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1 - Captured 

 

Vadin looked over the rows of prisoners.  He counted almost 

forty.  "Knights."  He shook his head, and looked at the pile of 

confiscated swords.  "With luck, their families will pay 

their..."  He moved a shield to get a better look at the hilt of 

the sword half hidden beneath it, and then his gaze went back to 

the prisoners.  Their heads were bowed, and with dirt and blood 

on them it was hard to tell them apart.  Silently, he walked 

down the row. 

He stopped near the end of the third row.  None of the men 

looked up.  Vadin turned towards the nearby guard.  "Who 

captured these men?" 

The guard gestured, and an older man in somewhat mismatched 

armor stepped forward.  "My men and I did."  The older man 

shifted nervously. 

A conscript.  Vadin looked him over.  The weapon at the 

man's side was more sickle than sword.  One of the many farmers 

that had been pulled into the army.  He looked down again at the 

men on their knees, with their hands bound behind their backs, 

then turned towards his assistant.  The prisoners wore loops of 

rope that functioned as leashes, keeping them from attempting to 

flee.  All of them had been gagged by strips of cloth, most of 

which had been torn from the prisoners' own clothing.  "Tandil, 

see that these men are given purses of twenty gold crowns, and a 

writ for no less than ten acres apiece before being given leave 

to return to their homes." 

"Yes, my lord."  His assistant didn't bat an eye. 

The conscript, on the other hand, stared in shock.  "My 

lord?" 

A slow smile came to Vadin's face.  He reached down at 

caught the chin of the man in front of him, and saw despair come 

to the faces of the men nearby.  He forced the young man's head 

up until the prisoner was looking him in the eye.  His thumb 

brushed a bit of dirt from the captive's face in a gesture that 

was almost tender.  "Corporal, I would like you to meet Prince 

Ethan." 

# 

Two guards brought the prince into the tower Vadin had 

taken over as his headquarters.  Vadin lead them to his 

workspace.  He saw the young man's eyes flick over to the 

various items strewn about the room before returning to Vadin 

himself.  Vadin smiled slightly before picking up one of the 

items on the table and setting it in the fireplace.  He turned 

back to his guest.  The prince's rope collar had been exchanged 
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for one of steel, and the end of the chain was held by one of 

the guards.  Heavy steel shackles kept the young man's wrists 

behind his back.  He'd left the gag in place. 

Vadin gave the prince a closer look.  If it hadn't been for 

the ruby falcon on the sword's hilt, he would likely have never 

realized the young man was among the prisoners.  Which was 

undoubtedly what the prince's guards had been hoping.  He tilted 

his head.  His bastard's killer was less impressive than he had 

been expecting, even knowing luck had been the deciding factor 

in that particular battle.  Luck that had apparently abandoned 

the prince.  There was fear in the amber eyes. 

Good. 

He walked to the prince slowly, stopping a pace away.  

Drawing his dirk resulted in the barest trace of a flinch from 

the prisoner.  He trailed the point of the blade along the young 

man's jawline before sliding it between his skin and the cloth 

that served as a gag.  The sharp blade cut the material easily.  

"Prince Ethan." 

"Lord Vadin."  The young man's voice was slightly hoarse 

from dryness. 

The dirk slid easily back into its sheath.  "I imagine your 

brother would pay a great deal to have you back unharmed."  He 

shrugged.  "He's going to be rather disappointed." 

Prince Ethan straightened his back.  "I'll not give you 

information.  Not even under torture." 

A brave boast.  And they both knew it was a lie.  "I am not 

going to torture you for information."  He saw confusion flicker 

briefly on the younger man's face.  "To be blunt, you do not 

possess any information useful to me."  The edges of his mouth 

curled up, revealing a hint of teeth.  "I am going to torture 

you because it pleases me to do so."  He patted the prince's 

cheek, then turned towards where his assistant was standing.  

"How was our young friend here taken?" 

"According to the report, he and the soldiers taken with 

him learned we were coming and hid in a farmhouse."  Milir 

looked down at a piece of parchment.  "By chance, one of that 

company was stealing eggs and noticed.  The unit surrounded the 

farmhouse, said they'd kill anyone who exited without throwing 

down their weapons, then set the building on fire." 

"Efficient."  Vadin let out a low chuckle.  "Before that 

man leaves, offer him a commission, complete with caste 

elevation." 

"Yes, my lord." 

He turned back to the prince.  "I'm guessing we'll find 

your gilded armor somewhere among the ashes?  Stay with the men, 

and hope to get ransomed before anyone figures out who you 

really are." 
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"That was the plan."  The prince set his shoulders 

defiantly. 

"Separate out the men taken with him."  Vadin nodded to 

Milir.  "Then, in order of age and rank, have them boiled 

alive." 

"No."  The prince tried to step forward, only to be jerked 

back by the collar around his neck.   

"One every morning, before breakfast."  Vadin continued.  

"Make sure the others, including our friend here, watch." 

"You can't."  Prince Ethan shook his head frantically.  

"The Conventions demand..." 

He backhanded the prince, causing the young man to stagger 

and be pulled back by the collar.  Vadin waited until the prince 

stopped choking and stood upright again.  "The Conventions 

forbid summary executions, and demand prisoners be offered for 

ransom."  He chuckled.  "Look at me, boy."  He waited until the 

prince met his eyes.  "I am the Lord of the West.  Your Prelates 

will be offered the same choice as the rest of your pathetic 

people.  Kneel, or burn."  Vadin reached out and caught his 

chin, then tilted the younger man's head to one side.  "But 

perhaps we can come to an arrangement.  You want me to spare 

your soldiers?" 

"Yes."  The prince swallowed.   

A small amount of blood trickled from the wound he'd opened 

on the young man's cheek.  Vadin removed a kerchief from his 

pocket, and wiped the blood away.  "Unchain his hands."  He 

stepped back. 

The guard that wasn't holding the chain immediately moved 

to comply.  The prince stared at him.  He rubbed his freed 

wrists.  "What is your price?" 

"You."  Vadin folded his arms.  "Your cooperation, and your 

obedience." 

"I..."  Prince Ethan shook his head.  "I don't understand." 

"I want King Robert to know that while he flails at my 

armies, his little brother kneels at my feet."  He showed his 

teeth.  "I want him to know he cannot even protect his own heir 

apparent from me.  You can watch your friends die in agony, one 

by one, and spend the rest of your days in the smallest 

oubliette I can find, emerging only when I feel like hearing you 

scream.  Or you can take a knee." 

"I..."  He looked down.  His left hand rubbed his right 

elbow.  "You'll let all the prisoners go.  And you won't 

retaliate against those who tried to shelter us." 

"I will even give them free passage to go with your 

soldiers, and permit them to take their belongings."  Vadin 

unfolded his arms. 
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Prince Ethan took several deep breaths.  Then he looked up 

at Vadin.  "I..."  He swallowed, and closed his eyes.  He took 

another deep breath, and then knelt, bowing his head once more.  

"I agree to your terms." 

"Take the collar off him."  Vadin gestured to the guard 

before turning to Milir.  "Have the first finger on the right 

hand of each of the soldiers removed.  If the prince proves to 

me he will keep his word, they may go." 

"Yes, my lord."  Milir bowed and left. 

Vadin waved the guards back to stand at the door, and 

looked down at the kneeling man.  "Stand up."  His newest slave 

obeyed.  A slow smile came to his face.  "Strip." 

"I..."  Ethan blinked when he looked up at Vadin.  "What?" 

"Remove your clothing." 

For a moment, he thought the young man was going to balk 

already.  Then he bit his lip and began to remove his tunic.  He 

started to toss it aside, and Vadin shook his head.  "Fold it 

and put it there."  Once the young man was naked, Vadin walked a 

slow circle around him.  He didn't miss the amused and rather 

interested look on the face of the taller guard, and filed it 

away for later use.  Vadin ran a hand along the younger man's 

bare shoulders, and saw him tense.  His skin was flush, and he 

was staring once more at the ground.  "In the fireplace I placed 

a brand.  Put it to your left shoulder, and hold it there for a 

count of ten." 

It took several heartbeats before Ethan stumbled towards 

the fireplace.  He grabbed the end of the brand, and took a deep 

breath before removing it from the heat.  The end glowed red.  

He stared at it, and then closed his eyes before putting it to 

his shoulder.  Ethan screamed and fell to his knees, but held it 

in place for several seconds before flinging it away from him. 

He gave the young man a minute to collect himself, and 

walked back over to his desk.  Vadin looked over reports until 

the gasping had subsided.  "Come here."  Soft footfalls informed 

him of Ethan's compliance.  He turned, and looked at the brand.  

His sigil stood out in stark red and black on the prince's pale 

skin.  It would form a clean scar.  He raised his eyes to 

Ethan's face.  The amber eyes were slightly hollow, and a bruise 

was slowly starting to spread across his cheek.  "Kneel."  Ethan 

sank to his knees, and Vadin caught his chin, forcing the man to 

continue looking at him.  "You will address me as master." 

"Yes..."  Ethan swallowed.  "Master." 

Vadin ran his thumb over the young man's lips, and with his 

free hand he began unfastening his belt.  He saw Ethan's eyes 

widen.  "Open your mouth."   

# 
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Ethan rested his head against the wooden post before 

looking again at his bound wrists.  Bound was an overstatement.  

Lord Vadin had simply wrapped the cord around his wrists once 

before tying a simple bow.  He could free himself in less than a 

second.  He shifted slightly, and felt pain bloom anew where the 

brand had seared him.  It wasn't the pain making him want to 

vomit.   

Jakob and Vincent would get to his brother.  Rescue would 

be coming.  He just had to...  He banged his head into the 

wooden post.  A couple days.  Long enough for his men to get 

enough of a head start.  An opportunity for escape would come.   

He raised his head and looked around the room.  Under other 

circumstances, it might have been a pleasant chamber.  Most of 

the furnishings were a pale wood, curved and carved in graceful 

patterns that revealed them to be Dsigo in origin.  No two of 

the tapestries appeared to have the same origin.  With a start, 

he realized he knew the one hanging near the fireplace.  Last 

time he'd seen it, it had been hanging in Lord Abernath's hall. 

The bed was a much darker wood.  All four posts were thick 

and heavy, carved in runes.  He took a closer look at the one he 

was currently tied to, but saw nothing among the runes that he 

recognized as dwarven.   

Footsteps approached the door, and he tensed.  They passed 

by, and he closed his eyes before resting his head on the post 

again.  Lord Vadin had tied him to the bed post with a child's 

knot.  He could still feel the man's hand on his neck.  "It is 

time for the victory feast.  My soldiers would be upset if I was 

not present."  Lord Vadin had run a hand down his spine, 

stopping at the small of his back.  "But after, I shall return 

to..."  His breath had tickled Ethan's ear.  "Attend to you 

properly." 

With the curtains drawn over the window, he had no way to 

know how long he'd been standing there.  A servant had entered 

to place more wood upon the fire and set a hamper on the hearth, 

but she'd not acknowledged his presence in the room.  The fire 

was starting to get low again. 

From the hallway came footsteps.  This time, the door 

opened.  Lord Vadin entered, and closed the door behind him.  

The lock clicked.  Ethan swallowed, and tried to keep his 

breathing steady.  He wasn't sure showing Lord Vadin he was 

afraid was in his best interest.  The warlord hung his cloak on 

a hook, then followed it with his sword belt before walking over 

to the fireplace.  He stirred the fire briefly before adding two 

more logs.  And then he walked to a cabinet, removed an iron, 

and set it in the fire to heat. 

Tears pricked at the back of his eyes.  He closed his eyes 

briefly to suppress them.  When he opened them again, he found 
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Lord Vadin looking at him, an amused smile on his face.  "You 

missed quite the feast.  Perhaps next time I shall have you 

attend as my cupbearer."  The warlord walked towards him, and 

caught his arm before looking down at the cord that bound his 

hands.  Lord Vadin smirked before pulling one end of the cord 

and undoing the knot.  He pointed to the small cupboard.  "Pour 

my wine.  The ruby decanter." 

"Yes, master."  Ethan gave him a wide berth as he moved to 

obey.  Lord Vadin's eyes made him keenly aware that he had not 

been permitted to redress.  He fought the urge to try to cover 

his nudity, knowing doing so would just entertain the warlord 

further.  Despite his best efforts, his hands shook slightly as 

he poured the wine into one of the silver goblets.  He replaced 

the decanter, and shut the cabinet before bringing the goblet to 

Lord Vadin. 

Lord Vadin caught his wrist in one hand before taking the 

goblet from him with the other.  He sipped at the wine, and then 

set the goblet down on the small table next to the bed.  He 

tugged Ethan a step closer, and caught his chin with his free 

hand.  Ethan forced himself to remain still as Lord Vadin's 

thumb gently caressed his mouth.  "Go to the wardrobe, and make 

a selection from the items hanging on the door.  Bring that and 

one of the vials."  He released Ethan. 

"Yes, master."  He walked to the wardrobe.  He opened it, 

and his stomach twisted.  A selection of whips and flails hung 

on the door.  His eyes went to the interior of the wardrobe, and 

he fought the urge to vomit.  A small shelf held a series of 

small metal vials.  He grabbed one at random, trying not to look 

at what else waited within.  Slowly, he reached for one of the 

hanging items, and then he drew his hand back.  He took a deep 

breath, then grabbed what looked like a riding crop before 

shutting the wardrobe again. 

The vial was set on the table next to the wine glass.  Lord 

Vadin ran a hand down the riding crop, and nodded.  "Have you 

ever been whipped before, Ethan?" 

He swallowed.  "No, master."   

Slowly, Lord Vadin ran the end of the riding crop down his 

cheek and neck, stopping halfway down his belly.  He tilted his 

head, then ran it back up him until it brushed against the 

brand.  Ethan flinched.  Lord Vadin set the crop down on the 

bed, then removed a small jar from his belt pouch.  He opened 

it, then took a step closer to Ethan.  Gently, he spread an 

ointment over the burned skin.  It stung, and then the pain 

faded.  He closed the jar, and set it next to the vial.  Then he 

caught Ethan's hair and pulled Ethan a step closer before 

kissing him.  Ethan forced himself to remain still.  Lord Vadin 
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released him a moment later, and shook his head.  "Would you 

like to be whipped, Ethan?" 

