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Rich in magic and adventure, Michael J. Sullivan’s soaring 
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Now, in Age of War, the epic battle between humankind and the cruel 
godlike beings who once ruled them finally ignites in all its fury. 
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compassionate heart. The arrogant Fhrey are barely held in check by their leader, Nyphron, who seeks 

to advance his own nefarious agenda that could keep Persephone from the one she loves most: Raithe, 

the God Killer. 

 

As the Fhrey overlords marshal their army and sorcerers to crush the rebellion, old loyalties will be 

challenged while fresh conspiracies will threaten to undo all that Persephone has accomplished. In the 

darkest hour, when hope is all but lost, new heroes will rise . . . but at what terrible cost? 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Hello and welcome! If you are receiving this file, then you have pre-ordered a copy of Age of 

War, and Robin and I thank you for your support. This pre-order bonus pack is available for all 

versions of the book (audio, hard cover or ebook). So if you know a friend who has pre-ordered as 

well, please feel free to tell them about the pre-ordering promotion. By pre-ordering, you’ll receive 

these bonus features: 

 

• Access to an online, high-resolution map 

• A spoiler-free searchable glossary 

• Author’s introduction detailing the series’ inspirations 

• Recaps of Age of Myth and Age of Swords 

• A Legends of the First Empire short story 

• The first three chapters of Age of War 

 

As you may recall, Age of Swords ended on a bit of a cliff-hanger. I didn’t want to keep you 

dangling, so getting you this set of bonus materials will provide you a way off the edge and answer the 

question that may have been nagging at you since last year’s release. I hope you enjoy the read! 
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AGE OF MYTH RECAP 

 
Hello and welcome! My name is Robin Sullivan, and I’m Michael’s wife, business manager, 

alpha reader, lead agent, and administrator of the beta program. Simply put, I keep all the non- writing 

tasks off Michael’s plate, so we can have more stories to read. In full disclosure, I’ve never written a 

recap before, nor have I researched to see if there is any particular standard format. In short, I’m 

going to “wing it,” and hopefully that’ll get the job done. 

My goals in this recap are to (a) help you remember what happened in Age of Myth to prepare 

you for diving into Age of Swords, and (b) to keep this short (so it doesn’t take too much time to go 

through). I should note that Michael always includes brief mentions regarding crucial plot points from 

previous books, so a recap really shouldn’t be necessary. But because some people have asked for it, 

we’re more than happy to oblige. Okay, that’s enough preamble, let’s begin with a brief introduction 

to the races of Elan and an overview of the significant characters. 

 
 
RACES: 

As most probably know, this series is based in the world of Elan (the same setting for the 

Riyria books), but it takes place 3,000 years in the past. At that time, humans (Rhunes) are primitive 

pre-bronze age people living in thatch-roofed huts and wielding stone-tipped spears. They are highly 

superstitious, polytheistic, and have been forbidden by the Fhrey to cross the rivers on the western 

edge of their borders. The Rhunes are divided into factions (seven Rhulyn clans in the south and three 

Gula clans in the north). These two groups have been continuously warring (a conflict spurred by the 

Fhrey). Due to its location in the North, Clan Duryea has been the defenders of the Rhulyn- Rhunes, 
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and they are battle-hardened and often shunned by “civilized” Rhune society. Each clan is ruled by a 

chieftain, and the bulk of the Rhune scenes in Age of Myth take place in and around Dahl Rhen, the 

capital of the clan that sits on the outskirts of the Crescent Forest. 

The Fhrey, on the other hand, are technologically advanced, long-lived, and some can call on 

the forces of nature to wield magic (what they refer to as the Art). They are governed by Ferrol’s Law 

which prohibits Fhrey-on-Fhrey killing except when sanctioned by their fane or upon a fane’s death 

(when it can be used in a one-on-one challenge). Because the Rhune have never seen a Fhrey die, 

they’re assumed to be gods: immortal, invincible, and superior to the Rhune in every possible way. In 

the first book, the premise of Fhrey divinity is dispelled when a Rhune kills one, an action that sets 

the two cultures against each other. 

I should note that there are other races in Elan: Grenmorians (giants), Ghazel (goblins) and 

Dherg (dwarfs), but they are not significant in the first book. The book focuses on only two of these 

peoples, and the Dherg make their grand appearance in Age of Swords. 

 
 
CHARACTERS: 

Since Michael writes character-driven stories, I thought a re-introduction of the various 

“players” (and how they fit into the overall plot), would be helpful. Through these descriptions, you 

should be well-prepared for Age of Swords. In case that’s not enough, I’ve also provided a condensed 

plot outline after this section. 

Please note, I won’t be discussing all the characters encountered in Age of Myth (as that would 

violate my second goal, which was providing a short recap), but each book has an updated and 

extensive glossary. Each one is written to be spoiler free for the book you are reading, but they are 

updated based on where in the story you are. For instance, a character introduced in one novel might 

have a simple explanation indicating where they are from and what they do. But in a later book their 

entry may show that they died, became a traitor, or had some other significant part to play. So, if you 
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feel you need more information than I have presented, you can browse through the glossary of the 

book you are about to start. There is even an online version for those listening to audio books or who 

have problems swapping between the main text and glossary while reading the ebook. 

 
Persephone (Rhune): At the start of the book, she is the Second Chair (wife of the chieftain 

of Dahl Rhen), and she ruled alongside her husband, Reglan. Upon his death, she is removed from 

power. That said, Persephone finds herself having to assume a leadership role due to the 

incompetence of the new chieftain (Konniger). By the end of the story, she becomes the new 

chieftain. 

 
Reglan (Rhune): Former chieftain of Dahl Rhen, and husband to Persephone. Although he 

was reportedly killed by Grin the Brown (a ferocious bear), he was murdered by Konniger (his 

bodyguard). 

 
Konniger (Rhune): Shield (bodyguard) to Chieftain Reglan, who rules after his predecessor’s 

death. His reign is one of inaction and avoidance, requiring Persephone to pick up the slack to protect 

the dahl. Throughout the book, he and his followers try to kill Persephone. Near the end of the story, 

he is killed by Grin the Brown. 

 
Maeve (Rhune): Dahl Rhen’s “Keeper of Ways” and the historian who carries the oral traditions 

and history in an age before writing. She has an affinity for Konniger (who spared the life of her 

illegitimate child, fathered by Reglan). She believed that Grin the Brown was her daughter, 

transformed into animal form, but by the end of the book, it is revealed that Suri was her child. Maeve 

ends up dying while defending Suri from Grin. 

 
Raithe (Rhune): A Dureyan, who sets out with his father to find a better life than their paltry 

existence in a barren and inhospitable homeland. They cross the forbidden river in the west and come 
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upon a Fhrey (Shegon) and his servants. Raithe ends up killing Shegon, thus proving Fhrey aren’t 

immortal. Raithe and Shegon’s former slave, Malcolm, return to Rhulyn and eventually make their 

way to Dahl Rhen. By the end of the story, he becomes Persephone’s Shield. 

 
Suri (Rhune): A young mystic (a person who can commune with nature spirits and animals) who 

comes to Dahl Rhen accompanied by Minna, a wolf and Suri’s best friend. She’s there to warn of an 

impending danger that threatens all of mankind. She is also the only Rhune who can use The Art. Suri 

was raised by Tura (who recently died) and has no idea who her actual parents were (or why they left 

her in the forest). By the end of the book, we discover she is the illegitimate daughter of Maeve and 

Reglan. 

 
Nyphron (Fhrey): The commander of a skilled contingent of fighters known as the 

Galantians. He’s also the son of Zephyron. When his father is killed, Nyphron assumes he’d be the 

next commander of Alon Rhist (a Fhrey military outpost on the Fhrey-Rhune frontier). When 

Petragar is given the position, Nyphron disobeys orders, and he and his band become outcasts. By the 

end of the book, Nyphron and his Galantians are given refuge in Dahl Rhen. 

 
Malcolm (Rhune): A well-treated slave, who even though he lives in luxurious 

accommodations, seeks freedom. During Raithe’s fight with Shegon, Malcolm hits his master in the 

head with a rock, thus saving Raithe’s life. The two partner up and go on the run from Fhrey 

retaliation. By the end of the book, we learn he was once the slave of Nyphron’s father (Zephyron), 

and further discover that it was Malcolm who was ordered by Nyphron to kill Shegon. 

 
Lothian (Fhrey): Ruler of the Fhrey people and a Miralyith (magic user). He recently took 

power after defeating Zephyron (father of Nyphron) who legally challenged the next in the line of 

succession through one-on-one combat. Lothian didn’t merely kill Zephyron, he humiliated and 

tortured the fighter to demonstrate to the other Fhrey tribes the might of the Miralyith and the folly 
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of opposition. 

 
Arion (Fhrey): Originally the tutor to Mawyndulë, she is sent to Dhal Rhen by Fane Lothian to 

retrieve the rebel Nyphron. While apprehending him, she is attacked by Malcolm and rendered 

unconscious. Recognizing that Arion’s life may be the key to Dahl Rhen’s survival, Persephone insists 

that the Fhrey receives the best care the village can offer. Upon waking, Arion discovers an inability to 

use The Art. When Gryndal arrives and threatens the dahl, Suri explains that it’s the markings painted 

on Arion’s bandages that are impeding her magical abilities. With the restoration of The Art, Arion 

defends the people of Dahl Rhen from Gryndal. 

 
Gryndal (Fhrey): The First Minister (second in command) who is also a powerful Miralyith. 

He believes that the Art has raised his tribe above non-Artist Fhrey, and as such, he advocates a two- 

class society. After Arion fails to retrieve Nyphron, he sets out to finish the deed and plans to destroy 

Dahl Rhen for giving aid and comfort to the outlaws. Arion opposes him and the two wage a magical 

battle. During the conflict, Raithe kills Gryndal, making him the second Fhrey to die by the “God 

Killer’s” hand. 

 
Mawyndulë (Fhrey): Son of Lothian and next in line to rule. Initially tutored by Arion, he 

prefers the teachings of Gryndal (who believes that the Miralyith are superior to all others). He 

accompanies Gryndal to retrieve Nyphron from Dahl Rhen and witnesses his mentor’s death before 

being sent home by Arion. 

 
Trilos (Fhrey): A mysterious figure who spends his days contemplating the mysteries of “The 

Door,” a sacred place in Fhrey society rumored to contain The First Tree (the source of all life in 

Elan). Legend holds that the door has never been opened, but he suspects that the prior fane 

(Fenelyus) did go inside (with someone’s help). He’s obsessed with finding out who that person was. 
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Grin the Brown (animal): An old and ferocious bear that has killed many Rhune over the 

years including Persephone’s and Reglan’s son Mahn. Konniger also claimed that Grin was 

responsible for Reglan’s death when the reality is that Konniger murdered Dahl Rhen’s chieftain. For 

years, Maeve has believed Grin to be her long-lost daughter, transformed into a bear through magic. 

For a time, Suri thought Grin might be the source of the destruction she foresaw, but later she 

discovers Grin is just an ordinary bear and it is Gryndal who is the real threat. 

 
 
PLOT OVERVIEW: 

If you’ve read the character descriptions above, you pretty much know all the relevant details 

relating to the plot of Age of Myth. But this is a recap, after all, so a quick summary is appropriate. 

Again, I’m leaving out much of the detail for brevity’s sake. 

In an attempt to find a better life, Raithe and his father Herkimer cross the forbidden river 

and enter a lush land. When a Fhrey named Shegon (and his two Rhune slaves, Malcolm and Meryl) 

find the pair, the Fhrey hunter demands they surrender their weapons and return to the opposite side 

of the river. Swords are rare for the Rhune people, and Herkimer refuses. When he attacks Shegon, 

the faster Fhrey kills him. Raithe picks up where his father left off and is about to be killed himself, 

but Malcolm hits Shegon in the head with a rock, knocking the Fhrey unconscious. Raithe ends up 

slitting Shegon’s throat, and he’s a bit surprised when the Fhrey dies and stays dead. Since Meryl has 

ridden back to Alon Rhist, and retaliation for Shegon’s death will be swift, the two retreat across the 

river and enter the Crescent Forest. 

Suri (apprentice to the mystic Tura) has had a vision that foretells the destruction of the entire 

Rhune race. She comes to Dahl Rhen to warn Reglan (the chieftain). Since Reglan is out searching for 

Grin the Brown (a bear that killed his last surviving son), Suri relays the information to his wife. 

Persephone doesn’t take the threat seriously because the girl is so odd and her prediction seems so 

outlandish. When the hunting party returns and her husband is dead, Persephone has greater concerns 
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than the wild story of a young girl. 

With no surviving heir, the next chieftain of Dahl Rhen is decided by combat and Konniger 

(Reglan’s Shield) is victorious. During his first clan meeting, rumors abound, including (a) the tale of a 

Dureyan named Raithe who killed a Fhrey and (b) the destruction of two neighboring dahls (Dureya 

and Nadak) by Fhrey warriors. After the meeting, Persephone sees Suri and is reminded of the 

prophecy of their race’s destruction. Seeing as how two dahls have already been wiped out, 

Persephone takes the threat more seriously. Suri suggests visiting an ancient tree named Magda who 

should be able to provide additional information and the two set out into the woods (a place that has 

terrified Persephone since she was a young child). 

On the way to Magda, Persephone is attacked by three of her clansmen for no reason that she 

can discern. Seeing the danger, Malcolm and Raithe come to the rescue. Two men die from falling and 

the third escapes. Malcolm and Raithe agree to provide escort in exchange for shelter and a hot meal. 

When asked how Persephone can save her people, Magda delivers the following cryptic answer: 

“Welcome the gods; heal the injured; follow the wolf.” While returning to the dahl, the party is attacked by 

wolves, and Suri leads the others to a rol (a secret Dherg bunker used during their war with the 

Fhrey). While sealed in the rol, Grin the Brown comes upon the wolves and kills the animals, but is 

unable to reach the people protected by the Dherg shelter. 

The next day the group returns to Dahl Rhen and learns that Persephone has been accused of 

murdering the men who had attacked her. There is a stalemate of “he said” and “she said” and before 

the matter can be fully resolved a small contingent of Fhrey are seen approaching the dahl. Konniger 

plans to close the gate and hope for the best, but Malcolm knows that won’t be enough to hold off a 

Fhrey attack. Persephone pleads for the “God Killer” to do what he can, and Raithe leaves the dahl to 

face the approaching Fhrey. 

The small Fhrey band is Nyphron and his Galantians. They haven’t come to sack Dahl Rhen. 

Instead, they are seeking refuge. They are outlaws after refusing to join with the other warriors who 
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destroyed Nadak and Dureya. Konniger doesn’t want to grant them entrance, but Persephone 

remembers Magda’s words (Welcome the gods) and invites them in. 

Meanwhile in Estramnadon (the Fhrey homeland), Fenelyus (the former ruler) has died, and a 

legal challenge has been made by Zephyron (Nyphron’s father). The one-on-one battle was horribly 

one-sided since Fenelyus’s son, Lothian, can use magic. The heir humiliates and mutilates his 

opponent to prove to non-Miralyith the superiority of his tribe. A possible schism looms as many fear 

that the Miralyith will forever be in power. When news from Alon Rhist reports that Nyphron has 

gone rogue and is living among the Rhune, Arion (the tutor of Fane Lothian’s son Mawyndulë) is 

dispatched to bring Nyphron back for a trial. 

The Rhune have never seen the magical abilities of a Miralyith, and when Arion comes to 

arrest Nyphron, they are reminded why Fhrey were considered gods. While Arion is busy dealing with 

the outlaw, Malcolm repeats his rock-to-the-head maneuver and renders Arion unconscious. 

Persephone is reminded of the second portion of Magda’s instructions (heal the injured) and orders 

Arion to be brought to the chieftain’s lodge and cared for. 

Upon waking, Arion meets Suri and is amazed to find a Rhune (who the Fhrey believed were 

little more than animals) who can use The Art. She also discovers that she can no longer perform 

magic and assumes it’s because of her injury. The reality is that Suri has painted runes (markings from 

the Dherg rol that act as a barrier to The Art), on bandages wrapping Arion’s head to prevent the 

Miralyith’s retaliation against Malcolm for attacking her. 

Gryndal (First Minister, and an extremely powerful Miralyith), has the power to see events 

from large distances and knows about Arion’s failure to arrest Nyphron and her capture by the 

Rhunes. Lothian sends him, and his son Mawyndulë, to kill (rather than capture) Nyphron. 

Suri uses the Art to discover more about the source of the pending destruction and comes to 

believe that it is Grin the Brown who will be responsible. She suspects that Grin isn’t a bear at all but 

a demon. After learning that Maeve (the dahl’s historian) had lost a daughter in the forest, she 
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suspects that there is a way to exorcise the child’s spirit and banish the demon. Because facing Grin 

will be dangerous, she leaves her wolf Minna behind with Arion. 

When Persephone learns that the mystic and the old woman are in danger, she asks Konniger 

to send armed guards to find and protect them. The chieftain refuses and reveals that Maeve and 

Reglan had an affair that resulted in the birth of a daughter who Konniger took to the forest and 

abandoned. He speculates that Suri might be right, and the baby did turn into the bear. Frustrated, 

Persephone mounts her own search party and remembers the last part of Magda’s instructions (follow 

the wolf). She, Raithe, and Malcolm set out with Minna leading the way. 

While looking for Suri, Persephone, Raithe and Malcolm come upon the man who had 

previously attacked Persephone. He reveals that Reglan wasn’t killed by Grin but by Konniger, and he 

fears he’ll be next. He’s willing to recant his testimony and join her side to oust Konniger as the 

chieftain if she grants him immunity. When Konniger and his men come upon them, Raithe tells 

Persephone to run while he and Malcolm fight. The plan is for her to return to the hidden rol and 

wait there until it is safe. 

Meanwhile back in Dahl Rhen, Arion is able to leave her room now that Minna is no longer 

an impediment. She’s convinced that if Lothian discovers that Rhune can use The Art, it’ll help 

deflate the Miralyith’s over-inflated opinion of themselves. Afraid that Suri may die, she instructs 

Nyphron and his Galantians to find and protect her. In exchange for his help, she’ll plead Nyphron’s 

case to the fane. 

When Persephone ran, Konniger went after her. Malcolm and Raithe are highly outnumbered, 

and death is imminent. They are saved when Nyphron and his Galantians show up. Fearing that 

Persephone would be more concerned about Suri than her own life, Raithe suspects she went to 

Grin’s cave rather than the rol’s safety, so he and Malcolm follow the Galantians. 

In Grin’s cave, Suri casts her spell which has no effect. Maeve finally puts two and two 

together and realizes that it is Suri who is her daughter. The old woman defends her new-found child 
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from Grin and dies in the effort. When Minna arrives and is threatened by Grin, Suri uses The Art to 

ignite the bear, who then runs off. 

Back at the rol, Persephone is unable to find the small stone that activates the mechanical 

door. Grin, who returns to the pool and waterfall to soothe the damage from Suri’s flames, attacks 

and kills Konniger just as Persephone finds the entrance. She only gets partially inside before Grin 

becomes wedged in the doorway. Using a shield that Raithe had discarded after finding a superior 

Dherg crafted buckler, Persephone beats Grin to death and collapses from the effort. Suri leads 

Nyphron, Raithe, Malcolm, and the Galantians back to the rol where they find Persephone. 

As day breaks, the Galantians, Persephone, Raithe, Suri, and Minna return to Dahl Rhen to 

find all the residents lined up and immobile. They are under the spell of Gryndal, who is repulsed by 

their kind and plans to not only kill Nyphron but all the people who harbored him as well. 

Apparently, Suri’s prediction hadn’t been related to Grin but instead was indicating Gryndal. 

Arion is powerless to stop him, until Suri tells her to remove the bandages, restoring the Art. While 

Arion and Gryndal battle, Raithe, who is protected from the Art by a Dherg-runed shield, is able to 

get close enough to cut off Gryndal’s head. After the battle, Mawyndulë tries to pick up where 

Gryndal left off, but he is no match for Arion, and she orders his soldiers to return the prince to 

Estramnadon. While Arion once again has access to the Art, the battle with Gryndal has taken a toll, 

and she returns to bed. 

With Konniger dead, Persephone becomes the new chieftain of Dahl Rhen, and Raithe stays 

to become her Shield. In the closing passages of the book, we learn that Nyphron has a grand plan 

that has yet to be revealed. What is uncovered, however, is that Malcolm is part of Nyprhon’s 

schemes and the Galantian leader had ordered the ex-slave to murder Shegon. Having outmaneuvered 

Nyphron, it appears Malcolm has his own mysterious agenda. 
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IN CONCLUSION: 

And there you have it. We are so pleased that people are excited about Age of Swords. 

Personally, it’s my favorite book of the series, mainly because many of the seemingly minor characters 

from Age of Myth start to become fully realized for their unique abilities. It also has a great story to tell, 

and we can’t wait until the book is released so we can hear what others think of it. So, please leave a 

review or just a few comments on sites like Goodreads, Audible, or your favorite online retailer. All 

we ask for is an honest opinion, but of course, the hope is that you’ll find the book entertaining and 

worthy of your time. 
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AGE OF SWORDS RECAP 

 
Hello it’s me again, Robin. I hope the format I used on the last recap worked for people 

because I’m going to be using it again for this one ;-)! 

 
 
RACES: 

As most probably know, this series is based in the world of Elan (the same setting for the 

Riyria books), but it takes place 3,000 years in the past. At that time, humans (Rhunes) are primitive 

people living in thatch-roofed huts and wielding stone-tipped spears. They are highly superstitious, 

polytheistic, and have been forbidden by the Fhrey (elves) to cross the rivers on the western edge of 

their borders. The Rhunes are divided into ten factions (seven Rhulyn clans in the south and three 

Gula clans in the north). Historically, these two groups have been continually warring (a conflict 

spurred by the Fhrey). But by the end of Age of Swords, they have joined forces under a single leader 

(Keenig Persephone) in the hopes of surviving an impending war with the Fhrey. 

The Fhrey, on the other hand, are technologically advanced, long-lived, and some (Miralyith) 

are able to call on the forces of nature to wield magic (what they refer to as the Art). They are 

governed by Ferrol’s Law which prohibits Fhrey-on-Fhrey killing except when sanctioned by their 

leader (the fane) or upon a fane’s death (when it can be used in a one-on-one challenge to select a 

new leader). At the time of the books, there is disharmony in the Fhrey civilization, because the 

Miralyith (those that wield magic) have taken power and they are beginning to see other Fhrey as 

inferior. In Age of Swords, there was an uprising by the Gray Cloaks (a group of Miralyith) who 
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wanted to establish the dominance of their tribe. It was squelched, but its formation only served to 

deepen the resentment between the Miralyith and all other Fhrey tribes. 

The Dherg (also known as Belgriclungreians), are dwarfs who lost the last great war with the 

Fhrey, and now they live in exile as the Fhrey are trying to keep them from becoming a threat once 

more. They are excellent craftsmen but suspicious of outsiders, and they lead a solitary existence. In 

Age of Swords Persephone takes a small group across the sea in the hope of trading Dherg-made 

swords for their coming war with the Fhrey. She does this in exchange for ridding the dwarfs with a 

not-so-little problem, an ancient and powerful beast that has been set loose in their homeland 

making it uninhabitable. 

It should be noted that there are other races in Elan such as Grenmorians (giants), Ghazel 

(goblins) as well as creatures (crimbals, raow, and such). But for the most part, they are not a 

significant focus of the previous books (except the raow, who did show up in Age of Swords). 

 
 
CHARACTERS: 

Since Michael writes character-driven stories, I thought a re-introduction of the various 

players (and how they fit into the overall plot), would be helpful. Through these descriptions, you 

should be well-prepared for Age of War. In case that’s not enough, I’ve also provided a condensed 

plot outline after this section. 

Please note, I won’t be discussing all the characters encountered in Age of Swords, but if you 

need more memory refreshing, you can skim Age of War’s glossary. The way the glossaries are 

structured is that they are spoiler-free for the book you are reading, but they are updated with each 

installment (expanding on entries based on new information revealed in the previous book). 

 
Persephone (Rhune): The widowed wife of the Rhulyn-Rhune chieftain of Dahl Rhen. By 



19  

the end of Age of Swords, she becomes the ruler (keenig) of all ten clans. This is accomplished 

primarily because of two actions. First, she brought all the Rhunes together (as united they are better 

equipped to defend themselves against the Fhrey). And second, she traveled to Neith (the land of 

the Dherg) and returned with the technology for iron weapons, which are a vast improvement from 

both the Rhune’s stone-tipped spears and the Fhrey’s bronze-based swords. 

 
Arion (Fhrey): A Miralyith who is sent to Dhal Rhen by Fane Lothian to retrieve the rebel 

Nyphron. While attempting to apprehend him, she is attacked and loses most of her magical ability. 

While recovering she meets a Rhune with the ability to wield the Art (Suri), and she believes if 

adequately trained, this Rhune Artist could show her fane that Rhune and Fhrey are both worthy of 

life and could peacefully co-exist. During Persephone’s trip to Belgreig (land of the dwarfs), Arion 

exhausts her magic and her life force and returns to Dahl Rhen unconscious and near death. 

 
Suri (Rhune): A young mystic (a person who communes with nature spirits and animals), and 

she is also the only Rhune Artist. Under the tutelage of Arion, her powers grow dramatically, and 

she defeats the beast plaguing the Dherg homeland. This is accomplished at a high price (she 

sacrifices Minna, a white wolf who has been her best-friend for most of her life). After the Dherg 

leader breaks his promise to provide swords for Persephone’s war with the Fhrey, Suri destroys their 

ancient city. 

