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Pronunciation Guide

Ashdom- ăsh/dŭm
Celeste- sĕ/lĕst
Elias- ē/lī/ŭs
Excaliah- ĕk/skă/lē/ŭ
Fier’es- fēr/ĕs
Gohrkrull- gōr/krool
Henrik- hĕn/rĭk
Hellsreach- hĕlz/rēch
Karak- kār/ăk
Khavallia- kŭ/vä/lē/ŭ
Kiev- kē/yĕv
Kira- kēr/ŭ
Lenik- lĕ/nĭk
Mahkrev- mä/krĕv
Margaux- mär/gō
Mauve- môv
Muerta- mwĕr/ŭ
Pierre- pē/ĕr
Rex- rĕks
Scythe- sīth
Starrest- stär/ĕst
Tavlar- tăv/lär
Trinia- trĭ/nē/ŭ
Vehrys- vĕr/ĭs
Velania- vĕ/lä/nē/ŭ
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b e t r ay e d
Hellish.

That’s how she felt. Anguished to her soul, and bitter to her core.

Her lungs took a shuddering breath as she gripped the balcony’s stone 
railing and looked over the glittering city. Her people were celebrating their 
queen while not even knowing how broken she had just become. What would 
they do if they knew what their beloved king had just done? Would they call 
upon the ancient deities they worshiped to avenge their lovely queen, or would 
they cower to her husband’s wickedness?

She loved her dear people; or did she? It was hard to remember. What 
had the damn king done to her mind? Thoughts were elusive right now. All she 
could truly comprehend were feelings of betrayal and pain.

Again she gripped the balcony’s stone railing and looked down to the 
joyous crowds below. Festive music danced to her ears, and the people swayed 
and skipped along merrily. She eyed the magnificent posters strewn about 
town, all declaring delight for the day she’d been born. The king had insisted on 
this festival; insisted they must celebrate her. Now she knew why. Had his love 
always been a lie?

Something moved by her feet, making her jump. She looked down and 
saw crimson. With a cry, she realized her side was bleeding—profusely. When 
had that happened?

Suddenly the haze on her mind grew heavier, and her legs gave out. As 
she collapsed to the stone floor of the balcony, all she could feel was her heart 
breaking and her mind calling out for him.