"No, master."  Fear made the words come out shaky. 

Lord Vadin nodded before putting his hand on the back of 

Ethan's neck.  "Then let's try that again, shall we?"  He leaned 

forward to kiss Ethan. 

This time, when Lord Vadin's tongue probed at his lips, 

Ethan opened his mouth.  He fought the urge to gag.  Lord Vadin 

caught his lower lip between his teeth, tugging it slightly 

before letting him go again.  "Better."  He touched Ethan's 

cheek.  "I can see it in your eyes.  Running the numbers.  

Trying to figure out how long you dare wait before trying to 

escape."  He shoved Ethan to his knees, then set one of his 

boots in front of him.  "Assist me." 

It took two tries before his numb fingers could unfasten 

the buckles.  He removed the boot, then went to work on the 

second one.  He was most of the way finished when Lord Vadin ran 

fingers through his hair.  He couldn't quite suppress the 

shudder.  "It is an interesting challenge, certainly."  Lord 

Vadin continued speaking.  "Keeping you from escaping will be 

easy enough.  I need merely point to the fate that will await 

every other prisoner I take.  Your people can be nothing more 

than torches, lighting the way for my army."  Lord Vadin's lips 

curled slightly.  "Do you understand, Ethan?" 

"Yes, master."  Escape or break his word, and the other 

prisoners would be burned alive. 

As soon as the second boot was removed, Lord Vadin's hand 

tightened in his hair, pulling him back upward.  He gestured, 

and Ethan began undoing the buckles on the armored doublet.  

Lord Vadin released his hair.  "Your brother has no choice but 

to mount a rescue operation.  He dare not leave his heir in my 

hands.  And your brother is a rather competent opponent, he may 

even be successful in freeing you."  Lord Vadin shrugged out of 

the doublet, and gestured for Ethan to set it on the nearby 

rack.  He saw Lord Vadin pick up the vial, and pour a drop of 

something onto his fingers. 

He grunted as Lord Vadin spun him around and slammed him 

chest-first into the bed post.  Lord Vadin's arm pressed against 

his neck, and the larger man used his body to hold him in place.  

"The question is can I break you before he can rescue you?"   

# 

Vadin moved his hand down the small of the captive’s back, 

then trailed an oil slicked finger between the young man’s 

buttocks.  He was immediately rewarded by the young man 

struggling to escape from the touch, and he leaned forward, 

pressing him against the bed post.  “Tell me, Ethan, has anyone 

bedded you before?” 
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It took several seconds for the younger man to respond.  

“No, master.” 

“Well then…”  Vadin chuckled in his ear.  “Far be it from 

me to begin the festivities without the foreplay.”  He stepped 

back, releasing his grip on the prince.  The crop was still 

sitting on the stand.  He smiled, and then picked up the length 

of cord he'd used to bind Ethan earlier.  "Lay face down on the 

bed." 

When the young man obeyed, he grabbed his arms.  Swiftly, 

he bound his hands together above his head, securing him to the 

headboard.  This time, he used an actual knot.  Then he 

retrieved two more lengths of cord, and moved to the end of the 

bed.  He heard a small whimper as he secured Ethan's ankles, 

spreading his legs a couple feet apart.  He trailed a hand up 

Ethan's inner thigh as he walked back to the head of the bed.  

Then he picked up the riding crop.  "I am going to hurt you now, 

Ethan."  He caressed the back of the younger man's neck.  "You 

may scream, if you like.  You may even beg.  In fact, I 

encourage you to indulge in both."  He brought the crop down 

across Ethan's shoulders. 

Ethan tried to bite back the cry.  "Why do this?" 

"I enjoy it."  Lord Vadin smiled.  "Immensely."  He gently 

caressed Ethan's buttocks before bringing the riding crop down 

on them to elicit another yelp.  The next blow was across the 

thighs, before he moved up again to Ethan's back.  He counted 

the heartbeats between blows, spreading them out across the 

young man's body so that the sting had time to settle in 

properly.  He paused after twenty strokes, setting the riding 

crop down on Ethan's back. 

The wine was a rather robust red, suitable for the 

occasion.  He finished the goblet, then went to the cabinet to 

pour himself another glass.  His pace was slow and measured as 

he walked back to the bed.  He set the goblet down, and turned 

to admire his work.  Red welts were forming, criss-crossing 

across Ethan's body.  He heard the young man gasp as he picked 

the riding crop back up.  "I wonder if your brother will even 

want you back, once I've finished with you."  He brought the 

crop down again, harder than he had in the previous blows.  The 

skin reddened almost immediately, and a scream tore from Ethan's 

throat.  The third blow split the skin across Ethan's shoulders, 

causing a thin line of red blood to well up.  By the time he'd 

counted off twenty again, there were four other bleeding welts, 

and sobs were starting to escape the bound man.  He could feel 

himself starting to get hard, and he set the crop back down on 

Ethan's back before reaching once more for the wine. 

"He may not."  He traced a finger along one of the welts, 

causing Ethan to squirm and gasp.  "You see, it will not be long 
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before you begin to enjoy the taste of the whip."  He ran a hand 

down Ethan's back, brushing the welts.  Then he picked up the 

crop again.  "I'm going to start beating you properly now, 

Ethan.  I will stop when you beg me to fuck you." 

It took another twenty three lashes. 
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2 - Prisons 

 

He tried to bite back the words.  It seemed like everything 

between his neck and knees was awash with flames.  Ethan had 

prayed for the gods to deliver him into unconsciousness, but 

they were silent.  The warlord set the crop down next to him.  

For a moment, everything else in the world washed out of focus 

and the thing was all he could see.  “What did you say, Ethan?” 

The silence dragged on.  His breath came in ragged gasps.  

And then the warlord picked up the weapon once more.  Courage 

deserted him.  “Fuck me.” 

A hand tangled in his hair, and lifted his head.  The 

warlords lips all but brushed his ear as the man bent down to 

speak.  “Say please.” 

Ethan felt tears burning the back of his eyes.  “Please 

fuck me.” 

“Ethan…”  The warlord’s voice was mocking.  “Is that the 

proper way to address me?” 

“Please…”  Ethan swallowed.  “Fuck me, master.”   

Vadin’s hand ran down his back again, brushing against the 

welts.  Ethan gasped.  And then the man’s hand was between his 

legs.  He bit back a cry as the man forced a finger inside him.  

“You want me…”  The finger withdrew, and then two entered him.  

The man wiggled them, and Ethan felt himself start to shake.  

“To fuck you.”   

He tried to stay silent, and then the man traced a 

fingernail across one of the welts.  It felt like a hot blade.  

“Yes, master.” 

Once again, the fingers withdrew.  For just a moment, he 

dared to hope that the warlord was just toying with him, that 

the man wouldn’t actually go through with…  And then the man was 

straddling him.  Ethan yanked at the ropes that bound him to the 

bed, but between them at the weight of the man his struggles 

were futile.  He hadn't been able to get the man very far into 

his mouth, and now...  He groaned as he felt the man slide 

slowly into him.   

"You're tight."  Lord Vadin ran a hand down his side again 

as he leaned forward, forcing his way still deeper.   

One of Lord Vadin's hands tangled in his hair, yanking as 

the man slid his full length into him.  He gasped, gripping the 

bed clothes tightly in both hands, fighting to remain still as 

the man withdrew all but the tip before slamming into him again.  

He buried his face in the mattress to muffle the cry, only to 

have Lord Vadin yank his head upright. 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 11 of 230 

He chuckled, then struck the back of Ethan's thigh in a 

stinging blow that made him jump and yelp.  He tightened his 

grip on Ethan's hair before hitting him again, then he simply 

caught Ethan's hip.  His fingers dug in brutally, and he moaned 

slightly as Ethan tried to squirm away from the pain.  Slowly, 

he began to thrust in and out.  His rhythm picked up speed.   

There was one last hard thrust, and then he felt Lord Vadin 

start to twitch.  The man let out a soft groan, and then 

caressed Ethan's shoulder.  "Say thank you." 

He swallowed.  His voice was hoarse when he spoke.  "Thank 

you, master." 

# 

Ethan knelt with his hands secured behind his back.  Lord 

Vadin had wrapped a cord around his elbows, tightening it until 

Ethan had cried out from the pain in his shoulders.  Then he'd 

secured them.  A collar was fastened to a wooden post by a short 

chain, preventing him from standing even had his feet not also 

been bound.  Lord Vadin had gagged him with a metal ring that 

held his mouth open wide enough to be almost painful.   

Then he'd left the room. 

His knees were aching from kneeling on the cold stone 

floor.  He shivered in the drafty air.  Lord Vadin seemed 

content to keep him naked.  And no servant had come in to tend 

the fire.  Perhaps that was best.  In addition to the 

humiliation of being naked, bound, and on his knees, with his 

mouth held open by the metal ring he couldn't stop himself from 

drooling. 

The healer had visited just after dawn.  Her magic had 

healed the welts, as well as the abrasions the ropes had left on 

his wrists and ankles.  Lord Vadin had untied him.  His 

breakfast had consisted of Lord Vadin's leftovers, scrapped into 

a bowl and served on the floor, where he'd been made to eat like 

a dog.  He'd been given a few minutes to bath, but denied the 

return of his clothing before being trussed up in his current 

predicament. 

He said a silent prayer that Robert would learn of his 

capture soon. 

Darkness was visible through the windows when the door 

finally opened to admit Lord Vadin.  A servant followed him in, 

and set a tray down on the desk before going to build a fire.  

Lord Vadin sat behind the desk, and began eating.  As soon as 

the fire was going, the servant left the room. 

Several minutes passed.  Lord Vadin scribed a letter at his 

desk, then pressed his seal into the wax before rising and 

walking over to Ethan.  He caught Ethan's hair, and pulled his 

head up and back, making Ethan look up at him.  He smirked, then 

wiped Ethan's face.  "You're disgusting."  He walked over to 
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bed, and removed his boots, then his armored doublet.  He took 

of his belt, and folded it in half, carrying it back over to 

where Ethan was kneeling.  The belt was set on a nearby table, 

and Lord Vadin began unlacing his breeches. 

Lord Vadin grabbed his hair again, pulling his head up.  

Ethan felt the tip of Lord Vadin's cock brush against his lips, 

and he closed his eyes.  A moment later, Lord Vadin's thumbs 

forced them open again.  "No."  He drew back slightly before 

slapping Ethan across the face.  The blow was more contemptuous 

than punishing, barely stinging.  He stared down at Ethan for a 

moment, then moved forward again.  His cockhead caressed Ethan's 

cheek before entering his mouth. 

Slowly, Lord Vadin pulled Ethan's head closer, driving 

himself further into Ethan's mouth.  He began to gag, and Lord 

Vadin withdrew only slightly before pushing in still further.  

"Take it."  He tried to pull back, but Lord Vadin held his head 

in place.  He gagged again, and felt himself starting to choke.  

Lord Vadin pulled back out most of the way, then begin to move 

Ethan's head back and forth, moving the first half of his cock 

in and out of Ethan's mouth.  Then he slowly began to deepen the 

thrusts.  "Relax your throat and take it, or I'll use the iron 

on your feet." 

He leaned his head forward slightly, and was able to avoid 

gagging on the next thrust.  He felt Lord Vadin's balls brush 

against his chin as the man held him in place for several 

seconds, moaning softly before returning to the steady rhythm.  

His teeth hurt on the metal circle as he tried instinctively to 

close his mouth against the intrusion.  Belatedly, he realized 

that was the gag's purpose.  With his mouth held open, there was 

no chance of him bringing his teeth to bear.   

The cock twitched, and then he was choking as Lord Vadin 

came in the back of his throat.  Lord Vadin withdrew, leaving 

him to cough and gag.  He felt the man tousle his hair.  "Next 

time, I will whip you if you spill."  He wiped himself clean 

before moving behind Ethan and releasing the straps that bound 

his ankles together.  He did the same for the strap that held 

his elbows, then unbound his hands. 

Ethan let out a small groan as he felt full circulation 

starting to return.  Pins and needles crawled along his arms and 

shoulders.  He prayed silently that no permanent damage had been 

done.  The metal circle was yanked out from between his teeth.  

Lord Vadin unfastened the chain from the post, then looked down 

at him.  "Crawl."   

It took him a moment to get his hands and knees under him.  

He could barely make his arms work as Lord Vadin used the collar 

as a leash, pulling him to the desk.  The remains of the dinner 
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plate were laid on the ground in front of him.  He started to 

reach for the remains of the roll.  "No." 

He closed his eyes, and put his hand back palm down on the 

cold stone floor before he lowered his head and began to eat.  

Like a dog.  Lord Vadin sat down in the desk chair, and a moment 

later a bowl of water was set down next to the plate.  He had 

some difficulty drinking before he figured out how to position 

his head.  Ethan could tell Lord Vadin was watching, and knew 

the man had an amused look on his face.   

Despite the humiliation involved, he ate everything on the 

plate.  The small amount of food he'd been given that morning, 

after a day with nothing, had not been sufficient to assuage his 

hunger.  Neither had the remains of the plate.   

# 

He watched the young man trying to decide if he was going 

to actually lick the plate clean.  Lord Vadin felt a slight pang 

of disappointment when Ethan didn't.  He rose, tugging the 

leash.  Ethan followed him, crawling on his hands and knees as 

he walked to the wash room. 

As he had instructed earlier, the inlaid tub had been 

filled.  The water was still hot enough to give off steam, and 

he could smell the scent of the oils.  Lord Vadin undressed, 

laying his clothing on the rack.  Then he bent, grabbed the 

collar around Ethan's neck, and threw him into the water.  Ethan 

came up sputtering and choking.  He walked down into the tub.  

The water came up to his chest.  He grabbed the chain again, and 

yanked Ethan to him.  He caught his hair, then shoved his head 

under the water.   

Vadin counted twenty seconds before the prince started 

thrashing in earnest.  He counted off until he'd reached a full 

minute, then pulled him back up.  He let Ethan take a couple 

breaths, then shoved him under the water again and counted off 

another minute.  He repeated this twice more before pulling 

Ethan up and holding him in place until he'd stopped gasping.  

"You never answered my question." 

It took Ethan a moment to respond.  "Which question, 

master?" 