 
Raithe (Rhune):  The Chieftain of Clan Duryea, which was destroyed by the Fhrey in Age of 

Myth. Dureyans are known as capable fighters (and Raithe is well trained), but he would rather live a 

peaceful life in the forbidden lands of the Fhrey where the game is plentiful, and life is easy. He’s 

fallen in love with Persephone and wants to take her away to this idyllic place, but the keening’s 

loyalty to her besieged people keeps her rooted. Raithe is also known as the God-killer and killed 
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both Shegon and Gryndal. He was offered the position of keenig but turned it down as he feels war 

with the Fhrey is futile. 

 
Nyphron (Fhrey): The commander of a small but skilled contingent of fighters known as 

Galantians. He’s also the son of Zephyron, the last challenger of Fane Lothian for leadership over 

their people. He comes to Dahl Rhen as an outcast after refusing to kill Rhunes. In Age of Swords, he 

tries to unite the Rhune clans under his banner but is frustrated to discover Rhune law forbid non-

Rhune rulers. 

 
Malcolm (Rhune): The ex-slave of Nyphron’s father who gains his freedom when Raithe 

kills the first Fhrey), through most of the first two books he is the unassuming sidekick to Raithe, 

but there are signs that he has been working with Nyphron and also advancing his own, yet to be 

revealed, agenda. 

 
Lothian (Fhrey): Ruler (fane) of the Fhrey people and a Miralyith (practitioner of the Art – 

meaning a magic user). In Age of Swords he was nearly killed by a rogue contingent of his own kind 

(the Gray Cloaks) who sought even more power than they already wield. 

 
Mawyndulë (Fhrey): Son of Lothian and next in line to rule. Young, naïve, and easily 

manipulated he falls in love with Makareta and the Gray Cloaks (a group of Miralyith who want to 

place their tribe above all others). He is used as a puppet by the Gray Cloaks, but instead of joining 

them he ends up supporting his father, and during the battle, he saves many high-ranking officials as 

well as the site of their governing body. 

 
That’s pretty much it for the main players, but I do want to briefly touch on some of the 

people that came into prominence in Age of Swords as they will have an even more influential part to 
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play in Age of War. 

 
Tesh (Rhune): The only surviving Dureyan (besides Raithe). He’s young, feisty and wants 

nothing more than to kill every Fhrey in existence for the destruction they brought to his family and 

his clan. Raithe schools him, but also encourages the boy to study Fhrey fighting techniques. 

 
Roan (Rhune): An ex-slave with an incredibly inventive mind, who is terribly scarred from the 

deep wounds of an oppressive master. Roan is a genius, and when needs arise, she’s able to come up 

with answers to complex problems such as how to transport goods over long distances (using a cart) 

or killing from a distance (with a bow and arrow). 

 
Moya (Rhune): Known for her big-mouth and lack of decorum, she always speaks her mind. 

She accompanies Persephone to the Dherg homeland to act as her Shield (bodyguard), a task that 

becomes easier once she masters a new invention of Roan’s…the bow and arrow. 

 
Brin (Rhune): Dahl Rhen’s Keeper of Way (historian) who develops a form of writing so their 

oral tradition can be saved in written form. 

 
Gifford (Rhune): An incredibly talented potter, a task even more impressive due to his 

severely crippled body. Desperately in love with Roan, the two make a tragic pair, him with his 

broken body, and her with a broken spirit. 

 
Padera (Rhune): Oldest resident of Dahl Rhen, opinionated and stubborn, she’s still the one 

you want to have around when you are hurt or in need of a good meal. 
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PLOT OVERVIEW: 

If you’ve read the character descriptions above, you pretty much know all the relevant details 

relating to the plot of Age of Swords. But this is a recap, after all, so a quick summary is appropriate. 

Again, I’m leaving out much of the detail for brevity’s sake. I’m going to divide the plots into two – 

one following the story line of the Rhunes and the other following the Fhrey. 

 
RHUNE OVERVIEW: 

In retaliation for killing First Minister Gryndal, the fane of the Fhrey sends an army of giants 

to destroy Dahl Rhen. He also uses the magical focusing power of Avempartha (a tower on the 

Nidwalden River) to target Arion for turning traitor. Nyphron and his Galantians fend off the giant 

attack, but the village is destroyed. Arion survives the assassination attempt, by using the shelter of a 

Dherg rol (stone hiding place). There, they meet three dwarfs: Frost, Flood, and Rain. When faced 

with a Miralyith the dwarfs are initially frightened, but they later realize having someone with the Art 

could solve a problem they have back in their homeland, a giant who has taken up residence and 

prevents the use of their most sacred city. 

With the village in ruins, and war looming, Persephone decides to move the survivors of 

Dahl Rhen to Dahl Tirre, the home of the nearest Rhunic clan. She also sends runners to the other 

clans, asking them to send their chieftains to elect a single ruler to unite all the various tribes. When 

the chieftains gather, they mainly fight amongst themselves, each vying for the position of keening. 

The only exception is Raithe, who feels war with the Fhrey is folly. He plans to leave (before war 

comes) when he finds Tesh, a survivor of Duryea. The young boy convinces Raithe into staying (and 

also teaching him how to fight). 

Persephone learns that the dwarfs want Arion to rid their homeland of the giant. And since 

the chieftains are getting nowhere, she decides a trade may be in order. If she can eliminate the giant 
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problem, the dwarfs might provide the Rhunes with weapons for the upcoming war with the Fhrey. 

She assembles a small party consisting of herself, Arion, Suri (and her wolf Minna), Brin, Moya, and 

Roan. 

When they arrive in Belgreig (land of the dwarfs), they discover that Rain, Frost, and Flood 

are outlaws because they were the ones to unleash the giant in the first place. They are primarily 

using Persephone to correct their misdeeds. Also, it turns out it’s not just a giant but an ancient 

demon. Persephone strikes a bargain with Gronbach (the Dherg leader), and the team (including the 

three dwarfs) set off. 

During their adventures underground, they survive several perils: a raow attacks Brin, their 

supplies are lost, and a fall into an underground river takes them so deep as to be virtually buried 

alive. They also discover the Agave (a prison where an ancient being had been trapped). In ages past, 

the dwarfs routinely betrayed the “old one,” who eventually broke free and created Balgargarath (the 

demon) to punish those that had abused him. While trapped, he wrote about many things including 

the origin of the world, secrets to various metals, and how he created Balgargarath. These tablets 

were discovered by Persephone and her team. 

The Balgargarath finally finds the small group, and Arion discovers it’s a manifestation of the 

Art, and as such it is immune to magic. The party retreats to the Agave, where Arion taps the life 

force of the party to keep the demon at bay. Eventually, Brin and Suri discover the steps the old one 

used to create Balgargarath, and it’s possible that a similar being could be made, but it would require 

a great sacrifice. Arion, who is dying anyway, asks Suri to kill her and make the beast. Instead, Suri 

sacrifices Minna creating a Gilarabrywn (dragon) that fights the demon. 

During its creation, it’s discovered that piercing one of these creatures with its true name can 

break the spell. Brin inscribes Balgargarath’s name on an arrow, Moya fires, and the beast is 

destroyed. 
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As the party returns to the surface (with Arion unconscious and near death), it is discovered 

that the Gilarabrywn/Minna has a limited range, and as such, it can’t leave the dwarven city of 

Neith. While Persephone goes to report on Balgargarath’s death, Suri remains behind with her 

creation. 

Gronbach double crosses Persephone and won’t provide the promised weapons. She then 

informs him that while his ancient homeland is free of Balgargarath, she now controls a dragon that 

has replaced it. Persephone agrees to remove it as well, but only if he makes good on his promise. 

He concedes, and she tells him that a sword needs to be created to rid the dragon. She insists that 

it’s essential that Roan and Brin oversee the process for this unique weapon (which is Persephone’s 

way of discovering the secrets of iron metalworking). Suri kills the Gilarabrywn version of Minna, 

and once more Gronbach reneges on his promise. When he tries to retrieve Minna’s sword from 

Suri, she levels Neith, making it forever out of reach of the dwarfs. Gronbach provides passage to 

rid his land of Suri, and they return with just a single sword but the knowledge of how to make 

more. 

While Persephone was gone, the Gula-Rhunes lay siege to Tirre and want their own leader to 

become the keenig. They propose one-on-one combat between Raithe and their leader to determine 

whether the Rhulyn-Rhunes or the Gula-Rhunes will preside. Raithe is a good fighter, but he knows 

he’ll lose against the more seasoned Gula warrior. He plans to try anyway. 

Before he can engage, Persephone returns, and she appoints Moya as her champion. She 

slays the Gula chieftain from a distance (using another one of Roan’s arrows). This makes 

Persephone the ruler of all ten clans. 

In the concluding scenes of the book, we once more see Malcolm and Nyphron. Nyphron is 

angry because he isn’t the keening, making it difficult for him to use the Rhunes in a war against his 

own people. Malcolm points out that if he marries Persephone, he can rule via a proxy. We also see 
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Suri keeping watch over the dying Arion. While Suri has no idea how to save Arion, she’s going to 

brave new waters and see if she can bring her friend and mentor back. The book ends with, “Hang 

on Arion, I’m coming.” 

 
 
FHREY OVERVIEW: 

Much of the Fhrey portion of the book centers on Mawyndulë (son to fane Lothian). He’s 

appointed as the junior representative to the Aquila, an organization where two representatives of 

each tribe discuss governmental issues. While mainly symbolic (as the fane has complete control), his 

father thinks it will be a good idea to learn more about governing. 

Mawyndulë also meets Makareta, a young Miralyith, and his attraction to her leads him to the 

Gray Cloaks (a secret subversive society). Mawyndulë thinks they are merely like-minded and 

harmless, but they are quite dangerous, and they use Mawyndulë to get inside information that can 

help with their rebellion. When they frame the senior Miralyith councilor, Mawyndulë takes his place 

and appoints Makareta as his junior. 

Mawyndulë is shocked when the Gray Cloaks rise up and start killing Fhrey, and that 

Lothian (Mawyndulë’s father) is their prime target (fearing him too weak to really bring the Miralyith 

to the position they should have in society). Mawyndulë breaks with the Gray Cloaks and while 

trying to save his own life, ends up preserving the Aquila and several influential leaders (including 

Imaly, the curator and one of two people who can help determine the succession at the death of the 

fane). Like the Gray Cloaks, Imaly sees Mawyndulë as easy to manipulate, and by the end of the 

book, it’s clear that history will repeat itself, and Mawyndulë is once more in over his head. 
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IN CONCLUSION: 

We are so pleased that people are excited for Age of War. It has a great story to tell, and we 

can’t wait until the book is released so we can hear what others think of it. If you do pick up a copy, 

please leave a review or just a few comments on sites like Goodreads, Audible, or your favorite 

online retailer. All we ask for is an honest opinion, but of course, the hope is that you’ll find the 

book entertaining and worthy of your time.  
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AUTHOR’S NOTE 

 

Welcome back to The Legends of the First Empire! When I started this series, I planned to 

write a trilogy that told the events leading up to the first conflict between men and elves. Age of 

War was slated to be the final book. As a result, you’ll likely notice many plot elements and character 

arcs have come to fruition. There is a kind of finale feeling to the book. But when I finished the tale, 

I realized I hadn’t gone far enough. If the series had ended here, I’m sure you would agree. 

My problem was that this series was titled The Legends of the First Empire. Sure, I’ve 

introduced you to the characters, the Legends if you will, but the formation of the Empire was still 

an untold tale. If you’ve read The Riyria Revelations, you already know who won the war, but if I 

ended the series here, I wouldn’t have fulfilled my mandate. Also, those who haven’t read Riyria 

would be left confused, wondering what the eventual conclusion came to be. 

Those who have read The Riyria Chronicles (my prequel Royce and Hadrian tales) know that 

I strive to do more than rehash previously mentioned events. I search for ways to make those stories 

fresh and worth reading. I’ve done this by revealing untold aspects and, in some cases, showing how 

what readers believed to have happened, didn’t—at least not the way they thought. This is the same 

technique I employed to get from the end of Age of War to the formation of the First Empire, and I 

did so by doing something no one expected, including myself. I wrote three more novels to provide 

readers the closure they deserved. The result is two closely related trilogies under a single banner. In 

practical terms, what that means is that the next book, Age of Legend, will continue the tale but with a 

slightly different focus. Don’t worry, it’ll pick up where Age of War leaves off, and you’ll continue to 
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travel with the same characters, but the tale will expand. I’m quite proud of my solution and how I 

turned a potential problem into an opportunity, but that’s for another day and another book’s 

author’s note. 

As for Age of War, one of the reasons I write author’s notes is to give readers a backstage 

pass, a behind-the-scenes look into my head. I’m not vain enough to think such a tour matters to 

many, but some people have found these insights interesting. I’ve already mentioned a lot of things 

regarding this book and the series as a whole, but I’ve not previously talked about my inspirations, 

so let’s do that now, shall we? 

The most significant influences for Legends of the First Empire are The Wizard of Oz and the 

island of misfit toys from the Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer Christmas special. Some similarities you 

might already recognize. Many of the characters in my story weren’t likely to be picked first in gym 

class. They are the castoffs, the unwanted, the useless. They are the broken toys losing hope of ever 

finding happiness with each passing year. 

You may also have noticed that the majority of the primary characters are women. Few 

classic fantasy books have featured females in all the major and most powerful roles (good as well as 

evil) with as much success as The Wizard of Oz. One of the things I noted from that story (and from 

my own life married to an incredible businesswoman, who spent much of her early career in the 

male-dominated engineering field) was how women deal with conflict. Male protagonists—even my 

own—have a proclivity to play the hero by charging in, often alone. By contrast, Dorothy Gale of 

Kansas gathered a team of like-minded individuals of diverse backgrounds and unique abilities that 

afforded her victory. I saw value in Dorothy’s approach that I sought to build on. Now that you 

know I’ve been having fun paying homage to these two classics, maybe you’ll know what to look 

for, and I suspect you’ll likely spot when I tip my hat. I hope you’ll smile when that occurs. 
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Okay, what else should I mention? Oh, I know. If it has been awhile since you’ve read the 

other books and you want to catch up, you’ll find recaps under the Bonus Material menu of The 

Legends of the First Empire website: firstempireseries.com/book-recaps. I should note that reading 

these shouldn’t be necessary, because I’ve put in little reminders about essential facts from previous 

events. These are not lengthy dissertations, just little memory joggers. Also, keep in mind that each 

book has an extensive spoiler-free glossary of terms and names. So if you forgot who Konniger is, 

you could look him up in this book’s glossary. What you’ll find will be different than the entry in Age 

of Myth, because it’ll reflect what is known up to this point in the overall story, but you’ll not find 

anything that’ll ruin this book. I should note that there are a few entries that will be left out of 

the Age of War glossary, for instance, the name Turin. Why? Because there just isn’t any way to write 

a spoiler-free entry for that. However, if you look it up in a future edition of Age of Legend, you’ll be 

reminded why that name is important. Bottom line, if you want further memory refreshers, go ahead 

and skim through the glossary. 

Well, I think that’s plenty for now, except to say that I’ve greatly appreciated receiving all the 

amazing emails, so please keep them coming to michael@michaelsullivan-author.com. As I’ve said 

before, it’s never a bother hearing from readers—it’s an honor and a privilege. So now that the 

preamble is over, I’d like to invite you back to an age of myths and legends, to a time when mankind 

was known as Rhunes and elves were believed to be gods. In this particular case, allow me to take 

you to the Age of War.
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CHAPTER 1: THE ROAD TO WAR 

 
Life had been the same for hundreds of years. Then the war came, and nothing was ever 

the same again. — THE BOOK OF BRIN 

 

Suri the mystic talked to trees, danced to the sound of wind chimes, hated bathing, howled at 

the moon, and had recently leveled a mountain, wiping out centuries of dwarven culture in an 

instant. She had done so mostly out of grief, but partly out of anger. A dwarf had been insensitive 

after the death of Suri’s best friend. He should have been more sympathetic, but during the days 

since it happened, Suri had come to realize she could have shown more restraint. Perhaps merely 

setting Gronbach on fire or having the earth swallow the vile wretch would have been a better 

choice. Neither option had occurred to her at the time, and an entire civilization had suffered. It had 

been a bad day for everyone. 

Nearly a week later, Suri woke in a field amidst salifan, ragwort, and meadow thistle, the sun 

peeking over distant hills. Golden shafts made diamonds of dewdrops and revealed the labor of a 

thousand spiders who had cast nets between blades of grass. Having spent the night outside, Suri, 

too, was soaked and a bit chilled, but the sun’s kiss promised to make everything better. She sat in 

the dew, the sun on her face, and stared at the fields surrounding the seaside dahl, listening to the 

faint hum of bumblebees as they began their morning’s work. Then a butterfly flew across her sight 

and ruined everything. 
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Suri began to cry. 

She didn’t bow her head. Keeping her face to the sunlight, she let the tears roll down her 

cheeks, spilling onto the grass, adding to the dew. Her little body hitched and shuddered. Suri cried 

until she was out of tears, but the pain still tore at her heart. Eventually, she merely sat in the field, 

shoulders stooped, arms limp, fingers reaching out for the warm fur that wasn’t there. 

Since returning from across the sea, most days started this way. Mornings offered a tiny 

respite from the pain, but before long she remembered, and reality crashed in. Then the sky became 

less blue, the sun not nearly as bright, and not even the flowers could make her smile. And there was 

one more loss left to face. Arion was dying. 

“Suri!” 

She was slow to react, slow to realize it was her name being called. Somewhere behind her, 

the grass rustled and feet thumped. The rapid tempo of those footfalls indicated it could only be one 

person, and that meant just one thing. 

“Suri!” Brin called again. 

The mystic didn’t bother to turn. Didn’t want to see—didn’t want to face— 

“She’s awake!” Brin shouted this time. 

Suri spun. 

“Her eyes are open.” Brin was running, plunging through the tall grass, soaking her skirt. 

Every muscle in Suri’s body came alive. She sprang up like a startled deer and sprinted past 

Brin, racing toward the road. In no time she reached the tent Roan had built specifically for the 

Miralyith. When Suri burst in, Arion was still on the pallet, but her eyelids fluttered. Padera was 

helping her sit up to drink. 

“Tiny sips,” the old woman barked. “I know you want to guzzle like a drunk, but trust me, 

it’ll come right back up on you—and me. Even if you don’t care, I do.” 
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Suri stood under the flap, staring. Part of her refused to believe what she was seeing. She was 

afraid it was merely a dream and worried that the moment she embraced the sight, the illusion would 

dissolve and the pain would rush back with twice the force. She didn’t know how many more blows 

she could survive. 

“Come in—go out—pick one!” Padera snapped. The old woman, her lips sunken over 

toothless gums, squinted with her one good eye against the blinding sunlight. 

Suri took a step forward and let the flap fall. The lamp was out, but sunlight burned brightly 

through the cloth walls. Arion was resting against Padera’s shoulder. The old woman helped the 

Fhrey hold a ceramic cup to her lips. Over its top, Arion peered back with weary eyes as she slurped 

loudly. 

“Okay, okay, that’s enough for now,” Padera said. “We’ll let that settle a minute. If it stays 

down, if you don’t erupt like a geyser, I’ll give you more.” 

The cup came away and Suri waited. 

Arion’s voice—Suri needed to hear it to be sure, to make it real. 

The Fhrey tried to say something but couldn’t. She pointed apologetically at her throat. 

Suri panicked. “What’s wrong with her?” 

“Nothing,” Padera grumbled. “Well, nothing beyond sleeping for almost a week without 

food or water, which made her dry as the dust she nearly became.” Padera looked at the Fhrey with 

a small shake of her head and a confounded expression. “With as little water as she’s had, she ought 

to be dead. Any man, woman, child, rabbit, or sheep would have passed three days ago. ’Course, 

she’s none of those, is she?” 

Once more, sunlight pierced the room, blinding everyone. Brin stood in the entryway, 

holding the flap. She didn’t say anything, just watched from the gap. 

“Come in—go out—pick one!” Suri and Padera barked in unison. 
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“Sorry.” Brin stepped in, letting the flap fall. 

All of them watched Arion. The Fhrey lifted her head slowly, focused on Suri, and smiled. 

Arion reached out a shaky hand. That was enough. Suri fell to her knees and discovered she still had 

tears left. She buried her face in the side of Arion’s neck. “I tried, I tried, I tried . . .” Suri managed 

in between sobs. “I didn’t know what I was doing. I opened a door and found a dark river. I 

followed it toward a light, a wonderful and yet terrible light. I . . . I . . . I tried to pull you back, to fix 

you, but . . . but . . .” 

She felt Arion’s hand patting her head. 

Suri looked up. 

“Not . . . tried,” Arion managed to croak with a voice as coarse as gravel. She then mouthed 

the word succeeded. 

Suri wiped her eyes and squinted. “What?” 

With more effort, the Fhrey said, “You . . . saved . . . me.” 

Suri continued to stare. “You sure?” 

Arion smiled. “Pretty . . . sure.” 

� 

Raithe refused to sit. Something about being seated in the face of such lunacy felt too much 

like acceptance. The rest of the clan chieftains, who referred to themselves collectively as the 

Keenig’s Council, sat in the familiar circle inside Dahl Tirre’s courtyard. Four chairs had been added: 

three to accommodate the chieftains of the Gula clans and an elaborate seat with carved arms for 

Persephone. Gavin Killian, the prolific father of numerous sons and the new Chieftain of Clan 

Rhen, sat in Persephone’s old chair. 
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Nyphron wasn’t seated, either; he was up and speaking. Persephone nodded when the 

Galantian paused. 

She’s not actually considering this, is she? 

Besides the ten chieftains, most of the other usuals were there, except for Brin, the keenig’s 

personal Keeper of Ways. Raithe had last seen her heading toward Padera’s tent, the one they had 

Arion in. The Death House some called it, since the Miralyith hadn’t shown any sign of life in nearly 

a week. The other non-chieftains in attendance included Moya, Persephone’s ever-present Shield 

with her famous bow; the dwarf named Frost, who always stood in for Roan and reported on 

weaponry progress; Malcolm, who simply had a habit of showing up; and Nyphron, who 

represented the Fhrey. That’s how Raithe saw Nyphron’s role, as the voice of a small band of 

warriors. Given that Raithe represented only himself and Tesh, he couldn’t begrudge the Galantian 

leader a place at the council. 

At least I shouldn’t, but I’m not making insane recommendations that will get everyone killed. 

“We must take Alon Rhist, and we must do so immediately,” Nyphron repeated. He wasn’t 

asking or suggesting; this wasn’t a bit of advice or an option being presented. The Fhrey leader was 

demanding agreement. 

Raithe usually refrained from talking in the meetings, and he felt Nyphron should keep quiet, 

too, for the very same reason: They represented virtually no one. But Raithe didn’t like the look on 

Persephone’s face. Her expression indicated she was weighing Nyphron’s words carefully. 

None of the other chieftains possessed the courage to challenge the Fhrey leader, so Raithe 

had to say something. Lack of proper weapons had been the reason he’d refused to be the keenig in 

the first place, and Nyphron wanted to take the Rhist before they had time to prepare. Persephone 

had returned from Belgreig with the secret of iron, but forging enough weapons for an army would 

take time. 
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“Your recklessness demonstrates why Persephone is the keenig and you are not,” Raithe said 

loudly to Nyphron, drawing attention. “You’re Fhrey. You don’t care about the lives of us Rhunes. 

The only thing you care about is winning. The amount of blood spilled while reaching your goal is 

inconsequential—because it won’t be yours. Attacking Alon Rhist before we’re properly trained and 

have adequate weapons will be suicide. Hundreds, maybe thousands, could die on those walls. And 

then—” 

“No one is going to die,” Nyphron replied in a superior tone that suggested he was speaking 

to an imbecile. 

Raithe took a step toward him. “If we attack one of the most fortified strongholds in the 

world with farmers armed merely with mattocks, men will die. Many men.” Raithe turned to the 

other chieftains. “You’ve been to Alon Rhist, right?” He pointed at Nyphron. “Isn’t it filled with an 

army of Fhrey warriors like him? Charging those walls will be like slapping a beehive with a stick. 

Except these bees don’t just sting. They cut off your head with very sharp bronze swords while 

hiding behind massive shields.” 

Persephone was paying attention to him, listening. 

That’s something, at least. 

“I’m not asking for anyone from here to fight.” Nyphron spoke to Persephone rather than 

to Raithe. “Your people won’t even have to get near the Rhist. They will merely be decorative, a 

garnish if you will.” Nyphron began to pace back and forth. “That fortress is my home. I own it. My 

father was the head of the Instarya tribe, the people who have lived in that fortress for centuries. He 

was the supreme commander of all the western outposts. That position typically falls to the son 

upon the father’s death, which makes me the lord of the Rhist.” 

“But the fane—the leader of your people—put someone else in charge after your father 

challenged him, correct?” Tegan of Clan Warric asked. 
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Thank you, Tegan. At least one person is paying attention. 

“True,” Nyphron replied. “But that Fhrey isn’t well-liked by my tribe, and the Instarya have 

been ill-treated for centuries, alienated and exiled through no fault of their own. They need a leader 

who understands their plight and can right their wrongs.” Nyphron sighed. “Do you think this is 

some impetuous idea that popped into my head this morning? I’ve worked on this plan for quite 

some time. I know how to take Alon Rhist. And I can do so without the loss of a single life.” 