Kiev. Traitor.

~~~

Kiev glowered at the crowds, sickened by their merriment. True, he had ar-
ranged the distraction to get Celeste’s guards away for the evening. The elabo-
rate plan probably hadn’t been necessary though; nobody would have suspect-
ed him of this. His and Celeste’s love was something of legend and never would 
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anyone have thought he’d betray her, the queen of Vehrys.

That’s why it had been so easy.

His general stepped into the balcony doorway behind him, grunting that 
it was time to go. The rest of the plan would be carried out by others, as they 
had arranged.

Kiev nodded, stealing one last glance at the crowds. His plan had worked 
and nobody could stop him now, not even Celeste. Somewhere deep inside he 
knew he still loved her though, and his chest hurt when he imagined the pain 
she would be in right now. To get through this betrayal without losing all of her 
goodness, she would need her people and her friends.

Right now, their ignorance was betraying her as much as he had.
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0 1 :  H o r r i d  D a r k n e s s
Celeste awoke with a start, noticing before anything else that the ground 

was moving below her. Groggily she opened her eyes, bringing her hands to 
her face to rub her pounding headache. Rattling reached her ears at the same 
moment she felt the cold iron.

Eyes popping wide open, she tried to look at her wrists in the darkness. 
Cuffs were locked over both of them, connected to each other by a short chain. 
Without needing to glance around further, she realized she was in a jailer’s 
wagon; one that was surely covered with a thick blanket as was sometimes 
done, for so profuse was the darkness around her. It seemed to hang in the air, 
sucking the breath from her lungs.

Slowly she tried to sit up, a dull ache calling out from her side. Memories 
flooded in.

The celebration. The stab wound in her side. The betrayal.

Kiev.

She stifled a sob and tried not to acknowledge the terrible pain in her 
heart. It was almost as bad as the pain in her right side had been on that night. 
What had happened? Had… had he stabbed her?

Dwelling on that answer wouldn’t help her avoid heartache though, espe-
cially because she was pretty sure she knew the answer. Among her hazy mem-
ories, his eyes were one of them. She remembered him looking at her with such 
malice that she had barely recognized him. All around them she had sensed an 
ancient evil, and had seen it in his eyes.

She brought her hands towards the wound, surprised to feel that it 
seemed to almost be fully healed. How long had she been asleep?

Suddenly the wagon stopped, jolting her from her thoughts. The unex-
pected shift in momentum rocked her forward from where she was sitting, forc-
ing her to throw out her bound hands to stop her before her face hit the floor. 
With a cry of surprise, she glanced upward, spotting a light coming towards her. 
It took her a moment to figure out it was one of the jailer’s lanterns.
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The light was very dim, probably due to the fact that she was seeing it 
through a thick blanket. The cover had likely been made from the fur of sev-
eral stags from the Amora Mountains, which surrounded her kingdom on the 
north and east. The western border of her kingdom was made up of the Corinth 
Ocean, which provided her people with a bounty of food during most of the 
year, except for in the spring. In that season, all the ships made harbor, the dock 
was fortified, and the stone sentry walls that surrounded Vehrys’s entire ocean-
ic border were manned. It was in the springtime that horrible and monstrous 
predators sprang up from the depths of the ocean and crawled onto land. 
Vehrians called them reachers, and they were the most terrifying things Celeste 
had ever seen.

She shuddered as she recalled the things, but quickly adjusted her atten-
tion back to the person coming her way. He reached the wagon door, unlocked 
it, and then yanked it open, all without ever lifting the thick blanket. How was 
that possible?

“Break time,” he grumbled, groping around in the darkness for her arm. 
Once his rough hand found it, he yanked her towards the exit.

With several grunts, she staggered out of her prison and stood on the 
ground, grimacing as pain shot all over her body. How long had she been in 
there?

But that question was immediately replaced by another when she noticed 
her surroundings, or rather, the lack of them.

The permeating darkness was all around them, even outside the wagon—
and she realized there was no blanket covering it. Instead, it was like something 
had snuffed out all the light in the world. Where the hells were they?

She started to voice her question, but another guard walked up behind 
her and shoved her forward. He guided her to a spot a short ways away, then 
ordered her to relieve herself if needed. He didn’t remove his hand from her 
shoulder.

“My good sir, if you would be so kind,” she said, gracefully rolling back her 
shoulder to imply her request.

“It is pitch black out, dear queen,” he sneered, “do not worry about your 
privacy. You think I’m removing my hand and letting you get away? I think not.”
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“Who are you?” she breathed, turning to face him. With the dim lantern 
lights behind them at the wagon, she could barely make out his outline. “Why 
am I shackled? Where are you taking me?”

“Time’s up,” he barked, yanking her close to him and whispering, “unless 
you’d like to stay out here with me for some fun?”

Appalled by his nerve, she shoved herself off of him, surprised by her 
strength. He seemed to share the same sentiment, and led her back to the wag-
on a little too roughly to overcompensate for his wounded pride.