He shoved him under the water again, counting off another 

minute before letting him back up.  Once again, he waited until 

Ethan had caught his breath.  "Is your brother going to want you 

back?" 

"Yes."  Ethan swallowed, and stared up at him.  "He's going 

to kill you." 

A slow smile came to his face, and he shoved the prince 

under the water again. 

# 
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“He just let you go?”  King Robert paced back and forth 

before turning to stare again at Jakob.  His eyes flicked 

briefly to the severed digit on Jakob’s hand before returning to 

his face.  “How did he realize Ethan was there?” 

“I do not know, Your Majesty.” 

“They met, a year previous.”  Graham spoke up softly from 

where he was observing.  “At the summit, back when King Alinor 

still believed peace might be possible.” 

King Robert nodded.  He took several deep breaths.  “And 

Ethan is the one that killed the bastard’s bastard.”  The 

assassin had made it all the way to the heart of the royal 

palace.  The man had come upon him unarmed, reading to his 

youngest daughters.  He’d been forced to flee, carrying the 

girls, and Ethan had stepped between them and the attacker.  For 

a moment, he thought his little brother was going to die buying 

him time to escape.  And then the assassin’s foot had caught on 

a loose section of carpet.  “I told you to keep him away from 

the front lines.” 

“We thought we were, Your Highness.”  Shame was written 

across Jakob’s face.  “The lines shifted before we could 

reposition.” 

“You cannot blame Sir Jakob, Robert.”  Graham straightened.  

“You know the prince insisted upon seeing the refugees to 

safety.” 

“And how many of those refugees are Vadin’s spies?  We 

should interrogate them.”  Robert shot back at him.  When Graham 

simply lifted an eyebrow, Robert sighed.  “You’re right.  That 

is anger speaking.  Send a messenger out to Vadin with a ransom.  

I want my brother back here before the first snowfall.”  He 

turned toward Jakob.  “Get yourself to the healer.”  

Graham turned to watch Jakob go, then turned back toward 

Robert.  “Vadin is a pragmatic man, Robert.  Killing Ethan would 

serve no purpose.  It is more likely he will use the boy to 

force a concession from you.  If you withdrew your support for 

King Alinor, Vadin would easily gain control of the mines.” 

“Have Matthew begin laying the groundwork.  If Vadin gets 

those mines, I want to be able to either seal or regain them 

within a week.”  Robert nodded sharply.  “And once my brother is 

safe, Alinor will have my full support.” 

“Of course.” 

# 

Samet watched the energies of the spell collapse, leaving a 

thin tracery of magic behind.  He would either have to find an 

additional power source or a better way of stabilizing the 

harmonics to keep it in place longer than a few seconds.  Still, 

it had accomplished its task.  He stepped over the fading line, 

and looked down at the groaning assassin.  The man clutched the 
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burned and blackened hand to his chest.  Samet rolled his eyes.  

“Really, if you were that afraid of death or dismemberment you 

should have found a different line of work.”   

“You…”  Samet looked over his shoulder to see the scribe 

staring at him with wide eyes.  She clutched the tome to her 

chest as though it were a protective talisman.  “You’re a…”  She 

gave him one last terrified look before fleeing. 

He sighed, and looked down at assassin.  “And you’ve 

spoiled my plans for the evening.”  He folded his arms.  “I 

don’t suppose you’ll make it up to me by cooperating and telling 

me who sent you?”  He frowned.  “And how they knew I was here?” 

“Burn in hell, demon.”  The assassin glared up at him. 

“A smart man would consider his options.”  One corner of 

Samet’s mouth came up in a smile.  “If you know who I am, then 

you must consider what will happen if you persist in irritating 

me.”  Samet held up his hand, gazing at the flames before 

flicking his now glowing eyes back to the assassin.  The man’s 

eyes widened.  “Who sent you, and how did they know I was here?” 

# 

Ethan stared down at the stone floor.  The cell was cold, 

but mercifully free of drafts.  The center of the cell held what 

at first he'd taken to be a sawhorse.  Lord Vadin had instructed 

the guards to secure Ethan to it.  His ankles and knees had been 

secured to the back V, spreading his legs apart.  He'd then been 

bent over the flat metal bar connecting the two Vs, and his 

wrists secured to the front V.  The chain on the collar had been 

fastened to something behind him, above his head, but the chain 

hung slack.  A belt around his waist secured him to the 

crossbar. 

"Are you comfortable?" 

"No, master."  Ethan continued staring at the floor.  He 

saw the healer's boots approach, and felt her hands on his 

shoulders.  A blissfully numbing sensation spread through his 

body as she healed the damage Lord Vadin had inflicted the prior 

evening.  She moved away again, and exited the room. 

Lord Vadin's hand caught his chin, and forced his head back 

until their eyes met.  The man's hand caressed his cheek almost 

tenderly.  "It occurs to me that I have been a poor host, 

leaving you by yourself all day."  He forced the metal circle 

between Ethan's teeth.  He couldn't quite stop himself from 

whimpering.  "I do apologize.  I have spoken with several 

members of my household, and they have agreed to come..."  Lord 

Vadin secured the metal gag in place.  "Visit you over the 

course of the day."  He actually kissed Ethan's forehead before 

releasing him.   
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The door opened.  "Here come a couple of them now.  I must 

see to my generals.  Do try to have fun."  He patted Ethan's 

head before leaving. 

A pair of boots stopped just inside his field of vision.  A 

moment later, he felt someone behind him, running a hand up his 

leg lightly.  His hair was grabbed just as he felt a slick hand 

began probing him from behind.  His head was lifted, and a cock 

was thrust unceremoniously into his mouth.  He gagged, and heard 

someone laugh.  "I'm not sure he's hungry this morning." 

The probing hand vanished, and then a strap came down on 

the back of his thighs.  He screamed around the phallus filling 

his mouth, and heard the man in front of him groan.  "Holy shit.  

Do that again."  The man in front shoved himself deeper into 

Ethan's throat just as blows landed.  His cries were muffled, 

but each one resulted in a pleased sound from the man whose cock 

was muffling them.   

Another blow from the strap, and then he heard a woman's 

voice.  "Listen to him.  Squealing like a stuck pig." 

# 

Lord Vadin paused at the door, looking through the grate 

rather than opening it and interrupting.  Two of the guards were 

inside with Ethan.  The tall lieutenant stood at Ethan's head, 

making good use of the gagged open mouth, while a shorter man 

was positioned behind the captive, thrusting rapidly.  He could 

see marks on Ethan's body, both red welts and handprints. 

He waited until the men had finished and cleaned themselves 

off.  As he'd instructed, neither made a move to clean Ethan 

before leaving.  There was a small puddle beneath Ethan's head, 

and trails running down his legs.  The lieutenant bowed when he 

noticed Lord Vadin, and the second man went a little wide-eyed 

before doing the same.  He nodded to both and waited for them to 

go on their way before entering the room. 

Ethan's head hung down, and he was making a small 

whimpering sound.  Lord Vadin shook his head and tsked as he 

walked towards him.  "Look at this."  He shook his head.  "I let 

you have some friends over, and you make a mess."  He grabbed a 

hank of Ethan's hair and used it to lift his head.  The amber 

eyes were slightly glazed.  "Disgusting."  He snapped his 

fingers and two of the servants came in and began unfastening 

the bonds. 

His prisoner didn't move once freed.  Lord Vadin grabbed 

the chain attached to the collar, and then gave a hard yank.  

Ethan ended up on the ground, choking and gasping.  "On your 

hands and knees." 

It was several seconds before his order was obeyed.  He 

tugged at the leash, and Ethan crawled after him.  Lord Vadin 

led him to the bath chamber before dropping the leash.  "Filthy.  
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What would your brother think, if he saw you like this?"  He 

smiled slightly when he saw Ethan flinch.  "Clean yourself up.  

When the candle burns down, report to my chamber."  He marked 

the wax with a fingernail. 

# 

He tried to vomit again, but was only left with dry heaves.  

He tried to stand and failed.  Ethan heard himself sob before he 

crawled to where the bath was waiting, and all but fell into it.  

He let himself sink beneath the surface.  If Robert didn't send 

rescue soon... 

Ethan surfaced sooner than he'd intended, terrified for a 

moment that he'd sensed Lord Vadin joining him in the tub.  He 

felt his heart hammering when he realized he was still 

mercifully alone in the chamber, and glanced at the candle.  The 

water smelled slightly of a vague woody fragrance, the same as 

it had the evening Lord Vadin had drowned him over and over.  

And the evenings Lord Vadin had...  He swallowed, and grabbed a 

cloth from recess in the stone.  There was a jar of soap, and he 

sniffed at it.  The same woody fragrance.   

Reluctantly, he used some of the soap, then applied the 

cloth.  A few minutes later, he realized he was apparently 

trying to remove his skin, and threw the cloth back into the 

recess.   

He’d tried not to count the number of times the door had 

opened.  A few had returned more than once to...  He fought the 

urge to vomit again.  The woman had returned three times, and he 

could still hear her mocking laughter.  She'd used the strap, 

making him twitch and scream for the pleasure of...  He shook 

his head, and then caught himself looking at the candle again.  

His respite was half over.  He picked up the cloth again, and 

scrubbed. 

The candle was almost done.  Reluctantly, he climbed out of 

the tub, and blinked.  A white robe sat on the stand.  He 

grabbed it and pulled it over his shoulders.  After two weeks of 

being denied clothing, the thin cloth felt like armor.  He found 

a comb, and pulled it through his hair before going to the door. 

Slowly, he breathed in and out, trying to work up the nerve 

to turn the handle.  Lord Vadin had given him the count that 

morning, as he always did.  Sixty eight prisoners.  Sixty eight 

men condemned to burn alive if he ran, fought, or disobeyed.  He 

could still feel the sensation of the brand being pressed 

against his skin.  He could not condemn those men to that fate. 

One more deep breath, and then he closed his eyes and 

opened the door. 
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3 

 

The door opened.  Lord Vadin smiled when the young man 

entered.  "There you are.  I was starting to grow concerned you 

intended to disrupt our evening by forcing me to punish you." 

Ethan shook his head as he came all the way into the 

chamber.  His eyes flicked towards the table, and confusion 

showed on his face.   

He gestured expansively at one of the chairs.  "Sit."  Lord 

Vadin followed his own instruction, and waited until the young 

man had sat down across from him.  "Bread?"  He offered the 

basket to Ethan. 

The young man swallowed before removing a slice of the 

bread and setting it on the plate.  Lord Vadin narrowed his 

eyes, and the young man cringed slightly.  "Thank you, master."  

"Your brother has learned of your captivity."  Lord Vadin 

offered him a slice of meat from the tray.  Considering he’d 

mostly been subsiding on nothing more than the leftovers of 

Vadin's own breakfast and supper, it was amusing how hesitant 

Ethan was about taking the offerings.  "His envoy arrived at my 

forward camp with a ransom offer.  He was rather confused when 

he was informed I was keeping you." 

"Did..."  Ethan's voice was little more than a whisper.  

"My men..." 

"I did not ask.  I can, if you'd like?"  He kept his voice 

pleasant and friendly. 

"No, master."  Ethan looked down at the plate, and then 

began to actually eat.   

Lord Vadin took a sip of his wine before turning his 

attention to his own food.  The meal was excellent, and it was 

entertaining to see his prisoner awkwardly respond to the casual 

conversation.  Rather than relaxing, the boy was starting to 

grow more and more nervous.  He let the servant come and take 

the remains of the meal away.  "More wine?"  He refilled the 

glass without waiting for a response. 

"Th-Thank you, master."  The goblet shook slightly in 

Ethan's hand as he took a sip and replaced it on the table.  His 

breathing was slightly ragged. 

"Finish your wine.  I will be annoyed if it goes to waste."  

He drank from his own glass. 

"Yes, master."  Ethan took another drink. 

"It is a Dsigo vintage, out of the vineyards at Mbali."  He 

turned the glass in his hand, looking at the liquid within.  "I 

fear it will be some time before those vineyards are productive 

again.  The local lord refused my offer to surrender his 
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holdings, and forced me to lay siege.  I grew angry."  He looked 

at Ethan.  "It is best not to make me angry." 

The glass was picked up again, and Ethan took another 

drink.  The goblet chattered slightly against his teeth, and he 

set it back down.  "Yes, master." 

"Will your brother make a second offer?" 

"Yes, master." 

"Are you certain?"  Lord Vadin raised an eyebrow.  "His 

wife is pregnant, after all.  If she produces a male, you become 

somewhat unnecessary.  He may even prefer it if you were out of 

the way."  Instead of responding, Ethan picked up the glass 

again and drained the remainder.  As soon as he set the glass 

back down, Lord Vadin stood.  Ethan flinched.  "Get up." 

Ethan obeyed.  Lord Vadin ran the back of his hand down 

Ethan's cheek, keeping the movement gentle.  "Lay down on the 

bed, on your back, with your hands above your head." 

Wordlessly, Ethan went to do as he was told.  Lord Vadin 

picked up one of the coils of rope sitting on the nearby stand.  

He bound Ethan's wrists separately to slats on the headboard a 

couple feet apart, leaving a bit of slack.  Then he picked up 

the second coil of rope, and moved to the foot of the bed and 

caught one of Ethan's ankles.  He bound it too, leaving several 

inches of slack in the rope before securing the other end to the 

bed post.  He caught Ethan's other ankle, and spread the young 

man's legs before securing it to the slat in the center of the 

footboard.  Again, he left a few inches of slack, and the young 

man almost immediately used the slack to bring his legs closer 

together again. 

He left the young man laying there as he went and added 

another log to the fire.  The room was pleasantly warm, despite 

the chill in the air outside.  He set his armored doublet on the 

rack and removed his tunic before picking up a small vial and 

returning to the bed.  He set the vial on the bedstand, and lay 

down next to Ethan, running a hand down the silk of the robe.  

"You smell nice." 