“That’s not possible,” Raithe said. “We need to—” 

Nyphron rolled his eyes. “Allow me to explain why we must act immediately. I’ll do so in 

short sentences with small words. Right now, the fane is preparing his own forces. He’ll need to 

marshal his troops on the frontier to attack us. His best soldiers are the Instarya tribe—my brethren—

and they’re headquartered at Alon Rhist. The Instarya are the greatest warriors in the world; without 

them, the fane has no troops. I intend to steal his strength, but we have to move quickly. We can’t 

allow Lothian to reach Alon Rhist first.” Nyphron moved closer to Persephone. “I can nullify the 

whole Instarya tribe from Ervanon to Merredydd. Doing so will cut off the fane’s arms. He’ll have 

no army to fight for him.” 

“Will they fight for us?” Siegel asked. 

Nyphron looked at the Gula-Rhune chieftain as if he were a child. “Of course not. Fhrey 

don’t kill Fhrey, but if you do as I say, I can ensure that they won’t kill Rhunes, either. And without 

his warrior tribe, the fane will need to train others. That”—he pointed at Raithe, still without 

looking at him—“will give us time to forge weapons. Something we can do more effectively behind 

the Rhist’s walls.” Nyphron began counting off with his fingers. “Alon Rhist has tools, facilities, 

shelter, and food, everything required to build the sort of fighting force needed to face the fane’s 

inevitable assault.” 

“But how do we take it?” Tegan asked. 
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“Just leave that to me.” 

“See, that’s where I have a problem,” Raithe said. “You expect us to trust you?” 

Nyphron dragged a hand over his face in frustration. “It doesn’t matter if you have doubts. 

The Rhunes will be perfectly safe. I don’t want any of them within a quarter mile of the Rhist. I and 

my Galantians will secure the fort. I only want you to be there.” 

“You’re certain the Rhunes won’t have to fight?” Persephone asked. 

“That’s correct. I want you and your people to stand across the Bern River Gorge in the 

high plains of Dureya. Is that too much to ask?” 

Persephone looked at Raithe. 

“You can’t listen to him,” Raithe said. “This is foolishness. He can’t take an entire fortress 

with a party of seven. Either he’s delusional or this is some kind of trap. At least wait until we have a 

thousand swords and shields.” He turned to Frost. “How long will that take?” 

The dwarf puffed air through his beard and mustache, clearing the hair out of the way in 

order to speak. “We’ve selected a dozen good men who are eager and capable of learning, but we’re 

still struggling with the method and system. 

“Although Roan carefully watched the swordsmiths produce an iron blade, she apparently 

missed a number of details. We are still working out the process—but we’re getting there. Once we 

have the steps down, those twelve will take what they’ve learned and train a smith in every village in 

Rhulyn. And those smiths will take on apprentices, expanding our numbers. When the system is 

perfected and people are trained, the work won’t take long. But getting all that going is the 

problem.” He rubbed his chin. “I estimate we could outfit a small army in . . . a year.” 

“There,” Raithe said. “And in that time, we can train the men to—” 

“It will be too late by then,” Nyphron said. “The fane will consolidate his hold on the 

frontier before winter. This is a race, and we’ve already delayed too long. Besides, there is a fine 
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smithy inside the fortress, and a few residents in the city have excellent forges and tools. Also”—the 

Fhrey looked at Persephone—“where will the people of Rhen winter? Here? Will you shelter from 

the icy blasts against that wall?” He looked to Lipit. “Do you have room for them inside the city’s 

walls?” 

Persephone’s eyes darkened. 

Raithe was losing her. Losing her to him, which made it worse. 

“My way will ensure we can defend ourselves if things go wrong,” Raithe declared. “If he 

fails to deliver on his outlandish promises—” 

Nyphron smiled as he cut Raithe off. “And my way will win this war.” 

Raithe glared at Nyphron, but the Fhrey steadfastly refused to even glance his way. Nyphron 

continued to study Persephone. 

“How soon would you want to move on Alon Rhist?” she asked. 

“Immediately,” Nyphron said. “We have already wasted too much time.” He gestured at the 

dahl around him. “While we sit and talk, who knows what the fane is doing.” 

“I’d feel better if we had some Artistic support.” Persephone looked Raithe’s way. “In case 

anything goes wrong. But Arion can’t be moved, and Suri won’t leave her side.” 

“We don’t need a Miralyith to take Alon Rhist, and we can’t afford to wait,” Nyphron said. 

“Arion is more likely to die than recover, and that mystic child is no Artist. Waiting for Arion’s 

death won’t change a thing.” 

Brin raced into the courtyard, and all heads turned. She was moving so fast she had to skid 

to a stop. A huge smile stretched her cheeks. “Arion’s awake!” 

� 

They weren’t an army—far from it. 
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The course of humanity had shifted in a very real sense. Suri was certain she’d seen 

rainstorms with fewer drops than the number of people walking north. And while Suri wasn’t an 

expert on such matters, she imagined that even the worst army carried weapons, unlike the crowd 

around her. They were shepherds, farmers, leatherworkers, hunters, woodcutters, fishermen, 

brewers, and traders. Most didn’t own weapons. They carried bags and baskets. The rumpled host of 

that would-be army struggled to walk in line. They also complained about the pace, the road, and the 

sun—or its absence when the rain came. Most of the women had been left at home, except for 

those of Dahl Rhen, who didn’t have a place to stay. Those without small children walked alongside 

their men, carrying bundles of food and clothes. The majority of the host was ahead of the wagon 

where Suri and Arion sat, all marching along the road that went by Dahl Rhen, the same path they’d 

traveled down seemingly a lifetime ago. 

Arion and Suri were tucked alongside barrels, sacks, pots, and wool, rocking and bouncing 

with the ruts and dips. The Fhrey had declared herself fit to travel, but she wasn’t up for the long 

walk. Padera and Gifford, who served as cooks to that migratory march and also looked after Arion, 

rode with them. The two won seats on the wagon by virtue of Nyphron’s desire to travel quickly. 

Suri didn’t make a habit of riding in the wagon, but she checked on Arion frequently and 

sometimes napped among the sacks in the afternoon. No one questioned her right to do so. No one 

spoke to her much at all. 

Rumors had circulated about her incident in the land of the dwarfs. While Suri had always 

received stares as an outsider and a mystic, now the expressions of curiosity and disapproval were 

replaced by looks of fear. Folks sped up, slowed down, or even changed directions to keep their 

distance. With Persephone, Moya, Roan, and the dwarfs all so busy, the only ones who spoke with 

Suri were Padera, Gifford, and Brin. Everyone else acted as if she were poisonous. 
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I’ve always liked being alone, she reminded herself. I prefer it. Too many people in one place isn’t 

natural. This is better. But she wasn’t alone. Suri was surrounded by people, yet not a part of them. She 

was the daisy among the daffodils, the fly in the goat’s milk, the butterfly in the army. 

Suri turned and saw the trees off to their left, a slope running upward, leafy boughs nudging 

into darker piney ridges. She knew that line, that rise of trees, that curve. Just beyond was a river and 

over the next hill they would see the full face of the wood—the Crescent Forest. 

“We’re almost back,” Suri said. She checked the sun. “By midday, we’ll be there. How do 

you feel?” she asked Arion. “We’ll walk slowly. No need to rush.” 

Arion, who was sitting up and wrapped in a light shawl, appeared puzzled. “Are we going 

somewhere different than everyone else?” 

“Yes, to the Hawthorn Glen. Home.” 

“But Persephone—I thought we were headed to Alon Rhist.” Arion looked perplexed. 

“That’s where she’s going; we’re going home,” Suri said. “You’ll love it, Arion. The garden will 

be a disaster, but I’ll take care of that. You won’t have to do a thing except rest and get stronger. 

We’ll go swimming!” 

“Suri, there’s a war starting,” Arion said. Suri believed the Fhrey’s voice reflected her health, 

and Arion’s speech was still far too windy and hollow. 

“Yes.” She glanced at the men with hoes and mattocks on their shoulders. “And in the glen 

we won’t even know it. We’ll be safe and happy. In a way, it’ll be like old times—the way it was with 

Tura.” 

Persephone had wanted Suri and Arion to go to the Fhrey fortress, but Suri didn’t think war 

sounded very pleasant. Instead, she had come up with a better plan. The two of them would ride on 

the wagon back to the Crescent Forest, then hop off and walk to the Hawthorn Glen. Arion was still 

weak, so they would go slowly and stop often. Might take all day, but once there, Suri would show 



AGE OF WAR EXCERPT      MICHAEL J. SULLIVAN 
 

 
42 

 

Arion the most beautiful place in the world: the little vale where the sunlight was more golden, the 

water sweeter, and where birds of different species sang in harmony. Suri knew Arion would love it, 

and in that wondrous place the Fhrey would grow strong again, and then— 

“Suri?” Arion stared at her. “Are you ready to talk?” 

Suri looked away, focusing on the forest as home came into view over the rise. 

“Are you going to tell me what happened?” Arion asked. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Last thing I remember, we were trapped under a mountain. We had a deal, you and I. Since 

I’m here, I have to assume you didn’t keep your end of the bargain. Don’t you think it’s time we 

talked about what happened?” 

Padera shifted uneasily. “You should rest,” the old woman said. 

Arion ignored her and continued to focus on Suri. 

The Crescent Forest revealed itself in its formal gown of deep summer green. By contrast, 

the fields that skirted it were bright gold with speckles of orange, yellow, and purple. Birds were 

swooping low, bees darting, and above it all, bright, white puffy clouds drifted without a care. 

“Aren’t you going to tell me what happened to Minna?” 

At the sound of the name, Suri tore her sight from the beautiful vision but didn’t look at the 

Fhrey or say a word. 

“Suri, I’m not an idiot.” 

“I didn’t say you were.” 

“Why, Suri? Why did you do it?” 

Suri lowered her head, her lips bunching up in protest. She didn’t want to have this 

conversation—not now, not with Arion, not with anyone, not ever. 

“You loved her,” Arion said. 



AGE OF WAR EXCERPT      MICHAEL J. SULLIVAN 
 

 
43 

 

“Still do.” The words escaped. 

A feeble, quivering hand touched Suri’s wrist, long, delicate Fhrey fingers gently rubbing. “I 

wanted you to kill me, not her.” 

“I know.” 

“Suri . . . I can’t go home with you.” 

Suri pulled away, folded her hands in front of her, and looked back out at the forest. The 

vast expanse of green filled the view to the west. As Suri watched it roll past, she thought, It looks so 

strangely small. Has it always been that way? 

“You can’t go, either,” Arion said. “You know that, right? You’re a butterfly now—in more 

ways than I would have ever expected. Days of eating leaves are over. The flowers need you. Your 

home isn’t in the Hawthorn Glen, Suri; it’s in the sky. You can’t hide. You need to fly. You need to 

show everyone the beauty of those wings.” 

Suri frowned and climbed off the slow-moving wagon. “Right now, I think I’d rather walk.” 

She let the wagon roll ahead. This left her at the rear of the long column. Quiet there, less 

hectic, and she enjoyed the feel of her feet on familiar, albeit sadly trampled, grass. Despite bringing 

up the tail end of the migration, Suri discovered she wasn’t alone. Raithe trudged along in the soft 

ruts left by the wagon wheels. He had his leigh mor folded and tied shorter and looser, in the way 

most men did that time of year. It exposed more of his hairy legs and arms—furry was the thought 

that came to mind. He glanced her way but didn’t speak, and the two fell into a silent tandem march. 

They walked side by side in silence until they came to the intersection of the trail that led to 

Dahl Rhen. Suri didn’t think she had come at it from this direction since the morning after Grin the 

Brown was killed. Both she and Raithe slowed. Both looked at the nondescript trail, just a narrow 

path that wound through tall brown grass. Up that way stood the shattered remains of a wall, a 

lodge, and a well—the past that marked a turning point. 
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“Strange how deciding to walk one way rather than another can change your whole life.” 

Raithe managed to put her own thoughts into words. “I probably shouldn’t have gone down that 

road.” 

Part of Suri wholeheartedly agreed. If she had refrained from going to Dahl Rhen that 

spring, Minna would still be alive and the two of them would be enjoying another summer together. 

Of course, if she hadn’t gone, everyone else would likely be dead. 

Do bad things happen if I don’t know about them? 

Suri sighed and wondered if Raithe had been speaking to her, or just talking to himself. She 

also wasn’t entirely sure who she spoke to when she said, “The worst part is that I still can’t tell if it 

was worth it.” 

They looked at each other knowingly, then resumed following the wagons at a greater 

distance, lagging back, letting the world drift away. 

“I wish I were going home.” Suri kicked a loose stone into the tall grass. 

“I wish I weren’t,” Raithe said. He glanced over. “I’m sure yours is much nicer.” He pointed 

at the wagon ahead of them. “How’s Arion?” 

“Annoying.” Suri expected him to show surprise and ask why. Instead, Raithe simply 

nodded as if he understood everything. “I wanted her to come home with me to the forest, to the 

glen where I used to live. I figured we could be happy there, but she insists we have to be part of 

this war.” 

“Sounds remarkably like Persephone.” 

“Really?” 

Raithe nodded. “Won’t listen to me. Listens to Nyphron, though. She hears him just fine. 

We’re going to war against the Fhrey, and whose counsel does she take?” 

“So, you don’t want to go to this Rhist place, either?” 
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“I’d rather we were all in your glen.” He wiped sweat from his eyes and peered up at the 

blazing sun, as if he and it were having a disagreement. “Can you swim there?” 

Suri smiled. “In a clear lake with swans.” 

“Got food?” 

“More than enough.” 

“Sounds perfect.” 

“It is,” she said and meant it. 

“Over there, right?” He pointed at the cleft in the forest. 

“Yep,” she replied. “Up that slope, around to the left, and then over into the valley. We 

could arrive before nightfall, easy. No one would even know we left.” 

The two looked at the wagons and the long column of men snaking to the north, which 

kicked up a cloud of dust. No one was looking back, but if they did, Suri and Raithe would be 

hidden by the cloud. They could slip away unseen and vanish into obscurity forever. The war would 

go on, but without them. 

Do bad things happen if I don’t know about them? 

They both stopped, standing still in the middle of the road, listening to the sounds of the 

wagons fade. 

“What do you think?” Suri asked. 

Raithe sighed, then shook his head. “We can’t leave them. And it seems stupid to start being 

smart now.” 

Suri nodded. “Yes. You’re absolutely right. You must be the world’s wisest—” She caught 

herself, mortified. Everything felt so familiar that the words just came out as they always used to, 

just as if she were walking with . . . 

Suri began to cry. She felt guilty and hated herself for betraying Minna’s memory so easily. 
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He stood quietly, waiting beside her without judgment. 

Suri embraced him then. There was no thought in it. She needed to hug something and he 

was there. Suri thought he might pull away, but he didn’t. Instead, she felt his arms wrap around her, 

settling gently, holding her. Raithe never said a word, and she knew that was exactly how it should 

be between friends.  
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CHAPTER 2: BEFORE THE BRONZE GATES 

 
Alon Rhist was just one of the seven Fhrey fortresses that dominated our borders, but 

it was more than the seat of the Instarya tribe and the tomb of a long-dead fane. Alon 

Rhist was the personification of Fhrey power and the absurdity of challenging 

it. — THE BOOK OF BRIN 

 
Raithe pulled Persephone up the last ledge. She could have climbed it on her own, and none 

of the chieftains had needed or been offered a hand, but she took his. Persephone felt it best to be 

agreeable when she had the luxury, knowing she couldn’t always be so generous. That’s what she 

told herself, but she knew that if anyone else had made the gesture, she’d have waved them off. 

Raithe was brave, capable, and handsome, wearing his leigh mor with a casual indifference. 

The young Dureyan was a popular topic among the women, but he took no notice of their 

flirtations. What he wanted, she couldn’t give. Persephone was still married to her dead husband in 

ways she couldn’t put into words, or even thoughts; emotions had a language of their own that 

didn’t always translate. 

Raithe and her husband were nothing alike. Reglan, nearly thirty years her senior, had been 

more like a father, a teacher, a guide. With Raithe, she was the wise one, the steady hand that kept 

the rows straight. And yet, Raithe’s hand felt good—safe, warm, strong. She was the keenig, 

chieftain of the ten clans, and supreme ruler of millions, but she still needed more. Power couldn’t 

replace respect, devotion couldn’t replace friendship, and nothing could replace the enveloping 
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warmth of love. He did love her, wanted her, and while she couldn’t grant his wish—at least not 

yet—she cherished the idea. The gift of his desire was another of those impossible-to-translate, 

difficult-to-corral feelings. Passion was a wild, selfish thing that didn’t respect boundaries or 

common sense, but without it life felt pointless. 

“What did you call this?” She looked around, getting a feel for the natural pillar of rock 

rising sixty feet above the plain. 

“Misery Rock,” Raithe replied. 

The sheer drop on all sides of that far-too-small-for-comfort pillar produced a flutter in her 

stomach. She nodded. “I can see that. Sure.” 

Persephone walked in a tight circle, shuffling her feet, too scared to lift them. Falling was an 

irrational fear as long as she didn’t do anything crazy. The rock was as flat as a table, but she didn’t 

trust herself. Stumbling isn’t an option, unless flying is, too. 

Persephone had never been one for heights. As a child, she stopped climbing trees at a 

young age and escaped roof-thatching duties by claiming illnesses that were greatly exaggerated. 

Standing on Misery Rock, looking down and seeing the tops of all those walnut-sized heads that 

made up the Rhulyn clans, she felt dizzy. How did I ever find the courage to jump off that waterfall in the 

Crescent Forest? That incident seemed decades ago rather than just a few short months. 

Wolves, she recalled. Yes, a pack of wolves in pursuit provided the necessary incentive. 

Persephone watched in awe as Suri scampered up as if the summit were a foot off the 

ground. The young woman was beyond fearless; she appeared thoroughly bored. 

From where they stood, Persephone could see for miles. “Did you live around here?” 

Persephone asked Raithe. 

He pointed toward the northeast. 



AGE OF WAR EXCERPT      MICHAEL J. SULLIVAN 
 

 
49 

 

Most of Dureya was a dusty plateau, one great rock interrupted by jagged stone formations 

like the one they stood on. Looking in the direction he indicated, she spotted a black mark on the 

consistently blond plain. 

“That was my village, Clempton,” Raithe said. “Thirty-seven buildings, forty families, and 

almost two hundred people.” He continued to stare without blinking, a hard, brutal look. She 

wondered what he was thinking, then imagined herself gazing on the ruins of Dahl Rhen. 

Persephone put a hand on his arm. Her touch broke his stare, and he offered her a forced 

smile. 

All the Rhulyn chieftains were with her on the summit, while the Gula leaders were with 

their men, strategically stationed among the dips and clefts of the Dureyan plain. Nyphron had 

positioned them the night before, saying he knew the places where Alon Rhist’s watchtower was 

blind. Persephone had been forced to repeat his instructions; the Gula refused to take orders from 

the Fhrey. A wild and vicious people, the Gula-Rhunes were little more than a pack of rabid 

animals—great when you needed that sort of thing, maddening when you didn’t. 

Persephone forced herself to inch closer to the edge to get a better look at the world below. 

The northern boundary of the yellow plateau was a steep, jagged gorge that from their vantage point 

formed a curve resembling a frown. At the bottom of that canyon, the Bern River flowed, which 

historically marked the end of Rhulyn and the start of the Fhrey lands. Somewhere beneath Misery 

Rock, a worn path, appearing little more than a chalk mark on that open plain, ran north from 

Dureya to the gorge. The vague line ended at a set of white stone stairs that climbed to a bridge. For 

miles, the only place to safely ford the river was that span, which linked the Fhrey and human sides 

of the canyon like a single stitch in the gaping wound that was Grandford. On the other side was the 

city and fortress of Alon Rhist with its great dome and soaring watchtower, the whole of it protected 

by massive stone walls and a pair of impenetrable bronze gates. 
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Persephone had crossed that bridge of sculptured stone every year while married to Reglan. 

Each time had terrified her. 

We had been invited, but I was still scared. 

“They’re at the stairs,” Tegan announced. The Chieftain of Clan Warric looked like an 

overgrown dwarf with neat dark hair and a brushed beard. Possessed of a sarcastic wit, he had a 

sharp mind and had become one of Persephone’s closest advisers. Tegan pointed, and everyone on 

Misery Rock looked toward the Grandford Bridge. 

“I can’t believe you agreed to this.” Raithe was shaking his head while looking at the sky. 

“Nyphron knows what he’s doing,” Persephone said, trying to sound more confident than 

she felt. Her hands were clenched tight. She forced them open and made a deliberate effort to relax 

her shoulders. 

“What if he’s wrong? What if they kill him?” Raithe asked. 

“My people aren’t prepared for this,” Harkon said. “Most of Clan Melen are carrying farm 

tools. We can’t fight.” 

“If that happens, we fall back. We already have a sizable lead,” Persephone told them. 

“And Nyphron?” Harkon asked. “If things don’t go well, will he retreat?” 

“I don’t think Nyphron or his Galantians understand that concept,” Tegan said. “They 

always assume they’ll win.” 

“Let’s hope there’s good reason for that.” Persephone straightened up. She kept reminding 

herself to stand tall. Her mother had always complained about her bad posture. No one will respect the 

wife of a chieftain who hunches over like a troll. Her mother could never have imagined 

that Persephone would be a chieftain, much less the keenig, but Persephone guessed the advice was 

still valid. 

“There’s a first time for everything,” Krugen said. 



AGE OF WAR EXCERPT      MICHAEL J. SULLIVAN 
 

 
51 

 

“Then pray this is not that time.” 

True to his word, Nyphron hadn’t asked a single human to cross the bridge with him. 

Persephone’s army was barely in sight of the Fhrey forming on the far side of the Bern. The Gula 

were even farther away—more than a mile—having formed on the crest of the high plain. That was 

the way Nyphron wanted it. Persephone hoped that his plan was designed to give them ample time 

to scatter if something went wrong, but Tegan was correct: Galantians didn’t understand defeat. She 

agreed that the odds of Nyphron anticipating failure were equal to his expecting a day without a 

sunrise. 

From the vantage point of Misery Rock, Persephone could see the Galantians approach 

Alon Rhist. The little troop of Fhrey appeared like a line of seven ants. They reached the bridge and 

without hesitation began to cross. 

Trying to see better, Persephone took a step forward, forgetting—if only for that instant—

that she was standing near a deadly precipice. Raithe caught her by the arm, silently reminding her of 

the danger and his concern for her. She glanced at him, and Raithe let go, looking embarrassed. 

Harkon, the Chieftain of Clan Melen, shook his head in awe. “Fearless.” 

“Crazy,” muttered Krugen, whose only interest beyond fine clothing was sleep—something 

the man did a great deal of, snoring far too loudly to hide the fact. 

“Why isn’t anyone stopping them?” Lipit asked. 

“Same reason you wait when catching rabbits,” Raithe replied. “Better to be sure you have 

them fully in the snare before pulling it closed.” 

Persephone’s hands resumed their fists, and much to the dismay of her dead mother, she 

was imitating a troll again. 

“What’s that?” Krugen pointed. 

“Do you see it?” Harkon asked. “On the plain—on our side!” 
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“More Fhrey,” Raithe said. 

Persephone saw them as well. Two dozen bronze-armored warriors had appeared out of 

nowhere, cutting off Nyphron’s retreat. 

“Where’d they come from?” Tegan asked. 

“Cracks,” Raithe explained. “The rocks out there are split with fissures and fractures. You 

can get into them, cover yourself in a dirt-colored blanket, and an enemy will walk right by. We did it 

all the time.” 

“Shouldn’t Nyphron know about that?” Krugen asked. 

“And there you have it—not as smart as he thinks,” Raithe concluded with a morbid, self-

righteous tone. Persephone knew he was directing his frustration at Nyphron, but she felt it spilling 

on her. After all, she had been the one who had sanctioned this action. The callousness of his cold 

judgment stung because he’d been right, and she hadn’t listened. 

“Do you think they planned for this?” Alward of the Nadak pleaded as if those gathered on 

that rock could grant wishes. 

“The Galantians?” Tegan said with an incredulous expression. “They don’t plan for anything. 

Forethought ruins the adventure, I’m told.” 

Alward frowned, his mouth still partially open, his shoulders slumping. 

Persephone took another step forward. Once more, Raithe grabbed her arm. 

The first time was bad enough; twice was uncalled for. Persephone was about to chide him, 

but then she looked down and saw she was less than a foot from the edge. Sucking in a short breath, 

she drew back. 

“Can’t afford to lose both you and the Galantians in one afternoon,” Raithe said. 

Lose them? The idea, so impossible, coalesced for the first time. What if they are killed or taken? 

What happens to them? What happens to us? 
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Persephone looked down at the hundreds of her people nearby and out beyond them at the 

thousands. She turned to reassure herself that Suri was still there. The girl had leveled a mountain, so 

she ought to be able to protect them from a few hundred Fhrey. That was why she was on the rock, 

why Persephone had insisted she come. But Persephone had no real clue how magic worked, what 

Suri was really able to do. And the mystic had embraced Arion’s distaste for killing. A good thing, 

Persephone often told herself, but just then she wasn’t so certain. 

She noticed the black patch on the plain, the village that had once housed forty families, and 

she wondered if she’d made her first and last mistake as the Keenig of the Ten Clans. 

� 

Clutching the rolled-up flag in his right hand, Nyphron led his Galantians across the 

Grandford Bridge toward the bronze gates. Forty feet above the entrance, the crossed-spears 

symbol of onetime fane Alon Rhist frowned down. It would have been damn hard to erase, but the 

fact that Petragar hadn’t tried illustrated the difference between the current ruler of the Rhist and 

himself—one of the differences. Only Ferrol knew how long that particular list might be if anyone 

thought to sit and compare. Nyphron imagined that he and Petragar didn’t even chew food the same 

way. If the situation were reversed, Nyphron’s own symbol would have replaced the mark of Rhist. 

