal, let alone a wounded one, behaved with such intelligence. As much as haste was required here, Fel Kelix let caution temper his pursuit.

      Eventually, he ducked through a rocky overhang into a circular space surrounded by walls of moss-covered stone. Thin rivulets of water ran in between the cracks, fading into the wet earth. Pines, grass, and leaves littered the ground, with some faint evidence of previous campsites that once temporarily resided there.

      He even spotted a few burnt logs, worn away by time and insects. Despite the fervour of the hunt, a whisper of peace wrapped about him. In this place, he was safe from the judgement of men.

      But the boar wasn’t here.

      Frowning, Kelix entered cautiously, following the trail. The beast came in before circling around so many times that he couldn’t make out anything after its entrance. He knelt down, brushing away at the earth to find where it went.

      Heavy, deep-set breathing told him all he needed to know.

      He glanced up, seeing the beast standing at the entrance, perfectly still, blood leaking from its wounds. It stared at him with its one remaining eye with clear, perfect precision. It was old and large, a grand, grey boar. But there was something about it that chilled Fel Kelix to his core.

      The animalistic fury, the way it panted and drooled crimson, the pent–up violent movement just waiting to be unleashed at a moment’s notice. Rotten corpse stink wafted from its wet and hairy body, a wild scent twisting his stomach. His own primal instincts screamed at him to flee and hide, to avoid the harm that this beast could unleash.

      The boar’s eye flashed then, so quickly that Kelix thought it an illusion. It turned a deep, lethally beautiful crimson, spider-webbed with black. A pattern and colour he had never seen in his life. Yet as he stared into that cruel eye, his mind screamed at him that this was wrong.

      Then it let loose a high-pitched, piercing cry before charging him, horns raised.

      Kelix quickly brought up his spear, levelling it so that it would slide perfectly into the creature’s flesh and still its heart. Quick, clean, as painless as possible.

      The boar knocked aside the spear with a swing of its head and crashed into him.

      With a cry, he fell back, dropping his spear. Desperately, he rolled to the side even as the beast tried to gore him on its horns. He fled backward and scrambled back to his feet until he pressed his back against the wall.

      Now weaponless, the beast’s next cry sounded of triumph.

      Before it could charge, however, another bolt slammed directly into its skull. It screeched, falling back a few steps, still somehow not dead, its gaze baleful and frenzied.

      “Kelix!” a woman’s all too familiar voice shouted, perched atop the wall just above him.

      He caught a brief glimpse of her at that moment. Clad in hooded greens and browns, with her pale hair tied within the confines of her hood. Her frantic eyes met his, and he sensed the fierceness of her concern like a hearth’s welcome heat.

      Beloved Osana threw him down a spear, shorter than the one he was using, before moving with quick efficiency to reload her crossbow.

      He caught the weapon and levelled it. He didn’t charge full force, but moved to harass the creature, doing his utmost to control his shaking hands. This was not natural; this wasn’t right. But if he allowed such thoughts into his head, fear would take him.

      So instead he held the creature back, making quick jabs, forcing the screeching beast back so that Osana could keep making her shots in relative safety. The boar–or whatever it truly was–still feared the steel, and would have made to flee if Kelix didn’t reposition himself to block the exit. The creature would feint with lunges, thrusting its tusks forth as if to knock this spear aside as well.

      There were moments when he feared it would charge again, but each time it readied itself to do so, a bolt would take it in some portion of the skull, throwing it off. If it attempted to turn towards its ranged assailant, Kelix would move in and thrust his spear into the creature’s side to redraw its attention.

      I don’t care what you are, you’re not escaping. His thoughts became focussed and vicious. She needs you.

      This game continued for terrifyingly drawn-out moments, the boar clearly becoming frustrated with its inability to focus on just one target. It would make a desperate move, and soon. Neither of its hunters was allowing it to turn its full attention to the other.

      Its lone eye was as frightened as it was furious; whatever unnatural endurance that allowed it to survive its multiple fatal wounds reaching its end.

      Just a bit more!

      But as Kelix readied himself for the last surge, the boar struck. At first, he thought it was going to lunge for him, with its hateful eye practically bleeding fury. But then it rounded, bounding towards the solid rock wall. It slammed into it, a strange force rippling out from the point of impact.

      The world around him seemed to shake, and with a cry, the hooded woman above fell from her perch and collapsed onto the ground, her crossbow flung from her grip in the sudden descent. The boar’s shrill cry was one of violent triumph, something sadistic in the sound. It wasted no time charging, horns lowered to gore his saviour.

      Fel Kelix found himself blinded to all else except loving, protective fury. Snarling, with spittle flying from between his clenched teeth, numbing rage flooded his body.

      Throwing caution to the wind, he let loose a challenging cry, hoping to distract the boar. As he did so, he lowered his spear and surged forward, moving as fast as his limbs and pumping heart could carry him. He set himself on an intercept course, determined to run the abominable creature through before its horns could get within even a foot of the fallen woman.

      Luckily for him, he came at it from its blind side. That it sensed his shout and footsteps was of no matter. It had no way of stopping itself from turning once it committed to its charge.

      Kelix rammed the spear through the beast’s hide with every ounce of his strength, relishing the victorious sensation of his weapon’s tip piercing through flesh before it reached the creature’s thrumming heart.

      Though his spear struck true, the beast’s charge carried him onwards as well. With his weapon deeply lodged in the animal’s flesh, he was hurled to the ground. Thankfully, the force of his own impact had diverted the creature from Osana’s prone form. They both crashed into the rock wall, and for a moment his vision went black with spots as pain lanced up his shoulder and side.

      He lay there for a moment, hearing the ragged, hot, unnatural final breaths of the beast against his face. His gloved hands felt slick with running vitae, his heart roaring blood through his veins, the sunlight strangely comforting against his face. He finally felt the aches from the hunt taking its toll on his body.