Ethan shut his eyes.  His breathing was shallow.  Vadin 

caressed the length of the younger man's body, trailing his 

fingers back up along the inner thigh.  The young man had tied 

the robe's sash in a knot.  He smiled as he began to unfasten 

it.  When the knot came undone, he caressed the young man's body 

again, teasing his fingers under the edge of the robe to slowly 

open it.  He bent his head forward, kissing Ethan's neck, 

scraping his teeth very lightly against the younger man's 

throat.  He let his fingers trail lightly across the taut belly, 

tracing the muscles beneath.  Then he lowered his hand, 

fingertips trailing as he moved towards the young man's groin.  
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Gently, he ran a hand over the young man's shaft before reaching 

underneath, caressing lightly.   

A small gasping sound escaped the helpless man.  Vadin 

kissed his throat again before lowering his head to run a tongue 

around one nipple.  He felt Ethan moan slightly as the young 

man's body began to respond to his ministrations.  "Stop."  The 

word was whispered. 

He ran his tongue around the nipple again and left his 

other hand where it lay.  "Are you sure?"  He kissed Ethan's 

jaw.  "You want me to stop, knowing the consequences?" 

Ethan made a noise that sounded like a sob.  "No, master." 

He kissed the young man's lips, dancing his tongue across 

them.  Ethan obediently parted his lips, and he slipped his 

tongue inside.  He could taste the wine.  "Ask me to continue." 

"Co..."  Ethan caught himself.  "Please continue, master." 

"Do you want me to touch you, Ethan?" 

The young man whimpered, his eyes shut tightly.  He 

swallowed.  "Please touch me, master." 

Lord Vadin kissed the tear that had escaped Ethan's eye, 

and went back to pleasuring the young man's body.  He could see 

Ethan trying to fight the sensation, squirming despite himself.  

He bit the nipple, just lightly, not enough to cause pain, and 

heard a small moan.  His hand grasped the Ethan's erection, 

sliding up and down.  Ethan bit his lip, and grabbed at the 

ropes binding his hands. 

He waited until he was sure the young man was close, then 

rose, and removed his breeches, grabbing the vial before 

returning to the bed.  The slack ropes enabled him to lift 

Ethan's hips, and he saw the young man briefly open his eyes 

before shutting them again.   

The contents of the vial were slick.  Despite the abuse 

he'd suffered earlier that day, Ethan was still tight when he 

pressed his cockhead against the puckered entrance.  "Ask me to 

enter you, Ethan." 

Ragged breaths came from the young man.  He winced before 

obeying.  "Please enter me, master." 

"Be more clear." 

Ethan swallowed.  "Please fuck me, master." 

"Good boy."  He pushed himself inside, enjoying the 

sensation.  Once he was all the way in, he began caressing 

Ethan's body again.  He kept his rhythm gentle as he played his 

hand over Ethan's shaft.  Making his captive bend over the bed 

was easier, but this had its own satisfaction.  "Open your eyes, 

Ethan."  The amber eyes opened.  "Look at me."  He cupped his 

right hand around Ethan's balls, his touch gentle.  His left 

hand continued rubbing up and down the shaft, in time with his 
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own thrusts.  The eyes flicked down to what Vadin was doing 

before returning to Vadin's face.   

With his right hand he caressed Ethan's chest, lightly 

rubbing the nipples before reaching up to touch Ethan's cheek.  

He felt Ethan tighten slightly as the young man's hips rose in 

response.  When he came, a heartbeat later, the sound he made 

was more sob than anything else.   

Vadin let himself come a few moments later.  He stayed 

inside Ethan until he stopped twitching, then gently withdrew.  

After retrieving a damp towel, he cleaned himself and then his 

victim.  A slow smile came to his face when he realized Ethan 

was crying. 

# 

“What did Vadin mean, he’s keeping him?”  King Robert 

stared down at the messenger. 

“He said he has no interest in ransoming the prisoner, Your 

Highness.”  The messenger was pale. 

Graham couldn’t blame the man.  From the look on Robert’s 

face, he was a hair’s breath from pummeling the messenger.  The 

situation was fraying everyone’s nerves.  “Vadin no doubt knows 

his prisoner’s value.”  When Robert turned toward him, Graham 

nodded.  “And he has a large army to feed.” 

“And your advice?”  Robert folded his arms. 

The prelate robes felt heavy on his shoulders.  “Increase 

the ransom.  Vadin has lords of his own, and they must be 

growing restless at their dwindling coffers.”  He sent a glance 

at the messenger. 

Robert followed his gaze.  “Dismissed.”  The man fled the 

room.  “And the advice you wish to offer without ears to hear?” 

“I…”  Graham took a deep breath.  “I speak now as your 

Prelate and sworn advisor to your throne, Your Majesty.  Vadin 

preys on your sentimentality.  He holds Ethan because he knows 

of your love for the boy, that he is more your son than your 

brother.  As long as he has Ethan, he knows you will be 

reluctant to commit more of your forces to aid the alliance.  

Without your forces behind them, Alinor’s armies will fall.”   

“You want me to leave him there?”  Robert stared at him. 

His fists clenched, and then his shoulders slumped.  “Of 

course I don’t want you to leave him there, Robert.  The thought 

of…”  He shook his head, then straightened once more.  “Forgive 

me, my friend.” 

“I wish you weren’t right.”  Robert’s voice was quiet.  “I 

will increase the ransom offer.  And…”  He lifted his head.  

“Put out word.  The man that brings my brother home safely will 

be given a barony.” 

# 
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He casually ruffled the urchin’s hair before passing him 

the coin.  “Now…”  Samet pulled out the sketchbook, and 

indicated a different drawing.  He held it up so the children 

could see.  “I’ve a silver for every one of these you bring me, 

but you must bring me the entire plant, roots and all.” 

“A whole silver?”  A filthy girl who couldn’t be more than 

ten gasped.   

It took less than a heartbeat for the children to scatter.  

Samet shook his head, then turned to see one child hadn’t 

followed the others.  A glance at the boy’s leg revealed why.  

The foot was twisted, likely broken recently.  He moved closer, 

and saw the boy’s eyes widen.  “May I?”  He indicated the leg. 

The boy swallowed, but didn’t pull away when Samet lifted 

the pant leg.  The scent of gangrene wafted up from the injury.  

Broken, with the bone sticking partly out, and unhealed.  

Amputation might save the boy’s life, but without it, he’d be 

dead in a couple days.  “What is your name?” 

“Dorian.”  The boy’s voice was hollow. 

“Where are your parents, Dorian?” 

“I don’t know.”  The boy shuddered when Samet touched his 

forehead.  It was hot with fever.  “Please, my lord.  I just 

need a copper for supper.” 

Samet closed his eyes, then nodded.  He touched the boy’s 

forehead again, and the child collapsed into his arms.  He moved 

quickly, carrying the boy off the street before any saw him. 

# 

He placed the iron back in the brazier and waited until his 

captive had stopped screaming.  "I don't appreciate it when you 

make me punish you, Ethan."  Lord Vadin examined the young man's 

foot.  The marks made by the searing hot metal were an angry 

blistered red. 

Sobbing sounds came from the bound man.  "I'm sorry, 

master." 

"I warned you about teeth."  He picked up the handle of the 

iron and went to the other foot.  Lord Vadin held the end of the 

iron close enough to the foot for Ethan to feel the heat coming 

off it.  The injury to the guard had been minor, the result of 

Ethan choking rather than any real attempt at a bite.  Still, he 

had to keep his promise. 

"Please, master.  Please don't.  It won't happen again.  

Please.  I'm sorry."  The foot twitched, but was held in place 

by the stocks.  "Please." 

There was a hissing sound when the hot metal made contact, 

and a scream tore from Ethan.  He held the iron in place for 

only a couple seconds, and set the tip back in the brazier as he 

waited for Ethan to stop twitching.  The healer stood not far 
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away, watching with a small, pleased smile.  "Ethan, why am I 

punishing you?" 

"I--"  Ethan tried to get his breath back.  "I deserve it, 

master." 

"Yes, Ethan.  You broke the rules."  He touched Ethan's 

foot with the iron again.  When the boy stopped screaming, he 

smiled.  "You will thank me, when this is over." 

"Yes, master." 

# 

“He refused the ransom again.”  Robert leaned on the back 

of a chair. 

Tabitha put her hand on his shoulder, and he turned to wrap 

his arms around her.  His queen held him for a moment, and he 

drew strength from her.  “The girls have gone to offer prayers 

for his safety.”   

Robert smiled.  “I hope the gods are listening.”  He took a 

deep breath, then looked toward where Graham stood.  “The 

messenger says Vadin refused to even speak to him.” 

“I will go.”  Graham nodded. 

“Graham…”  Tabitha turned toward him.  “Vadin is…” 

“I am a Prelate of the Covenant, my queen.  And as King 

Robert’s Right Hand, Vadin will not turn me away.  He has a goal 

in mind, a motive.  I will endeavor to find it, and…”  He met 

Robert’s eyes.  “I will keep my eyes open.” 

“Thank you, Graham.” 

# 

Samet checked the seal on the clay jar of herbs before 

tucking it carefully into his saddlebags.  He’d managed to find 

most of what he’d come to find, and it was apparent the rest was 

not here.  There were rumors of soldiers on the road, and soon 

the war would come here.  He saw a couple of the urchins 

watching, and dropped his coinpurse before grabbing the reins of 

the horse.  The coins scattered in the dust.  The children would 

be able to find a use for the silver, but he dared not carry 

Candlemere mint to his next destination. 

He glanced over his shoulder once as he walked away into 

the evening dark.  Dorian stood at the gate, watching him leave.  

He waved, and saw the boy smile before running off to join his 

friends. 

# 

The cage wasn't quite big enough for him to sit up 

straight.  Nor was it big enough for him to lay down, even if it 

had been comfortable enough for that.  His knees were drawn up 

to his chest, and he was slouched down so as not to have to bend 

his neck.  He moved slightly, and the cage swayed in response.  

The motion made his empty stomach twist, and he fought the 
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rising nausea.  As bad as this was, it was better than another 

day in the stocks, at the mercy of the guards. 

Ethan closed his eyes.  He was no longer certain how long 

he had been Vadin's prisoner.  Often he had no way to judge the 

passage of time.  At least a month.  Surely Robert...  He opened 

his eyes again.  Closing them only made the nausea worse.  

Vadin's taunts were just that.  Robert would come for him. 

Lord Vadin entered the chamber.  He went immediately to the 

fire, and set the iron into it to heat.  Ethan bit back a 

whimper.  Despite the healing, he could still feel the sensation 

of the heated metal being laid against his feet.   

A few other tasks were performed.  The warlord removed his 

boots and armored doublet before going to the desk and 

transferring some items from a belt pouch to the drawer.  It was 

several minutes before Lord Vadin walked to the cage and 

unfastened the lock.  He opened the door, and gestured for Ethan 

to exit.  Ethan obeyed, remaining on his knees.  Rising without 

permission had gotten him thirty lashes.  Lord Vadin caught his 

chin, and turned his head towards the fire.  "You see the iron, 

Ethan?" 

He swallowed.  "Yes, master." 

His chin was released.  Lord Vadin caught the short chain 

on the collar, and led Ethan towards the center of the room.  

Ethan followed on his hands and knees.  The warlord sat down on 

the sofa, sprawling comfortably.  "You have one hour.  If I am 

not pleased, I will use the iron.  If I am, I will use the 

strap."  His smile was cruel as he settled back on the sofa.  

"Please me, Ethan." 

Ethan crawled forward, and began unfastening the front of 

Lord Ethan's trousers.  Lord Vadin caught his chin.  "Ask 

permission, first." 

"May I..."  Ethan swallowed.  "May I taste your cock, 

master?" 

The warlord ran his fingers through Ethan's hair.  "Yes." 

# 

The glyph burned brightly where he had drawn it on the 

stone.  Samet ignited the pile of herbs with a gesture, and 

their sickly aroma filled the air around him.  He stood in the 

center of the markings, careful to not let so much as a stray 

thread of his garment cross the gleaming lines. 

In front of him a woman took shape.  A crone, so impossibly 

old that she was scarcely resembled a human.  Her twisted and 

withered fingers ended in talons.  She smiled at him, revealing 

that her teeth were jagged shards.  Blood trickled from one side 

of her mouth.  “Again you call.” 

“It was not present.” 
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Her face contorted with fury.  “Taken.”  She hissed, and 

the sound seemed to echo through the darkness around them as 

though a thousand serpentine witnesses voiced their displeasure. 

“Is there another?”  Samet raised an eyebrow. 

“Three there were, and three only.”  She moved within the 

confines of the sigil, her movements twisted and jerky.  She 

shuddered.  “One taken.  One beyond your reach.  And the other…”  

Her eyes turned northward. 

Samet sighed.  “Naturally.” 
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4 

 

Gingerly, Ethan drew the robe over his shoulders, wincing 

as it settled.  The silk was light, but still stung where it 

brushed the welts.  Lord Vadin had not bothered to come up with 

an excuse for inflicting the most recent punishment, and it 

would be a few hours yet before the healer came by to repair the 

damage.  Aside from the brand, he'd thus far avoided scars.  

Lord Vadin preferred an unmarred canvas for his work.  He tied 

the robe closed, and picked up the tray from the table. 

The guard in the hall stepped forward to block his path.  

Ethan forced himself not to pull away as the man ran a hand over 

his cheek.  Lord Vadin had been very clear that the lieutenant 

was to be... accommodated, as long as such accommodations did 

not interfere with Ethan's duties to Lord Vadin himself.  He 

wasn't sure how far returning the mast... Lord Vadin's breakfast 

tray counted.  

He did not resist as the tray was taken from him and set 

aside.  Nor did he resist when he was spun around and slammed 

into the wall.  The lieutenant's lips brushed his ear as he 

spoke.  "Your brother's forces took the harbor back."  He rubbed 

a hand over the welts, and Ethan bit back a sound of pain.  "I 

wonder what his lordship is going to do to you tonight."  He 

stepped back, releasing Ethan.  "Bring me back one of the pies." 

Ethan picked the tray back up, and continued down the hall. 

# 

Samet turned the page as carefully as possible, then began 

copying the words over onto a fresh sheet.  Across the table, 

the two scribes he’d hired were doing the same thing with other 

tomes.  Of the eight tomes he’d come to retrieve, four would not 

survive transport.  One of them had barely survived the trip 

from shelf to table.  Whoever thought it was a good idea to 

build a library this close to the sea should really be executed. 