Nyphron didn’t have a symbol yet, but he would soon—a dragon or perhaps a lion—something 

fierce, something powerful, something worthy. All great leaders needed to leave their mark on the 

world, and he would have already chiseled his on that wall. 

“You shouldn’t have come back,” Sikar said, standing first and foremost among a brace of 

shields at the far end of the bridge. He wore full armor, as if he expected trouble. He also wore the 

red-plumed crest on his helm, an indication that the spear commander had risen in rank since the 

Galantians’ banishment. 
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“Couldn’t stay away.” Tekchin threw out his arms and puckered kisses at Sikar. “We missed 

you too much.” 

Sikar frowned and shook his head. The captain of the Rhist wasn’t in a joking mood. 

“You’re an idiot, Tekchin.” His gaze moved to Grygor and paused briefly on the wooden box the 

giant carried, then it shifted to the flag in Nyphron’s hand. “Surrender or truce flag?” 

Elysan, an older Fhrey who had been a close friend and adviser to Nyphron’s father, stood 

on Sikar’s right and answered first. “Truce. When have you known the Galantians to surrender?” 

Sikar kept his eyes on Nyphron. “You know, it’s customary to wave that before approaching. 

Not that it would do any good. The fane has declared you exiles—no longer protected by Ferrol’s 

Law.” There was a terrible gravity in his tone and enough remorse in his eyes for Nyphron to make 

a mental note. 

Tekchin chuckled as he folded his arms across his chest. Nyphron had given orders that no 

one was to touch weapons, and Tekchin was likely going through withdrawal. “So this is your big 

chance to rid yourself of those gambling debts you owe me, isn’t it?” 

“This isn’t a joke!” Sikar shouted. “They’re going to—” 

Overhead, horns blared and the gates opened. 

“Quiet,” Tekchin said. “Your boss is coming. Don’t worry. I won’t tell him anything.” 

Sikar didn’t look irritated; he looked sad. He slowly shook his head as he sighed. 

“Relax, Sikar,” Nyphron told him. “I’m back now. I’ll make everything right again.” 

“They’re going to execute you—you understand that, right?” 

Nyphron only smiled. 

Out of the gate poured a cohort of Instarya warriors. Nyphron didn’t need to look behind 

him to know that more would be blocking their retreat. He guessed Petragar had turned out the 
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entire First Spear to welcome them. The show of force was more than a compliment, more even than 

evidence of Petragar’s cowardice; it was exactly what Nyphron needed. 

The warriors fanned out in precision to either side of the bridge, filling the landing before 

the gates and denying them entrance. Nyphron didn’t have any intention of taking another step. He 

had planned this meeting down to the block of stone he stood on and, more importantly, the 

landing where the Instarya had gathered. After centuries, Nyphron knew every blind spot and 

vantage point. 

Petragar was the last one out. A brave one, he is. 

At his side waddled Vertumus, legate to the fane. A portly Gwydry, he’d somehow managed 

to rise in station—or fall out of favor—in order to earn his post in the wilderness of Avrlyn. 

Vertumus had accompanied Petragar when the latter arrived to replace Nyphron’s dead father as 

lord of the Rhist. All Nyphron knew about the man was his complicity in the plan to send Rapnagar 

and the other giants to destroy Dahl Rhen and kill Nyphron, Arion, and Raithe. The boy and his weasel 

make quite the pair. 

“Nyphron, son of Zephyron,” Vertumus began, “you have been—” 

“Shut up,” Nyphron ordered. “I didn’t come all this way to speak to you.” 

Petragar’s eyes widened. “You have no—” 

“Didn’t come to talk to you, either, you son of the Tetlin Witch.” 

Petragar looked confused by the Rhunic insult, the tone of Nyphron’s voice, and . . . well, 

everything. That was just the sort of Fhrey he was. While he looked to the others for understanding, 

Nyphron took in the gathered faces of his family. He knew them all. 

Nyphron’s father was a tyrant when it came to his son. Zephyron, lord of Alon Rhist and 

supreme commander of all the western outposts, granted Nyphron no privileges or special 

treatment. His son was forced to sleep in the barracks with the other Instarya. Nyphron was also 
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made to take his meals in the communal dining hall. Zephyron’s son marched in the same mud and 

fought and bled alongside the lowliest soldier. At the time, Nyphron had protested, but now, while 

standing on the Grandford Bridge, he mentally thanked his father. This was just the second time 

he’d done that; the first was when Zephyron had gotten himself killed during the Uli Vermar. 

“I’ve come home to speak to my brothers.” The moment he said this, Grygor set the box 

down and Nyphron stepped up. “Instarya!” he shouted from his elevated position, wielding the still-

rolled flag as a baton conducting a symphony of eyes. “The lord of Alon Rhist has returned. I come 

as a liberator to free you from the tyranny of morons and cowards.” 

“How dare you!” Petragar nearly screamed, his voice a perfectly discrediting screech. “You 

are a—” 

“For too long, we have suffered the indignities and humiliation of a fane who does not 

respect us, who does not appreciate us, who does not love us.” Nyphron had no trouble drowning 

out Petragar’s squeals. The Galantian leader had a good voice for speaking: loud, deep, confident. 

“You’re a traitor!” Petragar shouted. “And the son of a traitor!” 

Without looking at him, Nyphron chose to respond to the accusation, mostly because it 

dovetailed neatly with his speech. He hadn’t expected help, certainly not from Petragar, but 

Nyphron wasn’t above accepting it when offered. “My father gave his life for his tribe, in service to 

his people, to free them from exile, from the mud and the blood that only we are forced to suffer. 

We fight and die while the Miralyith, Umalyn, Nilyndd, Eilywin, and Gwydry all enjoy the benefits 

of our sacrifice. Even the Asendwayr are allowed to return across the Nidwalden. Only the Instarya 

are banned from our ancestral home. Why is that?” 

“Because it is the fane’s decision, not yours,” Petragar shouted. His voice sounded thin and 

reedy. 
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“Indeed!” Nyphron was really starting to appreciate Petragar’s assistance. The weeping 

willow of a Fhrey possessed the unexpected virtue of making him look good, a gift Nyphron loved 

more than all others. “Because the fane has decreed that we—we who shoulder the greatest 

burden—should receive scorn and humiliation as our reward. Those of you who were in 

Estramnadon, those who witnessed my father’s challenge, can attest to this. Were those the acts of 

an honorable fane who respects his people? Or did he act the tyrant, imposing his rule through 

terror?” 

“Sikar!” Petragar yelled. “Arrest him! Get him off that box!” 

Sikar hesitated. 

They really hate him. This might be easier than I expected. 

“Let me explain why I came.” Nyphron softened his tone and said, “I am here to rescue you, 

all of you. Alon Rhist is the only home I’ve ever known, the Instarya, my family. I’ve come to save 

you.” 

“You’re the one who needs saving,” Petragar growled, pushing forward through 

unresponsive ranks. 

“For many years, I have warned that the Rhunes are capable of combat equal to the skill of 

the Fhrey. Few believed.” He focused on Sikar. “I was proven correct when Shegon was killed while 

on patrol at The Forks.” 

“Shegon was murdered while he lay unconscious,” Sikar said. 

“Doesn’t matter. I personally witnessed a Rhune warrior kill Gryndal. Slaughtered him with a 

perfect blow to the neck, severing his head from his shoulders. You remember Gryndal, don’t you?” 

This drew a reaction from every face, including Sikar’s. He turned, and like many others, 

looked at Petragar. 

“Is that true?” Sikar asked. 
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“I—I was told that something—” 

“A Rhune killed Gryndal, and you didn’t tell us?” 

“And Gryndal wasn’t unconscious at the time,” Nyphron said. “If that’s not enough, then 

know that I myself have fought the Rhunes, and in Rhen I was nearly killed in a one-on-one battle. 

Only the timely intervention of Sebek saved me.” He paused and looked at Sebek, who nodded. 

This brought even greater expressions of shock to those gathered. 

“Then you have lost your skill,” Petragar said as he shoved past the remaining shields to join 

Sikar. The lord of the Rhist shouted in frustration. “Draw your weapon and take them into the 

duryngon, or kill them where they stand. But do it now or you’ll be accused of defying the fane and 

will be prosecuted as one of them.” 

Sikar recoiled from Petragar’s rant. He made a miserable face, then sighed and reached for 

his weapon. 

“You don’t want to do that,” Tekchin said. 

“Shut up.” Sikar pulled his sword as if it weighed more than Grygor. “For once, can’t you 

just shut up?” 

“I know it’s hard to believe,” Nyphron told Sikar. “But this time Tekchin’s right. Put the 

sword away.” 

“I can’t.” Sikar shook his head. “You shouldn’t have come back.” 

Sikar was a good soldier, which meant he was no free thinker. He was a strong pair of arms 

for whoever pulled the strings, and at that moment the puppet master was Petragar. 

Time to snip those cords. 

“Before you order my friends to kill us . . .” He spoke slowly, clearly, and loudly as he 

unrolled the ruddy-red face of the flag. “Let me show you one more thing that you might not have 

noticed.” 
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“There is no need for your theatrics. We’ve already seen the ragged band of Rhunes you 

traveled with,” Sikar said. 

“You saw only the ones I wanted you to know about,” Nyphron spoke to Sikar. “Let me 

introduce the ones I didn’t.” 

Nyphron waved the flag over his head. 

In the distance, horns replied. 

Nyphron didn’t turn, didn’t need to. Everything that happened behind him was reflected in 

the wide-eyed faces of those before him. Even Sikar’s mouth opened. Petragar appeared as if he 

might faint. 

“Seal the gate! Seal the gate!” Petragar cried. 

“Wouldn’t do that, either.” Tekchin grinned. 

“Once more, Tekchin defies the odds by being correct.” Nyphron stopped waving and 

lowered the flag. “What you are looking at are five thousand battle-hardened, Dherg-armed, Gula-

Rhune warriors. And before you start thinking the walls of Alon Rhist will save you, consider this—

we also have a Miralyith.” 

“Miralyith?” Sikar and Petragar said together, and like an echo in a cavern, the word was 

repeated throughout the crowd. 

“You know her as Arion, the tutor of the prince.” 

“She was sent to arrest you,” Petragar said. 

“Changed her mind. Even she recognizes that the fane has gone mad.” 

“And the fane sent giants to punish her for that error in judgment.” 

“A giant mistake.” Tekchin chuckled. 
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Nyphron smiled and shook his head. “Yeah, that didn’t work out so well for the giants. 

They’re dead now, and she’s working with us. So closing those gates won’t help. She’ll blow them 

open or simply tear down your walls.” 

“You’re lying,” Petragar said. 

Nyphron turned to the Galantians. “On your honor, speak the truth before your brethren 

and our Lord Ferrol. Is the Miralyith Arion, former tutor of the prince, in our company by her 

choice and assisting us in our endeavors?” 

Together in one voice the Galantians replied, “Yes, by our honor.” 

“You’re lying!” Petragar howled. “They’re all lying.” 

Irritated beyond the ability to keep quiet, Elysan turned and faced him. “These are 

Galantians.” 

“And they’re liars!” His voice was a shrill rattle. 

“Don’t say that again,” Sikar said, setting his jaw so that his words were forced through his 

teeth. 

“You don’t tell Lord Petragar what to do,” Vertumus spoke up. “Petragar is in command 

here.” 

“That’s right,” Petragar said. “I am in charge. These . . . these Galantians are wanted heretics 

and traitors and are to be returned to Estramnadon, or, if they resist, they will be executed. This is 

the will of the fane.” He faced Sikar. “Do your duty.” 

“The war is going to begin here,” Nyphron told Sikar. “I can’t allow this fortress to stand if 

it stands against me.” 

“You can’t ask us to kill our own. Even if the fane is a poor choice to rule, Ferrol’s Law still 

stands.” 
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“I’m not asking you to do anything.” Nyphron began rolling the flag up again. “In fact, I 

want you to do absolutely nothing.” 

This was the key to the lock that Nyphron inserted and prepared to turn. He could see the 

surprise and, more importantly, the eager interest in Sikar’s eyes. The soldier was trapped between 

duty and honor, desperate for a way out. 

“Nothing? I don’t under—” 

“I said arrest or kill him!” Petragar barked, causing Elysan to roll his eyes. 

“I’m the leader of the Instarya,” Nyphron responded to Sikar, ignoring Petragar. “I don’t ask 

my people to do anything I am not willing to do myself. And I am not willing to break Ferrol’s Law. 

If I were, do you honestly think he’d still be alive?” Nyphron used the rolled flag to point at Petragar. 

“All I am asking is that you don’t get in the way. Just stay out of it. If you need to, simply report to 

the fane that you were overwhelmed, that you had no choice but to surrender to a vastly superior 

force certain to slaughter every last Fhrey in Alon Rhist, which I’m afraid is the truth of the matter. 

That’s why I brought them, why they’re here. The Rhunes are here to absolve you, to expunge any 

concerns about tarnishing your honor.” 

Sikar narrowed his eyes. “What is your plan?” 

“Stop listening to him!” Petragar gave Sikar a shove from behind, which anyone who knew 

Sikar even a little would recognize as a mistake. The captain of the guard brought his elbow around 

and slammed it into Petragar’s jaw. The Fhrey screamed, staggered, and fell. Without looking back, 

Sikar addressed Nyphron again. “How do you see this working?” 

“The Rhunes are in total revolt. The Gula and the Rhulyn. They’ve united and appointed a 

keenig.” 

“Yes, we know,” Elysan said, looking past the Galantians toward the hills. 
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“The Rhunes will be the arms we shall use to make the fane understand reason,” Nyphron 

explained. “Or the swords by which we will replace him.” 

“But this is . . .” Sikar looked pained. “I hate to say it, but Petragar is right. What you’re 

doing is treason.” 

“And what the Miralyith have done to the Instarya is what? Right? My father tried to follow 

the rules. He obeyed the laws, and you saw what happened. Do you think Ferrol, who gave us the 

horn, intended that one tribe should be forever dominant? What’s the point of the horn, then? The 

Miralyith will never give up power, and who can hope to succeed in single combat against one?” 

Sikar and Elysan shared a look, and while it was slight, Nyphron was certain he saw Elysan 

nod. 

“So, what do you say?” Nyphron asked. “Will you turn your back on Ferrol and learn to 

worship the Miralyith as your new gods? Or will you trust me, a fellow Instarya who was raised to 

lead this tribe by a father who gave his life to save us from these so-called gods?” 

“Bas-ward! My jaw bwoke again,” Petragar slurred. He had only managed to make it back up 

to his knees and crouched on the ground holding his face, tears in his eyes. 

Sikar turned fully around but didn’t even look at Petragar. He faced the gathered Instarya 

and said, “The fane has ordered us to apprehend or kill these Fhrey. Nyphron asks us to stay our 

hands. The fane is our ruler, the Galantians our family. In this, I am inclined to side with family, and 

I’m willing to recognize Nyphron, son of Zephyron, as the rightful lord of the Rhist.” 

“I concur,” Elysan said. “But, as it is against the will of the fane, no one can be ordered to 

do likewise.” 

Sikar nodded and backed up, clearing the path to the bridge and the Galantians. “Any Fhrey 

who doesn’t wish to defy the fane’s orders, you are free to draw your weapon and do what you 

believe is your duty.” 
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Sikar took a few more steps away from the bridge and made a show of looking and waiting 

for those loyal to the fane. 

Petragar, still clutching his face, shifted his head, looking around. “Ooh it!” he shouted when 

no one moved. “Obey your fane!” 

Still, no one moved. 

After several minutes of stillness and a silence that was broken only by the desperate 

outbursts of Petragar, Sikar nodded. “So be it.” Then he turned back to Nyphron. “Welcome back, 

my lord.” 

� 

 “What do you think that means?” Krugen asked when most of the Galantians and the 

defending Fhrey disappeared inside the gates of the fortress. Only Tekchin and Grygor walked back 

across the bridge. 

“They didn’t kill them,” Lipit said. “That’s got to be a good sign, yes?” 

Persephone was already descending the narrow dusty trail, wondering how fast she could 

safely move. She wanted to be at the bottom, wanted to learn what transpired, and was wondering 

why she’d climbed up in the first place. 

“What happened?” Moya was the first to greet her. Her big eyes loomed larger than usual. 

“Did they fight? Did Suri do something?” 

The mystic looked at her, surprised. 

“No to both questions, but we don’t know exactly what happened.” Persephone slipped on a 

loose stone two feet from the bottom, stumbled, but landed safely on the hardscrabble plain. She 

touched down within the gathering of the chieftains’ Shields. They had all remained there after 
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Raithe explained there wasn’t room for everyone at the top. “Tekchin and Grygor are on their way 

back, I hope with good news.” 

“Tekchin?” 

“Yes, Moya.” Persephone rolled her eyes. “Your boyfriend is fine.” 

“Just asking, Madam Keenig,” she said crisply. 

“Don’t call me that.” 

“Everyone else does.” 

“No, they don’t.” 

Persephone pushed past Oz and Edger, grabbed the hem of her skirt, and trotted down the 

slope to the road. From there, she saw the two Galantians striding toward her. The gathered 

clansmen, a mixture of Rhen, Tirre, and Warric men, flowed in behind, all curious for news. 

“Madam Keenig,” Tekchin greeted her with a modest bow. 

Persephone scowled. “What happened?” 

“We’re in.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

Tekchin made a lavish wave of his arm in the direction of Alon Rhist. “Welcome to your 

new fortress. I think you’ll find it more suitable than East Puddle.” 

“My fortress?” 

Tekchin laughed. “Madam Keenig, weren’t you watching? You just conquered Alon Rhist.”  
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CHAPTER 3: THE RHIST 

 

We traded dirt and rough-hewn logs for marble and glass. — THE BOOK OF BRIN 

 

The other times Persephone had been to Alon Rhist she’d stuck close to Reglan, and neither 

was prone to wander. No one wandered inside Fhrey territory, much less in the heart of their principal 

stronghold, whose largest tower had come to symbolize a monolithic sentinel. During those early 

visits, the procession of chieftains marched across the Grandford gorge under guard. When the men 

were led to a meeting hall, the women—those allowed to come—waited in nearby rooms. 

Persephone had marveled at the lamps, windows, curtains, and furniture. She didn’t dare set foot out 

of the little apartment; none of the women did. They weren’t offered a midday meal, and all the 

Rhunes ate the evening meal together. 

On her second visit, Persephone and Gela—who she’d assumed was Lipit’s wife only to 

later discover that she was his mistress—dared to climb the stairs to the window level where they 

peered out at an unprecedented view of the great dome, the beautiful city below, and the massive 

tower that rose higher than she thought possible. No one had stopped them, no one so much as 

looked their way, but she’d been scared to death. They only had the courage to approach the one 

window, but that view had stayed with her. She’d had dreams where she walked the city’s paved 

streets, visiting the pillared shops. She was never frightened in her dreams. No one could see her, 
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and somehow she knew this. Persephone had never once believed those dreams would come true in 

waking life. 

The day Nyphron became lord of Alon Rhist, he spent the afternoon providing Persephone 

with a personal tour of the fortress that would be her new home. The outpost wasn’t as large as she 

had thought. The majestic fortification crowned the pinnacle of the crag, appearing as the inevitable 

conclusion to the natural rock. The city, formed of lighter stone and some wood, spilled out below. 

These smaller buildings trickled down the hillside in tiers, curling around the base of the butte like 

the tail of a dragon around a hoard of gold. 

“And that is Mirtrelyn.” Nyphron pointed to a nondescript open door in a cluster of three-

story buildings. 

“Land of Mirth?” 

Nyphron smiled in surprise. “Your Fhrey is very good.” He nodded. “Mirtrelyn is . . .” He 

stopped walking and stood in the middle of the street, thinking. “I don’t know if you have such 

things in Rhulyn. It’s a place where people go to drink, sing songs, and tell tales.” 

“We do that in our lodges.” 

“This is less formal, a place common people can come and relax. Most enjoyable. The 

Galantians and I spent many a long night in there.” 

“Seems small. Why come down here when you have that grand dome that I imagine could 

accommodate the whole town?” 

“The Verenthenon is our tribal chamber, our general assembly hall—a smaller version of the 

Airenthenon—where the leading officers of the various Spears discuss issues and advise the Rhist 

Commander.” 

Persephone smiled politely. “I see.” 

“You don’t have a clue what I just said, do you?” 
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“You said that dome building is your lodge, only you don’t drink there.” 

Nyphron laughed. “Okay, yes. I suppose that’s about right.” 

“Wouldn’t work in Rhulyn,” she told him as the two began walking again. “Can’t call a 

meeting if there isn’t food and drink. No one would come.” 

He laughed again. A nice laugh, she thought, and generous. Persephone often saw humor and 

laughter—the good sort—as a gift that both the giver and receiver enjoyed equally. The humorless 

she viewed as misers. Most of the men she knew were far too serious, which made Nyphron a ray of 

sunshine through a grim canopy. 

The city wasn’t at all like her dreams. The real thing was far less perfect, and much more 

amazing. The complexity of twisting streets paved in flat stones, the pretty arched bridges, the 

brightly painted multistoried homes with their tall windows and dark wood trim were all things 

beyond her imagination. But she had been surprised to find piles of manure, broken pots, 

unconscious drunks sleeping on stoops, lewd graffiti, and the smell of urine, which was 

unmistakable on the narrower streets. But the biggest difference between dream and reality was that 

all the inhabitants could see her. Everyone stared. Those gathering water from the fountain forgot 

what they were doing. They stood frozen, watching as Nyphron and Persephone passed. 

Conversations halted; doors closed, and laughter died. In every face she saw fear mingled with 

revulsion and disbelief. One Fhrey openly cried. 

Nyphron didn’t appear to see any of it as he continued his tour, pointing out landmarks and 

curiosities in a proud, positively jaunty manner. “I won’t take you up there.” He pointed toward a 

narrow lane that ran uphill underneath a bridge that joined two three-story buildings. “But there is a 

wonderful bathhouse up that way.” 

“Bathhouse?” 

“Where you go to bathe, to steam, to socialize.” 
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“None of those words seem at all related.” 

Another warm laugh. Persephone was apparently the goddess of humor that day. “Trust me, 

it’s very nice. You’ll love it.” 

“I’m sure I will,” she lied. 

They had returned to the stairs and were on their way back. The tour was coming to an end, 

but Persephone had a few questions she needed answered before they rejoined the rest. When they 

reached the first landing they were alone, so she seized the opportunity. Nyphron was a warrior, and 

she thought he would appreciate a direct approach. “So, what happens now?” 

Caught by surprise, Nyphron turned to discover he’d left her behind. “I thought I’d show 

you around the fortified areas. Not the Spyrok, that takes too long to climb, but I think—” 

“I mean now that we’ve taken Alon Rhist.” She toggled her index finger between them. 

“What happens now?” 

“You’re the keenig; you tell me.” 

“I’m not an idiot,” she said. “This is a huge victory for you.” 

“For us.” 

She rolled her eyes. “This won’t work if you continue to treat me like a child.” 

He peered at her sidelong, his mouth partly open; he licked his lips, then his tongue lingered, 

touching his front teeth. 

“You planned this,” she said. 

“Of course I did. You were there when—” 

“No—you planned this before you ever came to Rhen.” 

He stopped. Again, the contemplative stare. 

“You’ve plotted this maneuver for months, maybe years, but you didn’t count on 

me. You expected to be the Keenig of the Ten Clans.” 
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Still, Nyphron didn’t say anything, but his face shifted to genuine interest—perhaps for the 

first time in her presence. She wanted to think there was respect as well, but maybe she saw only 

what she wanted. 

“When you came to Dahl Rhen, you said you were outlawed because you wouldn’t carry out 

the fane’s edicts and refused to destroy the Rhune dahls. You expressed outrage at the other Instarya 

who destroyed Dureya and Nadak, killing every villager. But I’m not buying that. Your assistance 

wasn’t because of moral outrage over the slaughter of innocents.” 

He didn’t try to refute her, so she went on. “I don’t know. Maybe you do have a genuine 

aversion to butchering women and children. Or perhaps killing is a mindless habit for you, as easy to 

do as it is for Padera to snap the neck of a chicken. But you didn’t give up your heritage . . . leave all 

this”—she gestured at the city—“because a few houses were burned, a few babies killed. Such an act 

would take far more compassion than I think you’re capable of feeling. Honestly, I don’t care. What 

I do care about is what your plans are now. How do you see this grand adventure of yours playing 

out?” 

“How do you think I see it?” 

Persephone stepped to the handrail and looked down on the roof of a home that had a 

flower-and-vegetable garden on top. The plants were doing well for such a hot summer. “I think this 

bloodless victory, the capture of a fortress that my people believed to be impregnable, establishes 

you as a worthy hero among the ten clans. You’re gaining trust and allegiance. Another similar 

success and you might not need me at all. You might already feel I’m unnecessary.” She looked 

behind her. “And these stairs are very steep.” 

“They are,” he said, then surprised her by holding out his hand. 

She stared at it suspiciously. 
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He smiled at her hesitation, lowered his hand, and began to nod. “You’re smarter than I gave 

you credit for, but I’m probably not the only one to underestimate you. I suppose I could lie, I could 

insist you are wrong and reaffirm my devotion to the cause of saving the Rhunes, but I suspect 

you’d see through that. You’re a hard woman to lie to.” 

“No—people have no trouble lying to me. The hard part is making me believe. So, what 

happens next? What are your plans . . . for me?” 

Nyphron ran fingers through his hair, leaving his hand to linger on the back of his neck. 