      “Kelix?” Osana asked, her spotty silhouette kneeling over him.

      Blinking the shadows out of his eyes, he saw her kneeling over him, concern written all over her face. She was already running a hand through his hair and over his head, checking for any injuries. Her eyes were frantic, darting over his prone form before landing on his crimson-stained gloves.

      “It’s…” he managed weakly, blinking his vision into clarity.

      It was only then that he realized her closeness. Osana, showing a vulnerability only he saw, was practically on top of him in her concern for his well-being.

      Despite the pain, her very presence was enough to win a heartfelt smile from him. He stared up at her, with her strange, short silvery-white hair, typically frigid earth-brown eyes, lightly weathered features and dirt-stained face, and felt the need to take in the moment, when they were permitted a rare moment of privacy.

      It was a thing quickly shattered. He could hear the searching cries of the rest of the hunting party, calling out for them.

      “Here!” she called, turning her head. “We’re over here!”

      Alarm replaced intimacy in his heart, and he looked over at the corpse. He stood up suddenly, and she pulled back in surprise. Wasting no time, he yanked the spear out of the creature’s flesh and wiped it clean with a cloth that he quickly stowed away. Then he turned back to her.

      “Shoot it,” he said desperately, feeling more nervous as the steps approached.

      “Kelix,” she whispered, her surprise fading into understanding.

      “Shoot it,” he said again, more fervently. “I couldn’t have been the one to make the kill. It has to be you.”

      He then moved to place himself against the wall, throwing up dirt and leaves over himself. He even covered his face, doing his best to make it seem that he had only recently regained some frame of mind. The spear thrust would appear to have been made later, as a conclusion to an otherwise abnormal hunt.

      But Osana? She would claim the glory of slaying such a beast. And with it came the chance for her new life in the city of Azugia.

      One without me, he thought bitterly.

      Still, it needed to be done. It was what she toiled for and deserved.

      Gratitude barely hidden behind her gleaming eyes, she raised her crossbow and shot her last bolt into the creature’s remaining eye. With reluctance, she moved to position herself for the kill position, standing triumphant and barely touched in the face of the old boar’s wrath.

      That was how the rest of the party found them. Osana’s fellow marksmen, some spearmen that Kelix barely knew, his foster brother Atheus, and last and most imposing, his father.

      Fel Toran loomed over the group with quiet confidence. While the entire party bore the silvery hair and slight frames of the Azugian people, he was well-built and stocky. His short-cut hair was dark blond with faint streaks of grey; his face was clean-shaven and rugged, his posture perfect, his eyes examining the scene with a raptor’s keen observation. His eyes met his son’s, full of knowing and quiet recognition.

      He nodded once, and Kelix felt his heart swell with pride.

      Even as the rest of the party cheered Osana for chasing down and ending their quarry.

      “Well done, child!” an older man heartily cried, slapping her on the back.

      “The best shot in Cartana!” one of her friends laughed, embracing her tightly.

      “The Horned Bane,” said the braggart with poetic aspirations, shooting a snide look at Kelix.

      The praise continued, and they led her out of the site and back to the caravan, where their horses and the rest of their supplies waited. This left Kelix, Atheus, and Toran behind to carry the corpse back to the rest of the group.

      As per usual.

      They waited until the sound of the crowd was well out of earshot before speaking.

      “Father, I…” Kelix began, feeling some need to justify himself.

      Fel Toran held up his hand, not ungently. It stilled Kelix’s words immediately, and not for the first time, he wondered at the contrast between himself and his father. Where Toran’s hair was short and well-kept, Kelix’s was blond, messy and fell just below his ears. Where his father was stocky and of average height, the son was tall and lithe.

      Toran always said Kelix took more after his mother, a woman he had only the faintest memories of.

      “Sacrificing glory is never something you should justify yourself for,” his father always spoke in soft, self-assured tones.

      Nothing ever seemed capable of getting a rise out of him, and Kelix never saw the man lose his temper in all his life.

      Anger? Certainly.

      But nothing beyond the iron self-control of the man foreign to these lands.

      “Especially when done in the name of love.”

      Kelix swallowed and nodded. Though always fair, his father’s praise was something hard-won in his life. He savoured the moment, letting it soothe the sting of being overlooked by his peers. Or rather, technically, his superiors.

      They were full citizens here; he was only half of one because of his father’s foreign origin. More than that, he possessed little to no aptitude for the crossbow, a weapon almost considered sacred by the corps of the great city to the south. Thus, he was doomed never to be noticed, only to ever be in support of those who were full-blooded.

      But when shown a father’s pride, he found he didn’t care about any of that.

      “This is a remarkable specimen,” Atheus said, kneeling down over the boar’s corpse.

      The frail, skinny youth Kelix knew all his life was another half-citizen. His parents retired here from the southern realm of soldier scholars after an unspoken exile. They and Kelix’s own parents formed a bond in their quaint home of Cartana before raiders took their lives in the night.

      Since then, Toran became a guardian of both Atheus and Kelix, though the former always seemed to struggle with the soldiering ways the elder tried to impart to them both.

      Yet Kelix had never known a keener mind.

      “What do you see, Atheus?” Toran asked, moving to stand protectively over him.

      Atheus, with his coppery skin, messy locks of dark hair and sea-green eyes, ran his hands over the creature’s body with gloved hands. He ran his fingers around each crossbow bolt and spear wound before moving to rub along the skull. He frowned, moving to part the hair as he saw something.

      “A puncture wound,” Atheus whispered, shuffling to show both of them what he found. “As if from a stinger.”

      Both father and son knelt in the dirt to observe. To Kelix’s mind, it looked exactly what Atheus described. Near the rear of the skull, where it met the neck, was a small hole that reminded him of trees infested with termites.

      “Will this…be safe to consume?” Kelix asked, concerned for Osana’s victory.

      “Unlikely,” Toran answered, rising back to his feet.