At the wagon, the man loaded her in again and locked the door. She sat 
silently, not bothering to ask for answers; why would captors tell her anything? 
Instead, she waited for them to talk to one another. She’d always had keen sens-
es, like hearing, and in the darkness that seemed to be amplified. Eavesdrop-
ping was not normally something she liked to do, but given the circumstances, 
she didn’t have much of a choice.

The guards would talk, she would hear them, and hopefully that would 
give her some answers.

Sure enough, she saw the lanterns bob towards the front of the wagon. 
Though she could no longer see the men, she would still be able to hear them.

“How much further?” the first one quietly asked.

“Still a few more days,” answered the one who had gotten too close to her. 
He didn’t talk as quietly. She could tell he was arrogant.

“Now that the queen is awake, we’ll have to be more careful.”

“Of what?” the brash one laughed. “She was born in a guarded castle 
where she was raised as a spoiled princess. She’s known for her wisdom and 
beauty. Do those sound threatening to you? Although,” he chuckled, “once we 
get some light I sure wouldn’t mind investigating her beauty for myself.”

“How can you speak of your queen in such a way?” the cautious one asked.

“She’s not my queen,” he hissed. “I came over from Mahkrev with General 
Henrik when Kiev married her. Queen Velania has my loyalty, not our prisoner.”

Celeste inhaled sharply. They were speaking of treason… is that what this 
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was about? Queen Velania was Kiev’s mother and ruler of Mahkrev. Celeste’s 
kingdom had been at war with them for as long as her young mind could recall. 
That is, until she married Kiev; their union had brought about a permanent 
peace… hadn’t it? Kiev had been claiming to love her since she was only twelve 
years old, and he ten. A decade later they had finally been married. Now it had 
been five years since then; five years of mutual bliss, or so she had thought.

As she was about to turn her attention back to the guards’ conversation, 
she heard something in the distance, like leaves rustling. Were they in a forest?

There, she heard it again, this time with footsteps. She inhaled sharply and 
her body tensed.

Despite what the foolish guard thought, she was not a simple castle brat. 
She had been thoroughly trained in warrior ways since age seven, with every 
general her parents had in their military. Even more, every spring since she 
had been crowned princess at age twelve, she had snuck out to hunt reachers. 
Her parents would have died of worry if they had known, but they had never 
caught on. The first couple years she hadn’t killed anything, but by the third 
year she had. Every year she had grown better and better at it; her best year she 
had killed eight reachers. Eight of the horrible things.

While they were horrible alive, they were very useful dead. Their meaty 
muscles, ample fat stores, thick hides, ivory horns, and strong claws were rare 
and treasured for the immense value they provided. So every year after her 
kills, she would skin and butcher the things and take them to the market to 
sell—wearing a disguise of course. The year she had sold eight of them, rumors 
of this mysterious hunter had swirled around the marketplace, then city, then 
all the way up to the castle. Apparently even Vehrys’s most capable soldiers 
had killed six at most. She had to admit that when her parents were musing 
over the mysterious warrior who had killed eight, it had been hard to keep her 
mouth shut.

With all that in mind, Celeste knew she had been around enough of those 
reachers to know what an approaching predator sounded like.

“Guards,” she urgently whispered. “Guards!”

“Quiet,” the mean one ordered. “You should have relieved yourself when I 
gave you the chance.”
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“There’s something out there,” she harshly whispered.

“Of course there is,” he laughed mockingly, walking over to the bars that 
served as her prison’s walls. “Wouldn’t that be convenient. Want me to let you 
out? You know what, maybe I will. You can’t really go anywhere, since we’re in 
the middle of Ashdom. Good luck finding your way home in this cursed dark-
ness.”

Her heart pounded. Why the hells were they in Ashdom, the no-man’s land 
that separated the kingdoms of Vehrys and Mahkrev? But she couldn’t focus on 
that right now. “Please sir, I urge you to take me seriously!” she insisted.

“My dear, the only place I’m taking you is Muerta—”

Just as he said that, something exploded from the darkness around them. 
The dreadful roar reached Celeste’s ears first, then she saw the glowing red 
light. It was six feet off the ground, and somewhat dim like the lanterns. Then 
it grew brighter, and she realized it was in the belly of something. The light 
exploded with vibrancy, illuminating their foe and filling them with fear.

The beast was a massive bear of some sort, at least twelve feet tall. The 
thing’s terrifying proportions were all wrong. Its fearsome head and sharp teeth 
were huge, while its powerful body was supported by elongated and skinny 
limbs.

Without warning, it swiped a massive paw at the nice guard, ripping his 
chest open and instantly killing him.

Celeste bit back a scream, but the guard currently pressed against the 
wagon didn’t. He screamed bloody murder as he drew his sword, but cowered 
when the beast turned its attention to him. Instantly he dropped his sword and 
dashed under the wagon. The beast roared mightily and swatted at Celeste’s 
prison as if it were a mere toy. The brute force detached it from the harnesses, 
and the frenzied horses that had been tethered to it eagerly galloped off into 
the darkness.

Tumbling over and over, the wagon’s hull didn’t come to a stop until it was 
quite a distance from the creature. The force tossed Celeste around like she was 