“Okay, I was planning to tell you this in a more appropriate time and place.” He looked around the 

steps and shrugged. “But since you insist . . . it was my hope to marry you.” 

Persephone’s mouth dropped open. Conquering the premier Fhrey stronghold in a matter of 

minutes without the loss of a single life paled in comparison to her shock at that single sentence. 

“Marry me?” 

“You do that, right? Rhunes have marriage?” 

“Yes, we do, but we”—she once more toggled her finger between them—“don’t.” 

“Why not? Don’t tell me there is a Rhune law against that, too.” 

She opened her mouth, but the number of possible ways to answer that question jammed in 

their flood to escape, leaving her speechless. 

“In Fhrey society, most marriages are arrangements of convenience. They advance social 

status, grant access to certain circles, form needed alliances. Rarely are they romantic. This is what 

I’m proposing.” 

He’s proposing! 

“To win this war, we need to join forces. I need credibility in the eyes of the clans. Without 

it, I have no means to fight. You need the support of the Instarya, which I can obviously provide. 

My recognized authority will bring all the Avrlyn outposts to heel. Our marriage would bind these 
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two otherwise antagonistic groups into an extremely effective and overwhelming force. Your 

numbers, my guidance and resources”—he wove his fingers together in front of him—“together we 

would become the knot at the confluence of two ropes, forming a line strong enough to pull up the 

whole world.” 

“Or enough rope to hang ourselves with.” 

“That too.” He smiled. There was an amazing power about him, and his smile was warm, 

friendly, inviting. 

But is it genuine? Well, at least he’s not treating me like a child anymore. 

“There’s no need to give an answer now—I’d prefer if you didn’t. Like I said, this wasn’t the 

time and place of my choosing. Let’s get settled in, get to know each other better. Then we can 

revisit the topic.” 

Revisit the topic? He’s really pouring on the charm. 

And yet, she found his practical approach appealing. She had rejected Raithe’s overtures 

because they were based on selfish desire. He wanted her all to himself, for them to run away and 

live a fantasy on a hill overlooking the Urum River. She had no doubt Raithe loved her. She 

remembered what that looked like, how it felt. But love was for the young, the innocent, and the 

stupid. She couldn’t see herself putting those blinders on again. She had a job to do, and that was 

more important than her own happiness. 

She held no illusions about Nyphron, and he appeared to see her just as clearly. Persephone 

had little interest in being a wife again, but a partner—an equal partner—that was something else. 

She looked at the Fhrey lord appraisingly. He was more than attractive; he was beautiful, 

godlike, and yet if he tried to kiss her, she thought she might scream. They weren’t even the same 

race. The whole idea was absurd, and yet his logic was irrefutable. 
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“C’mon,” he said. “We need to get back. I don’t want Moya hunting me down with that 

giant bow of hers.” 

“Thank you,” she told him. 

He paused, puzzled. 

“For telling me the truth,” she explained 

He smiled again. 

A nice smile. 

� 

 “That’s where I used to live.” Malcolm pointed at a beautiful home, its door ornamented 

with a bronze handle and a decorative knocker in the shape of a sword striking a shield. 

Raithe had never seen anything like it—aside from the countless other homes they had 

passed. The street was perfectly straight and paved in flat stones with such precision that no weeds 

could grow between the cracks. The only visible dirt to be found was packed in planters, which 

produced vegetables and herbs. 

“You lived there?” Tesh asked. 

“That’s Shegon’s old house. Meryl and I both worked here. He didn’t need two servants 

after his wife left, but he kept us both on anyway.” 

“You lived here, and you ran away?” Tesh’s eyes widened. “Is the inside a fancy torture 

chamber or something?” 

“The inside is lovely—an artful clover motif reflected in the curved archways as well as the 

spring colors.” 

Tesh just stared at him. 

Malcolm chuckled. “I wasn’t there long. I used to serve in the fortress.” 
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They both looked up toward the Spyrok; that’s what Malcolm called the insanely tall 

watchtower linked to the Kype by a giant bridge. Upon seeing it for the first time, Gifford had 

described the tower as looking like Mari had been tending her garden and left her shovel jammed in 

the dirt. That’s what the potter meant to say at least, but because of his inability to pronounce the R 

sound, what he said was: “Looks like Ma-we left a shovel in the ga-den.” 

“That’s where they tortured you?” Tesh asked. “In the fortress?” 

“No one mistreated me.” 

“Didn’t even beat you?” 

“No.” 

“Starved you?” 

Malcolm shook his head and frowned. 

“They must’ve done something pretty awful for you to run from this. I know families who’d 

sell their firstborn to live here.” 

Again, Tesh looked at Raithe, who supported him with a nod. Having already gone through 

this conversation with Malcolm, Raithe wasn’t as shocked, but there was a difference between what 

he’d pictured and reality. Usually, Raithe’s imagination outstripped the real world—not this time. 

Tesh had worried eyes, as if this was the part in the dream where monsters closed in and a 

door to safety refused to open. He’d had that look ever since they’d crossed the Grandford Bridge. 

The kid was swimming in a pool of deadly snakes, waiting for the first one to bite. Raithe 

understood. He felt it, too. These were their enemies, the evil gods who’d butchered their people, 

and he and Tesh were strolling their streets as if they owned the place. They didn’t. The ten clans 

had done nothing to earn this right. The Fhrey had invited them in. Spiders did the same to flies. 

“How many families lived there with you?” Tesh asked. 
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“None,” Malcolm replied. “Just Shegon, me, and Meryl.” The ex-slave tilted his head with a 

puzzled look. “The plants are doing well. I wonder who lives there now?” 

“What made Shegon leave the fortress?” Raithe asked him. 

“Shegon was never in the fortress. He was from the Asendwayr tribe, not in the Guard. Very 

few non-Instarya are.” 

“I thought you said you were in the fortress.” 

“Oh, yes.” Malcolm nodded. “Ah . . . I had a different master then.” 

“He sold you?” 

“Died.” 

“Died?” 

“You of all people should know Fhrey do that.” 

“How old was he?” 

Malcolm shrugged. “Fifteen, sixteen, maybe.” 

“That young?” 

“Hundred. Fifteen or sixteen hundred.” 

“Oh, okay—I always wondered how long they lived.” 

“He didn’t die of old age.” 

“Accident?” Raithe looked up at the walkways between the massive tower and the dome. A 

fall from either of them would kill anyone. 

“He was killed in combat.” 

Raithe couldn’t imagine what sort of beings killed Fhrey, prior to him at least. Giants, 

goblins, a dragon? Likely it was something he’d never heard of. Seeing the inside of Alon Rhist made 

Raithe realize how limited his understanding of the world was. 
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The three paused at the city square near a big well with a little roof to protect those using it 

from sun or rain. 

“How long did it take them to build all this?” Tesh asked. 

Malcolm shrugged. “A thousand years or so.” 

“It’s so beautiful.” 

“Where are all the people?” 

“Hiding.” Malcolm dipped a hand into the fountain’s pool and wiped his face. “The 

barbarians have entered the gates. The residents have no idea what might happen. This is 

unprecedented, and likely terrifying.” 

“They’re scared?” Tesh said. “The elves are scared . . . of us?” 

“When we arrive by the thousands, and the Rhist’s guards let us wander their streets, yes. 

These people have been told that we’re wild, little more than mindless animals. I suppose they 

expect we’re here to loot, pillage, and burn.” 

“So goes the planting, so comes the harvest,” Raithe said. He stood up on the rim of the well 

and looked out. The place was fine, to be sure, but a bit too orderly. This was a home built by 

warriors, for warriors. It lacked the flowers and winding paths of Rhen. To the south, over the 

orange clay roofs, he located the river gorge. At Grandford, the Bern River flowed through a 

canyon. Somewhere down that way the Bern joined forces with the Urum at a place known as The 

Forks—the place he’d buried his father. “The Gula still might have a mind to do a bit of pillaging.” 

“I suspect that’s why Nyphron asked them to remain camped in what’s left of Dureya,” 

Malcolm said. 

“Not going to like that. Probably disappointed there was no battle. I know several who were 

looking forward to killing those they previously believed to be gods.” 

“I just can’t believe the elves are scared of us,” Tesh said. 
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“Fhrey,” Raithe corrected. “These ones are on our side now. At least that’s the story 

Nyphron is spreading.” 

“Not all of them are frightened,” Tesh said, pointing in the direction of the house Malcolm 

had lived in. 

Raithe recognized Meryl, Malcolm’s onetime partner in servitude—the coward who’d ridden 

away while screaming, “Murderer, murderer.” Meryl stepped out of the too-pretty-to-be-true house, 

and leaving the door wide, took four steps. This left him still in the front yard, still behind the little 

decorative wall. He glared at them from his tiny battlement. 

“Meryl!” Malcolm greeted him happily and walked over. 

“Murderer!” Meryl shouted back in Fhrey. 

Malcolm stopped. “I didn’t kill—” 

Raithe didn’t catch everything they said. They spoke quickly in Fhrey. All he caught were the 

words bloodthirsty, cannibalism, and monsters. He wasn’t even certain of those due to Meryl’s thick 

accent. 

Malcolm was trying to calm his old roommate. Raithe didn’t need to understand the words 

to know that, but Meryl was having none of it. He shouted his replies and grew more red-faced with 

each round. Before long he was slapping the top of the wall. Other doors opened. Ghostly faces 

materialized at windows. Fhrey couples appeared on balconies. From the third floor of what looked 

to be a leather shop, Raithe heard a reedy Fhrey say, “Please come away. It’s dangerous.” 

More were coming out, standing on stoops with folded arms, stiff lips, and nodding heads. 

“Maybe we should move on,” Raithe said. “Let’s head back and find Moya and Tekchin. Or maybe 

Roan needs a hand with the wagons.” 

Raithe tugged on Malcolm’s sleeve. 
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The ex-slave waved back at him with one hand. As he did, Raithe noticed another pair of 

eyes looking down from the upper-story window of Meryl’s house. Remembering Malcolm’s 

question about who lived there now, Raithe tilted his head up for a better look, and the figure 

withdrew into the shadows. All that remained was the flutter of a curtain. 

It took a full-out drag by his wrist to get Malcolm walking, but Raithe outweighed his friend 

by no small amount, and Malcolm soon gave in to the idea. 

“Idiot,” Malcolm grumbled. “He’s completely forgotten who he is. He actually thinks being a 

slave is a privilege. A privilege! Can you believe that? And he refuses to even admit he’s human—

or Rhune, as he so derisively refers to us. The little partisan bigot—traitor is what he is.” Malcolm 

marched up the street with loud slaps of his feet. 

“You used to think of us as Rhunes, too.” 

“That’s before I knew better.” Malcolm jabbed his pointed finger at Raithe. “See, right there; 

I can be reasoned with. But not him. Oh, no, not Meryl, the little weasel. He knows—he thinks he 

knows—everything, except that he’s no better than anyone else. I honestly don’t know how the man 

manages to dress himself in the morning.” 

Malcolm continued to fume, but more quietly as they rounded a wall painted with crude 

images. 

“So, did you find out who his new master is?” 

“Doesn’t have one,” Malcolm said. “He empties chamber pots in the Kype and cleans out 

cells in the duryngon now. Not too happy about the change. Blames me for tarnishing his otherwise 

impeccable reputation. I don’t know what he’s complaining about. He still gets to live in one of the 

best houses in the city, and he has the whole place to himself.” 

“Then who was in there with him?” 

“Meryl made it very clear he was alone, and how it was my fault he was now a pariah.” 
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“I saw someone upstairs.” 

Malcolm looked at him skeptically. “Really? Why would Meryl lie about something like 

that?” 

Raithe shrugged. “Take it up with him the next time we never come down here again, okay? 

Nyphron just gifted us this pretty place; might not be a good idea to get exiled before we’ve tasted 

the veal.” 

This made Malcolm smile. “They do have wonderful veal.”  
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND NAMES 

 
AGAVE: The prison of the Ancient One, which is deep in the heart of Elan and was discovered by the 

dwarfs when excavating Neith. During Persephone’s trek to find and destroy Balgargarath, the Agave 

was rediscovered. 

 

AGAVE TABLETS: Written by the Ancient One, these tablets detail the creation of the world, the 

secrets of various metallurgy (such as bronze and iron), and the weaves (spells) to manifest the Art 

into immortal creatures to do the summoner’s bidding. 

 

AIDEN (Fhrey, Miralyith): One of the leaders of the Gray Cloaks, a secret Miralyith society that tried 

to kill the fane and raise the Miralyith’s position above all other Fhrey tribes. 

 

AIRENTHENON: The domed and pillared structure where the Aquila holds meetings. Although the 

Forest Throne and the Door predate it, the Airenthenon is the oldest building in Estramnadon. It was 

nearly destroyed during the Gray Cloak Rebellion, saved only by the efforts of Prince Mawyndulë. 

 

ALON RHIST: The chief outpost on the border between Rhulyn and Avrlyn. Staffed by the Instarya, 

the fortress acts as a bulwark preventing the Rhunes from crossing into the Fhrey lands. It was named 

after the fourth fane of the Fhrey, who died during the Dherg War. After the death of Zephyron, rule 

of the Rhist was granted to Petragar. 
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ALWARD (Rhune, Nadak): The new chieftain of Nadak, one of the two clans destroyed by the Fhrey. 

 

ALYSIN: One of the three realms of the afterlife. A paradise where brave warriors go after death. 

 

AMPHORA: A delicate storage vessel with an oval body that tapers near its base. It has two handles 

near its top. 

 

ANCIENT ONE: Also known as “The Three.” A being whom the Dherg claimed predates the gods of 

Elan. He was found locked deep underground in the Agave, where he wrote a number of tablets about 

his existence and the origin of Elan. 

 

ANWIR (Fhrey, Asendwayr): Quiet and reserved, he is the only non-Instarya Fhrey member of 

Nyphron’s Galantians. He has a penchant for knots and uses a sling for a weapon. 

 

ANYVAL (Fhrey, Umalyn): Healer of Alon Rhist. 

 

AQUILA: Literally “the place of choosing.” Originally created as a formalization and public recognition 

of the group of Fhrey who had been assisting Gylindora Fane for more than a century. Leaders of 

each tribe act as general counsels, making suggestions and assisting in the overall administration of 

the empire. Senior council members are elected by their tribes or appointed by the fane. Junior 

members are chosen by the senior. The Aquila holds no direct power, as the fane’s authority is as 

absolute as Ferrol Himself. However, the Aquila does wield great influence over the succession of 

power. It is the Curator and Conservator who determine who has access to the Horn of Gylindora. 
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ARIA (Rhune, Rhen): Mother of Gifford who died when giving birth to the cripple. 

 

ARIFACE: A rare and vicious creature. 

 

ARION (Fhrey, Miralyith): Also known as Cenzlyor. The former tutor to Prince Mawyndulë and 

onetime student of Fenelyus. Arion was sent to Rhulyn to bring the outlaw Nyphron to justice and 

was injured when a Rhune named Malcolm hit her on the head with a rock. After partially recovering 

from her wounds, she fought Gryndal, a fellow Miralyith, when he threatened to destroy Dahl Rhen 

and kill all its residents. She now resides with the Rhunes and hopes to find a peaceful end to the 

conflict between Rhunes and Fhrey. During Persephone’s trek to Neith, Arion was critically injured 

and returned to Tirre in a comatose, near death, state. 

 

ART, THE: Magic that allows the caster to tap the forces of nature. In Fhrey society, it’s practiced by 

members of the Miralyith tribe. Goblins who wield this power are referred to as oberdaza. The only 

known Rhune to possess any Artistic ability is the mystic known as Suri. 

 

ARTIST: A practitioner of the Art. 

 

ARWAL: Location of one of the Galantian’s greatest battles. Tekchin was severely wounded there. 

 

ASENDWAYR: The Fhrey tribe whose members specialize in hunting. A few are stationed on the 

frontier to provide meat for the Instarya. 
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ASICA: A long Fhrey garment similar to a robe. Its numerous wraps and ties allow it to be worn in a 

number of configurations. 

 

AUDREY: Moya’s bow, named after her mother. 

 

AVEMPARTHA: The Fhrey tower created by Fenelyus atop a great waterfall on the Nidwalden River. 

It can tap the force of rushing water to amplify the use of the Art. 

 

AVRLYN: “Land of Green,” the Fhrey frontier bordered on the north by Hentlyn and by Belgreig to 

the south. Avrlyn is separated from Rhulyn by the east and south branches of the Bern River. 

 

BAKRAKAR: Patron god of Clan Nadak. A giant stag that ensures fortunate hunting. 

 

BALGARGARATH: A creature created by the Ancient One in retribution for his mistreatment by the 

elves. It rendered Neith, the homeland of the dwarfs, uninhabitable. Created by an incredibly powerful 

weave, it is the Art manifested into corporeal form and as such it can’t be harmed by any use of magic. 

It was destroyed by Persephone’s party by unraveling its spell after penetration of a weapon that 

contains its name. 

 

BATTLE OF GRANDFORD: The first official battle in the war between Rhunes and Fhrey. 

 

BATTLE OF MADOR: During the Belgric War, the battle between the Fhrey and Dherg when Fenelyus 

first used the Art, crushing the Tenth and Twelfth Dherg legions under a pile of rock that subsequently 

formed Mount Mador. The battle turned the tide of the war by stopping the Dherg advance. 
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BELGREIG: The continent to the far south of Elan where the Dherg people reside. 

 

BELGRIC WAR: A war between the Fhrey and Dherg. Also referred to as the Dherg War and the War 

of Elven Aggression. 

 

BELGRICLUNGREIANS: The term Dherg use to refer to themselves and their kind in the years after 

settling in Belgreig. 

 

BERN: A river that runs north-south and delineates the border between Rhulyn and Avrlyn. Rhunes 

are forbidden from crossing to the west side of this river. 

 

BLACK BRONZE: A metal alloy whose recipe—known only to the Dherg—utilizes gold, silver, and 

copper. It’s especially important in the making of sculptures. 

 

Book of Brin: The first known written work chronicling the history of the Rhunes. It dates back to 

the time of the first war between Rhunes and Fhrey. 

 

BRAZIER: A shallow metal container raised off the ground that holds combustible material. Braziers 

are constantly tended to ensure they have a burning flame that is used as the source of cook fires by 

all members of a Rhune village. 

 

BRECKON MOR: The feminine version of the leigh mor. A versatile piece of patterned cloth that can 

be wrapped in a number of ways. 
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BRIN (Rhune, Rhen): Keeper of Ways for Dahl Rhen and author of the famed BOOK OF BRIN. During 

the giant attack on Dahl Rhen, Brin’s parents, Sarah and Delwin, were killed. 

 

CARFREIGN ARENA: A large open-air field in Estramnadon where contests and spectacles are held. 

It was there that Lothian defeated Zephyron in a particularly gruesome Uli Vermar challenge. 

 

CENZLYOR: In the Fhrey language, the term means “swift of mind.” A title of endearment bestowed 

by Fane Fenelyus onto Arion, indicating her proficiency in the Art. 

 

CHIEFTAIN: The leader of a given clan of Rhunes. Since the appointment of the keenig, their positions 

of power were decreased as the keenig rules over all Rhunic people. 

 

CLEMPTON: A small village of Dureya, home of Raithe (the God Killer). 

 

CONSERVATOR OF THE AQUILA: The keeper of the Horn of Gylindora and, along with the Curator, 

one of the two Fhrey most responsible for administering the process of succession. The Conservator 

is also responsible for picking a new Curator when needed. The current Conservator is the Umalyn 

high priest, Volhoric. 

 

COUNCIL OF TIRRE: A coalition of Rhulyn clan leaders convened to appoint a keenig to rule over all 

the Rhunes and lead the battle against the Fhrey. 

 

CRESCENT FOREST: A large forest that forms a half circle around Dahl Rhen. 
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CRIMBAL: A fairy creature that lives in the land of Nog. Crimbals travel to the world of Elan through 

doors in the trunks of trees. They are known to steal children. 

 

CURATOR: The vice fane who presides over the six councilors of the Aquila, elected by a vote of 

senior members. The Curator leads meetings of the Aquila in the absence of the fane, and chairs the 

Challenge Council, which decides who has the right to blow the Horn of Gylindora. Together, the 

Conservator and the Curator are the Fhrey most responsible for determining the succession of power 

and administering the Uli Vermar challenge process. The current Curator is Imaly. 

 

DAHL (hill or mound): A Rhune settlement that is the capital city of a given clan and is characterized 

by its position on top of a man-made hill. Dahls are usually surrounded by some form of wall or 

fortification. Each has a central lodge where the clan’s chieftain lives, along with a series of 

roundhouses that provide shelter for the other villagers. Originally there were seven Rhulyn-Rhune 

dahls, but two (Nadak and Duryea) were destroyed by the Fhrey and one (Rhen) was destroyed by 

giants. 

 

DELWIN (Rhune, Rhen): A sheep farmer who was the husband of Sarah and father of Brin. He was 

killed by the giant attack that destroyed Dahl Rhen. 

 

DHERG: One of the five humanoid races of Elan. Skilled craftsmen, they have been all but banned 

from most places except Belgreig. They are exceptional builders and weaponsmiths. The name is a 

pejorative Fhrey word meaning “vile mole.” The Dherg refer to themselves as Belgriclungreians. 
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DIDAN (Rhune, Dureya): One of Raithe’s brothers. 

 

DOME MOUNTAIN: Raised peak above the city of Neith, brought down by Suri and sealing the 

entrance to the dwarven homeland. 

 

DOOR, THE: A portal in the Garden of Estramnadon that legend holds is the gateway to where the 

First Tree grows. 

 

DOWNRIVER TOWER: One of two towers near the front of Alon Rhist, so named as it is the 

southernmost tower and the Bern River flows north to south. 

 

DROME: The god of the Dherg. 

 

DRUMINDOR: A Dhergbuilt fortress located on an active volcano at the entrance to a large strategic 

bay on the Blue Sea. Two massive towers provide protection from any invasion from the water. 

 

DUNN: One of the three Gula-Rhune clans. The other two are Strom and Erling. 

 

DUREYA: A barren highland in the north of Rhulyn, home to the Rhune clan of the same name. The 

entire region and all the clan members were destroyed by Fhrey Instarya. Before their destruction, 

they were the most powerful warrior clan of the RhulynRhunes. Only two Dureyans are known to 

survive: Raithe and Tesh. 
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DURYNGON: A prison under the Verenthenon at Alon Rhist used to house prisoners and exotic 

animals that are studied to determine how best to fight them. 

 

DWARF: Any flora or fauna of diminutive stature (as in dwarf wheat or dwarf rabbits). Also, the name 

Persephone gives to the residents of Belgreig, that is easier to pronounce than Belgriclungreians and 

not as insulting as Dherg. 

 

EAST PUDDLE: The less affluent area of the Rhen settlement in Tirre. 

 

EILYWIN: Fhrey architects and craftsmen who design and create buildings. 

 

ELAN: The Grand Mother of All. God of the land. 

 

ELF: Mispronunciation of the Fhrey word Ylfe, meaning “nightmare,” and a derogatory term used by 

the Dherg to insult the Fhrey people. 

 

ELYSAN (Fhrey, Instarya): Close friend and adviser to Zephyron. 

 

ERDO (Rhune, Erling): Chieftain of Clan Erling who took over after the former chieftain, Udgar, died 

in a challenge battle with Moya. 

 

EREBUS: Father of all gods as discovered by Brin in the Agave Tablets. 
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ERES (Fhrey, Instarya): A member of Nyphron’s Galantians. His main prowess is with spears and 

javelins. 

 

ERIVAN: Homeland of the Fhrey. 

 

ERLING: One of the three GulaRhune clans. The other two are Dunn and Strom. 

 

ERVANON: One of the four Fhrey outposts manned by the Instarya to protect the frontier. It is the 

one farthest north. 

 

ESTRAMNADON: The capital city of the Fhrey, located in the forests of Erivan. 

 

ESTRAMNADON ACADEMY: Also known as the Academy of the Art. The school where Miralyith are 

trained in the ways of magic. Entrance to it requires passage of the Sharhasa, an aptitude test. 

 

FANE: The ruler of the Fhrey, whose term of office extends to death or until three thousand years 

after ascension, whichever comes first. 

 

FENELYUS (Fhrey, Miralyith): The fifth fane of the Fhrey and first of the Miralyith. She saved the 

Fhrey from annihilation during the Belgric War. 

 

FERROL: The god of the Fhrey. 
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FERROL’S LAW: Also known as Law of Ferrol, it’s the irrefutable prohibition against Fhrey killing 

other Fhrey. In extreme situations, a fane can make an exception for cause, or can designate a person 

as exempt. Breaking Ferrol’s Law will eject a Fhrey from society and bar the perpetrator from the 

afterlife. Since it is the Fhrey’s god that will pass judgment, no one can circumvent Ferrol’s Law by 

committing murder in secret or without witnesses. 

 

FHREY: One of the five major races of Elan. Fhrey are long-lived, technologically advanced, and 

organized into tribes based on profession. 

 

FHREYHYNDIA: The literal translation of killer of Fhrey. It is the name Tesh of Duryea wanted to be 

known by, but Raithe prohibited the boy from adopting that name. 

 

FIRST CHAIR and SECOND CHAIR: Honorific for the chieftain of a dahl and their spouse. Its origin 

comes from actual chairs that are placed on a dais in a dahl’s lodge. 

 

FIRST MINISTER: The third most important person in Fhrey society (following the fane and the 

Curator). The primary role is the day-to-day administration of the Talwara. The present First Minister, 

Kabbayn, replaced Gryndal upon his death. 