      “It seems as if a creature from the Wastes got to this poor animal. We’ll warn the rest of the caravan, then we’ll take the body to the Midnight Temple. The priests should be able to purify it of any taint.” He rested a comforting, solid hand on Kelix’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about Osana, son. She’ll have her prize.”

      He swallowed and then nodded. Together, though Atheus could barely help much, the three of them lifted the carcass onto a cart that some of their party was generous enough to wheel out to them. They covered it with a tarp, secured it, and rolled it back to more open ground.

      After all, there was a party to be excluded from.
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      The watcher snarled to itself, its stinger feeling numb with the loss of its proxy.

      The beast failed, at least in the primary objective. It laughed to itself, a bile-filled gurgle to mortal ears. But it had identified the Chosen. That was prize enough. Let the cattle enjoy their final nights.

      Within just a few rotations of this godless star, the target would be taken. Its chuckle became disgustingly anticipatory, as it imagined what it would be like to consume the still screaming flesh of such a prize, while his soul wailed within the prison of its flesh.

      Let the hunt begin.
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          THE DAUGHTER OF NIGHT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Perhaps you think us too optimistic. After all, humanity is capable of great malice and cruelty. They kill, they cheat, they lie, they abuse, sometimes even just for the pleasure of their wickedness. However, when calculating the fate of a species, we cannot simply take only their failings into account.

      

      

      Osana sat alone by the crackling fire, smiling lightly to herself. It was a smile born of relief.

      The hunt, for all its potential danger involving a predator from the Wastes, was successful. None of the party perished; the body was secured, and she attained the last marks she officially required to join the Azugian Arbalist Guild.

      She leaned back against the mossy tree, revelling in the sensations of the night. The cool earth beneath her hands, the dancing flames warming her face, the spring air blowing between the trees.

      It was here, in this beautiful moment, that she faintly relaxed her iron grip of self-discipline. She simply let herself breathe without thought of tomorrow, and allowed her thoughts to fall into daydreams of her future as an arbalist.

      It was a prestigious honour, the highest anyone of her standing could achieve at her age, let alone an orphan. It was why Kelix was so ardent that she took the credit for the kill. Housing, profession, and stability were guaranteed in Azugia. A dream for everyone living in the outlying towns that surrounded the Gilded City.

      More importantly, it was an escape from this life of theirs. Trapped as they were as outcasts in Cartana, this was her only means of improving her station. A better life was the reward born from years of relentless dedication. Yet even with victory so close to being in her control, there were still tedious trials to endure.

      Tonight was arduous because she had to endure the worst aspect of her efforts: the townspeople. A year ago, she had enjoyed their praise, their attention, and how they seemed to worship the very ground she walked on. That she became more and more proficient only drew a greater crowd to her.

      As she matured, she realized she was being used by them. They didn’t love her; they only loved that they got to experience glory through her. They expected to be favoured by her, as they fawned over her with conditional attention and stringed gifts. She grew to despise them, with their false smiles and fabricated words.

      The mayor attempting to negotiate deals primarily for his benefit, Marita trying to gain favour through flattering words, and all the others seeking to cling to her ascent. But it was an emotion she had to conceal. She had no desire to be cruel or to risk them turning on her.

      But Kelix…

      She shook her head, sighing. She took a swig of water–she detested what alcohol did to her aim–and recalled better days. When she, Kelix and Atheus grew up together, Fel Toran’s stern but protective gaze watching over them all. How different those years of faint responsibility seemed. But she was being too romantic.

      Even then, she knew she wanted a different life, better than the one with which her faceless parents had abandoned her with. She was almost there. Then, she could make a difference for the people who mattered.

      Hearing an approaching crowd, she cursed softly and departed into the night. It was partially an instinctual reaction, falling back on the shadowy solitude she loved. A love born not only from escaping the townsfolk, but sometimes even from her family. She discovered she…needed that time away from everyone. Even Kelix.

      She ghosted through the woods, at the edge of the caravan’s unusual amount of light. Normally, there wouldn’t be so many fires. Atheus’ discovery of a potential Wastes predator had everyone concerned. Fel Toran had spoken with the rest of the caravan, resulting in more fires surrounding the mostly empty clearing they rested in.

      There were at least four guards stationed at each fire, with pairs patrolling the perimeter. With bells, horns, and other noisemakers attached to each station, it was unlikely anything would get in without alerting the rest of their group.

      How they scorn you, my adoptive father, she thought, embittered. Right until they need you. Not one of the village elders could have arranged such an effective ring of light.

      But that barrier didn’t stop her from leaving the group and entering the forest alone.

      The darkness of sunless nature was both terrifying and oddly comforting. Here, in the dead of night, she felt at home. She heard avians hooting and cawing on tree branches, listened to the rustling of wind-blown plants, inhaling the rich scents of the forest and feeling the comforting chill of spring air on her skin.

      Most of all, she felt how her instincts were screaming at her. This was not safe.

      Predators could lurk in the brush, in the canopy, or even beneath her very feet. Her hackles rose, her breath almost quickened, and her will steadied her heartbeat. As she did so, she took prideful delight in conquering her terror. She would never let it control her again.

      “You do well, child,” a fond voice in the shadows murmured.

      Osana smiled, turning to regard the hooded silhouette leaning against a nearby tree. “I’m surprised you’re willing to greet me here. I thought you would’ve waited for me in Azugia.”

      “Which is why I came,” her Matron responded softly.

      “I wanted to see how you acted when you thought you weren’t being observed.” She clicked her tongue, something wry entering her voice. “Taking credit for the poor half-law’s kill? Some could see that as shameful, relying on a second-class citizen to achieve your goal. Are you willing to stoop so low, Osana?”

      She didn’t flinch. “I did not take what wasn’t offered.”

      “So you stand by your choice?” There was an air of expectation in her words.

      “I do,” she said, her only regret being that she had nothing to give Kelix in return for his offering. Not yet.