Using the scribes was dangerous.  If they told the wrong 

people what he’d sought in the library…  And yet he was too 

pressed for time to handle the entirety of the work himself.  

Killing them both seemed the prudent option, yet the deaths of 

two scribes after meeting with a mysterious stranger was exactly 

the sort of thing that could get the wrong people interested. 

# 

Graham paced back and forth in the room he'd been given.  

Being in the center of Lord Vadin's forces made him nervous, 

despite the Prelate robes he wore.  The warlord had previously 

shown an unwillingness to respect the Conventions. 
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Which is what had brought him here in the first place.  His 

stomach clenched.  Since he'd been taken to the tower, they had 

no confirmation that Ethan remained among the living.  He closed 

his eyes, and took a deep breath.  He and Robert had been 

friends since the day they could walk, and he considered the 

prince to be his nephew.  If the boy was dead... 

If the boy was dead any chance of peace was gone.  The 

prince was well loved by the nobility and the people.  Not that 

he expected there was much of a chance for peace while the 

warlord remained in command. 

He turned when the door was opened and Lord Vadin stepped 

into the room.  His eyes widened when he saw Ethan following a 

pace behind the warlord.  The boy's face was pale, and there was 

bruising around his left eye.  He also looked thinner than he 

remembered, though part of that may have been the simple tunic 

he was wearing was too big for him.  He noted that the prince 

was barefoot. 

"Prelate Graham.  A pleasure to make your acquaintance."  

Lord Vadin nodded to him.  "I believe you are here to discuss my 

recent acquisition?"  

"I am."  Graham bowed, despite his distaste for the man.  

"King Robert has requested I negotiate the matter of the ransom.  

There appears to have been a communication difficulty." 

"There is no communication difficulty."  Lord Vadin shook 

his head.  "I received Robert's offer, and I rejected it.  I 

will be keeping the prince." 

Graham didn't miss Ethan's flinch when Vadin waved a hand 

in his direction, and Graham's eyes narrowed.  "My lord, per the 

Conventions..." 

"Ethan."  Lord Vadin turned to the prince.  "Turn around."  

Wordlessly, the young man obeyed.  "Remove your tunic." 

Every oath of non-violence he had taken nearly flew out the 

window when he saw the condition of Ethan's back.  Red welts, 

some still bleeding, criss-crossed the ridges of older welts, 

and beneath those were deep purple bruises.  "Blood of the 

gods."  He forced himself to take deep breaths. 

Satisfaction was clearly visible on Lord Vadin's face.  "I 

have chosen to disregard the Conventions on this matter.  I find 

the prince rather entertaining company, and thus he shall be 

remaining my property." 

"He's just a boy." 

"Ethan, how old are you?"  Lord Vadin glanced at the man. 

"Eighteen, master."  Ethan's voice was hoarse and hollow. 

"Old enough to sit on a throne, I believe."  Lord Vadin 

smirked.  "Though I'd wager at the moment he'd find sitting 

anywhere rather difficult."  He stared at Graham.  "If Robert 

wants him, tell him to come and get him.  Until then, he'll be 
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enjoying my..."  Lord Vadin waved a hand carelessly.  

"Hospitality."  He glanced at Ethan.  "I am sure you two have 

much to discuss."  He turned and left the room. 

Immediately, Graham went to Ethan.  He flinched when he saw 

that there were welts across Ethan's chest as well.  "Ethan." 

"Don't tell Robert.  Please, Graham.  He'll..."  Ethan 

shook his head frantically.  "Lord Vadin wants to bait him, make 

him so angry he'll make mistakes.  He wants Robert to go on the 

offensive, to..."  He met Graham's eyes.  "Don't tell him." 

"I have to tell him, Ethan."  He started to put a hand on 

the boy's shoulder, and stopped himself when Ethan flinched at 

the gesture. 

"My men.  Vincent.  Did they..."  Ethan looked away. 

"They made it back.  Told us Vadin had only kept you."  

Graham sighed.  "Vincent realized when the villagers went with 

them that you must have..."   

"I bent knee.  He let them go."  Ethan's voice was dull.   

"Ethan."  He felt his stomach twist.   

"Don't tell Robert."  The words were little more than a 

whisper.  "Please." 

He felt a tear escape and run down his face.  "I have to 

tell him." 

"Won't want me back, if he..." 

"Oh sweet mother."  Graham felt bile rise in his throat.  

"Ethan..."  He took a deep breath.  "Your brother won't hold 

anything that happened against you.  None of it.  Ever." 

"I can't..."  Ethan closed his eyes.  "Don't tell him." 

Gently, he took one of Ethan's hands, and for the first 

time since taking his oaths wished that he was permitted to lie.  

"I will tell Robert only what is necessary, Ethan." 

# 

“Ain’t nothing here, boss.”  The leader of the men he’d 

hired to bring him to the site shook his head.  “Tried to tell 

you, but you were…” 

“Shh.”  Samet walked into tomb, looking around the empty 

chamber.  Whatever images had been painted on the wall were lost 

to time and vandalism.  He continued deeper in, stopping at the 

largest of the chambers.   

The men exchanged looks with each other, rolling their eyes 

and snickering as they followed.  The largest of them smirked, 

and raised an eyebrow at the leader.  The leader nodded.  “We’ll 

be wanting to get paid, now.” 

“You were paid half already.”  Samet ran his long fingers 

across the vanished pattern, feeling the stone beneath his 

fingertips.  There was a slight tingle of energy.  He nodded.  

“And you will be paid the rest upon our return.” 
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“Yeah, we talked it over.”  They started drawing their 

weapons.  “And we’ll be taking it now.  And everything else in 

your saddle bags.”  The leader smirked.  “If yer smart, you’ll 

hand it over quiet, and you can walk away.” 

“An interesting puzzle, is it not?”  Samet shrugged.  “If I 

was smart, I would hand over everything.  And yet, if I was 

smart, I would not have come alone into the midst of the 

wilderness with a band of ruffians.”  He felt the tingle 

sharpen.  “Thus there are two possibilities at work.”  He 

focused, and felt the ambient magic respond.  “Either I am 

extraordinarily stupid…”  A smile came to his face.  “Or I am 

not in the slightest bit of danger.” 

The club the leader carried was large, and bound in iron.  

A crude, but remarkably efficient weapon, and one that took 

little skill to wield.  The man pointed it at Samet.  “Keep 

talking, and maybe we’ll see if what they say about you western 

boys is true.” 

“And what do they say, precisely?”  Samet took his hand off 

the wall.   

“You’re good with your mouths for more than just talkin 

nonsense.”  There were several chuckles from the group. 

“Oh you truly have no idea.”  Samet slowly turned, and saw 

the men recoil, eyes widening.  “Yet as I recall, they say other 

things as well.”  The shadows in the chamber began to flicker as 

flames rose in the long empty empty fire pits.   

“What the bloody fuck…”  The leader of the men stumbled.  

Two in the back of the group started to turn toward the passage 

out, and flames rose in the hallway, blocking their path. 

“I should warn you.”  Samet formed the fireball in his 

hand.  “Some of what they say is indeed true.” 

# 

Lord Vadin stared at the prelate.  He had to give the man 

marks for courage.  There were few who'd have the nerve to argue 

with him in his own stronghold.  But then...  "Prelate, you seem 

to believe that your robes will protect you, even here."  He 

folded his arms.  Diplomacy was a double edged sword.  The 

prelate was to be allowed to conduct his business without direct 

interference.  But though he could talk all he wanted, he was 

also forbidden to directly interfere.  "And perhaps you are 

correct.  But I suggest you recall that they only protect you." 

"You bring threats into a negotiation?"  Graham raised an 

eyebrow. 

"Are we still negotiating?"  Lord Vadin frowned.  "I 

thought I was clear.  I have no fear of your coalition.  Your 

cities will surrender, or I will lay them to waste." 

"Your people are outnumbered, Vadin.  And your supply lines 

are stretched too far for siege.  Your position is..." 
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He held up a hand, and glanced at the young man holding the 

tray.  "Ethan, do refill the goblets.  I fear our guest intends 

to talk himself hoarse."   

The prelate began speaking again as soon as Ethan had 

finished the task.  Vadin cut him off.  "Brelith."  He glanced 

at the tall guard.  "I am bored.  Find something entertaining to 

do to Ethan." 

Wine splattered as the goblet fell out of the prelate's 

hand.  He actually took a step forward before stopping himself.  

"You..." 

"I believe you were listing reasons I should accept terms?"  

Vadin lifted his own goblet to his lips.  Brelith shoved an 

unresisting Ethan against a table, bending him over.  The guard 

began to unfasten his own breeches.  When the prelate started to 

turn away, Vadin shook his head.  "Look away, and I'll have them 

apply a hot iron to his feet."  He smiled.  "And he really hates 

that.  Screams like a cornered wildcat." 

"You son of a bitch."  Prelate Graham clenched his fists. 

"Let me explain something about negotiations."  He glanced 

at where Brelith was working on Ethan.  The prince endured the 

motions silently.  "I told your little prince that every day he 

had a choice.  Submit, or I would have Taladin prisoners 

currently in my custody burned alive.  Today, I believe we have 

one hundred and seventeen."  He smiled.  "I make the rest of 

your people the same offer.  Surrender, or watch the flames 

rise." 

# 

“Was burning all of them really necessary?”  The tiny 

figure squeaked.  “It stinks in here.” 

“You complain entirely too much.”  Samet unrolled another 

of the hidden chamber’s scrolls.  “You said you knew what it 

was.” 

“I said I would know it if I saw it.”  She walked across 

the stone table, a voluptuous figure of a woman only seven 

inches tall.  Her silvery wings fluttered.  “That’s not it.” 

Samet sighed, and looked around the chamber.  There were 

nearly a hundred scrolls.  “If only I had thought to hire some 

help with going through all this.” 

“Oooh, shiny.”  She zipped across the chamber to land in 

front of a copper mirror, and immediately began admiring herself 

from all angles. 

He shook his head fondly before unrolling another scroll.  

Immediately he smiled.  Upon the scroll was drawn a map.  

“Enesuriel.”  He glanced over to see her still preening.  

“Enesuriel.”   

“What?”  She fluttered over and landed in front of him.  

“That’s it.  That’s the one.” 
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“Alright.  I’m going to collect the rest of the scrolls, 

and we can be on our way.” 

A small sound came from her.  “Just the scrolls?”  

“And the mirror.”  He rolled his eyes. 

She squealed happily before darting back to admire herself 

some more. 

# 

"Prelate Graham left this morning.  Rode out of here like 

his robes were on fire."  Lord Vadin walked a circle around his 

captive.  "I was rather disappointed on how little effort you 

put into the show, Ethan.  I know you can..."  He touched 

Ethan's leg.  Despite the boy's silence, tears had been visible 

on the Prelate's face.  "Sing much better than that."   

He stepped back.  Ethan was suspended upside down, his 

ankles securely shackled to a bar.  His wrists were likewise 

shackled, fastened to bolts that had been driven into the stone 

floor.  The chains had been pulled taut.  The prince's head was 

just slightly below Lord Vadin's waist.  He intend to make use 

of that fact later.  For now, he crouched, lowering himself 

until their heads were nearly at equal level.  He caught Ethan's 

hair, forcing the young man to look at him.  "A healer once told 

me something interesting.  She said that when suspended with 

one's head below one's center mass it is virtually impossible 

for one to lose consciousness."  He let go of Ethan's head, and 

walked over to the table, where he picked up the single tail 

whip.  He held it where Ethan could get a clear view of it, and 

saw the young man's eyes widen.  "Shall we test that theory?" 

# 

"He is refusing to ransom my brother."  Robert stared at 

the fire. 

"Ethan believes that Vadin wants you to go on the 

offensive.  Become so angry that you make the mistake of 

invading." 

"What aren't you telling me?"  Robert turned and met his 

eyes. 

Graham closed his own eyes.  He took two deep breaths 

before reopening them.  Robert felt his stomach twist before the 

man could reply.  "Only what Ethan asked me not to tell you." 

"Not to tell me that he's being tortured."  Robert shook 

his head, and then slammed his fist into the wall hard enough 

that the panel cracked.  "Because he doesn't want me so angry I 

make the mistake of invading."  He hit the wall again, leaving a 

smear of red.  Slowly he turned back to his friend, and saw the 

hollowness of his eyes.  "He made you bear witness." 

"Yes."  Graham sighed.  "A terrible bargain.  If Ethan 

defends himself or tries to escape, Vadin simply orders whatever 

of our people he has on hand as prisoners burned alive." 
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"I have heard no reports of prisoners being burned alive."  

Robert shook his head, and then hit the wall again as he 

realized what exactly that meant.  And that bastard'd had his 

little brother for months now.  "Give word.  The one that brings 

my brother home, alive, will be rewarded with Whitehall, and all 

the titles and rights that come with it." 

"Yes, your majesty."  He started to walk away. 

"Graham."   

"Yes?" 

He looked down at his bleeding knuckles.  "Vadin has a 

trueborn son.”  If rumor were accurate, said son was living 

proof of the darker pacts the warlord had made.  “Find him." 

# 

Samet gently lowered the copper mirror into the pool of 

water.  Once it was fully submerged, he concentrated, calling 

his magic to him before he released it.  It sank maybe a half 

inch more before vanishing.  “You realize this puts you once 

again into my debt.”  He glanced at the faery. 

She fluttered up to his eye level.  “A leash can be pulled 

from either end.”  She planted a kiss on the tip of his nose 

before soaring up and diving into the pool.  Her form vanished 

into the water without leaving a hint of a ripple.   

He rose, and dusted his hands off on his leggings.  He 

walked back to his horse, and gently stroked his nose before 

looking to the west.  Then he shook his head, grabbed the reins, 

and began heading north. 

# 

Ethan felt the blood drain from his face when he saw Lord 

Vadin pacing the room.  The warlord glanced up at him.  Ethan 

closed the door behind him.  "Has the healer been by?"  Lord 

Vadin waved a hand irritably at him. 

The question usually meant a new torture was to be 

inflicted.  He could see an iron had been laid in the fire.  

"Yes, master."  He took a deep breath, and then approached the 

warlord, dropping to his knees a pace away.  "May I removed your 

boots, master?" 