a rag doll, knocking her out.

As she lay unconscious, she didn’t hear the beast use both of its sharply 
clawed paws to gut the remaining guard.
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~~~

Atop his plush and gilded wooden chair, Kiev absentmindedly spun the 
wedding ring on his finger and thought of her. It had been a week, and he 
missed her like hell. He missed the feel of her smooth skin under his fingers, the 
scent of her beautiful dark hair, and the look of love in her compassionate dark 
eyes. Sometimes he couldn’t remember why he had betrayed her.

“Ah, there you are,” someone said as they strode into the throne room.

The king looked up from his sorrowful contemplations, eyes brimming 
with tears. He blinked furiously to rid himself of them and focused on his com-
pany. It was another one of his generals, the one nicknamed Scythe. The man 
was a prominent one; standing over six feet tall, with jet-black hair and dark 
searching eyes, who always wore a leather cloak. His chosen weapon was a 
scythe, which boasted a wickedly crooked blade and a shaft longer than most 
men were tall.

Overall, he was quite fearsome and had seriously earned his nickname. In 
fact, he had been called that as long as Kiev could remember.

“What do you need?” the king harshly asked, embarrassed by being seen 
in such a state.

The last thing he needed was to look weak in front of such a man, espe-
cially because said man was one of Celeste’s oldest friends. Although she had 
never expressed an interest in Scythe, Kiev had seen how the handsome man 
looked at her when he thought no other eyes were upon him. Not a predato-
ry look, but one filled with so much admiration and affection that Kiev would 
have almost preferred a greedy gaze.

Lust never stood the test of time, but love… love could.

“Henrik sends word. He fears you’ll be needed in Mahkrev. If you feel your 
kingdom is in a stable place, he asks that you begin the journey so that you 
may also meet with your mother.”

“Call her Queen Velania, for that is who she is.”

“Is she not also your mother?”

The king eyed him darkly, doing his best to suppress the childhood 
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wounds that were trying to rear their heads. “Is that the only news?” His eyes 
twinkled with some foreign hope.

Scythe knew what that glimmer meant. King Kiev desired news of Celeste.

“No news of her,” he replied solemnly. When he saw the king’s jaw 
clenched, he asked, “If I may ask, my   lord—” The king looked sharply at him, 
and he knew he better phrase his question very carefully. “What happened that 
night?”

In a whisper so quiet it was barely audible, Kiev answered, “I do not know.” 
He looked down at his hands, turning his palms upward and staring at them 
with disgust.

The general watched his leader, wondering what the hell had transpired 
a week ago. The night of the queen’s birthday celebration, he had been off 
duty. He was stinking drunk when he had received word that something had 
happened to her. He and his men had found her unconscious on her balco-
ny, bleeding out from a stab wound. Then the king and Henrik had busted in, 
claiming they would take care of her.

Of course Scythe had believed her husband.

Since then though, she hadn’t been seen by anyone. Since then, the sun 
hadn’t risen. Since then, rotten beasts had been terrorizing the land.

“Where is she, my king?” he asked through a clenched jaw. He had found 
her, and then he had left her before making sure she was okay. He had to find 
her; he owed her that much.

“She is… she is gone.” Kiev’s eyes wandered to the far wall, seeming to 
watch a distant scene.

Scythe inhaled deeply and wondered what the man knew. The king was 
acting so unlike his normal brave self. He was a powerful man; built purely of 
muscle, raw willpower, and charisma. Merely his presence in a room could com-
mand everyone’s attention. He had a presence about him that was intimidating, 
yet so very inviting. Normally he wore a smile and struck up conversations with 
everyone in his court, even those that some might consider beneath him. On 
the battlefield he was a force to be reckoned with; in the negotiation room a 
man of unparalleled astuteness and mercy, and in daily life a friend like no oth-
er. But now… Never had the man appeared so broken.
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“Is there any chance of her coming back?” Scythe carefully asked. He des-
perately hoped Celeste wasn’t dead, especially at the hands of the man before 
him.

When the king didn’t reply, his lip curled back into a snarl. He had served 
Celeste’s parents and known her since his childhood. He was the same age as 
her, and he had always admired her. They had trained together much in their 
younger years, but not as much after he had become a general. When her 
parents had died and she had succeeded the throne, he knew the kingdom 
couldn’t have been put into better hands.

Then she had married Kiev, son of the queen who had been trying to kill 
her parents for over a decade. He had wanted to ask her if she had thought 
that through, but hadn’t wanted to insult her intelligence. She was a caring and 
beautiful woman, renowned for her wisdom. Surely she had pondered the ob-
vious. Besides, it wasn’t Kiev that he necessarily distrusted, it was that wretched 
general that had come with him from Mahkrev; Henrik.

And Henrik had been there the night Celeste had disappeared.

Scythe raised his eyes back to the king, who looked more mournful than 
ever. As the general was about to demand answers, Kiev uttered, “What have I 
done?”

“My king,” Scythe whispered, bowing down in an effort to seize the oppor-
tunity of the man’s regretful moment. Daring to clasp a gloved hand over his 
lord’s knee, he offered, “I shall go out and find her, if only you will say the word.”