 

FIRST TREE: Fruit from this tree is believed to grant immortality, and it’s rumored to lie behind The 

Door in Estramnadon. The Belgric War was fought largely due to the dwarfs’ belief that this treasure 

was being kept from them. 

 

FIVE MAJOR RACES OF ELAN: Rhunes, Fhrey, Dherg, Ghazel, and Grenmorians. 
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FLOOD (Dherg): A builder, Frost’s brother, and one of three Dherg responsible for unleashing 

Balgargarath from a complex series of noise-creating traps. To save him from execution, Persephone 

takes the three dwarves back to Tirre after Gronbach’s broken promises. 

 

FLORELLA PLAZA: A large public square with an elaborate fountain outside the Airenthenon in 

Estramnadon. 

 

FOREST THRONE: The seat of the fane, located in the Talwara in the capital city of Estramnadon. 

Created by Caratacus, who intertwined six trees as symbols of the (then) six tribes of the Fhrey. 

 

FORKS, THE: Place where the North Branch and the High Spear portions of the Bern River converge 

and the burial place of Herkimer, Raithe’s father. 

 

FROST (Dherg): A builder, Flood’s brother, and one of three Dherg responsible for unleashing 

Balgargarath from a complex series of noise-creating traps. To save him from execution, Persephone 

takes the three dwarves back to Tirre after Gronbach’s broken promises. 

 

FROZEN TOWER: One of two towers near the front of Alon Rhist, so named as it is farther north 

and as such catches the brunt of the cold winter winds. Also, it lacks a fireplace to provide warmth. 

 

FURGENROK (Grenmorian): Leader of the Grenmorians, the giants of Elan. He was employed by the 

Fhrey to attack Dahl Rhen. While many were killed, and the dahl destroyed, the ultimate goal of killing 

Raithe, Arion, and Nyphron failed. 
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GALANTIANS: The Instarya party led by Nyphron and famed for legendary exploits of valor and 

bravery. Exiled from Alon Rhist for disobeying orders to destroy Rhune villages, they have joined 

with the Rhunes to oppose the fane. 

 

GARDEN, THE: One of the most sacred places in Fhrey society, used for meditation and reflection. 

The Garden is in the center of Estramnadon and surrounds the Door, the Fhrey’s most sacred relic. 

 

GATH (Rhune): The first keenig, who united all the human clans during the Great Flood. 

 

GAVIN KILLIAN (Rhune, Rhen): The new Chieftain of Clan Rhen, who takes over after Persephone 

is appointed as the keenig. 

 

GELSTON (Rhune, Rhen): The shepherd who was hit by lightning during the giant attack on Dahl 

Rhen; uncle to Brin. 

 

GIFFORD (Rhune, Rhen): The incredibly talented potter of Dahl Rhen, whose mother died during his 

birth. Due to extensive deformities, he wasn’t expected to live more than a few years. 

 

GILARABRYWN: A dragonlike creature created by Suri by sacrificing her best friend, Minna. It was 

created using the same spell that made Balgargarath, and as such it is the Art in corporeal form. It was 

crucial to the survival of Persephone’s party and ultimately destroyed by Suri when it was discovered 

it couldn’t leave the confines of Neith. 

 



AGE OF WAR EXCERPT      MICHAEL J. SULLIVAN 
 

 
92 

 

GOBLINS: A grotesque race feared and shunned by all in Elan, known to be fierce warriors. The most 

dangerous of their kind are oberdaza, who can harness the power of elements through magic. In the 

Dherg language, they are known as: 

Ba Ran Ghazel (Forgotten Ones of the Sea) 

Fen Ran Ghazel (Forgotten Ones of the Swamps) 

Fir Ran Ghazel (Forgotten Ones of the Forest) 

Durat Ran Ghazel (Forgotten Ones of the Mountains) 

 

GOD KILLER: A moniker given to Raithe of Dureya, who was the first known Rhune to kill a Fhrey 

(Shegon of the Asendwayr tribe). While staying in Dahl Rhen, he killed another Fhrey (Gryndal of the 

Miralyith). 

 

GRAND MOTHER OF ALL: Another name for the goddess Elan (the world). 

 

GRANDFORD: The location of a great bridge that allows crossing of the Bern river. It marks the 

boundary between the Fhrey-held fortress of Alon Rhist and the Rhune plains of Dureya. 

 

GRAY CLOAKS: A secret society of Miralyith who attempted to overthrow Fane Lothian because he 

wasn’t doing enough to elevate the position of Miralyith over other tribes in the Fhrey society. 

Principal members include Aiden, its leader, and Makareta, who manipulated Mawyndulë to help them 

discover weaknesses in the fane’s defenses. 

 

GREAT WAR: The first war between the Fhrey people and the Rhunes. 
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GRENMORIAN: The race of giants who live in Hentlyn in northern Elan. 

 

GRIN THE BROWN: A ferocious bear who was responsible for the deaths of many residents of Dahl 

Rhen, including Mahn, Persephone and Reglan’s eldest son; Konniger, former chieftain; and Maeve, 

the dahl’s Keeper of Ways. The beast was eventually killed by Persephone. 

 

GRONBACH (Dherg): The mayor of Caric and Master Crafter of that city. He deceived and tricked 

Persephone into ridding Neith of Balgargarath and failed to uphold his promise to provide weapons 

to the Rhunes to fight the Fhrey. His treachery led to the eventual destruction of Neith by Suri. Brin’s 

outrage with the dwarf makes him a central villain in her famed Book of Brin. 

 

GRYGOR (Grenmorian): A member of Nyphron’s famed Galantians, and the only giant of the group. 

Known for his love of cooking and use of spices. This fondness for the culinary arts has fostered a 

friendship between him and Padera, Dahl Rhen’s oldest member. 

 

GRYNDAL (Fhrey, Miralyith): The former First Minister to Fane Lothian. Respected as one of the 

most skilled practitioners of the Art, Gryndal was killed in Dahl Rhen by Raithe when the Miralyith 

attempted to extract retribution for the dahl harboring Nyphron and Malcolm’s attack on Arion. 

 

GULA-RHUNES: A northern alliance of three Rhune clans (Dunn, Strom, and Erling) that have a long-

standing feud with the seven southern Rhulyn-Rhune clans. Historically the Fhrey have pitted these 

two sides against each other and fostered their mutual animosity. As conflict with the Fhrey intensified, 

the Gula and Rhulyn Rhunes joined forces, all serving Keenig Persephone. 
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GWYDRY: One of the seven tribes of Fhrey. This one is for the farmers and laborers who are 

responsible for raising crops and livestock. 

 

GYLINDORA FANE (Fhrey, Nilyndd): The first leader of the Fhrey. Her name became synonymous 

with ruler. 

 

HABET (Rhune, Rhen): The keeper of the Eternal Flame, responsible for ensuring that the braziers 

and the lodge’s fire pit remain lit. 

 

HADERAS (Fhrey, Asendwayr): Leader of the Bear Legion, a fighting force made up of Asendwayr 

and Gwydry, who were tasked with stamping out the Rhunes. 

 

HARKON (Rhune, Melen): Chieftain of Clan Melen. 

 

HAWTHORN GLEN: Home to Suri and Tura. 

 

HENTLYN (land of mountains): An area to the north of Avrlyn, generally inhabited by Grenmorians. 

 

HERKIMER (Rhune, Dureya): The father of Raithe and a skilled warrior known as Coppersword. He 

was killed by Shegon. 

 

HIGH SPEAR VALLEY: Grassy plain just south of the High Spear Branch of the Bern River. Home of 

the three clans of the Gula-Rhunes. 
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HOPELESS HOUSE: Alon Rhist residence of Gifford, Habet, Mathias, and Gelston. So named because 

it housed the most unworthy of Rhen’s remaining people. While not a resident (due to being female), 

Tressa spends much of her time there as an honorary member. 

 

HORN OF GYLINDORA: A ceremonial horn kept by the Conservator that was originally bestowed on 

Gylindora Fane by the legendary Caratacus. The horn is used to challenge for leadership of the Fhrey. 

It can only be blown during an Uli Vermar (upon the death of a fane or every three thousand years). 

When blown at the death of a fane, it’s the fane’s heir who is challenged. If the fane has no heir or if 

it is blown after three thousand years of reign, the horn can be blown twice, providing for two 

contestants. 

 

HUHANA HILL: Also known as Little Rhen. It is an area of Alon Rhist largely populated with former 

residents of Dahl Rhen. The houses there were largely abandoned after Rhunes took over the fortress. 

 

IMALY (Fhrey, Nilyndd): A descendant of Gylindora Fane, leader of the Nilyndd tribe, and Curator 

of the Aquila. 

 

INSTARYA: One of the seven tribes of the Fhrey. Instarya are the warriors who have been stationed 

on the frontier in outposts along the Avrlyn border since the Belgreig War. 

 

IVER (Rhune, Rhen): A woodcarver and abusive slave owner; the former master of Roan and her 

mother, Reanna. 
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JERYDD (Fhrey, Miralyith): The kel of Avempartha. He led the attack on Dahl Rhen, which destroyed 

the village but failed to kill Arion, Nyphron, or Raithe. 

 

KABBAYN (Fhrey, Eilywin): The current First Minister, who replaced Gryndal after his death. 

 

KAROL: The room in the Kype where the ruler of Alon Rhist hears grievances and makes judgments 

on those accused of crimes. 

 

KASIMER (Fhrey, Miralyith): Leader of the newly reformed Spider Corp, a group of Artists who can 

combine their power for coordinated attacks. 

 

KEENIG: A single person who rules over the united Rhune clans in times of trouble. Until the 

appointment of Persephone during the Fhrey war, there hadn’t been one appointed since the days of 

Gath, who saved mankind during the Great Flood. 

 

KEENIG’S COUNCIL: A body of advisers to Persephone consisting of the ten chieftains of the Rhune 

clans. 

 

Keeper of Ways: The person who learns the customs, traditions, and general memories of a community 

and is the authority in such matters. Keepers pass down their knowledge through oral tradition. The 

most famous Keeper is Brin from Dahl Rhen, who created the famed Book of Brin. 

 

KEL: The administrator of a prestigious institution such as Jerydd, the kel of Avempartha. 
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KNOTS: Known to disrupt the natural flow of the Art, knots often create difficulty in communication 

and prevent consensus building. Once a knot is unraveled, so, too, are arguments unknotted, leading 

to eventual agreement. The knot that holds together a being created from the Art (such as Balgargarath 

or the Gilarabrywn) is loosed by piercing the creature with its true name. 

 

KONNIGER (Rhune, Rhen): Shield to Chieftain Reglan of Dahl Rhen and husband of Tressa. Konniger 

ruled Rhen for a short period of time between the reigns of Reglan and Persephone after assassinating 

the former. He also tried to kill Persephone and was inadvertently killed by Grin the Brown. 

 

KRUGEN (Rhune, Menahan): Chieftain of Clan Menahan, the richest of the seven Rhulyn clans. 

 

KYPE: The most secure building of Alon Rhist. It is used as living quarters and meeting space by 

Persephone, Nyphron, Suri, and Arion. 

 

LANGUAGE OF CREATION: The root language of the gods and every living thing in Elan. The chords 

plucked while performing Artistic weaves taps into the language of creation, the building blocks of all 

living things. 

 

LEIGH MOR: Great cloak. A versatile piece of fabric used by Rhune men that can be draped in a 

number of ways, usually belted. A leigh mor can also be used as a sling to carry items or as a blanket. 

Usually, they’re woven with the pattern of a particular clan. The female version, known as a breckon 

mor, is longer, with an angled cut. 
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LINDEN LOTT: The chief Dherg city after the fall of Neith. It holds an annual contest to determine 

the best in various endeavors valued by the Dherg people, such as building, forging weapons, and 

digging. 

 

LION CORPS: Personal bodyguards to the fane. 

 

LIPIT (Rhune, Tirre): The chieftain of Dahl Tirre. 

 

LITTLE RHEN: The area of Alon Rhist that mainly houses Rhunes displaced from the destroyed Dahl 

of Rhen. The original Fhrey inhabitants left that area of Huhana Hill after the Rhunes took over the 

fortress. 

 

LOTHIAN, FANE (Fhrey, Miralyith): The supreme ruler of the Fhrey, father to Mawyndulë, son of 

Fenelyus. He came into power after an unusually gruesome challenge in which he defeated Zephyron 

of the Instarya in a humiliating and cruel display of power. 

 

MAEVE (Rhune, Rhen): The former Keeper of Ways for Dahl Rhen and mother of Suri; she was killed 

by Grin the Brown. 

 

MAGDA: The oldest tree in the Crescent Forest; an ancient oak known to offer sage advice, including 

information that was instrumental in saving the village of Dahl Rhen when it was targeted by First 

Minister Gryndal of the Miralyith. She was killed during the Grenmorian attack on Dahl Rhen. 
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MAHN (Rhune, Rhen): The son of Persephone and Reglan. He was killed by a ferocious bear known 

as The Brown. 

 

MAKARETA (Fhrey, Miralyith): A member of the Gray Cloaks and the object of Mawyndulë’s first 

romantic crush. After the rebellion, she (nor her body) were never seen again. 

 

MALCOLM (Rhune): The ex-slave of Zephyron, former resident of Alon Rhist, and best friend of 

Raithe. He’s attacked two Fhrey with rocks: Shegon and Arion. 

 

MARI: The patron god of Dahl Rhen. 

 

MASTER OF SECRETS: The adviser to the fane who is responsible for Talwara security. Vasek is the 

current holder of that title. 

 

MAWYNDULË (Fhrey, Miralyith): Prince of the Fhrey realm; the son of Lothian, grandson of Fenelyus, 

and former student of Arion and Gryndal. He was present at Dahl Rhen when Raithe killed Gryndal. 

For a short time, he represented the Miralyith in the Aquila as the junior councilor and later as the 

senior. He was duped by the Gray Cloaks into providing them aid, but was not involved in the 

rebellion. His action to save himself ended up saving the life of Imaly and several other Fhrey when 

he held the Airenthenon together. 

 

MEDAK: A Galantian who was killed by Gryndal during Gryndal’s attack on Alon Rhist. Younger 

brother to Eres. 
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MELEN: A Rhulyn clan known for its poets and musicians, ruled by Chieftain Harkon. 

 

MELVIN (Rhune, Rehn): Deceased husband of Padera. 

 

MENAHAN: The richest of the seven Rhulyn clans. Known for its wool and great sheep flocks. It’s 

ruled by Krugen. 

 

MERREDYDD: One of the four Fhrey outposts manned by the Instarya to protect the frontier. It is 

the one farthest south. 

 

MERYL (Rhune): A former slave of Shegon and roommate of Malcolm. 

 

METIS, MINISTER (Fhrey, Nilyndd): Highest ranking member of the Nilyndd tribe, responsible for 

creating weapons and armor. 

 

MINNA: A wolf and the best friend of Suri, who dubbed the animal the wisest wolf in the world. 

Minna was sacrificed by Suri and turned into the Gilarabrywn that fought Balgargarath. 

 

MIRALYITH: The Fhrey tribe of Artists—people who use the Art to channel natural forces to work 

magic. Their tribe is currently in power, and due to their skill with the Art that is not likely to change 

in the coming future. Many of this tribe have begun to think of themselves as gods, or at least at a 

higher level than other Fhrey tribes, as evidenced by the recent Gray Cloak uprising. 
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MIRTRELYN: A building where Fhrey go to socialize, consume alcoholic beverages, sing, and tell tales. 

Its Rhunic translation is Land of Mirth. 

 

MISERY ROCK: A large pillar of stone that rises above the Dureyan plain. A small path makes it 

scalable. It is an excellent spot for observing the Grandford Bridge and the entrance to Alon Rhist. 

 

MOUNT MADOR: A mountain conjured by Fane Fenelyus during the Belgreig War that killed tens of 

thousands of Dherg. 

 

MOYA (Rhune, Rhen): Shield to Keenig Persephone, who killed Udgar (Chieftain of Gula-Rhune Clan 

Erling). She’s the first person to use bows and arrows and was the one who shot and destroyed 

Balgargarath. She is romantically linked to Tekchin, one of the Fhrey Galantians. 

 

MURIEL: Daughter of Erebus as discovered by Brin in the Agave Tablets. 

 

MYNOGAN: The three gods of war worshipped by the Dureyans and other warrior tribes. They 

represent Battle, Honor, and Death. 

 

MYSTIC: An individual capable of tapping into the essence of the natural world and understanding 

the will of gods and spirits. Both Tura and Suri are mystics from the Hawthorn Glen. 

 

NADAK: A region in the north of Rhulyn that is home to the Rhune clan of the same name. It was 

destroyed by the Fhrey Instarya, and most of its residents were slaughtered. 
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NARASPUR: The horse that Arion rode from Estramnadon to Alon Rhist. She left it at the fortress 

after a fall during her debut trip. 

 

NARSIRABAD: A large spear from the lodge of Dahl Rhen used by Malcolm. Its name is Fhrey for 

“pointy.” 

 

NEITH: The original home of the Dherg in Belgreig. It was an underground city and the most revered 

place in the Dherg culture. For thousands of years the Dherg were denied use of Neith by the Ancient 

One, who in revenge created Balgargarath to kill any who entered the city. Neith was later destroyed, 

buried by Suri during an emotional outburst. 

 

NIDWALDEN: A mighty river that separates Erivan (the land of the Fhrey) from Rhulyn (the land of 

the Rhunes). 

 

NIFREL: Below Rel. The most dismal and unpleasant of the three regions of the afterlife. 

 

NILYNDD: The Fhrey tribe of craftsmen. 

 

NYPHRON (Fhrey, Instarya): The son of Zephyron and leader of the famed Galantians. After attacking 

the new leader of Alon Rhist, he was declared an outlaw. He and his Galantians found refuge in the 

Rhune village of Dahl Rhen. His bid to become the Rhune keenig failed since only humans can rise 

to that position. 

 

ORINFAR: Ancient Dherg runes that can prevent the use of the Art. 
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PADERA (Rhune, Rhen): A farmer’s wife and the oldest resident of Dahl Rhen, she is known for her 

excellent cooking ability and for being the best healer in the dahl. 

 

PARTHALOREN FALLS: The massive set of waterfalls that Avempartha resides on. The rushing water 

provides an enormous power source to channel the Art. 

 

PERSEPHONE, KEENIG (Rhune, Rhen): Ruler of all Rhunes, former chieftain of Dahl Rhen, and 

widow of Reglan. She killed Grin the Brown and led a party to Neith to kill Balgargarath. When 

Gronbach failed to provide promised iron weapons, she tricked him into revealing the manufacturing 

process to Roan, who took this knowledge to the Rhune people. 

 

PETRAGAR (Fhrey, Instarya): The lord of the Rhist, appointed by Fane Lothian after the death of 

Zephyron. 

 

PHYRE: The afterlife, which is divided into three sections: Rel, Nifrel, and Alysin. 

 

PLYMERATH (Fhrey, Instarya): The gate guard who was on duty the night the fane’s army arrived at 

the outskirts of Alon Rhist. 

 

PORIC (Fhrey, Instarya): Main gatekeeper of the Kype. 

 

PYRIDIAN (Fhrey, Miralyith): First son of Lothian, brother to Mawyndulë, and founder of the 

Estramnadon Academy of the Art, now deceased. 
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RAIN (Dherg): Perhaps the best digger of his people, he is one of three Dherg responsible for 

unleashing Balgargarath from a complex series of noise-creating traps. To save him from execution, 

Persephone takes the three dwarfs back to Tirre after Gronbach’s broken promises. He is a grand-

prize winner at the Linden Lott competition. 

 

RAITHE (Rhune, Dureya): The son of Herkimer; also known as the God Killer. He killed Shegon (a 

Fhrey Asendwayr) in retribution for his father’s death, and Gryndal (a Fhrey Miralyith) when he 

threatened the people of Dahl Rhen. He refused the position of keenig because he felt war with the 

Fhrey was impossible. He is in love with Persephone, but she does not reciprocate. He was the first 

person to train Tesh in combat skills. 

 

RAOW: A feared predator that eats its prey starting with the face. Raow sleeps on a bed of bones and 

must add another set before going to sleep. A single raow can decimate an entire region. 

 

RAPNAGAR (Grenmorian): The leader of a raiding party sent by the Fhrey to destroy Dahl Rhen and 

kill Arion, Nyphron, and Raithe. 

 

REANNA (Rhune, Erling): Deceased mother of Roan and slave of Iver. 

 

REGLAN (Rhune, Rhen): The former chieftain of Dahl Rhen and husband to Persephone. Killed by 

Konniger in an attempt to usurp his power. 
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REL: One of the three regions in the afterlife. The place where most people who are neither heroes 

or villains go when they die. 

 

RHEN: A wooded region in the west of Rhulyn that is home to the Rhune clan of the same name. It 

was formerly ruled by Reglan and later his wife, Persephone. Dahl Rhen was destroyed by a 

Grenmorian attack initiated by Fane Lothian for harboring Nyphron of the Instarya and killing First 

Minister Gryndal. 

 

RHIST: A shortened name for Alon Rhist the Fhrey outpost. 

 

RHULYN: The “Land of the Rhunes,” bordered by the Fhrey’s native Erivan to the east and the Fhrey 

outposts in Avrlyn to the west. 

 

RHULYN-RHUNES: The southern clans of Rhunes: Nadak, Dureya, Rhen, Warric, Tirre, Melen, and 

Menahan. The Rhulyn-Rhunes have been in constant conflict with the northern tribes of the Gula-

Rhunes. 

 

RHUNE: One of the five major races of Elan, the race of humans. The word is Fhrey for “primitive,” 

and for some, it is seen as derogatory. This race is technologically challenged, superstitious, and 

polytheistic. They live in clusters of small villages, and each clan is governed by a chieftain. There are 

two major groups of Rhunes, the Gula-Rhune from the north and the southern Rhulyn-Rhunes. The 

two factions have warred for centuries. 

 

RHUNIC: The language spoken by the humans who live in Rhulyn. 
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RIGARUS (Fhrey, Asendwayr): Leader of the Wolf Legion, a fighting force made up of Asendwayr and 

Gwydry, who focus on scouting. 

 

ROAN (Rhune, Rhen): An ex-slave of Iver the Carver. An incredibly talented, emotionally scarred 

inventor. With the help of the Dherg, she perfected wheels and carts. She adapted the javelin and the 

device used to start fires to invent the bow and arrow. Thanks to Persephone, she was able to observe 

the Dherg process of making iron swords. 

 

ROL: A small Dherg fortification. Rols were created throughout the frontier to provide shelter during 

the Belgreig War. Most have a hidden door that opens and shuts via a series of pulleys and gears and 

are lined with Orinfar runes to protect those inside from magical attacks. 

 

ROUNDHOUSE: A typical Rhune dwelling consisting of a single circular room with a cone-shaped 

roof, usually covered in thatch. 

 

RYETEEN: The Fhrey term for a simplistic system of markings carried over great distances by birds 

for limited communication. Ryeteen is also used for the keeping of itemized lists. 

 

SARAH (Rhune, Rhen): Mother of Brin, wife of Delwin, best friend of Persephone, widely known as 

the best weaver in Dahl Rhen. She was killed by the giant attack that destroyed Dahl Rhen. 

 

SEBEK (Fhrey, Instarya): The best warrior of the Galantians. He uses two cleve blades named Thunder 

and Lightning. 
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SHAHDI: The non-Instarya military group charged with maintaining order in Greater Erivan. 

 

SHEGON (Fhrey, Asendwayr): A hunter stationed at Alon Rhist to provide the warrior tribe with fresh 

meat. He was killed by Raithe after the Fhrey killed Herkimer (Raithe’s father). 

 

SHIELD: Also known as shield to the chieftain or chieftain’s shield. The chieftain’s personal 

bodyguard, and generally the finest warrior of a given clan. 

 

SHRINE, THE: The previous living quarters of Fane Alon Rhist when he was stationed at the fort. 

After his death, the room remained unoccupied and has been memorialized as tribute to him. 

 

SIEGEL (Rhune, Dunn): The chieftain of Clan Dunn. 

 

SIKAR (Fhrey, Instarya): An officer and patrol leader in the Instarya tribe stationed at Alon Rhist and 

also a former friend of Nyphron before the Galantian’s desertion. 

 

SILE (Fhrey, Asendwayr): Employed after the Gray Cloak Rebellion, he is one of two bodyguards who 

never leave the side of Fane Lothian. His size indicates he may have Grenmorian blood. 

 

SPEECH ROCK: A large stone in the lower courtyard of Alon Rhist that is generally used to give orders 

to soldiers before going into battle. 
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SPIDER CORPS: A group of Miralyith specially trained in coordinated attacks where one Artist directs 

the combined power of the others in the group. 

 

SPYROK: The tallest tower in Alon Rhist. It lies across a bridge on the far side of the Kype. 

 

STROM: One of the three Gula-Rhune clans. The other two are Dunn and Erling. 

 

SURI (Rhune, Rhen): The illegitimate child of Reglan, who had an affair with Maeve (Dahl Rhen’s 

Keeper of Ways). She was left to die in the forest but was saved and raised by a mystic named Tura. 

She may be the only Rhune known to possess the ability to use the Art. Her best friend, a white wolf 

named Minna, was turned into the Gilarabrywn in the Agave of Neith. Later, Suri destroyed the 

entrance of Neith during an emotional outburst. Arion of the Miralyith believes Suri is the key to 

peace between Fhrey and Rhunes. 

 

SYNNE (Fhrey, Miralyith): Employed after the Gray Cloak Rebellion, she is one of two bodyguards 

who never leave the side of Fane Lothian. Renowned for her quick reflexes. 

 

TALWARA: The official name of the Fhrey’s palace, where the fane resides and rules. 