His fingers began unfastening the boots as soon as they 

were put in front of him.  As soon as the second one was 

removed, he spoke again.  "Would master care for wine?"  If he 

could get the edge off, perhaps he could avoid the iron, at the 

least. 

"The red.  Be fast about it."  Lord Vadin stalked to his 

desk, and sat down, shoving a couple pieces of parchment. 

He poured the wine generously, and carried it to the desk, 

careful not to spill.  Fighting the urge to take a deep breath, 

he dropped to his knees again to offer the wine.  Lord Vadin 

snatched it out of his hand.  "You look weary, Master."  
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Timidly, Ethan reached a hand out, stopping a hair's breath from 

actually touching Lord Vadin's knee.  "May I service you, 

master?" 

Lord Vadin blinked down at him.  "Service me?" 

Ethan inched closer, and then fumbled briefly for the tie 

on Lord Vadin's breeches.  "Please, master.  May I service you?" 

He felt Lord Vadin's hand on his head, and then the fingers 

tightened in his hair.  He let himself be pulled forward without 

resistance, and continued working at the knot.  Slowly, he 

teased Lord Vadin free of the breeches, and felt pressure as 

Lord Vadin forced his head down into the warlord's lap.  He 

opened his mouth, and flicked his tongue around the end of Lord 

Vadin's cock before taking it into his mouth.   

Please let this be enough.  Anything was better than the 

iron, and the scent of his own burning flesh. 

# 

The demon rose from the shadows.  It’s dozen legs each 

ended in a spiky protrusion of bone, and still more spikes 

jutted from its armored torso and shoulders.  In it’s hands, it 

held a massive axe.  It roared, revealing a maw of jagged fangs. 

“Oh.”  Samet swallowed.  “Well.”  He shook his head.  “The 

texts didn’t exactly mention you.” 

It lunged. 

# 

He moaned slightly as he leaned back in the chair, shifting 

his legs further apart.  Three months had certainly done wonders 

for his captive's oral techniques.  Lord Vadin actually gasped 

when he felt Ethan's fingers gently caress his balls, while the 

young man's tongue played over his shaft. 

Lord Vadin pulled the young man's head down.  Ethan no 

longer gagged when taking his full length.  When he felt the 

young man start to pull back, he tightened his grip on his 

captive's hair and held him in place.  "No." 

Ethan leaned forward again in response, and Lord Vadin felt 

the young man moving his tongue against the base of his shaft  

He smiled when he felt Ethan began to struggle for breath, but 

waited until he felt him actually choking before he let him back 

up.  Just a couple months ago, he'd have had to force the young 

man to continue.  Now, Ethan's tongue was already at work once 

more, gently caressing the tip for several seconds before Ethan 

began to swallow his cock once more. 

He came in the prince's mouth, and was pleased when the 

young man did not pull away.  Slowly, Ethan lifted his head, and 

looked up at Lord Vadin.  "Would you care for more wine, 

master?" 

# 
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His ribs burned, and one moved slightly when touched, 

sending a fresh wave of pain through him.  The coppery taste of 

blood was in his mouth.  Samet stumbled, barely catching himself 

before he fell.  He clutched his prize to him as he staggered up 

the stairs.  Call my name.  The words came from the air around 

him 

Halfway back to the horse, the world suddenly swirled 

around him.  I can help you.  Her voice seemed to whisper in his 

ear.  Say my name.  He fell to his knees, and spat out a 

mouthful of blood.  It took three tries before he could stand 

again.  Call to me and I will come. 

He made it to the horse, and began fumbling at the saddle 

bags.  It doesn’t have to be this hard, Samet.  The knot seemed 

to fight him.  Say my name, Samet.  He drew his knife and cut 

the lace, dropping the knife again as he reached inside.  That 

won’t be enough.  You’ll die here, and it will be lost.  It took 

him three tries to open the potion, and he drank the fluid down.  

You don’t have to do this alone.  It rolled in his belly.  Say 

my name. 

Samet collapsed.  There is no need for you to suffer.  Just 

say my name.  He caught the horses reins, wrapping them around 

his arm, and used them to pull himself back up as he fumbled for 

another potion.  Say my name.  He coughed, nearly choking on the 

potion, and then darkness claimed him.  Samet… 
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5 

 

He woke to pain and a horse nuzzling his head.  Carefully, 

he tried moving.  His ribs ached, but there was no sharp twinge.  

Samet sat up, and regretted it immediately as his head started 

to swim.  He turned to the side and vomited. 

After wiping his mouth, he shifted to check his prize.  The 

athame’s dull gleam reflected a light that was not present, and 

the cracked blue stone set into the hilt seemed to gaze back at 

him.  He tucked it away again, careful not to let it touch his 

bare skin. 

It took him three tries to get to his feet, and even then 

he had to lean heavily on the horse.  Samet dug another potion 

from the saddlebag, and drained it before patting the horse’s 

neck.  “Alright.  Let’s see about getting ourselves out of here, 

shall we?”  The horse nickered at him.  “Yes, I know, but it is 

difficult enough trusting you with this.”  He sighed.  “Come, 

boy.  It’s time to head west.” 

# 

He went on his toes again to ease the pressure in his 

shoulders.  Lord Vadin had bound his each of his wrists to 

pillars before doing the same to his ankles.  The pillars were 

just high enough that his heels only brushed the floor.  The 

warlord had gagged him, and then added a blindfold as well.  

Then he'd been left, spread naked and blind, to await Lord 

Vadin's amusement. 

Not for the first time, Ethan considered that the being 

left to wait was second only to the iron when it came to the 

tortures Lord Vadin inflicted.  With the addition of the 

blindfold, what few ways he had to judge the passage of time 

were eliminated.  And the room was cold. 

From time to time, he felt hands on his body.  Some 

caressed.  Some inflicted pain.  No one spoke to him, leaving 

the violations curiously alien.  Lord Vadin's retainers 

reminding him that he was entirely at their mercy.  Displayed 

for their entertainment.   Two of Lord Vadin's bodyguards, some 

lords, a scholar, the scribe, and the woman.  After Lord Vadin, 

he feared the woman most. 

A slight draft.  Someone had entered the chamber.  He could 

just make out footsteps approaching him.  And then fire stung 

across his back.  His scream was muffled by the gag.  He braced 

himself.  The footsteps moved around him.  Another lash, this 

one across the front of this thighs.  It continued.  Each time 

the lash struck a different location, and with the blindfold, he 
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could not prepare himself for the blows.  He lost count shortly 

before he lost consciousness. 

He woke to the healer's hands sending her magic through 

him.  He had a moment to realize he was still bound when he 

heard Lord Vadin's voice. "Are you enjoying yourself, Ethan?"  

Some part of him wanted to scream defiance through the gag.  All 

he actually managed was a shaking sob.  "I am actually somewhat 

impressed.  Just a month ago, you only managed to take sixty 

three blows before passing out on us."  A hand brushed his 

cheek.  "You're up to over a hundred now." 

He groaned behind the gag, and then felt it removed.  

"Ethan?" 

"Yes..."  His breath came in pants.  "Master?" 

Lord Vadin's hand encircled his throat.  "Ask me to 

continue." 

"Master?" 

"Ask me to whip you again, Ethan.  Say please." 

"I..."  Ethan felt tears dampening the blindfold.  His 

voice shook.  "Please whip me again, master."   

A hand patted his cheek. 

And the lash came again.  

# 

“Samet of Atrios.” 

He set his drink down as the tavern around him abruptly 

went silent.  Then he looked up at the group of knights that 

were facing him.  Two held crossbows aimed in his direction.  

“Never heard of him.” 

“On the orders of King Robert, you are under arrest.” 

Samet sighed.  “Alright.  Let us assume, for just a moment, 

that we are in Talidir and you actually do have the authority to 

arrest me…”  He leaned back in his chair.  “Four?”  He leaned 

forward, and stuck his fork into one of the carrots on the 

plate.  “Come back when you are serious.” 

“Aim low.”  The knight turned to the crossbowman to his 

right.  “We need him to live long enough to get to the healer.” 

The crossbowman smirked and fired the bolt at Samet’s leg.  

It flew halfway across the room, then stopped, hanging in midair 

a few feet from Samet.  Samet lifted his hand, and drew a circle 

in the air with his finger.  The bolt spun so that the tip was 

aimed at the man who’d fired it.  He gestured lazily, and the 

bolt flew back, taking the crossbowman high in the shoulder.  

His teeth crunched into the carrot, and he speared another.   

For a moment, the other knights just stared at their 

wounded comrade.  Then the first two drew their blades as the 

third loosed the crossbow bolt.  Samet stopped the bolt and sent 

it through the foot of the knight in the lead, pinning the limb 

to the floor before rising.  He grabbed his goblet, focusing a 
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tendril of energy into the water before hurling the boiling 

liquid into the second knight’s face.  The man screamed and 

began wiping at his face and eyes.  Both crossbow men were still 

reloading when he focused additional tendrils of magic.  The 

strings on both crossbows snapped. 

He set the goblet back on the table before calmly standing.  

“I admit to being curious as to why King Robert has chosen now 

to send you after me?” 

With a grunt, the first knight pulled his foot free of the 

floor.  He gripped his blade and started for Samet again.  Samet 

focused, and the next tendril of magic caught the knight by the 

throat, lifting him off the ground.  The man clawed at the 

invisible binding as he began choking, and Samet turned his gaze 

to the single uninjured man still dumbly holding the crossbow.  

Most of the rest of the tavern’s patrons had cleared out.  “Have 

I done something to incur King Robert’s recent ire?” 

The crossbow man howled something before charging, drawing 

his sword as he did so.  The scalded man also rose again, sword 

in hand, and the man with the bolt in his shoulder drew his 

blade as well, proving that survival was not high on their list 

of priorities.  He flung magic, sending all three men flying 

back.  They hit the back wall, and slid to the ground.  One 

remained still, while the other two tried weakly to get back to 

their feet. 

Belatedly, he realize the last man still hung in the air.  

His feet were thrashing frantically.  Samet released the spell, 

sending the man crashing to the ground where he choked and 

coughed.  “Your name?” 

“I am Sir Vincent.”  The man fumbled for the hilt of his 

sword. 

“Did you know, Sir Vincent…”  Samet raised an eyebrow.  

“You are the first man to ever attempt to take me alive and 

conscious?”  He shook his head.  “Really my good man, you may 

wish to add the word ‘subtle’ to your vocabulary.” 

“Not a mistake I’ll make again.”  The knight narrowed his 

eyes. 

“Good.  I do so hate having to repeat myself.”  Samet 

glanced at where the tavern’s owner was cowering behind the bar.  

He removed a coinpurse from his pocket, and tossed it to him.  

“That should cover my tab.”  He gestured at the wounded knights.  

“And drinks for these gentlemen.”  He picked up another glazed 

carrots off the plate, and bit into it.  “Do give your wife my 

regards.  These are excellent.” 

# 

The blindfold was left on as he was dragged into another 

room.  The guards holding his arms threw him over the sawhorse.  
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Almost instinctively, he started to struggle.  Lord Vadin caught 

his hair.  "Ethan." 

He made himself go still.  "Yes, master?" 

"There are guests that wish to be entertained." 

"Yes, master."  He felt his wrists and ankles bound before 

a strap was put around his waist.  The blindfold was left in 

place. 

"Now, Ethan.  We are going to play a game."  Lord Vadin ran 

a hand over his shoulder.  "You've made some new friends.  They 

are going to..."  He patted Ethan's head.  "Visit.  If you 

identify them incorrectly, you lose."  Amusement tinged his 

voice.  "You won't enjoy losing.  Are you ready to play, Ethan?" 

From somewhere to the left, he heard quiet murmuring.  

Multiple voices.  He couldn't tell how many were about to watch 

his humiliation.  He swallowed.  "Yes, master." 

"Say please." 

"Please..."  He took a deep breath.  "Play with me, 

master." 

He'd barely gotten the words out when someone grabbed his 

hips.  He cried out when his assailant pushed inside.  Someone 

laughed. 

# 

Lord Vadin looked at the young man curled tightly in the 

kennel.  He was right.  Ethan had not enjoyed losing their 

little 'game'.  Though he had rigged it just a little.  Two of 

those that had take their turn had never used the prisoner 

before. 

He fastened his bracers.  Most of his guests had been 

amused by the prince's ordeal.  And the others...  Well, they'd 

gotten the message.  If he could do that to no less than King 

Robert's heir, what could he do to them?  He left the chamber, 

and walked down to the prison cell. 

The guards opened the door for him, and he entered.  The 

sole occupant of the cell gave him a look of utter hatred.  Lord 

Vadin smiled.  "Did you enjoy the show, Jakob?" 

Chains drew the knight back as he tried to lunge forward.  

"Hellspawn." 

"Possibly."  Lord Vadin chuckled.  "The prince was what..."  

Lord Vadin rubbed his chin.  "Three years old, when King Robert 

first charged you with his safety?  Fifteen years.  You watched 

him grow up." 

The knight shook his head, fury and disgust warring on his 

face.  "You will pay." 

"You had your chance, Jakob.  Twice now."  Lord Vadin 

shrugged.  "You abandoned him to my mercy.  And then you failed 

to rescue him."  He waved a hand.  "He doesn't yet know why I 
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punished him earlier.  Or that you were part of the audience.  

Should I tell him?" 

"I'll not help you hurt him more." 

"I wonder."  Lord Vadin tapped his chin.  "When I first 

captured him, do you know why he bent knee?"  He tilted his head 

at Jakob.  "To save you and your fellows."  Jakob turned away, 

hanging his head.  His lips curled in something like a snarl, 

but he did not reply.  "I wonder..."  Lord Vadin clasped his 

hands behind his back.  "What would he give me now, if I offered 

your life in exchange?" 

Jakob lunged at him again, and Lord Vadin laughed.   

# 

“Stop right there.”  Two armed men stepped out into the 

path.  From the way they both looked around them, at least two 

more had to be in the nearby bushes.  “Throw down your weapons 

and surrender.” 

Samet sighed, then casually tossed his walking stick aside.  

“Would you mind telling me how much further to Ralenvale?” 

“You won’t be seeing it.”  The taller of the two men 

smirked.  “You’re worth gold.” 

“It is possible this is a case of mistaken identity.” 