      “Good,” the Matron replied, a smile in her voice.

      Osana blinked, surprised. “Are you playing a game with me?”

      “Normally? Yes. But not here, not now. You’re willing to use underhanded methods to achieve your objective. That alone tells me you’re worth your status as a member.”

      Osana hoped the darkness hid the colour in her cheeks. Officially, she wasn’t part of the Arbalist’s Guild. That was because most of its official members—the wall sentinels and street patrolmen—were a front for one of the oldest espionage organizations in the world.

      An organization that found her when she first began practicing with a crossbow watched her and began teaching her as an aspirant. She kept this secret for years from everyone, with only her handler and mentor, the Matron, knowing the full extent of what she did since being considered for full membership. That she said such words could only mean…

      “So you’ll approve me to the Keeper?”

      “He already knows, child. Perform well in the upcoming Festival Election and become officially recognized as an Azugian Arbalist. Should this next month of political change pass smoothly, then you will be granted what you desire.”

      “And my signing bonus?”

      “Pardon?”

      “Every agent received one upon promotion to full membership,” she said flatly, sensing the old games again. “I want my assurances now.”

      “Very well,” the Matron replied, sounding both annoyed and impressed. “What do you want?”

      “Full citizenship to be granted to Fel Kelix Dravius, Fel Toran Dravius, and Atheus Ruhaddin. Housing is to be provided to all three within the city limits, as well as work opportunities that will allow them to comfortably support themselves.”

      “You realize the bonus is only meant to benefit you?” the Matron asked dryly.

      Osana laughed softly. “That isn’t even the beginning of my demands. I do this for the city’s benefit.”

      “How generous,” the Matron’s voice oozed sarcasm. “And how exactly is uplifting three foreign-blooded outcasts beneficial to Azugia?”

      Another test, a barb to rouse her ire. Osana ignored it, having come too far to let emotion undo her.

      “Fel Toran was once a centurion of the Dragon Legion,” Osana explained, having recited the words in her head a hundred times over. “A veteran of the Vercaian War.”

      Imperceptibly, the Matron flinched.

      “If offered work with the city guard, he could escalate the expertise of our military to a degree that Azugia hasn’t enjoyed since its days as an empire. And Kelix is the rising sun to Toran’s fading dusk, the inheritor of his father’s teachings. He can carry them on once Toran is gone. Imagine it, Matron. A line of soldiers to ward off invaders that the Guild cannot defeat through shadows alone.”

      “Careful, girl,” the Matron whispered softly. “You speak well, but be careful.”

      “And Atheus is a Caller,” Osana concluded, needing to say nothing more.

      The Matron rolled it over in her thoughts, though even rendered faceless by the night and her hood, Osana could sense her warming to the idea.

      “I will consider it. But I sense there’s something more to your demands.”

      “Permission to marry Kel Felix Dravius,” Osana answered immediately, bending all her willpower to keep her voice steady.

      She dared not show vulnerability with her most desired goal.

      The old assassin barked a laugh. “I’ll give you credit for putting your head before your heart in this explanation, girl, though you betray yourself. How romantic a future you’ve designed. You ascend into our ranks and bring your lover and his closest people with him. How many times have you imagined it, child? Returning to a comfortable home, your exotic childhood love waiting for you, finally content that he sees the truth of you. Tell me, how long did you spend planning this speech to get what you wanted?”

      Osana felt the question stab into her like a well-placed dagger. But this was an old game they played, and she forced herself to remain neutral in expression and posture.

      “Long enough,” Osana replied, a whisper of a smile on her lips, trying not to betray how dead on the mark her handler had been. “But you’re going to accept because none of what I’ve offered is false. A veteran, a rising star, and a potential Caller strengthen the city. Our independence is further secured against our more powerful neighbours, and all I want in exchange is the life I’ve been fighting for. If anything, Matron, I am on the losing side in this arrangement.”

      The woman cackled again, something strangely bitter in the sound. “And tell me, dear Osana, what will happen if the boy rejects you? After all, you’ve been lying to him for years. Deceit has a way of souring love, young one.”

      Osana blinked.

      For a brief moment, her iron rule of herself became brittle. A torrent of doubt and guilt flooded her mind, causing her hands to tremble. She didn’t consider that. She didn’t want to consider that. In all her plans for shaping her life and those of her loved ones, she didn’t dare to dream that they wouldn’t want what she was offering.

      Worse yet, the Matron undoubtedly saw her exposed weakness.

      “Ah, there it is.” The Matron’s tone had shifted from mockery into something not entirely unkind. “You’re more like us than you thought. Scholars and priests love to laud the virtues of detachment, of separating yourself from the immediacy of one’s surroundings. But step too far outside the box, and you risk looking down on everyone in it. For our enemies, this is more than acceptable. But for our people? Ah, now there’s a riddle we’ve struggled with for a long, long time.”

      The silhouette shifted.

      “Goodnight, Osana. Should I see you at the end of the month, I hope to be the one to welcome you into your ranks. Whether you come alone or bring others with you, that will be up to you.”

      “Wait!” Osana called.

      “I don’t give emotional advice, child.”

      “It’s not that. It’s about the boar.”

      The silhouette didn’t move.

      “What kind of creature could do that?” Osana questioned, hoping her curiosity would be enough to temporarily nullify her spinning mind. “Have you or anyone else ever heard of such a thing?”

      The air became thick with unease, and the Matron’s posture stiffened faintly in the dark. With a brief flicker of terror, Osana realized the Matron was just as clueless as she was.

      And that makes her afraid.

      “We will research the boy’s findings,” the Matron replied curtly.

      Then she was gone.

      Sighing, Osana slinked back into camp. To where carts and carriages and all the fifty or so people from Cartana were retiring.

      Yet with her damaged self-control and concern born from the Matron’s ignorance, she made a mistake. She was not as careful as she should have been and walked directly into the path of the woman she hoped least to encounter.