 

TEGAN (Rhune, Warric): The chieftain of Clan Warric. 

 

TEKCHIN (Fhrey, Instarya): One of Nyphron’s band of outlaw Galantians, Tekchin is a rough, 

outspoken warrior whose preferred weapon is a thin, narrow-bladed sword. He is romantically linked 

to Moya, Shield of Persephone. 



AGE OF WAR EXCERPT      MICHAEL J. SULLIVAN 
 

 
109 

 

 

TEN CLANS: The entirety of the Rhune nation, comprising seven Rhulyn clans and three Gula clans. 

 

TESH: The orphan boy who, along with Raithe, is all that remains of the Dureyan clan. His hatred of 

the Fhrey has driven his intensive training. 

 

TET: A curse word derived from Tetlin Witch. 

 

TETLIN WITCH: The universally hated immortal being thought to be the source of all disease, 

pestilence, and evil in the world. 

 

TIRRE: Clan of Rhulyn-Rhunes. Its dahl is Located in the south of Rhulyn on the Blue Sea. They are 

known for salt production and trade with the Dherg. Their chieftain is Lipit. 

 

TIRREANS: Members of clan Tirre. 

 

TORC: A rigid circular necklace that is open in the front. In Rhune society, it is a mark of leadership. 

The Dherg often bestow a torc as a reward for a great accomplishment. 

 

TRAITOR, THE: The moniker Mawyndulë bestowed on Arion for her part in First Minister Gryndal’s 

death while aiding the Rhunes of Dahl Rhen. 

 

TRESSA (Rhune, Rhen): Widow of Konniger who was the ex-chieftain of Dahl Rhen. She is generally 

despised and shunned by those who know her. 
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TREYA (Fhrey, Gwydry): Personal servant of Prince Mawyndulë. 

 

TRILOS (Fhrey, unknown tribal affiliation): A mysterious person obsessed with the Door in the 

Garden. 

 

TURA (Rhune, no clan affiliation): Mentor to Suri and an ancient mystic who lived in the Hawthorn 

Glen near Dahl Rhen. She was most noted for her ability to predict the future. 

 

UBERLIN: Mythical source of all wickedness in Elan, believed to be the father of the Tetlin Witch. 

 

UDGAR: The former chieftain of Clan Erling of the Gula who challenged Persephone for the position 

of the keenig. He was defeated in one-on-one combat by Moya. 

 

ULI VERMAR (the reign of a fane): An event that occurs three thousand years after the crowning of a 

fane or upon his death, when other Fhrey can challenge to rule. This is done by petitioning the Aquila 

and being presented with the Horn of Gylindora. 

 

UMALYN: The Fhrey tribe of priests and priestesses who concern themselves with spiritual matters 

and the worship of Ferrol. 

 

URUM RIVER: A north-south Avrlyn river west of the Bern, and the place where Raithe would like to 

make a new start. 
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VASEK (Fhrey, Asendwayr): The Master of Secrets. 

 

VELLUM: Fine parchment perfected by the Dherg for drawing maps, made from the skins of young 

animals. 

 

VERENTHENON: The huge domed meeting room of Alon Rhist that sits across the corbel bridge 

from the Kype and is used for official meetings and dissemination of orders from the leader of Alon 

Rhist. 

 

VERTUMUS (Fhrey, Instarya): The personal assistant to Petragar. 

 

VIDAR (Fhrey, Miralyith): The senior councillor of the Aquila representing the Miralyith tribe who 

made Prince Mawyndulë the junior councilor. He was framed by the Gray Cloaks and removed from 

his position by Fane Lothian. 

 

VOLHORIC (Fhrey, Umalyn): The senior councillor of the Aquila representing the Umalyn tribe. He 

also holds the position of Conservator of the Aquila. 

 

VORATH (Fhrey, Instarya): A member of Nyphron’s Galantians. He has taken to the Rhune custom 

of wearing a beard. His weapon of choice is a pair of spiked-balled maces. 

 

WARRIC: One of the seven Rhulyn-Rhune clans, ruled by Chieftain Tegan. 

 

WOLF LEGION: Fhrey military, light infantry/cavalry. 
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WORTMAN (Rhune, Strom): Chieftain of Clan Strom. 

 

YOLANDA HILL: A particularly nice area of Alon Rhist populated with supporting Fhrey, such as 

Asendwayr, who provide game for the Instarya. There is a house there that was the former residence 

of Malcom and is now the current living quarters for Meryl. 

 

ZEPHYRON (Fhrey, Instarya): The father of Nyphron, killed by Lothian during the challenge for fane 

upon Fenelyus’s death. Zephyron died in an unusually gruesome fashion to make a point about 

Miralyith superiority and the folly of challenging their rule.
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LITTLE WREN AND THE BIG FOREST 

 
In my series, The Riyria Revelations, there is a reoccurring reference to a fairytale character: 

an evil dwarf named Gronbach, the Rumpelstiltskin of Elan. My new series, Legends of the First 

Empire, explores the truth behind many of Riyria’s legends and myths. As with all history, the tales 

have been twisted and inflated and yet still hold a kernel of truth. The reality behind Gronbach is 

revealed in Age of Swords (the second book of the Legends series), but I never had the opportunity to 

present any of the fables that made his name infamous and synonymous with evil—until now. 

The fairytales of Gronbach were first written by Brin, a character featured in The Legends of 

the First Empire  books. Snippets from her masterwork, The Book of Brin, can be found at the start of 

each chapter of the Legend’s novels. In keeping with that style, I present the story of “Little Wren and 

the Big Forest” with a preamble from Princess Farilane, a literary scholar of considerable note. She 

lived thirteen hundred years before the time of Riyria and spent much of her life searching for Brin’s 

writings. I hope you’ll enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed penning the tale.
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The Book of Brin is believed to have been a collection of myths, stories, and poems 

explaining the origin of the world. No copies of the work are known to survive. We are 

aware of its existence only through ancient texts that name it as source material. The 

loss of the Brin masterwork is incalculable as it laid the foundations of modern thought, 

religious beliefs, and many of our most sacred traditions. The loss is an unfathomable 

tragedy.  

 

Still, a few snippets have come down to us, surviving the generations through oral 

tradition. “Little Wren and the Big Forest” is one of these. This simple and charming 

fable, which is so popular around campfires and as a bedtime story, has endured into 

modern times. Clearly a morality tale, “Little Wren,” is also an excellent insight into 

the superstitious nature of our ancestors in the dark days before the coming of Novron.  

 
—PRINCESS FARILANE, MIGRATION OF PEOPLES 

 
The sheep stared at her.  

The wooly puffballs spent most of their days eating grass—eyes down, focused on their task. 

When the animals paused to look up, they did so while chewing. The sheep staring at Wren wasn’t 

doing that. Motionless as a mountain, it just stood there, watching. 

Wren wasn’t about to be intimidated by one of her own sheep, so she stared back. Being eight 

years old and small for her age, she stood only a bit taller, which made it easy to lock eyes with the 

wether. At least Wren thought that’s what it was—didn’t look like a ewe. The animal had a dangling 

tuft of fur on its chin that appeared like some sort of a beard.  
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Definitely a wether, Wren concluded from her less-than-incontrovertible belief that the gods 

would never curse a female anything with such unsightly chin hair. Not much to base a conclusion 

on, especially when Wren wasn’t familiar with each sheep in her family’s extensive flock. 

Wren could reckon all the way up to twelve, and she was proud of that ability. The herd was 

bigger than that. Her family owned exactly two twelves, but it wasn’t the size of the flock that 

prevented her from knowing each animal on an individual basis. The reason was she didn’t want to; 

her older brother had warned Wren about getting too friendly with their animals.  

“They’re food,” he’d said more than once. Lee always repeated himself. Maybe he thought 

Wren was too young to remember what he’d said only the day before, or the one before that. He’d 

said it so many times that Wren had tried to keep count. Lee mentioned it more than twelve times, 

even more than three twelves—which, incidentally, was the same number of stars in the night sky. 

“When they get old, Pa’s gonna slit their throats, drain their blood into the bucket near the woodpile, 

and chop ’em up with his big cleaver. Then Ma will roast ’em. We’ll all sit down and eat, see? You 

don’t want to be chewing on a Gertrude or an Emily, do you? So don’t go naming ’em, Wren. And 

don’t talk to ’em. They aren’t pets . . . they’re food. Got it? When you look at ’em, you should see bits 

of meat. Like those in a nice hot stew.” 

Wren didn’t want to see chunks of stew meat, so she did her best not to look at all, which was 

a problem given she was there to watch the sheep. That was all she had to do. Wren wasn’t responsible 

for chasing off wolves or anything. That was Lee’s job. He was fifteen—a man, and her brother had 

the spear to prove it. Wren held only a stick and was nothing more than an extra pair of eyes to ensure 

the mounds of wool didn’t wander off the hillside and get into trouble. The sheep possessed all the 

brains of a sprig of clover. If Wren wasn’t vigilant, they’d drift away after greener grass and end up 

miles away by the time darkness fell.  

Maybe it’s sick, she thought, breaking the staring contest. Maybe that’s why it’s not eating. 



 

 
116 

 

Curious, she took a step toward the animal.  

The sheep darted away.  

This wasn’t all that unusual, but it was something that puzzled Wren. She and her brother had 

spent every day with the flock, so they ought to know she wasn’t gonna hurt them. 

Why run away?  

Then she recalled Lee’s words about slit throats and draining blood into buckets. Maybe the 

sheep could smell their friends on her breath. That could be why they were so skittish, why they ran. 

Most of the time, they only went partway to the bottom of the hill, but the sheep with the little beard 

ran off toward the forest. 

“By the Grand Mother of All!” Lee shouted, slapping his thigh as the sheep disappeared inside 

the eaves of the wood. “You spooked him.” 

“I just—” 

“Get the rest of them down and into the pen.” Lee threw the words at her in a rush, but he 

didn’t move either foot. He stood there, leaning on the haft of his spear with both hands. 

“Why? What are you going to do?” 

Lee was having his own staring match, but this one with the wall of trees—their scary 

neighbor. Pa was the only one who ever went into the forest, and he went just far enough to gather 

wood and only did so in winter after the leaves fell. That’s when the forest slept. Safer then.  

Her brother turned and looked down the slope at their home. Smoke was rising from the pit 

outside their thatch roundhouse, the only one for miles, the only one so close to the forest. There 

used to be more. Lee had told Wren about the other houses at least twelve times and always while 

pointing to the bare spots where they had supposedly been.  

Ma was hauling a pot of water to the fire, setting up for their midday meal, but Lee wasn’t 

looking at her. Wren knew he was thinking of Pa, of what he’d say, and do, if they came back a sheep 
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short. In the end, Lee must have determined a beating from Pa was worse than the potential dangers 

of the forest because he cursed under his breath and chased after the sheep.  

Wren watched him go, saw Lee get smaller and smaller until he vanished in the dark leaves 

and shadows of the wood. The forest swallowed him whole. She waited a moment, watching to see if 

he’d reappear. He didn’t. A cloud moved in front of the sun and gave Wren a chill. 

She started shooing the flock down the hill. If left to graze, Wren couldn’t hope to keep them 

all together without help. By themselves, sheep wandered—often into trouble. But she would be able 

to get them to the pen, as they always moved as a group. She caught hold of the leader, the one with 

the bell tied around its neck. Silently, she dubbed him Bell, and cursed herself for doing so. 

Don’t go naming ’em, Wren. 

Wherever the bellwether went, the rest followed. The flock of sheep bleated their way down 

the slope and neatly trotted into the pen of split logs where the wind had decided to blow the smoke 

from Ma’s fire. Wren hoped she wasn’t cooking lamb or anything, especially not until Wren got the 

gate closed. 

Once the latch was thrown, she counted. She did so three times, and after each tally, she got 

the same answer: two twelves—exactly two twelves. Not a single sheep was missing.  

Wren gave only a moment’s glance at the forest before running to the house.  

Pa was coming out with his leigh mor pinned over his shoulder, sandals on, and stone-tipped 

spear in hand. He was wearing his angry look, and Wren stopped short. 

“What happened?” Pa asked. “I saw Lee go into the trees. Lose a sheep?” 

“We thought we lost one,” Wren said.  

Pa bent down to retie one sandal. They had straps that wrapped all the way up his calves. The 

left one was always coming undone because the cord was too short. “What do you mean thought?” 
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“We saw a sheep bolt into the forest, but . . .” Wren hesitated. He’ll think I’m lying and punish 

me. She saw his big hands then looked past him at the house, wondering about the switch. He hadn’t 

used it on her in months, but she could still remember the sting. Pa had cut the switch from a birch. 

Wren used to like birch trees, but not since the last time. 

“But what? Out with it girl!” His voice was angry, but not a shout—not yet—just a nasty 

growl. 

Too late now. Hiding what I know will only get him madder, Wren thought. Then she said, “I just 

counted. None are missing.” 

“Counted wrong,” he grumbled, as he jerked the leather strap of his sandals hard, tightening 

the knot. 

Any relief she might have experienced when he didn’t get angry was squelched by the instant 

dismissal. Wren stood up straight and declared in a clear voice, “Counted thrice, Pa.” 

The old man fixed her with a withering glare. “Counted wrong three times, then.”  

Pa stood up and took two strides in the direction of the wood when Ma caught hold of his 

arm.  

“What if she counted correctly?” Ma asked. 

Wren smiled. At least someone believed in her. But Ma’s tone wasn’t the same as when she 

usually defended Wren. None of the warm pleading was there. Instead, Ma spoke with a troubled 

intensity. 

Pa glanced at his wife, then at the pen where the flock bounced against each other, bleating 

because they didn’t like the smoke. “All the more reason to hurry.” 

“I can’t lose another,” Ma told him, shaking her head. The pleading was in her words that 

time. 
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Pa nodded, lifted his spear, and then trotted through the high grass, sending grasshoppers and 

bumblebees into the air. Both Wren and her mother watched him go.  

“Ma, is Lee gonna be all right?” Wren asked. 

Ma didn’t answer. She watched Pa until he, too, disappeared into the black shadows of the 

forest. When they could no longer see him, she turned back to the fire and the pot of water hanging 

above it.  

� 

As far as Wren knew, Ma and Pa had had eight kids, but now there was only herself and Lee. 

Wren remembered her brother Dale, or thought she could. He was older than Lee and used to carry 

her on his shoulders and take her to watch the carrion birds—crows mostly. The noisy creatures made 

a racket, warning others away from their quarry of death. 

Dale had died when Wren was too young to remember much. No one ever mentioned how 

he had died. No one talked about Dale at all. For that matter, nothing was ever said about her other 

brothers or sisters either. Wren had never met them, and to her they were all just names—like heroes 

in ancient stories. Wren liked to think they had gone on a grand adventure to a wonderful world on 

the other side of the forest where there was plenty to eat, and it was always summer. Upon hearing 

her theory, Pa had accused her of being naive, whatever that was, and Ma had called her innocent. Lee 

said she was dumb. He’d said that way more then twelve times. Maybe it wasn’t because she couldn’t 

remember things—maybe Lee was the forgetful one.  

I can’t lose another. 
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Ma’s words had made Wren wonder if perhaps her brothers and sisters hadn’t just walked 

through the forest but each had been eaten by it. Maybe that’s why no one but her ever talked about 

them. Maybe they wouldn’t talk about Lee now that he was gone. 

They’re food. When they get old, they go into the forest and it eats them. So don’t go remembering their names. 

Don’t talk about ’em. They aren’t brothers and sisters—they’re food. Got it? 

A whole day had passed since Pa went into the forest. Ma had made the two of them porridge 

for supper, and they ate in silence. Ma had never made porridge for supper before. Ever since Pa left, 

Ma’s eyes had been on the woods. When neither Pa nor Lee had returned by midday, Ma filled a sack 

with bread and beans.  

“If I don’t come back in two days, you have to go to Dahl Rhen where the clan chieftain lives. 

You know where that is, right?” 

Wren nodded, but Ma told her anyway. “You leave right after sunrise on the third day. You 

go there and tell them what happened. Someone will take care of you. It’s what a clan does. We’re all 

family. Understand?” 

“What do you mean someone will—” 

“Just do as I say.” Ma’s face was tight. There were deep folds across her forehead that had 

gotten deeper each year. The lines looked like canyons that afternoon.  

“And you’ll come get me after you find Pa and Lee?” 

Ma wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and sniffled like she had a cold. “Just . . . oh, 

Wren . . . just do as I say. Just do it, okay? You hear me?” She was yelling, sorta like she was angry but 

not really. Then Ma grabbed Wren hard and hugged her tight, tighter than ever before, so tight Wren 

couldn’t breathe. Ma was shaking like she was cold, but Wren knew she wasn’t. When Ma let go, she 

didn’t look at her. She kept her face turned away.  

When you look at ’em, you should see bits of meat.  
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“Do as I tell you, Wren.”  

That was the last thing her mother said before she, too, was swallowed by the forest.  

� 

Two days went by. Neither Ma, nor Pa, nor Lee came back. 

� 

On the third morning, Wren sat in the dirt between the house and the sheep’s pen, looking at 

the forest. A golden sun had risen into a fine blue sky. Sparrows flew overhead. Honeybees flitted 

from one purple clover to the next, and crickets were still playing the same tune from the night before. 

The forest loomed at the edge of her sight. Wren shivered and stepped back.  

Just do as I say!  

Wren looked down the trail that led to the road, the way to Dahl Rhen. 

I can’t lose another. 

She turned back and stared at the forest.  

No one knew how big the Crescent Forest was. It curled around all the villages of Clan Rhen 

like the sliver of a new moon. “It’s a knife we cut our food with, but it’s always at our throats,” Pa 

always said. Wren never understood what that meant before, but that morning she thought she did. 

The whole clan used the forest to survive. It provided wood and game, and yet even so the Crescent 

wasn’t a friend. Farmers tamed the fields, but not the forest—the forest was wild.   

Wren got a grass basket and filled it with important things: the sharp stone Lee had given her 

because he had found a better one; the sheep’s bladder that she’d filled with water at the creek; the 
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last three biscuits from the clay jar in the house; Pa’s sheep shears. The shears were two joined blades 

made from real copper. She had to get a stool to climb to the top shelf to take them off the peg. Pa 

didn’t like anyone touching them, and he’d switch her good when he found out. She didn’t care. A 

good beating would be welcomed if Pa were there to do it. She’d cut him a new switch herself, prune 

it up good and hand it over with a smile if it meant she could have them all back. 

Wren held up the dual copper blades. They were heavy and hissed dangerously when she 

squeezed the handle and the sharp edges came together. Like a pair of knives, the ends were pointed 

and sharp. They could do real damage if she jabbed with them, and she hoped that wouldn’t be 

necessary. Still, she felt better having the shears along.  

She folded her breckon mor lengthwise—summer style, so that the green, black, and blue plaid 

rode on one shoulder and the skirt was up to her knees. Then she hoisted the basket on her back, 

looping the leather straps over her arms. Wren started to follow the trail toward the rising sun like her 

mother had instructed. She took seven strides beyond their yard and stopped.  

In front of her on the trail was a sheep, just standing and staring. She looked at the pen. The 

gate was closed, and she didn’t understand how one had gotten out. 

How— 

A chill ran through her as she spotted the little tuft of hair on its chin.  

It’s back. 

“What did you do to my family?” 

The sheep just continued its stare. 

What are you? she wondered. Looking at those eyes that didn’t blink, didn’t look away. This 

wasn’t a ewe nor a wether. This is the forest come to visit. 

“What do you want?” she asked. 



 

 
123 

 

The sheep’s sight shifted toward the trees and then without so much as a baa it began walking 

that way. It took a few steps, paused, and looked back at her. As it did, she saw it grin.  

I might be naive, innocent, and dumb, but I know that sheep don’t smile. 

Going to Dahl Rhen was the sensible thing to do, and it was what her mother had wanted. 

After all, she was only eight. What could she do? She didn’t have a tall stone spear like Pa and Lee. All 

she had were sheep clippers. They were made of metal, but they were small and so was she. Wren 

didn’t have anything else except a sharp stone and a tiny bit of food. But right in front of her was a 

smiling sheep that had lured her brother to . . . to . . . Wren didn’t know where, but she wanted to find 

out. 

Her family wasn’t going to come back. Wren knew this as certainly as she knew her front two 

baby teeth were long gone. She also knew that bad things happened for no reason, and good things 

rarely occurred at all. Good things needed an excuse, an effort, a payment. Balls rolled downhill but 

only went up if pushed. Wren was certain that if she went to Dhal Rhen she would live, but she’d 

never see Ma, Pa, or Lee again. They would disappear like all the others. Apparently that was the nature 

of the forest. Things went in and never came out. Even if people from Dahl Rhen came to look. No 

one would ever find her family because the forest was too big, and no one knew where they went. No 

one but that creepy, grinning sheep. Wren was the only one who had a chance of finding them. She 

had an invitation from the forest. 

Naive. Innocent. Dumb. 

Maybe, Wren thought as she followed the sheep, but I’m not a coward. 
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� 

Wren left behind the sunny summer’s day the moment she entered the forest. Inside, the world was 

dark, cool, and still. The whisper of the breeze and drone of the bees faded, replaced with a groaning 

chorus of creaking tree limbs. No grass grew there. The floor was a spongy mat of deep-green moss.  

Ahead, the sheep scampered and Wren chased.  

Fallen trees, shattered branches, shafts of sunlight, splashes of colors, they all begged for her 

attention. Wren spotted pathways that ran off in all directions, made by who knew what. Patches of 

flowers she’d never seen before grew in low wet gullies. Wren wanted to stop, to look, to listen, but 

the sheep kept a rapid pace. When it hopped over a small creek, Wren was forced to splash through, 

getting her legs wet to the knees. Then she had to bound over a deadfall. Wren was terrified that she 

had lost the sheep as she struggled over the logs and rotted branches. Without the wooly beast, she’d 

no hope of finding her family. Thinking about that made her realize something else. She was 

completely and utterly lost. During the merry chase the sheep had led her so quickly that Wren hadn’t 

had time to look for landmarks or note her bearing. Wren was doomed, the bearded sheep her only 

lifeline.  

Heart pounding with fear, Wren scratched her way through the remaining portion of the 

deadfall, and discovered she needn’t have worried. The sheep had waited for her on a slope of last 

year’s leaves. Together they climbed and then slid, curving left and right. They skirted trees thicker 

than her home was round. They had roots like old hands clutching rocks and dipped giant fingertips 

into streams. 

Before long, Wren had lost the sun. The golden god’s warm face was blocked by a canopy of 

leaves that grew so dense that the world beneath was dark and ominous. Soon she found mushrooms 

and great conk plates growing on trees. Darker and darker the wood became as the sheep led her in 
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and down, circling into a great basin. Walls of natural rock dressed in yellow lichen rose around a small 

pool. The tiny pond was black with dirty, stagnant water. A fractured log protruded from its center. 

Upon that branch, a great crow perched. Its round glassy eyes blinked twice, then the bird cawed 

loudly but didn’t fly away.  

The sheep pranced to the darkest section of the cliff and entered a crevice. Wren paused at 

the pool’s edge, looking into the hole where the sheep had disappeared. It didn’t look like a pleasant 

place. Roots and ivy vines dangled down from overhead like a spidery curtain, a drape hiding the 

interior. 

Witch’s hair, Wren thought. 

The way onward was anything but inviting, but she didn’t have a choice. As dark, wet, and 

narrow as the cave appeared, she had to follow the sheep.  

It’s not a sheep. She knew that just as certainly as she knew entering the cave was a trap of some 

kind. Despite what Lee had said, she wasn’t dumb. 

This is where things will get bad. This is where everyone went and never came back. The real question is, are 

they alive in there? Will I be able to see them again? 

The hole in the rock looked a bit like a sideways mouth. This is where I get eaten. 

Caw! Caw! 

Wren looked back, and the crow flashed its wings and cawed once more.  

Holding onto the straps of her basket, Wren bit her lip and ducked her head under the vines 

and roots, creeping into the cave. 
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Wren was too young to remember much about most of her older brothers and sisters, but she 

had been old enough to recall the day Autumn was buried. Autumn was her mother’s sister who had 

lived with Wren and her family after her aunt’s husband had died. Autumn had more gray hair and 

less teeth than Ma, and the older woman used to cry more than she laughed. Still, Wren had liked her. 

Her aunt had patiently taught Wren to spin wool even after Ma had thrown up her hands in frustration. 

Autumn wasn’t as hurried as Ma, and she would sit quietly and smile or frown depending on how well 

Wren was doing.  

They buried Autumn on the hill in the shade of a hawthorn tree. This happened after she’d 

gotten sick during the long winter. Pa and Lee dug the hole. Wren helped Ma wrap Autumn in a big 

cloth with her arms tucked up on her chest. Then they put her in the hole and Pa covered her in dirt. 

Wren remembered how the baskets of dark soil, leaves, roots, rocks, and worms had fallen on 

Autumn’s face, slowly covering it up.  

What if Autumn had only been sleeping? No worse way to die, she thought. Being buried, being swallowed 

up, trapped beneath the ground.  

Wren had had nightmares after that.  

There’s no way Aunt Autumn could have clawed her way out. Not with her arms wrapped up on her chest 

like that.  