“You’re Samet of Atrios.”  The shorter man started toward 

him, pulling manacles out of his belt pouch as he did. 

“Ah.”  Samet nodded.  “So you really are that stupid.” 

# 

He sat, watching his prisoner calmly.  He'd bound Ethan's 

hands behind his back, then secured his bound wrists to a chain 

that hung from a pulley.  He'd raised the chain until Ethan was 

on tiptoe, half bent forward as his own weight tugged at his 

shoulders.  He'd been standing like that for almost an hour now, 

and there was a sheen of sweet over his entire body.  The 

prince's breath was a combination of ragged gasps and whimpers, 

but he did not plead for release.  Lord Vadin had told him not 

to. 

Once more he read through the letter on his desk.  He was 

sending Sir Jakob back to report to King Robert.  The only real 

question was whether to cut off the man's hands first.  For a 

time, he'd considered telling Ethan about the failed rescue 

attempt.  But it was so much fun, watching the hope die a little 

more each day.  He picked up a report, and waved it briefly at 

the captive.  "I've news." 

Ethan's voice was hoarse.  "What is it, master?" 

"You're an uncle again."  He smiled.  "The queen gave birth 

to a son."  He saw Ethan's eyes widen as realization came.  

"Guess you know why rescue hasn't come." 
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The prince closed his eyes, and went back to looking at the 

floor in front of him.  "Yes, master."  The words were little 

more than a whisper. 

Lord Vadin smiled before picking up the leather strap.  He 

walked behind Ethan, and ran a hand over the young man's 

buttocks.  He squeezed, then ran a hand between Ethan's legs.  

The young man spread them obediently.  "Please fuck me, master." 

"I will.  Don't worry."  He gave Ethan's balls a slight 

twist, just enough to make Ethan whimper.  "But I think I'll 

warm you up a bit, first."  He stepped back and brought the 

strap down across the top of Ethan's thighs. 

# 

The woman and another man entered the room behind Master.  

Ethan dropped to his knees, his head bowed.  Master walked over 

to him and grabbed a handful of hair, pulling his head up.  He 

looked down at Ethan before rather unceremoniously dragging him 

to the table, and hauling him onto it, face up.  He caught the 

short chain fastened to the collar, and used it to drag Ethan 

across the table until his head was hanging off the other side.  

He stayed where he'd been placed, knowing that to move 

without permission would invite greater pain than whatever it 

was they had in store for him.  He felt the woman probe him, her 

fingers slick with the lubrication.  She stepped away.  Master 

came to his head, unfastening his trousers, and the other man 

went to the other side.  He closed his lips obediently around 

Master's cock just as the other man unceremoniously forced his 

way inside.  He had to fight the urge not to bite down. 

A hand wrapped around his shaft and began to rub, gently.  

The woman's other hand stroked his chest in a soft caress.  He 

hated her, hated more how she could bring him pleasure despite 

what the other two were doing to him.  If he could see her 

hands, they'd have the soft glow that indicated a spell.  Master 

had laughed when she'd made him cum while he was being whipped, 

and the worst part was he'd been made to thank her for it. 

Master hauled him to the floor when they'd finished, and 

ordered him to go clean himself up and return.  He scrambled to 

obey.   

The other man had left when he returned a few minutes 

later.  "Bring a crop and come here."  Master gestured. 

Ethan picked up the softer of the two crops and carried it 

to Master, bowing when he offered it.  Master grabbed the short 

chain, and hauled up until Ethan was on his toes and gasping.  

"I'm impressed."  The woman chuckled.  "You've broken him rather 

thoroughly." 

"Samet will arrive next month.  I'm going to give Ethan to 

him."  He let Ethan down enough to breath.  "My son.  Samet.  He 

was fond of Talit." 
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"Yes, master."  He'd heard of the son.  A sorcerer.  The 

guard had told him of the time Samet had immolated a servant for 

spilling his drink. 

Master let go of the collar, and took hold of his hair 

again.  He was hauled to the bed, where the woman laid back.  

His head was placed between her legs.  Ethan set about his task, 

and heard the woman moan as she took hold of the collar to keep 

him in place. 

The crop was brought down on his shoulders.  He cried out, 

and she laughed in response to the sensation. 

# 

“Samet of Atrios.” 

“Oh…”  Samet rubbed his forehead as he looked at the rather 

bedraggled soldiers blocking his path.  Two of them were 

actually carrying sickles rather than swords.  “For the love 

of…” 

# 

Lord Vadin kept hold of the collar, forcing Ethan to arch 

his neck and back.  The young man's palms were flat on the bed 

on either side of him as he looked up at the ceiling, and his 

hips moved as he raised and lowered himself atop Lord Vadin.  

Lord Vadin smiled to himself, relaxing as his prisoner did the 

work.  

He ran a hand down Ethan's arm.  “Have I told you of my 

son?”  He smiled.  “He once burned a man’s eyes out of his head 

when the fool displeased him.”  He caressed Ethan’s hip.  “You 

will please him, won’t you, Ethan?” 

The young man’s voice was hollow.  “Yes, master.” 

# 

Samet stood on the rise, looking down at the lights of the 

city below.  Some flickered and moved, torches and lanterns in 

the hands of those going about their lives.  His father had 

claimed Rohil two years previously, and moved his court to the 

elegant city.  The stone walls had been built in previous ages, 

and yet still stood proud and unmarred.  There was magic woven 

into the mortar, ancient wards and still older magic, leaking 

out from the ruins upon which the city had been built.  Time out 

of mind, when gods had still walked among men. 

Rohil.  The bastion of the last of the Sorcerer-Kings.  His 

father was not exactly known for his subtlety.  He stroked the 

horse’s nose, and for several seconds, considered just 

continuing on.  Samet shook his head.  No.  If he was to be 

successful, he was going to need resources.   

And perhaps, just maybe, there was still a chance it would 

all be unnecessary. 

# 
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Vadin strode across the hall the moment he saw the door 

open.  “Samet.”  He pulled his son into an embrace. 

“Father.”  Samet smiled.  

“I was beginning to worry.”  He gestured for Samet to 

follow him.  “Foolish of me, I know.”  He looked Samet over, 

then shook his head.  “Look at you.  When was the last time you 

sat down to a proper meal?”  He frowned at a tear in the hem of 

Samet’s coat.  “Trouble on the road?” 

“There were several groups that made very poor life 

decisions.”  Samet shrugged.  “Far too many desperate men on the 

road these days.” 

“My soldiers will clear them out soon enough.”  He led 

Samet to the war table, and gestured at the scene.  “We’ve taken 

most of the seaports along the dragon coast.” 

“Impressive.”  Samet looked over the spread of army and 

territory.  The army and territory he would one day inherit.  

His scion, the sorcerer-king.  “I had not heard Candlemere had 

fallen.” 

“Two weeks ago.”  Vadin nodded.  “I’ve instructed that the 

contents of it’s library be brought here, for your use.” His 

smile was proud.  It would be interesting to see what his son 

could do with that resource. 

“Thank you.”  Samet nodded. 

“You’ll want to settle in.”  He gestured toward one of the 

servants.  “And I’ve a gift for you.” 

“Oh?”  Samet raised an eyebrow.  

“Talit’s killer fell into my hands.”  He folded his arms.  

He’d intended his bastard to one day be the general to his 

trueborn son and heir, and had raised the boys to be brothers.  

“He is yours now, to do with as you please.” 

“Talit’s death was a loss to us all.”  Samet straightened, 

then put his hand on Vadin’s shoulder.   

He reached forward and put his hand on the back of Samet’s 

neck, pulling his son closer until their foreheads touched.  His 

vision blurred for a moment.  “It is good to have you safely 

home.” 
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6 

 

Samet shook his head.  When his father had spoken of giving 

him Talit's killer, the last thing he'd been expecting to find 

waiting for him was a terrified teenager.  The kid's face was 

pale, the pallor of one who hadn’t seen the sun in some time 

combined with fear.  His father's idea of a sick joke, perhaps?  

He'd damn the man, if he weren't fairly certain the fates had 

already done so.  Revenge for his half-brother’s death was one 

thing.  This was…  Something else entirely.  "How long have you 

been a prisoner here?" 

"Since shortly before winter, master."  It was nearly 

winter again.  He’d likely been a very handsome youth, before 

his captivity.  Dark circles under the young man's amber eyes 

stood out starkly on the pale, jaundiced skin.  The boy’s blond 

hair hung down past his shoulders, shaggy and limp.  His cheeks 

were slightly sunken, and his body was too thin for his frame.  

He wore a robe of all but translucent white silk, beneath which 

a brand of his father’s sigil stood out on one shoulder.  That 

combined with the collar and leash around the boy’s throat made 

his status clear.  

He looked around the room.  His father had certainly 

outdone himself providing every luxury.  Beautiful tapestries 

and thick carpets held the heat in the room nicely despite the 

delicately patterned stained glass windows.  Bookcases lined one 

wall, two full and four waiting.  And a body-slave who looked 

like he hadn't slept or eaten in days.  Well, perhaps 

fortunately, he'd just lost his appetite.  He waved at the tray 

that had been set on desk.  "Eat.  I'd hate for that to go to 

waste."   

# 

Ethan watched the man warily as he ate.  His old Master had 

given him to this man, Master’s son, with strict instructions 

that he was to serve, taking care of all his new Master’s needs 

and obey his commands.  And so he ate.  Though welcome, the rich 

food rolled somewhat in his empty belly.  His new Master was 

sorting through a basket of scrolls he’d brought with them, 

putting some onto the bookshelves and tossing others onto the 

desk. 

The new Master was taller and thinner than the old Master, 

yet their features shared some similarity.  New Master’s face 

had sharper angles, and he wore his black hair tied back and 

hanging halfway down his back rather than the short military 

haircut of the old Master.  His skin was darker than old 

Master’s, though perhaps that was just due to the lighter colors 
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he wore.  He was muttering to himself as though he’d forgotten 

Ethan’s existence entirely. 

He finished as much of the tray as he could, less than half 

of what had been on the plate.  Not finishing could result in 

punishment, but so could vomiting the food back up.  The old 

Master would have punished first for one, then for the other.  

Ethan stayed still, uncertain what would happen when his new 

Master’s attention fell back upon him. 

“Do you have a name?” 

“Ethan, master.” 

“Do you know my name?” 

“Samet, master.” 

The last of the scrolls was placed upon the shelf.  “You 

can return to your quarters, Ethan.”  When Ethan didn’t move, 

Samet raised an eyebrow.  “You are dismissed.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan nodded, and headed toward the kennel 

that had been set into one corner of the room. 

“Stop.”  Ethan obeyed the command.  “What are you doing?” 

“Have I erred, master?”  He felt fear rising in his gut.  

The guardsman had waxed poetic about his new Master’s affinity 

for fire, pointing out the sorcerer could do with a touch what 

the old Master did with the searing brand.  It took him a moment 

to realize he was trembling. 

# 

He’d noticed the cage, and assumed it was for the times he 

occasionally required a creature for his work.  It was far 

smaller than anything he’d have expected to contain a grown man.  

Ethan would not have been able to sit upright within, nor 

stretch his legs.  Frankly, the young man wouldn’t have been 

able to move much at all in the cramped confines.  Talit’s face 

came to his mind.  His brother’s laughter as they raced their 

horses across the field.  “You killed my brother.”   

“Yes, master.”  The boy’s voice was small, almost a 

whimper.  Samet realized the young man was actually shaking. 

Samet clenched his fists.  He opened his mouth, intending 

to order the young man out of the room, but stopped himself.  If 

he sent Ethan away, the assumption would be that the young man 

had displeased him in some fashion.  He shook his head, then 

took another look around the room.  “Get in the bed, Ethan.” 

“Yes, master.”  The young man crossed the room quickly.  He 

laid face down on the bed. 

With a sigh, Samet walked back to his desk.  He sat down, 

picking up one of the scrolls he’d placed there earlier.  Then 

he leaned his head back, and looked around the room again.  

Short perhaps of the desk itself, there was no other piece of 

furniture large enough to accommodate his own height.  He 

sighed.  It was going to be a long night. 
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# 

He lay still, uncertain of what was going to happen.  His 

new Master did not follow him to the bed, but instead went to 

the desk.  Ethan’s stomach rolled again, and he swallowed, 

forcing himself to remain still.  He wasn’t certain what he’d 

done wrong, or what the consequences were going to be. 

Time passed, and the fire began to die down in the 

fireplace.  Ethan caught himself nodding off, and jerked back to 

wakefulness, terrified he’d missed a command from his new 

Master.  The man still sat at the desk, sorting scrolls into 

piles.  The fire was all but embers when Master finally rose.  

The man stripped his clothes off and tossed them haphazardly 

over the dresser before climbing onto the other side of the bed, 

pulling the covers over him, and… 

Ethan’s eyes widened slightly as a soft snore came from the 

other side of the bed only a few minutes later.  He lay still, 

terrified of moving and inadvertently reminding the man of his 

presence.  Exhaustion slowly began to replace the fear, and his 

eyes closed. 

# 

Samet growled at the tome in front of him.  A combination 

of time and water damage had rendered half the text illegible, 

and procuring a different copy would have been difficult enough 

if they weren't currently at war with the country that had 

produced the work. 

"Would you care for wine, master?"   

He glanced at the sound of Ethan's voice, and waved 

casually.  "That would be fine."  Samet began looking through 

the stack of scrolls.  Maybe he could recreate the passage with 

enough cross references.  The scroll he wanted was naturally was 

the last possible one for him to pick up.  He grabbed it and sat 

down on the sofa.  It took him a moment to realize Ethan had 

knelt in front of him, offering a goblet of wine.  He blinked.  

"Thank you."  He accepted the wine. 

Ethan put a hand on his knee.  "You look weary, master." 

"I'm fine."  He started to unbind the scroll, and glared 

when he realized just how faded the text was.  He was going to 

have a splitting headache by the time he was halfway through.  A 

string of curses escaped him, and he fought the urge to just set 

the entire pile of parchment on fire.  Ethan's hand slid up his 

leg, and he looked down at it. 

"Would you like me to service you, master?"  Ethan looked 

up at him.  Eyes wide.  And if he wasn't mistaken, there was 

fear behind them. 