      Marita Petri.

      “Osana!” she waved, the woman kind enough to speak subtly.

      Regaining dominion over herself, Osana smiled the same smile she had worn for years.

      “Marita. What can I do for you?”

      “I wanted to congratulate you,” Marita said, smiling.

      I’m sure, Osana thought dryly.

      In some ways, she admired Marita. She was shorter than most, her braided hair greyer than many Azugians despite her youth. With thin lips, cool green eyes, and a hooked nose, she had a sharp visage. She reminded Osana of a hunting bird, with the keenness to match.

      If she were allowed to practice the crossbow, Osana might have had to compete with her for the Guild admission. As things stood, her tyrant of a stepmother kept her shackled to her role as a schemer. Instead of being an arbalist, she attached herself to Zorzi Karelo, the idiot nephew of the mayor. A crude path to influence, but she made a good job of it.

      Wish I could say the same for her attempts to win my graces.

      “Thank you, your words are appreciated,” Osana said, trying not to sound too sweet as she spoke the bitter-tasting words.

      Marita proved an almost welcome challenge with her wit. She was the one who tested Osana’s facade the most. Once, they may have even been friends. Zorzi’s endless cruel pranks on Kelix and Atheus in their youth hardened her heart against him and any association with him. Marita was nothing if not committed to her work.

      “I can only imagine what your life will be like,” Marita sighed, affecting an almost dreamy tone in her words. “Living in the Gilded City, a proud member of the Arbalist’s Guild.”

      Something wicked glinted in her eyes.

      “I’m sure the others would love to share their imaginings with you.”

      Osana resisted the urge to narrow her eyes and simply carved out another smile.

      “Oh no, I couldn’t possibly distract them on a night such as this. Not when there’s such danger in the dark.”

      Marita’s grin held nothing of their usual game of false words. Her knuckles whitened as she held her hands together, her eyes widening with a frantic yearning. There was genuine, terrifying excitement there. Most, when they looked into the night, held fear for what it contained.

      But there was a hunger in Marita Petri that was almost admirable in how frightening it was. Her longing to escape her stepmother’s thumb showed its true, maddened depths in that lapse in self-control.

      “I could of course give them a false lead,” Marita said, tilting her head like a serpent. “If I might earn your consideration?”

      Osana sighed, her shoulders sagging. She held no love for this game anymore. “What do you want, Marita?”

      Only briefly taken aback, Marita’s true colours revealed themselves. Her face descended into cool calculation, neither friendly nor hostile. She was simply bargaining.

      “When you ascend, find a place for me. I don’t care if I have to work for you, or even under the others you will doubtlessly rescue from blasted Cartana. Just give me something away from there.”

      Osana thought about it for a moment. “No.”

      Rage rippled across Marita’s expression, but also a hint of desperation. “Why?”

      “Because you’re a cruel, vindictive snake that’s only shown me the faintest sliver of kindness when it benefitted you,” Osana spat acidly. “Why would I ever think about including you in my future in even the slightest way?”

      Marita laughed, but softly. Even after the way Osana spoke, she still kept this between them.

      “Because you know I would be useful.”

      Osana paused, grudgingly admitting the point. In her future role, Osana would need many people serving under her. Spies, thieves, information brokers, investigators, and more. She couldn’t deny Marita would make an effective asset, maybe even a full Arbalist one day.

      It was tempting to take control over Petri, using her to serve the family she scorned. But she dismissed the notion out of hand.

      “You could be useful if I could trust you,” Osana answered coolly. “And there will never be trust between us.”

      “And if I proved myself?”

      Osana hesitated, staring into those reptilian eyes. For all the surrounding darkness, the night was far warmer than whatever was hidden within those venomously green orbs.

      “Keep them away from us,” Osana whispered, turning and pulling up her hood. “Do that for a month, and you’ll have proven yourself worthy of consideration.”

      She left her standing there, trusting that Marita’s self-interest would buy them at least a few days of peace.

      She went to the very back, finding a lone fire where Kelix and Atheus were sitting. They were somewhat in their cups, laughing to one another as they talked the night away.

      By all rights, they should have been bitter people, cast aside by everyone around them since childhood and slighted again and again. That they were at the rear of this caravan was no mistake either, despite how many people turned to Fel Toran for advice.

      Osana watched them for a moment, smiling. They were beautiful then, enjoying the simplicity of life despite how it had treated them. She loved them dearly for it. She didn’t want to think what kind of person she might have become without their influence.

      Despite the shame of it, she thanked the Midnight Mother for whatever series of events had exiled Fel Toran and his late wife here.

      “Why not join them?” the man himself asked quietly, stepping out of the dark.

      Her smile only deepened. She expected the old soldier would sneak up on her. It made her feel as if she had an actual father, one who could sense whenever she was up to no good. Though she initially felt shame whenever he caught her, it twisted into a game that evolved into something precious. He was the only soul in this entire caravan who shared the shadows with her. For now, at least.

      “Just trying to commit this moment to memory,” she replied, feeling safer in his presence.

      He nodded, something forlorn in his expression.

      “Good. But it’s always better to have made memories than forcefully attempt to keep them. Go to them. Enjoy the night.”

      She smiled fondly. “You know, it can be interpreted as frustrating when you’re always right.”

      His only response was to laugh softly before returning to whatever duty had previously occupied him. She always found his laugh comforting. Everyone native to Azugia and its surrounding towns laughed freely, often wildly. But Fel Toran was a more reserved soul, preserving his laughter and other forms of warmth for more private, familial moments. That he shared it at all with her was something she could never take for granted.

      You saved my life when I was just a girl and became my father in all but name. There is nothing I can ever do to repay you. But I can try. Oh, but I can try.

      So she took his advice and abandoned the shadows to sit beside Kelix. She leant against his shoulder, closing her eyes for a moment as he wrapped an arm around her instinctively.