Kiev’s body shook and he covered his face with a hand, waving his other 
one sadly towards Scythe. That was all the permission the general needed.

He bolted to his feet and strode from the room before the king could call 
him back. The man was clearly in an unstable state, and staying at the castle 
under his command was the last thing Scythe wanted to do.

Deities above, he would find their queen and bring her home.
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0 2 :  B l o o d t h i r s t y  b e a s t s
Blood dripped from the hideous muzzle, then flung everywhere as the 

grotesque creature shook its powerful head. Celeste tried not to gag as she 
watched it from her hiding spot in the trees above. Silent as the grave, she 
raised her arm that held one of the poles from the obliterated jailer’s wagon. 
Certain that the beast had gone back to its feast and was distracted, she inched 
forward on her tree branch. When she was over just the right spot—there it 
was—she could drop the pole and impale the thing.

She thrust down her arm and drove the pole through the air, releasing her 
grip on it at the perfect moment. The heavy metal object sheared through the 
beast’s skin and organs, seriously wounding it. The pole didn’t kill it though; it 
never did.

It had been about two weeks since she had been trapped in this horrid 
nightmare; since she’d woken in that wagon and since she’d seen that first 
beast. That night she had known something was wrong; although it had been 
nighttime, the darkness had hung in the air a little too heavily.

When she’d awoken from that beast’s attack, she had thought she’d been 
unconscious all the way to the next night. She had stumbled from the wagon 
and searched for the guards, finding their grizzly remains. Although terror had 
gripped her heart, she knew the threat was likely still out there and she needed 
to think clearly. So she had taken what she could from their remains, including 
better clothes, boots, a knife and sword, and several other useful things.

After that she’d hunkered down and rested, waiting for the sun to rise. 
When the darkness had started to lift a little, she had begun to ready herself for 
the day. Then she’d noticed the light wasn’t from the sun rising; it was from a 
moon rising. A huge, orange moon. It had arced across the sky over the span of 
about eighteen hours and provided the same light as a normal full moon. After 
that, it had set and plunged the world into utter and complete darkness again.

Celeste growled as the revolting beast before her tried to charge, swiping 
a massive paw with six-inch claws towards her. She dodged its attack and raised 
her sword, slashing it against the creature’s head. The thing roared mightily 
and slowed, but didn’t stop. She had to swing her weapon several more times 
before her foe dropped before her.
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She threw down the sword, panting heavily as she also slumped to the 
ground. Even though she had only been in this dark hell for two weeks, it had 
felt like an eternity. These beasts were roaming everywhere; she was never safe. 
Avoiding them was the best bet, since they were unfathomably strong and also 
cunning predators. However sometimes evading them wasn’t possible. In those 
times, she made sure she faced them on her terms, if possible. She glanced 
back at the tree, grateful that it had given her a place to hide and ambush the 
creature.

Her lungs still heaved, trying to catch up with her sudden increase in ener-
gy expenditure. Nonetheless, she had to keep moving. The moon was setting, 
and she needed to secure a hiding place for the night. She glanced down at the 
beast again, then at the nearby cave. It was going to be her hiding place, and 
that’s why she had needed to kill this creature. It had been prowling around 
this area all day and hadn’t shown any signs of leaving. If she wanted the cave’s 
shelter, getting rid of its current occupant had seemed like the only option.

After taking a few more deep breaths, she stood and then grabbed the 
cleanest part of the monster’s rotted carcass. She had no idea why all of the 
nightmarish creatures roaming around were so disfigured, vicious, or rotted. 
It was like something had taken all of their normal wildlife and twisted it into 
terrors. The beasts seemed to be starved for human flesh, even though their 
animated bodies were already decayed. Something ghastly had changed these 
beasts from normal to undead, that much she knew.

With a grunt, she started dragging the corpse towards the cave. Her weak 
muscles protested the whole way there, and her tired lungs worked overtime, 
making her progress slow. With every minute she wasted, the moon sunk lower 
and lower.

Once it was gone, she’d be immersed in debilitating darkness.

Eventually she got the massive dead thing to the opening of the cave. 
The body stank, and she hoped it would ward off any potential intruders over-
night. The last thing she needed was to be cornered by one of these things. She 
wouldn’t stand a chance of surviving such an encounter.

Once her grisly work was done, she walked back over to where she had 
fought the thing, picked up her weapon, and shuffled back towards the cave. 
With one last look at the disappearing light, she crawled over the beast’s body 
and curled up in the furthest corner of the cave.
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Her stomach growled loudly. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d 
eaten. It may have been four days ago, or a week. Random plants were the 
single food source she could find. The only animals she had seen were these 
monsters, and they smelled like death even when they were alive. Their blood 
was black, and when she’d cut them open, she had found that their organs and 
muscles were rancid. How dead things could roam the earth, she had no idea.