The dark ceiling of the cave glistened with a damp sheen, and Wren looked back at the 

diminishing light of the opening and felt her stomach quiver. Moving in, going deeper, the sounds of 

rustling leaves faded. Birdsong, and the noise of crickets, became muffled until, along with the light, 

they abandoned her. The cave became silent as a grave. No worse way to die. 
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Wren began running the tips of her fingers on the walls, feeling her way forward. Dirt, damp 

and cold, met her touch. Long, dangling roots—more witch’s hair—tickled her arms and made her 

shiver. She imagined worms, grubs, ants, and hairy-legged spiders. Wren couldn’t see them, but her 

fingers whispered of their gruesome presence. Snatching her hands back, she viciously swept her arms 

and neck, scrubbing off what she imagined to be hundreds of tiny unseen legs. With a grimace, she 

sucked in a shaking breath then forced her hands out once more. In that awful dark, Wren couldn’t 

see the sheep but had no trouble guessing where it went. The tunnel lacked any side passages and was 

too narrow for it to double back and escape past her. 

Eventually the damp soil she brushed with her fingers turned dry. At the same time, she 

reached the end of the dangly roots and gave a muttered thank-you to whichever god or spirit was 

responsible for the reprieve. Before long, her hands trailed over hard stone, rough at first then 

smoother. The rock was cold, mostly dry, but wet in some places. Wren didn’t like the wetness. She 

tried to convince herself it was only water.  

A light appeared ahead. The color of green pond scum, and dim like a weak candle, the glow 

was too steady to be fire, and it illuminated a large round room. Not a natural cavern, this place had 

been hewn out of the rock. The circular room had straight walls with decorative molding at the bottom 

and top. Inching closer and looking up, Wren saw the ceiling was vaulted and carved to look like the 

open petals of a flower. In the center of that ceiling, where there ought to be the daisy’s yellow heart 

or Susan’s black eye, a large green crystal glowed. Wren had never seen a rock that gave off light 

before. It wasn’t bright, but in that horrible dark it might as well have been the sun god, Eton. 

Beneath the green crystal was a cleared space, and leaning against the far wall were an 

assortment of tools: three buckets, two shovels, a pick, and a mattock. These weren’t made of stone 

like the ones Pa and Lee used. These were created from a shiny gray metal made dull with the stain of 
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dirt. The dirt was mounded right beside them. There was another tool, a strange one like a woven 

screen. The dirt looked to have sifted through it. 

Are there people down here? Who has been digging with those tools? Not even a grinning sheep could manage 

that with its cloven hooves. 

Even more amazing than the tools was the presence of a round wooden door on the far side 

of the room, which was partially open. From behind it, more green light shone. She took another step 

closer and discovered a workbench with a stool in one of the darkened corners. The tabletop was 

covered with all sorts of tiny wooden spatulas, chisels, and hammers. Muddy, child-sized handprints 

with stubby fingers covered everything as if a youngster had been playing in red mud and had forgotten 

to wash. 

Another step closer and Wren came upon a ladder next to something big and draped by a large 

cloth. Taller than she was, taller even than Pa, it stood between a muddy barrel and the workbench. 

The coarse cloth was a mess of fingerprints and larger stains, and it covered what was underneath so 

completely that Wren had no idea what it might be. She walked to where the draped thing stood and 

planned to lift the bottom of the cloth and take a quick peek. As she bent over and started reaching 

out, the door at the far side opened wide. 

“You’re slow.” A little man entered the room. He was bald but had a mustache and beard so 

long that the tip trailed on the ground. “The others were much quicker. Nearly lost you a few times.” 

Wren jumped back a step, pulling her hands to her chest as if she’d been caught stealing. Of 

all the terrors she’d imagined to find, a little man in a red cap was not on the list. With wrinkles around 

his eyes, he looked to be older than Pa, but he was only as tall as Wren. He wore a long loose shirt 

pulled tight around his waist by a thick belt. In addition to the red cap he wore tall boots and a blue 

vest with four silver buttons.  
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No, not a man, Wren realized. He’s a Dherg! She didn’t even know there were any of his kind 

around those parts. Her father had told a story about meeting one once, but that was when he was 

away in the south. When he had been gone for many months. 

The Dherg walked past her to the workbench. He shuffled through the clutter and gleefully 

grabbed a small wooden bowl stained with dark tears running down the outside. He held it up 

triumphantly. “I’m not going to be stupid this time. Oh no, this time we’re going to do it right.” He 

pulled a long needle from a box and held both items out to her. “Just fill the bowl for now. No more 

than that, understand?” 

Wren looked at the bowl and pin, then back at the Dherg. “Who are you?”  

He scowled and shook his head, making his beard wag across the floor. “You don’t need to 

know that. Just prick your finger. Squeeze me out a cup. Hurry up, I’ve waited a long time for this.” 

“You want my blood?” 

He rolled his eyes. “Have something else in your finger, do you? Of course, I want your blood. 

But not too much. Like I said just a cup. Don’t do anymore or . . .” He glanced at the door. “Well, 

never you mind. Now go on. Get to it.” 

“No!” Wren stumbled backward, knocking over one of the shovels, which clanged to the floor.  

The Dherg scowled so that his facial hair bristled. He shook a finger at her. “Don’t you be 

chirping back at me, Little Cricket! I’ve waited far too long for this. You have no idea what I’ve gone 

through. Running out of patience is what I am. Oh, yes. It’s nearly all gone, trust me about that, 

Missy.” He held up a pair of his fingers next to his face, measuring out a pinch. “Not even this much 

left—not even that much. And I’m tired of listening to you crickets whining all the time. The knife looks 

dirty. I’ll die if I slit my wrist,” the Dherg spoke in a whining tone. “It hurts too much. I’m dizzy and lightheaded. 

Boo-hoo-hoo.” He glared at her. “I’m not interested in your problems. I have my own. Just give me the 

blood!” 
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Terrified, Wren turned to run. She took a step but couldn’t see the way out. The tunnel she’d 

traveled through was gone. The only thing behind her was a wall. 

I’m trapped. Swallowed. I knew it! I knew this would happen! 

She spun and expected the Dherg coming at her. Instead, he was climbing a stepladder.  

“Where’s the tunnel?” she asked. 

“Gone.” The Dherg reached up and began to pull the cloth away. “And it won’t be back until 

I get my bowl full.”  

The cloth fell to the floor and Wren could finally see what was beneath. At first she thought 

it was a huge red man with massive shoulders and muscles so pronounced they cast their own shadows, 

but . . .  

“Just need to make the head,” the Dherg said. 

Wren realized the giant was a clay statue. Ma had made many pots from clay dug from the 

bank of the river where the blue wildflowers grew. Before using the mud Ma mixed it with water and 

left it to dry. Does this Dherg use blood instead? 

The Dherg climbed back down and once more held out the cup and needle.  

“Stay away from me!” Wren scuttled backward. “Let me out of here!” 

The Dherg sighed, letting his shoulders slump. He shook his head and growled. “Why does it 

always have to go this way. Why can’t you just give me what I need? I won’t even take all of it this 

time. Don’t need to.” He hooked a thumb at the statue. “Just need enough for the head.” 

Wren focused on his beard. “It was you. You were the one-too-many sheep. What did you do 

to Lee?” 

“I didn’t do anything. I didn’t want him.” The Dherg shrugged. “Well I did, but he was too 

smart to follow me when he was young, and he’s too old now. Doesn’t take long to grow cynical, to 

lose that magical innocence, that powerful mix of wonder and naivety.”  
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“You killed him?” 

“Didn’t need him.” 

“And my parents?” 

“Didn’t need them either.” He held out the bowl. “Maybe you want to consider making yourself 

useful.” 

Wren began to cry. 

“If you’re going to do that, at least do it into a cup. I don’t have any immediate need for tears, 

but you never know when they’ll come in handy.” 

Wren wanted to get away, needed to get away, but with the entrance closed the only way 

available to her was past the statue and through the open door. She bolted. 

Inside was another room. Smaller, it lacked any ornament or decoration, but it had its own 

little gem mounted in the ceiling and giving off a green light. Without a tunnel, or other doors, it only 

took a second for Wren to realize the room was a dead end. The space was filled with bones and 

smelled of death.  

With wide eyes, Wren realized these weren’t chicken or sheep bones; they were bigger. Rotted 

cloth that might have once been a shirt draped a ribcage the size of a child. Beside it was a skull whose 

face was turned, empty sockets staring.  

Dale? 

Wren had thought she was brave to follow the sheep. She had believed she wasn’t a coward, 

but looking at that little skull she knew otherwise. Her legs went so weak she wavered and nearly 

collapsed.  

Shoulda gone to the dahl, but I’m stupid . . . dumb, just like Lee said. Maybe that’s not Dale. Maybe that’s 

Lee right there, looking at me.  
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Gonna slit their throats, drain their blood into the bucket near the woodpile, and chop ’em up with his big 

cleaver. But it’s not Pa doing the chopping, and it’s me, not the sheep, that’s going to do the bleeding this time. 

Before she could turn around, the door shut and she heard the clank of a bar being lowered 

into place. 

� 

Grumbling about how he hated the sound of crying, the Dherg left her alone in the bone 

room. She couldn’t hear him and thought he might have left. The door was still barred, but even if it 

wasn’t, where could she go? That Dherg could turn himself into a sheep, and somehow he managed 

to open stone walls. Wren couldn’t do that. 

I’m trapped. I knew I would be. She thought bitterly, Yay for me.  

Nightmares worked the same way. The moment you thought of something terrible, that’s 

exactly what would happen. This was certainly a nightmare. Pa, Ma, and Lee—the unwanted—were 

dead, and she was alone, trapped, locked up, and buried alive.  

Wren cried, curled up in a ball on the floor. She didn’t know for how long, but after a while 

she heard him again, the sound of his feet shuffling around the workshop and the occasional clang of 

something metallic. Wren also heard something else moving; this thing was much closer. The noise 

came from the bone pile—the pitter-patter of tiny feet.  

She spotted the rat among the bones and shivered. A long black fat body with specks of white 

in its fur was bigger than most squirrels. She grimaced when she realized he got that way by feasting 

on so many remains. 

And a new meal has just arrived, she thought bitterly. 
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“Tetlin’s pimpled arse!” the Dherg cursed. This was followed by a loud ringing sound in the 

workshop that sent the rat scurrying out of sight.  

Wren wished she could run and hide too. Instead she sat down and hugged her knees. 

The door opened and the Dherg came in. He held the wooden bowl in one hand and made a 

fist with his other. He clenched the hand so tightly that the knuckles went pale. “I’m running out of 

patience!” he yelled at her. “I’m losing more and more every day now.” He opened his hand and three 

long strands of gray hair fell to the floor. Then he held out the cup. “Fill it! Do it now!” 

Wren shook her head.  

The Dherg glared at her and puffed breaths out of his mouth, making his mustache flutter. “I 

need blood!” 

“I don’t care! You can’t have mine!” Wren screamed and began to rock. She was terrified and 

about to start crying again. “I won’t give you anything! I won’t! You killed my family! You killed Ma 

and Pa and Lee.” 

“No. I didn’t,” the Dherg said, managing to sound insulted. “I told you I only wanted you.” 

“Then where are they? What happened to them?” 

“Lost in the wood.” 

Wren narrowed her eyes. “They didn’t just get lost. You did something—something magic.” 

The Dherg shrugged. “Doesn’t take a whole lot to get you people lost. But I can tell you this, 

Cricket, they’ll stay lost until I get what I want. And there’s not a lot of berries out there this time of 

year, so you’d better get to it.” 

They’re alive? Wren stopped rocking. If they lived there was a chance she could go home. A 

chance everything would be okay. She could wake up from this nightmare. “If I do what you want, 

will you let me go? Will you let them go?” 

The Dherg smiled. “Of course.” 
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“And will you show me how to get home?” 

“Sure. Why not?” 

Wren took a breath, swallowed hard, and took the bowl from him. Inside was the long needle. 

“Just a cup, yes?” 

He nodded. “Only a cup.”  

Wren picked up the needle.  

The moment she did, the Dherg shook his hands, waving her off. “Wait! Wait, for Drome’s 

sake. Wait until I leave. Call me when you’re done.”  

“Why?” 

“Never mind that.” He fled the room. “Just do as I say.” 

“I’ll do it but on one condition. Tell me your name.” 

The Dherg was already closing the door. “Don’t know why you care, but it’s a simple enough 

request. I’m Gronbach,” he said as he left. 

Wren held the little bowl on her lap. The inside was black with the residue of previous donors. 

An uneven cake marked the rim, and she could feel the bumps of tears that had spilled down the 

outside and dried. The pin in the middle quivered with the shaking of her hands. Made from a silver 

metal, it was longer than any of her fingers and thicker at one end. The sharp piece of metal had a 

bend in the center as if it had been folded then straightened out again. Like the bowl, it was covered 

with dark bloodstains.  

Wren picked up the pin with her right hand then looked at her left apologetically.  

Which finger? she asked herself. Doesn’t really matter, does it?  

She lay the back of her hand on the stone of the floor, spreading all five out like tiny sacrifices. 

One quick stab. That’s what I have to do.  
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Her breckon mor felt hot. She was sweating and the pin was slippery in her hand. She clenched 

her teeth and hovered the pin’s point over the tip of her longest finger. She jabbed.  

“Ahh!” she cried out, and had to fight the urge to suck on her finger the way she would if 

she’d pricked it on a thorn bush. A bead of blood appeared and she let it drip into the cup. Another 

two dripped and then they stopped. Wren squeezed her finger and two more fell. She struggled to 

force out more, but the hole had closed. 

“Grandmother of All!” she cursed.  

Squeeze me out a cup.  

Wren stared at the pitiful stain she’d made in the bottom of the bowl and wanted to cry. 

Instead, she pricked her forefinger this time and rushed to squeeze out as much as she could. Six drops 

fell into the cup before that finger also went dry.  

“Gah!” 

“Are you done?” Gronbach called through the door.  

“Ahh . . . yes.”  

The Dherg rushed back in, took one look at the cup and frowned. “Not enough.”  

“It doesn’t come out very easily.” She held up her fingers to show him.  

Gronbach turned away, squeezing his eyes shut. “I don’t want to see it! For Drome’s sake, 

what’s wrong with you?” Retreating back to the door once more he told her. “I’m running out of time. 

Fill that cup, or we’ll have to do it the hard way, and you’ll never leave, and your family will die in the 

forest.” 

The Dherg slammed the door shut on his way out.  

Wren looked down at her throbbing fingers and sobbed.  
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Wren realized the pin wasn’t going to get the job done. To get the kind of blood he wanted 

she’d have to cut off the end of a finger—or worse. Her basket was sitting against the wall where she’d 

left it. Wren fished around for the shears. They were cold to the touch and shimmered in the green 

glow. She squeezed the handle and listened to the hiss as the razor-sharp blades scrapped together. 

She had seen Pa strip a sheep bare in a handful of minutes with them. They would easily take off the 

tip of a finger.  

How much?  

Would the pad be enough, or would she need to snip off the whole tip?  

I don’t want to have to do this twice, she thought. Losing one finger was going to be terrible, having 

to snip off three or four would be beyond horrible, and she wasn’t at all sure she could manage such 

a thing.  

The basket moved, catching her attention. It rocked to the side, and Wren spotted a long 

naked tail sticking out of the opening.  

Smells my biscuits, she thought.  

Wren grabbed up the basket to save her food and felt the rat fall inside as she lifted. Looking 

in, Wren saw that the bloated animal didn’t care for being trapped anymore than she did. It thrashed 

and hissed, trying to climb up the side. Wren yelped and slashed at it with the shears. She’d only meant 

to knock it away, but she’d caught it with the sharp tips. The rat fell to the floor, motionless. Then she 

saw the blood.   

As fast as she could, she picked up the rat and held it over the cup. Blood drizzled, spilled, 

splashed, and sprayed. The rat had to be dead as it didn’t wiggle to get free. She felt a twinge of guilt 
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for having killed it. She’d never killed anything before except the occasional biting bug. She felt like a 

ghoul as she begged: Please be enough. Please be enough. 

“You aren’t doing anything stupid, are you?” Gronbach called out. 

“No!” she shouted back. I actually think I’m doing something quite clever. 

She heard the Dherg coming toward the door. 

Wren had just enough time to throw the dead rat into the bone pile and hide the shears behind 

her back before the door opened.  

Gronbach cringed the moment he entered. Blood was all over the ground. More was splattered 

across her arm and on the front of her breckon mor. She might have had some on her face too, but 

she couldn’t tell. Her hands were soaked with it, and the cup was dripping. 

“Eww! What did you do?” The Dherg stopped and fused his lips together in revulsion. He 

held a hand to his mouth, then looked in the wooden bowl. A bushy brow rose and he motioned for 

her to hold it up. With great delicacy he reached out and took it from her. She watched him nod. “This 

will do . . . for now.” 

“For now?” Wren’s relief switched sharply to anger. “You said you’d let me go if I did what 

you asked. You said you’d show me the way—” 

“When I get what I need . . . this might not be enough.” 

“You’re a liar and a cheat! You said a cup and that’s what I gave.” 

“Get some rest. You’re probably feeling very . . . drained. I’ll bring the cup back in the morning 

so you can fill it again. Just in case.”  

Gronbach walked out, carefully clutching the bowl. 

“Lair!” Wren shouted as he closed the door. She didn’t hear the bar and wanted to rush out 

and stab him in the back with the shears, but she knew he wouldn’t die as easily as a rat. Wiping her 
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hands on her skirt, Wren looked around the room wondering if there was another rodent to be found. 

There wasn’t.  

Covered in a cold sweat, and with both of her fingers throbbing, she did feel drained. Her 

stomach was empty, but she didn’t have any appetite. She knew she could never fill that cup with her 

own blood, and now she knew Gronbach wouldn’t let her go even if she could.  

In her hand, she felt the shears. They were metal, sharp, and strong. If she could get close 

enough and catch Gronbach unaware, she’d stab him. Maybe in the neck or an eye. 

I can’t do that.  

Even killing the rat had been an accident, and she knew there was a difference between wishing 

someone dead, and shoving a pair of sharp wooling shears into them. Even if she did manage to kill 

him, what then? She would still be trapped.  

I have to do something. Think. Think. 

The only thing that came to her was that no matter what happened, she would need strength. 

She forced herself to eat one of the biscuits and drink a few mouthfuls of water. She was surprised it 

stayed down, and it did help. Doing something normal, something familiar, helped to calm her. 

Exhausted, she curled up on the floor and waited. At some point, worn out and drained, she fell asleep.  

� 

Wren woke up when she heard Gronbach’s voice:  

Clay of Elan, natural and good, 

And blood of innocent children, 

By the hair of my beard, be as you should! 

Hear me oh Golem and awaken! 
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Wren didn’t know what a golem was, and didn’t think she wanted to, but figured it had 

something to do with the big statue. Gronbach must have finished the head.  

The Dherg began laughing after that. A high, scary sort of cackle. Exactly the sort of sound 

an evil sheep might make, or a Dherg who’d just done something sinister. 

It will happen now. 

Wren didn’t know exactly what it was but didn’t think it would be good. Especially not for her. 

She grabbed the shears and held them tight. The little pair of blades that had lived most of their lives 

on a peg beyond her reach had become her best friend and only defense.  

It didn’t take long.  

The door opened and Gronbach came into the bone room, looking for her. He was grinning; 

his teeth looked green with the gem’s light. His eyes were bright, wider than before, and both brows 

rode high. He hadn’t come for more blood—not strictly speaking, at least. And he didn’t waste time 

with explanations, or apologies for his deceit. Gronbach charged and grabbed her by the throat with 

both hands. His stubby fingers wrapped around her neck. For someone so small, he was incredibly 

strong. His hands gripped her so tightly she couldn’t breathe. Wren went flat on her back as Gronbach 

bore down on her, his beard falling in her face. 

He intended to kill her, that much was clear. The Dherg’s revulsion to the sight of blood made 

him select a course that seemed more vicious and personal than a stabbing or bashing. Wren brought 

the shears up and aimed for Gronbach’s neck. She had the handle squeezed, the blade pinched closed 

to make them more like a dagger. She imagined the blades cutting into his throat, but they never got 

that far. Her forearm collided with his wide shoulders. She tried again but with the same result.  

His hands had closed off more than her breath. Blood was no longer flowing through her neck 

and pressure was building in her head, making her thoughts fuzzy. She stabbed again, this time aiming 

for his side, but not being able to see, she had the angle wrong and the point missed. The dull side of 
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the blades clapped harmlessly across his back. The shear twisted and the handle sprang open. Wren 

lost her grip, and her weapon fell. The sound of it hitting the stone was muffled behind the blood 

pounding in her ears. 

“Exile me will they? Cast me out? I’ll be king over my people now and your kind will be my 

slaves!” Gronbach growled at her as he leaned in, using all his weight to hold her steady.  

Wren reached up with her hands trying to pull his fingers away, but they were too strong and 

too tight to get under. With her right hand, she found the shears again. She was out of time. Her 

eyesight was going. The green glow faded as her vision darkened. A few more seconds and she’d pass 

out. A few seconds after that, she’d be dead. In a panic, she stabbed at his throat again. A feeble 

attempt and once more his shoulder stopped her. Then she remembered she’d forgotten to squeeze 

the handle to make the blades into a dagger point. She squeezed the handle and the two blades hissed 

across each other.  

Then she heard a scream. Gronbach’s hands let go of her throat and his weight came off her 

body.  

Air! Air flooded back into her chest. She coughed, sucked in more air, and coughed again.  

The light returned. Her eyesight cleared, and Wren sat up with her left hand on her bruised 

neck, her right still holding the shears.  

Gronbach had pushed away from her. He’d retreated to the far side of the room with his 

hands over his face, screaming.  

I cut him! I must have stabbed him in the neck. 

Only he wasn’t holding his neck. By the position of his hands over his face, she thought she’d 

cut off his nose, but there wasn’t any blood.  

Wren looked down at the shears. Not a drop on the blades or on the . . . 
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On the floor between them lay a pile of long hair. Gronbach’s beard had been sheared off. 

With tears in wild eyes, he fell to his knees and reached out for the pile of hair. “No . . . no . . . no . . .” 

Wren scuttled backward across the floor, holding the shears before her with both hands.  

“My beard . . . you . . .” Gronbach narrowed his eyes. “I still have my golem! Golem! Golem!” 

Wren felt the floor shake as into the room ducked a giant lumbering figure. What Wren 

remembered as a statue was now a monster of moving rock. As if a stone cliff had come to life. The 

golem was a series of boulders in the shape of a man with stones for legs and rocks for hands. The 

head was a solid block with holes for eyes and a crack for a mouth.  

“Kill her!” Gronbach shouted.  

The stone monstrosity hesitated, looking down at the Dherg.  

“Kill her I command you!” 

The golem turned toward Wren. Taking a thundering step at her, which rained dirt and dust 

down on all of them, he reached out. Wren cringed, expecting to be crushed by its hands of rock, but 

she was brushed aside as the golem grabbed her basket. Tipping it over, the monster dumped the 

contents out on the floor. The remaining two biscuits fell out along with her sharp stone. The golem 

got down on all fours and crawled to it. 

Gronbach stared, stunned. “Get up! Get up you stupid thing! Kill her! Kill her!”  

The golem turned to face the Dherg, who in a rage rushed at the monster.  

Wren didn’t know what Gronbach had intended to do. Shove it maybe? Or perhaps he just 

wanted to get closer and yell louder in its face. Either way, by rushing the way he did, Gronbach scared 

the golem the same way the rat had scared Wren. The rock monster didn’t have a pair of shears, but 

it did have the mind of a rodent. Despite differences in size, a bee will sting a bear and a rat will bite 

a person when threatened. And it was the same way with a seven-foot-tall stone golem with a head 
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made from the blood of a rat. The monster’s crack of a mouth opened wide and then snapped down 

on Gronbach’s head.  

There was a lot more blood then, but luckily for Gronbach, he never saw it.  

� 

With shears still in hand, Wren crept out of the bone room and into the workshop. The 

moment she did, she noticed the tunnel was back, or maybe it had never really been gone. She made 

a dash for it and found herself once more in a dark world of musty damp soil and witch’s hair roots. 

Then she saw it—sunlight! Wren burst out of the crack in the cliff and nearly fell into the stagnant 

pool with the rotting log. 

Caw! The crow was still there and made a half hop to face her.  

Caw! It sounded again. 

She blinked at it. “You tried to warn me, didn’t you?” 

Caw! The bird threw out its wings, pushed off the log, and flew through the trees.  

Wren quickly moved away from the crack, eager to put distance between herself and the golem. 

Maybe it was too big to escape without Gronbach’s magic, but maybe not. She didn’t want to wait 

and find out. She walked around the pool then stopped.  

Which way? 

Caw! The crow was seated on a branch not too far away. Caw! Caw!  

Wren stared at the crow. Completely black, it didn’t look like the sort of bird one ought to 

trust. But then, the sheep had been adorable with its cute little beard, and that didn’t work out so well. 

Wren peered very hard at its chin for any signs of a beard. Not the slightest tuft or gathering of feathers 
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was visible. This wasn’t the Dherg come back in another form. The bird was something else, and 

whatever it was, it wasn’t normal. By this point, Wren was getting a pretty good feel for such things.  

Pa would have called her naive. Ma, being kind, might have said she was too innocent to know 

better. And Lee most certainly would have called her an idiot. But despite everything, Wren thought 

that maybe not all magic was bad, and if one game of Follow the Leader got her into the forest, 

perhaps another would get her out.  

Maybe I am naive and an idiot, but I also don’t have a choice. It’s a big forest. 

Trusting to the magic of innocence, she followed the bird and was the first of her family to 

find their way home. 
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IN CONCLUSION 

 
I hope you enjoyed this sneak-peak in preparation to receiving Age of War on July 3rd. I’d love 

to hear what you think about the sample chapters, or the short story about Wren and Gronbach. 

Please feel free to drop me a line at: michael@michaelsullivan-author.com. July will be here before we 

know it!
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