      “Where have you been?” Atheus laughed, his bright eyes alive with faint amusement. “Indulging in the fanfare of the crowds?”

      “Likely basking in every adoring comment thrown her way,” Kelix chuckled, and she could feel the rumble of his chest against her face.

      She glared up at him without malice. “And what precisely have you two been up to this whole time?”

      “Loading the boar,” Atheus grinned.

      “Preparing it for arrival into the city,” Kelix carried on without missing a beat.

      “Ensuring it didn’t stink too bad for the road,” Atheus continued, his grin wry and lively.

      “Helping father coordinate the defensive arrangement,” Kelix’s smirk was positively infectious.

      “You know,” Atheus drawled, sharing a conspiratorial look with his friend.

      “Doing actual work!” they both said at the same time, laughing as they did so.

      Osana did her best to restrain her own amusement in the face of their joint joviality but found herself helpless before it. She laughed with them, enjoying the warmth of Kelix and the fire despite the day’s events. But as recollection of what had transpired these past hours returned to the forefront of her thoughts, she gave Atheus an insistent but apologetic look.

      “Well!” he said with a friendly, if understandably fragile, smile, slapping his thigh and rising to his feet, apparently of his own volition. “I have better things to do with my time than flap my gums around the fire with you two.”

      “Like what?” Kelix asked teasingly.

      He shrugged, passing a knowing look to Osana before returning to his good humour. “Magic stuff.”

      With that, he walked off toward his tent.

      Kelix shook his head, something wry in his expression. “Dawn King ward us if he masters it.”

      “We need to talk,” she said once she was sure Atheus was gone.

      His expression became grim, but not unsurprised. They parted then, facing each other at a distance that felt altogether too great.

      “I know.”

      She blinked. “You do?”

      He nodded. “You’ll be leaving us soon. Once the festival is done, Father, Atheus and I will return to Cartana. And you will still be in Azugia, possibly for the rest of your life.”

      She felt it again. The urge to rip apart the walls of secrecy and lies she had been building up ever since she had become an aspirant of the Guild. To finally unveil her secrets to the one man she trusted above all others. It hurt, oh how it hurt, to deny herself that pleasure.

      Just one month, Osana. One month and this will all be over.

      “Who says you have to return to Cartana?” she ventured, trying not to sound desperate in her deceit. “You could stay in the city. Find work as a hunter or a soldier.”

      He snorted. “The law wouldn’t allow it, Osana.”

      “Father is a locked half-citizen, but you were born here. You could apply for full status.”

      “And leave Father alone?” Kelix questioned, his face was both pained and resolute, his knuckles turning white where they rested on his lap. “What would happen to him if he were left alone in Cartana?”

      “He’s more than capable of caring for himself,” she mumbled, but was touched by his loyalty.

      “For now,” he allowed, his features strained. “But what about next year? Or the year after that? Or the next decade? He may seem invincible, but age is coming for him.”

      “I know,” she whispered, looking at the fire for a moment before glancing back at him. “But if you got in with the city, if you performed well, surely you could use your influence to reach out and bring Father in?”

      “And what about Atheus?” Kelix asked, his whole body going rigid with self-control. “If we left him in Cartana, he’d be at best exiled within the year. A foreign-blooded orphan with the Spark? He’d be lucky not to be killed in his sleep.”

      She felt her heart crack, only now realizing how much thought he had put into this. He wanted so desperately to stay with her, but it would also mean abandoning his father and the man who was essentially his brother. She didn’t begrudge him that, not for one moment. His unwavering, uncompromising loyalty was one of the many things that had drawn her to him. If only she could just tell him…

      “That’s…not what I wanted to talk to you about,” she whispered, feeling her pulse quicken.

      He turned to face her, the look of dubious hope in his eyes almost enough to shatter her resolve. “It wasn’t?”

      She moved closer to him, placing her hands on his.

      “To begin with, thank you. I cannot even begin to express my appreciation for what you sacrificed for me.”

      “It was only a boar,” he grunted, though she could see something faint glimmering in his eyes.

      “You saved my life,” she murmured, remembering with a shudder how…abominable the beast was. “Without hesitation.”

      “You saved mine first,” he pointed out.

      She gave him an expression of utmost patience before continuing.

      “We can argue that point all night. But putting that aside for the moment, thank you, truly. Not just for the boar, but for every action you’ve taken in helping me along my path.”

      Embarrassed as ever by praise, he looked away, cheeks turning rosy. She gently rested her palm against him and guided him to look back at her.

      “I can never thank you enough,” she whispered, feeling the strangest form of contentment and peace at having spoken the naked truth. “Which is why I must ask you a favour.”

      “Anything,” he replied almost immediately, his own hand rising to press against hers.

      Her heart, in rebellion against her unyielding rule, skipped a beat.

      “Stay in the city for the entire Electoral Festival,” she continued, fighting to keep herself coherent. “Do not depart early. Do not think that I will turn my back on you because of this elevation, and above all, trust me. Trust that everything I do has our best interests at heart. And trust that I would never, ever betray you.”

      She waited, watching as he pondered her request. He didn’t move, not an inch, but merely withdrew into himself. She had seen Fel Toran do such a thing frequently when faced with tough choices, relying on the sanctuary of his own mind.

      An eternity passed.

      “You have my word,” he said.

      That was all she needed to hear.

      They held onto each other for as long as they were permitted that night, hoping that they would escape the notice of the caravan. As time wore on, she felt grateful to Marita for the first time in her life, for no one disturbed their peace. She gave them quiet freedom, away from the others.

      At last she put all the lies and secret plans from her mind, just basking in the warmth of a loved one.
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        You may even consider us foolish for placing our faith in you.

      

      

      By noon the next day, they made good progress across the plains towards Azugia.

      There was a triumphant mood to the camp; the slaying of the boar an all but assured sign that a denizen of Cartana would be permitted into the Arbalist’s Guild. It would mean his big sister would finally get the life she truly deserved.