Some sort of evil darkness had produced these creatures, of that she was 
certain.

What that evil was or who had done this, she was less sure. She suspect-
ed Kiev was involved, which she tried not to think about. The thought of him 
doing this… it was too much to bear. She’d rather fight these undead creatures 
all day than think about that.

Her body completely fatigued from too much exercise and not enough 
fuel, and her mind exhausted from near-constant sorrow and terror, she fell 
asleep in a matter of minutes. Just before she slipped from consciousness, she 
could have sworn she felt something watching her.

It must have been her imagination though, because nothing happened 
that night. Although she felt the odd sensation almost every night after that 
first time, nothing attacked or approached her, other than hunger. She had little 
choice but to trudge onward, if only for the hunger that plagued her stomach.

As more time passed, she became even hungrier. She was hungry for food, 
for answers, for light, for love; for her old life.

For days after escaping from the jailers, she had hoped things would re-
turn to normal. But days had turned into weeks. She survived as best she could, 
always wondering where the hell she was and which direction was which. 
Numerous times she had tried using the orange moon to direct herself, but it 
moved oddly and somehow seemed to lead her in circles. Still she tried though, 
and even now she was attempting to follow its guidance another night.

The guards who’d kidnapped her had said they were in Ashdom, the area 
between her kingdom of Vehrys and Kiev’s mother’s kingdom of Mahkrev. That 
meant her beloved had betrayed her more than two weeks ago; the journey 
alone to Ashdom from her capital city of Khavallia took at least a week. After he 
had attacked her on that fateful night, she must have been unconscious for a 
week in that wagon. The world had been in darkness for three weeks, and here 
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she was in Ashdom.

Even before the world had been plunged into darkness, Ashdom wasn’t a 
place anyone wanted to be. It was a sort of no-man’s-land that acted as barrier 
between the two kingdoms. It was shaped like an upside-down-L, with its lon-
gest part running north and south, making up Mahkrev’s eastern border. The 
shortest part of the upside-down-L ran east to west, sandwiched between Veh-
rys to the north and Mahkrev to the south. That area of Ashdom—the stretch 
between the two kingdoms—was known as the Blood Fields.

For a long time, the two lands had been at war. On those grounds was 
where many of their battles had taken place. To cross the Blood Fields from one 
kingdom to the other was about a day’s ride, but the thinnest part, known as 
The Crossing, only took a couple hours.

Countless good men had been slain there.

Just before the second guard had died, he had said they were taking her 
to Muerta. She shuddered at the name. It was a place in Mahkrev that was also 
known as The Dark Palace. She’d never been there of course—in fact she had 
only ever stepped foot in Mahkrev a couple times for diplomatic missions—but 
she had heard enough rumors about it to make her skin crawl from just the 
name. It was whispered that it was a home for the dead that didn’t stay dead. 
That unnatural creatures roamed the area at night, mostly around the full 
moon, looking for life to devour. Her childhood friend, who was now known as 
Scythe, had told her similar things. He swore up and down that he’d been to the 
area on a full moon’s night, and that it had been teeming with the undead.

Again she shuddered and wondered why the guards would have been 
taking her there. She wished she’d been able to talk with them more before 
they’d met their untimely demise. In fact, she wished they hadn’t been killed. As 
foul as one of them had been, they had been people for her to be around and 
interact with. Out here in the miserable darkness the only other living things 
she had seen for weeks were merciless predators.

Even brash guards were welcome company at this point.

She sighed heavily as she walked, eyeing the moon again. As she had 
done almost every night—or day, whatever one would call this less-dark peri-
od of eighteen hours when the moon was out—she was apathetically walking 
perpendicular to its movement. No matter where she was in Ashdom, Vehrys 
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would be north of her. If the moon rose in the east and set in the west, then go-
ing perpendicular to that trajectory should be north. Should be. But she’d been 
doing this for a couple weeks, and always seemed to get nowhere.

Even if she did figure out how to orientate herself, what did it matter? Her 
beloved had betrayed her. He also seemed to have set this darkness upon their 
world. Going home to her kingdom would do her no good.

The selfishness of that thought struck her even as she thought it. In a pre-
vious time when the world was normal, she would have reprimanded herself 
for even thinking that. Out here in the dark wilderness though, it was harder to 
care. It was difficult to even remember who she was.

She was losing her humanity.

Could she really blame herself? She was trapped in a world of night and 
monsters, put here by someone who had held her heart for over a decade.

If she was somehow able to look past that and remember her kingdom 
and her people, maybe she could find a motive to make it back to Vehrys. For 
now though, she didn’t really care. The worst version of night was coming, and 
she needed to find shelter soon. Her stomach growled loudly again, making her 
glance around cautiously in hopes of the sound not drawing a predator.

As she took up a jog to help her seek out a shelter quicker, she wondered 
how she could entertain the idea of saving her kingdom when she could barely 
save herself.