      As such, when their group made camp to rest and eat before proceeding onwards, people afforded Atheus and his little family at least some scraps of respect. They were given their peace at the rear of their column, seemingly not required to labour for the true-blooded Azugians for the day. As immigrant outsiders, they could only be afforded so much without being sponsored by one of the powerful.

      They camped atop a hill on the north side of the Tamir River, which overlooked a broad expanse of blooming fields. The forest was well behind them, a line of towering trees and the mountains that loomed behind them. The ground was still damp with melted snow; the air was rich with the taste of fresh spring and the smell of wet earth.

      Out here, Atheus saw the fading remnants of winter in patches of snow in shaded areas. The air was a touch chilly, but was still far warmer than it had been in months. The air felt clearer out here, separated from the densely packed woods where he had been raised.

      “Taking in the sights?” Fel Toran asked, patting him on the shoulder before sitting down beside him.

      Atheus smiled, looking at the man who had adopted him. Never had his gratitude towards his foster father faded in the eighteen years since the exiled Koran had welcomed him into his family. His original parents were exiles too, creating the basis for what could’ve been a strong collaboration. But tragedy took them, leaving Fel Toran as one man alone with three hungry mouths.

      Sometimes when the cruelty of circumstances and their neighbours left them with bitterly cold nights and gnawing stomachs more often than not. Fel Toran seldom ate in those times. The Koran had always seemed…tired, to Atheus. Dutiful, devoted, unrelenting, but tired. Yet now that they were here, out from the comparatively suffocating confines of the forest, he seemed a touch youthful.

      “It’s not much, really,” Atheus said, breathing in the warm air and delighting in the feeling of dewy grass under his palm. “And yet…”

      He glanced up at the broad expanse of the blue horizon, spreading out wide before them. It was as if the forest was a cage that only now they were released from. A cage that separated them from the entire world.

      “It’s everything,” Fel Toran said wistfully, looking up at the sky.

      Atheus nodded. Life had never been easy. The death of his parents and his subsequent adoption had formed the basis for the past eighteen years of his life. Life on the outskirts of a town that scorned him for his ancestry. He worked hard to help Fel Toran keep food on the table and tried not to do anything to even slightly offend an Azugian.

      Whether by nature or simple necessity, he grew to love his adopted family. They were the only people he knew who didn’t look at him with any sign of suspicion or revulsion.

      And I can’t be alone again. Not after…not after that night…

      He suppressed a shudder at the memory of that bloody memory. Fel Toran was an observant man, and Atheus wanted to show no signs that he knew the truth of what happened that night. Thankfully, his adopted father seemed to be caught up in reverie, looking out at that perfect sky.

      “Do you miss it, Father?” Atheus asked. “Flying?”

      As ever, any mention of his past caused Fel Toran’s features to become briefly animated by a storm of emotions. Regret, pain, anger, but most of all, longing. A desire buried so deeply that to acknowledge it would only further torment him. As ever, the man got himself back under control and gave his adopted son a sideways glance.

      “You’ve been studying,” he chuckled, warm pride briefly shining in his eyes.

      Atheus nodded, regretful that he had caused Toran such a painful, if brief, reverie. Yet he was also glad for the chance to speak with him in such an open way.

      “In fairness, I’ve had years to observe you. Mornings when you stare up at the sky, mutterings under your breath about how much easier a bird’s-eye view would be, that sort of thing.” He cast a bitter glance towards the rest of the caravan, which was enjoying the lion’s share of the hunt’s labour. “It’s why they’ve tolerated you for so long. They need you for your expertise and hate themselves for it.”

      Fel Toran snorted, but nodded. “Ah, my boy. You deserve so much better than them.”

      “And you don’t?”

      He shook his head.

      “I made my mistake. It cost me my future.” He turned his tired, tired gaze to him, and Atheus saw a shadow of what Fel Toran must have been in his youth. Driven, passionate, and unrelentingly loyal. “It will not cost you yours.”

      “My future is our future,” he said, looking to where Osana and Kelix were taking their time in linking up with them. “What I do, I do for our family.”

      “And if your family wants the best for you?” Fel Toran asked quietly.

      Atheus smiled sheepishly. “Best to put you all before my wants.”

      Fel Toran chuckled wryly.

      “How can you expect us to trust your support if you won’t accept ours in turn?”

      Atheus felt his face colour, and he looked away.

      Sometimes Fel Toran’s wisdom was almost frustrating. The man always seemed to have the right answer to every problem, no matter how complex or strange. Whether it be tending to their ever-crumbling shack of a home, guiding them through their struggles as they matured, or teaching them how to survive, he had been there. He never shied away from taking burdens onto himself in the name of his children, adopted or otherwise. Starving himself, letting himself go cold while affording them warm blankets, or tearing through the forest to find fresh game, he had always done right by them.

      Atheus would always call this man, father.

      “Son, have you given thought to your…gift?”

      Blinking, he regarded the older man. “Plenty. But…I have gotten no closer to making contact with it.”

      The gift. The ability to call upon the Ilori, the Spirits of the World. For nearly a year, Atheus became aware that one such entity was working with him. Yet it hadn’t made contact in any direct fashion. Not even to reveal itself.

      The Spirits were nature personified, elemental and primal. Fire, water, stone, wood, some becoming reflections of regions or even cities in whispered cases. Some were bestial, others more intelligent, but usually obvious in what they were expressions of.

      Except for whatever was working with him.

      “It could be a dark Spirit,” Fel Toran suggested, though he sounded dubious. “They don’t make it obvious, but the Azugians, well…one look at their history shows they’ve drawn much of their strength from such creatures.”

      Atheus shook his head.

      “I’ve stayed up plenty of nights trying to reach out. I’ve even gone so far as to beg the priestess of Mother Night in Cartana for advice. Nothing. Whatever it is, this isn’t an entity of shadow nor night.”