~~~

Henrik smacked his lips as he eyed the delicious feast before him. He was a 
guest in Queen Velania’s castle, as he had been for the past week.

Immediately after Kiev’s betrayal of Celeste, Henrik had departed for Mah-
krev. He’d told Kiev it was to maintain peace between the kingdoms, to which 
the king had asked why he shouldn’t be the one to go. While Kiev’s mother 
reigned Mahkrev, he was the king of Vehrys and needed to remain there, Henrik 
had explained.

“Allow me, your top general, to go and ensure that our alliance with Mah-
krev remains unchanged,” Henrik had urged. “Meanwhile, you stay here and 
show your people that even though the queen has vanished, you, their king, 
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remains strong. If I end up needing you in Mahkrev, I’ll send word.”

Of course Kiev had bought it and agreed.

So Henrik had immediately departed from Khavallia, the capital city of 
Vehrys, and set out for Lenik, the capital city of Mahkrev. One week into his 
two-week journey, he had reached the Blood Fields. There his men had spotted 
a pair of frenzied horses still wearing harnesses.

His blood had run cold when he’d realized they had been the horses from 
Celeste’s prison wagon.

Thus, he and his men had spent the day trying to find the wagon based on 
the route the drivers had planned to take. They had indeed found the wreck-
age, along with the mutilated guards and obliterated wagon. There had been 
no sign of Celeste.

If the blasted guards who’d been escorting her hadn’t already been torn 
apart by beasts, Henrik would have done it with his bare hands.

He had been adamant about searching for her, but since the moon had 
been about to disappear, he knew it would have been a foolish endeavor. So 
instead, he told one of his leaders to go back to Khavallia in the morning to 
fetch more men and put together a search party. Not a single word of it was to 
be breathed to the king.

Instead for Kiev, Henrik had scribbled a message summoning the king to 
join him in Lenik. The last thing he needed was Celeste showing up in Khavallia 
and winning him back to her side.

Next, he had also written a note to his top officers and ordered them to 
move their troops into Khavallia as soon as Kiev left. Declare martial law, he in-
structed, and do not let anyone leave or enter the city—especially enter. Claim 
to be doing so on Kiev’s orders, for the good of the people, while he’s away in 
Mahkrev.

He sent both messages via his dark servants; decaying birds that could fly 
all night without stopping. The messages would arrive the morning after he 
had sent them, even though he was a week’s ride from Khavallia.

The discovery of Celeste’s escape and the sending of those messages had 
been a couple weeks ago. Now both he and Kiev were in Lenik, dining with 
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Queen Velania.

Only three weeks had passed since Kiev’s betrayal of Celeste, but already 
he wasn’t looking so well. Soon, it wouldn’t matter.