      “What about fire?”

      Atheus blinked, suddenly feeling comfortably warm. “Fire?”

      Fel Toran nodded. “Your…parents. They both wielded great mastery over fire before their exile.”

      His parents. He wasn’t supposed to know, of course. Fel Toran had done his best to cover up their grisly fates, and despite the passing years, Fel Toran refused to speak more. Atheus was just five, after all, and no child should have learned that truth. But he had always burned to know.

      So, despite even the folk of Cartana doing their best to keep it secret, Atheus bribed the elderly Aurelio, who fought in that cursed bandit raid. He had just come into his adolescence when the poor man confessed what he witnessed. Not even his siblings knew he knew, and he didn’t want to give anything away. Fel Toran was a perceptive man.

      He relied on his genuine curiosity instead, hoping it would cover his disquiet.

      “They did?” he asked, leaning closer.

      Fel Toran’s expression was grim and sorrowful.

      “Your true father and I…it wouldn’t be inaccurate to say we could be considered equivalents. We both flew for our respective homelands when…when it was required. Where I had command over light, he had a bond with flame. And your mother was a dancer, one whose performance drew the eyes of the fiery spirit that she was forced to leave behind. But the souls of nature care little for the laws of men. Could be it’s been making its way north all this time, choosing to bond you in place of your mother.”

      “No,” Atheus said, trying not to meet Fel Toran’s eyes. “This being, whatever it is…it feels subtle. Intelligent. Not as primal as fire, or at least the idea of it.”

      He frowned, looking at Fel Toran.

      “Why the question?”

      His true father–regardless of whatever the man himself said–smiled without humour.

      “The future isn’t far away. Osana secured her fate. I’ve made arrangements for Kelix. All that’s left is you.”

      Atheus regarded his father, who was still looking up at the sky. “Me?”

      Fel Toran nodded.

      “You’re intelligent, driven, loyal, and passionate. Rare virtues in that pale city.” He spat to the side. “But if you learn the nature of your mysterious Spirit, then you can begin to deepen the bond. And once you master your connection, you will be able to make quite a life for yourself.”

      “What about you?” Atheus asked softly. “You make it seem like we’re leaving you behind.”

      Fel Toran chuckled, though there was a hollowness to the sound.

      “Bah, you make me sound like some grim prophet. You needn’t worry about me.”

      Atheus made no comment. He didn’t want to get into the argument about what was to be done once Osana was fully accepted into the Arbalist’s Guild. Fel Toran was an unyielding soul, and Atheus knew a lost battle when he saw one. He glanced soberly out at that beautiful sky, wondering what was to be done next.

      “Atheus, what do you want?” Fel Toran asked.

      He turned, seeing that the man was looking at him with genuine seriousness. “Pardon?”

      “What do you want to do with your life?” Fel Toran asked. “You have decades ahead of you, my boy, and being trapped in this scornful realm is no worthy fate for you.”

      Atheus let out a breath, seeing no reason he should cover it up. He hid his wishes from Osana and Kelix because they had other things to worry about. His own ambitions mattered little in the face of his sister’s future. Nor did he wish to distract Kelix too much from rendering aid to Osana in her efforts. But this was the man who raised him when he had no obligation to do so.

      “I want to see it all,” he said wistfully, feeling the open air on his skin, the warmth of the sun, the solidity of the earth beneath him. “I want to travel to every place I’ve read about and that you told us of when we were young. The crystal towers of Ruhkeron, the graven forest of the Galakee, the stellar observatories of the Craixori, maybe even sail to Atascus and see the capital of my ancestral homeland. More than that, I want to understand. There’s so much out there that even scholars try to learn about. I want to discover.”

      It felt…freeing to finally admit that to someone. To fully confess his desires without fear of judgement or interference. And…it revealed to himself just how much he burned for it. To leave behind the prison of the forest and break out to witness the rest of the world.

      Fel Toran nodded sagely.

      “I understand, son. I truly do.” He smiled faintly. “And if you would like, I can arrange the beginnings of it.”

      Atheus whirled on his father, his heart beginning to hammer. “Pardon?”

      The older man chuckled.

      “Many of my countrymen will be in Azugia for the electoral festivities. Traders who come with guards, many of whom are likely retired from the Legion. I may never be permitted to go home, but I can convince them to take you with them. Your potential could be put to use serving a nation worthy of the name, rather than that assembly of stuck-up counts and upjumped merchants. Once you’ve crossed the border, ask for passage to Tuvateer. If anyone in my homeland can help you understand the mystery of your bond, the Callers there will shed some light on it.”

      Atheus almost backed away from the enormity of the offer.

      “Father…”

      “You deserve better, son,” Fel Toran said simply. “Once you’ve mastered your gift, the whole world opens up to you. If you wish, you could serve the world with your nascent power. From the towers of Sutokyre to the shores of Daizong, few would refuse the service you could offer. If you work hard, which I know you will, you could go very far indeed.”

      It sounded…perfect. Even if he needed to spend a few years in the city he had mentioned, Tuvateer, it would be well worth it to learn of his connection to the Ilori. And to see the breadth of Paxkoran, the largest nation on the continent, would be an adventure all its own.

      Then, once he truly understood whatever Ilori was lurking in the shadows of his soul, where could he go? Where would he go?

      And yet…

      “What about Kelix?”

      Fel Toran’s expression became somber. “I’ve made arrangements for him.”

      “You make it sound as if he can’t make his own future,” Atheus said softly.

      His father’s expression became pained, but he said nothing. Atheus tried not to feel angry; he really did. But Fel Kelix worked so hard to be a pillar for so long that only he and Osana truly saw his merit. The Azugians considered him Osana’s brutish hired muscle, a seduced stepping stone she cleverly used to rise to greatness. And Fel Toran saw his boy seem to act without consideration for his own future, leaving him to believe that he needed to take action himself.
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TERMINATION
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