Henrik didn’t give a damn about the man’s remorse; guilt was for the weak.

~~~

Kiev stared down at his plate, not caring for his present company. Henrik 
he liked, although for some reason he was growing increasingly uncomfortable 
around his general. Right now though, his main source of contention was his 
mother.

Grand and illustrious Queen Velania.

He almost snorted, but was glad he didn’t. She was a cruel woman, and 
if she thought he was disrespecting her in front of someone, he’d surely pay a 
price.

“So, my dear Kiev,” she swooned. “General Henrik tells me your queen has 
gone missing.”

His blood nearly boiled at the flippant way she made the statement, as if 
she was commenting on the weather.

“Indeed,” was all he said in reply.

“Well, are you looking for her?”

It was an obvious question, and it should have had an obvious answer. But 
he wasn’t looking for her, because he was the one who had betrayed her. He 
subconsciously felt his wedding ring, rotating it around his finger as he so often 
did lately. As he did so, he strangely felt his guilt lessen a bit.

“Of course we are looking for her, your majesty,” Henrik offered, much to 
Kiev’s relief. It took the attention off of him and the beads of sweat that had 
formed on his brow.

“I, for one, am not surprised she ran off,” Velania commented, again mak-
ing Kiev cringe. “And it is particularly interesting that the same day she disap-
peared, darkness enveloped our land and terrible beasts sprung up from the 
earth.”
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“I couldn’t agree with you more,” Henrik said. “It seems too coincidental to 
simply overlook. She must answer for the horror she’s brought to our lands.”

Kiev glowered at the man, but also couldn’t deny the timing of events. 
He had betrayed Celeste for more power, true. As a result she was in pain and 
was likely furious at him, hell bent on revenge. But if she had summoned this 
darkness and those evil creatures, she was punishing not just him but also her 
people. Why would she do such a thing?

“Vehrys will be better off without her,” Velania stated. “She was never good 
enough for you, my dear son.”

“I appreciate that Mother,” he said, less sarcastically than he had intended.

To his surprise, he felt the guilt slipping off of him for the first time in a 
while. He was beginning to feel like he had that night when he’d betrayed her; 
convinced that he’d needed to rid himself of her. She’d been holding him back 
and hurting the kingdom. If she would have just stepped aside and let him fully 
ally with his mother’s kingdom, he could have taken Vehrys to new heights.

He could have gained so much power! Damn her and her aversion to war 
and bloodshed.

Wait, no, that wasn’t right. He didn’t want Vehrys to be a part of Mahkrev 
and he didn’t want to be violent like his father. Right?

He shook his head in confusion, to which Henrik offered, “My lord, you’ve 
had a long week journeying here amidst the dangers of our land. Why don’t you 
retire? The queen and I can aptly discuss the darkness that suddenly overtook 
our land, as well as reasonable adjustments to the current alliance between our 
kingdoms.”

The general inclined his chin, and his eyes seemed to flash black for a mo-
ment. Suddenly Kiev felt like he couldn’t say no to the man, so he agreed and 
took his leave for the night.
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Next week on celeste... 
Celeste is starving, and is about to give up on life; even going so far as not 

fighting back when she knows a beast is coming. 

Just when all hope seems lost, she discovers something that could change 
her life forever.

Scythe is scouring the kingdom looking for her, and is even heading south 
to Mahkrev. He knows Henrik’s men were liars and not allies with Kiev. 

We learn that all of Vehrys has secret abilities, but they don’t acknowledge 
them so as to keep peace in the land.

Incredibly, Sythe seems to have an ability that is more powerful and dan-
gerous than all others.

General Mauve, her daughter Kira, and General Craig enter the tale. In the 
king and queen’s absence, they’re keeping an eye on matters in the castle at Kha-
vallia. Mauve is strong and bold, and unknowingly admired by Craig. 

Even though she has this mysterious new ability, Celeste is losing her sani-
ty. She is still going in circles; her efforts to get home seemingly cursed.

As she contemplates what Kiev has done to her and their land, she decides 
to show him just how severe of a mistake he has made. 

She will show him her might and power.
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What’s your reaction?
Are you shocked? Horrified? Happy? Saw it coming? 

Tell us!!! Comment on this blog at SamanthaEklund.com or on the socials 
@thesamanthaeklund!

Then hop on the podcast to hear the author’s reaction and see if you had 
the same kind. You might also get the inside scoop on theories about what’s next 
;-)
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stay in touch! 
Remember to read the weekly newsletter for rare offers and exciting up-

dates!

check out the podcast!
The exclusive place to hear the book narrated by the author, as well as hear 

reactions to the story!

get connected!
Find Samantha and fellow readers on Facebook and Instagram @thesaman-

thaeklund and at www.SamanthaEklund.com

Be on the lookout:
For special offers in the newsletter! They range from free books, exciting 

updates, a free Book Lover’s Glam Bag, events, and more!
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