"Service..."  Samet blinked.  The young man actually 

started fumbling with the laces on his breeches.  "Ethan, what 

are you doing?" 
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"Please, master.  May I --" 

"No."  Samet grabbed his hand by the wrist and yanked it 

away from his groin as he stood up.  He shoved the young man 

back more roughly than he'd intended.   

Ethan fell back on the floor, and immediately moved back to 

his knees, pressing his forehead against the floor.  "I'm sorry, 

master." 

Another string of curses escaped him, and he cut himself 

off when he saw the young man flinch at the sound.  "Ethan." 

"I'm sorry master."  Ethan repeated the words without 

looking up.  "I'm sorry." 

"Get up."  The young man scrambled to his feet.  Samet 

sighed, and shook his head in frustration.  "What am I supposed 

to do with you?" 

The boy cringed.  "I displeased you, master.  Please.  I 

should be whipped.  Please, master." 

A taste of vomit rose from the back of his throat.  

"Ethan..."  He shook his head, and then thrust the scroll he was 

still holding at the young man.  "Sit over there.  Read through 

this.  Get a pen and parchment and copy down all passages 

relating to purification by water."  He stood there, watching 

Ethan move to obey the command.  Samet ran a hand through his 

hair, and belatedly realized his trousers were half undone.  He 

grabbed the wine goblet off the table and drained it. 

# 

He scribed as instructed, taking care to keep his 

handwriting neat. The scroll was difficult to read due to its 

deterioration and rather archaic phrasing.  Eventually, he found 

himself paying more attention to the words, occasionally going 

back to reread a passage of the ancient poem.  It spoke of a 

pact between a dryad and a knight, and how the dryad had aided 

the knight in defending himself against a powerful demon. 

Ethan was so caught up in the story he actually jumped when 

he heard the servant enter with the evening meal.  He realized 

he hadn’t copied down any passages in some time.  Fortunately, 

it appeared Master had not noticed his distraction.  He rose 

quickly to take the tray from the servant before turning to take 

it to Master.  Then he hesitated.  Master was bent over another 

scroll, apparently lost in concentration.  He’d already annoyed 

the man once by interrupting him earlier, and wondered if he’d 

dare take the risk again. 

Or would the man be more angered if his supper became cold?  

Ethan looked down at the tray, and then walked to the desk.  

Cautiously, he moved into the man’s field of view and set the 

tray silently on an empty portion of the desk. 

“Hmm?”  Master looked up, then blinked.  “Ah.  Thank you.”  

Master shifted the scroll aside to pull the tray toward him.  He 
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stared at the tray for a moment, then glanced over his shoulder 

before frowning. 

“Master?”  Ethan frantically considered what might be 

missing.  Did the man want tea, or wine, or…? 

“There’s only one plate.”  Master shrugged, then looked up 

at Ethan.  “Where do you normally take your meals?” 

“With master, master.”  Ethan blinked. 

“Then where…”  Master shook his head.  “What do you eat?” 

“I eat what master does not, master.” 

Master’s head came up, and he frowned again.  Then he shook 

his head.  “Which means you did not eat breakfast, because I 

finished the plate.”  Master rubbed his forehead.  “Why didn’t 

you say anything?” 

He shifted his weight from foot to foot, and felt fear 

settling in his belly again.  “Have I erred, master?” 

“No, Ethan.  I did.”  Master pushed the tray back across.  

“Eat.” 

“Master?” 

“Take the tray over there somewhere and eat, Ethan.  You 

can fetch me something from the kitchen later.”  Master picked 

the scroll back up and began reading again. 

He picked up the tray, and went to sit near the fire. 

# 

“There you are.”  Lord Vadin smiled as his son entered the 

hall.  He clasped Samet’s shoulder, then guided him toward the 

gathered group of nobles.  A small smile came to his face as he 

saw their eyes widen.  “Queen Brysala has just surrendered, on 

behalf of her late husband.”  He gestured toward two young 

women, both of whom were staring nervously.  “Her daughters will 

be our guests while the treaties are being finalized.” 

Samet gave a small bow.  “Welcome to Rohil, ladies.  I hope 

you will find your stay enjoyable.” 

The younger of the two girls made a small sound, but the 

elder managed to find her voice.  “Thank you, my lord.  Your 

father has been most hospitable.” 

He introduced Samet to the rest of the nobles before 

dismissing them.  “How is your work going?” 

“Well enough.”  Samet nodded.  “I sent a formula to your 

alchemists.  A minor improvement on the dragonfire, one that 

makes it less volatile.”  He shook his head.  “Less chance of 

roasting our own men.” 

Lord Vadin chuckled.  “I am sure they will be most 

appreciative.”  He glanced in the direction the nobles had gone, 

then frowned.  “Shall I invite the princesses to join us for 

dinner?” 

“Father…”  Samet shook his head.  “Don’t.”  
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“Really…”  Lord Vadin put a hand on his son’s shoulder.  

“Is a couple grandchildren so much to ask?” 

“Please tell me you didn’t conquer Vanidos simply because 

they had princesses of marriageable age.” 

“Of course not.”  Lord Vadin shook his head.  “There were 

also the quarries.”  He folded his arms.  “Gral’s heir is also a 

princess of marriageable age, and such an arrangement would make 

conquering it wholly unnecessary.” 

“I’ve met Princess Juliana.”  Samet shook his head.  “I 

suggest you send Lord Rakesh’s eldest daughter as your 

ambassador and let nature take it’s course.” 

“Hmm…”  He shrugged.  “Not a bad plan.  And your research 

into the ley lines?” 

“Not going as well as I had hoped.  Unfortunately, the 

artifact I attempted to retrieve had been destroyed, likely for 

more than a century.”  Samet sighed.  “I may have no option 

other than to attempt recreating it, but I will need some 

supplies.” 

“The steward will ensure you have all you need.”  He 

smiled.  “Now, about those grandchildren…” 

“Father.” 

# 

His eyes opened.  It took him a moment to identify what had 

woken him.  The man on the opposite side of the bed was curled 

into a ball, whimpering.  He started to lay a hand on his 

shoulder, and hesitated.  "Ethan?"  He raised his voice 

slightly.  "Ethan?" 

Ethan jerked awake, his eyes wild.  His breath came in 

ragged gasps.  "Don't." 

"Hey."  Samet stayed where he was rather than moving 

towards him.  "Ethan.  It's alright.  It's alright." 

Slowly, the amber eyes started to focus.  He met Samet's 

eyes.  "I'm sorry, master." 

"You..."  Samet sighed.  "Want some tea or anything?" 

"I..."  Ethan swallowed. 

"Stay there."  Samet rose out of the bed and went where the 

kettle sat.  He waved a hand, heating the water inside, and 

added the tea leaves.  In the cup went a generous dollop of 

honey, and a drop of a vial's contents.  He poured the tea, and 

brought it to Ethan.  He let the young man take it before he sat 

on the edge of the bed, careful not to make any sudden 

movements. 

"Thank you, master."  Ethan held the tea, drawing his knees 

to his chest.  His hands shook slightly. 

"It's okay if you drink it, Ethan."  He smiled.  "But you 

don't have to."  He rose, and walked back to the desk both to 

fix himself a cup and to give Ethan a bit of space.  When he 
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returned, Ethan was drinking the tea.  Not for the first time, 

he wondered if making the young man share his bed was the best 

idea.  But any other option risked his father's attention 

falling back on the prince, and he was not about to put the 

young man into the cage.  He took a sip of his own tea. 

Ethan set his empty cup on the nightstand, and then watched 

Samet with wary eyes.  Samet sighed, and set his own tea cup 

down.  He hesitated a moment, looking back at the still shaking 

young man.  Then he shook his head and lay back down.  "Come 

here." 

The prince laid down next to him.  Samet wrapped his arms 

around the young man, holding him gently.  "Go to sleep, Ethan."  

He punctuated his words with a slight touch of magic, giving 

them a bit more weight.  "You are safe here."  He held Ethan as 

he would a small child, tucked in next to him.  Slowly, the 

young man's body began to relax as both the sedative and the 

magic did their work. 

# 

Seven days.  A full week.  Ethan glanced at the messy 

table.  The only time Master had raised his voice at him had 

been the time he'd tried to take it upon himself to stack the 

papers neatly.  Beyond that, the man had been mostly content to 

ignore him. 

The man had ordered him to the bed instead of the cage the 

second night as well.  He'd laid in the bed with his eyes 

closed, waiting.  It was only when he heard the snore from the 

other side that he realized that once again nothing was going to 

happen.  Still, it had been an uneasy night.  The fourth night 

he'd actually fallen asleep before Master had laid down on the 

other side.  He'd woken just before dawn, surprised to find the 

man next to him. 

A full week.  Seven days.  He hadn't been hungry in seven 

days.  Hadn't been caged or bound.  Or beaten.  And last 

night...  He wasn’t sure what had happened the previous night.  

The door opened, and he fought the urge to flinch.  "Ah, Ethan."  

Master nodded to him.  "Can you read Dsigo?" 

"Yes, master." 

Master set a satchel full of scrolls and packages of 

parchment down on the bed.  "Excellent.  Go through these, and 

set any that mention Rusayaka on my desk."  He frowned.  

"Dolovoi as well, just to be on the safe side." 

"Yes, master."  Ethan took the satchel. 

"And get yourself a lapdesk."  Master started to leave, and 

then looked around.  "Have you seen my cloak?" 

"I hung it in the wardrobe, master." 

"Thank you."  Master retrieved it before leaving again. 

# 
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The lieutenant spun him into the wall.  Ethan remained 

still as the guard's fingers yanked up his robe before grabbing 

the sash to use as leverage.  He bit his lip against the yelp as 

the man roughly entered him.  And then suddenly the man let out 

a startled noise and abruptly was yanked away.  Ethan turned to 

see the lieutenant pressed flat against the opposite wall, his 

feet several inches above the floor.  Master stood, one arm 

outstretched with the fist clenched.  His eyes faintly glowed 

with a deep purple light.  "Lieutenant Brelith, yes?"  The only 

response was a choking noise.  The guard's face was turning red 

as he struggled to breath.  "Let's be very clear on this."  He 

waved a hand and the guard flew face first into the wall a 

couple feet from Ethan.  He waved his hand the other direction, 

and the guard was pressed back against the other wall, blood 

streaming from his nose and mouth.  "I.”  The man hit the wall 

again.  “Do.”  And again. “Not.”  Again.  “Share."  He opened 

his hand, and the guard fell to the floor. 

He lay there for a couple moments before spitting out a 

mouthful of blood and the remains of several teeth.  "Yes, my 

lord." 

Master nodded, then glanced at Ethan.  "I believe I sent 

you to fetch a lapdesk." 

"Yes, master."  Ethan nodded before fleeing the scene.  
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7 

 

Ethan moved through the form slowly, letting the familiar 

movements begin coming back to him.  It had finally occurred to 

him that he was both unbound and had more than a few feet of 

space available.  His movements were slow, and even then a few 

of his muscles protested, unused to the activity.  He was going 

through the form a third time when he saw Master out of the 

corner of his eye.  The man was leaning on the wall next to the 

door, watching silently. 

Immediately, Ethan fell to his knees, bowing his head as he 

cringed.  "I'm sorry, master." 

"For what?"  Master shook his head.  He heard the man sigh.  

"Ethan, you have permission to exercise, if the mood strikes 

you."  He glanced over his shoulder, then frowned.  "Actually, I 

was considering going for a walk outside.  Would you like to 

come?" 

It had been over a year since he'd seen daylight other than 

through glass.  Or breathed fresh air.  "Yes, master." 

"The robe won't do."  Master went to the wardrobe, and 

removed a pair of breeches and a tunic and tossed them to him.  

"Get dressed.  My boots won't fit you but..."  He bent.  

"Nevermind, these should work."  He tossed a pair of sandals 

towards Ethan, then stood back up. 

Ethan was staring at the clothes in his hands.  He heard 

Master sigh again.  "Get dressed, if you want to come with me." 

"Yes, master."  He set the clothes on the bed, and then 

began removing the robe. 

# 

Samet turned away to let the boy dress in privacy.  Part of 

him was sorry he’d interrupted the young man’s exercise.  The 

boy’s movements had been surprisingly graceful, almost elegant 

as he’d moved slowly through the steps of what had clearly been 

some sort of combat training.  Slow like that, it had looked 

more as though the prince were dancing, and with that sheer silk 

robe offering tantalizing hints at what lay beneath it, the 

effect had been…  Maybe they were right.  He was going to hell. 

He turned back around, and noted that the clothes really 

didn’t fit Ethan all that well.  The young man was several 

inches shorter, but broader in the shoulder.  Were it not for 

the weight he’d lost, he likely would have been able to get the 

breeches on at all.  Samet hesitated a moment before taking the 

end of the leash.  Outside, there would be eyes, and appearances 

mattered.  
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On the ramparts, the air was crisp with the start of winter 

chill.  From the corner of his eye, he saw Ethan take a deep 

breath, turning his face toward the afternoon sun.  For just a 

moment, there was a hint of a smile on the boy’s face.  It was 

beautiful. 

# 

Robert paced back and forth.  The death of King Olivier had 

cost the coalition  Vanidos.  Warlord Vadin’s armies showed no 

sign they were going to stop anytime soon.  Options were 

becoming fewer, and his brother was still Vadin’s prisoner.  

Pull back, and hope a solution to Ethan’s plight presented 

itself, or fully commit his armies, knowing what it would mean 

for his brother. 

There was a rumor Vadin had already given Ethan to his 

demonic son.  Robert clenched his fists.  Alinor had pointed out 

that Robert had an heir now, and thus Ethan’s rescue could no 

longer be considered a priority.  He caught a vase off his desk 

and flung it.  It shattered above the fireplace. 

“What would he say?” 

He turned to see Tabitha.  “What?” 

Her eyes were wet.  “I remember the day they placed Ethan 

in my arms, Robert.  I had just lost a babe, and he had just 

lost a mother.  He may not have been the child of my body but he 

is still my son.”  She swallowed.  “If he were standing here, 

speaking to you now, what would he say?” 

“I…” 

“My love…”  She put her hand on his chest.  “What would he 

tell you to do?” 

A lifetime seemed to pass before he responded.  “Commit my 

armies.  The kingdom comes first.” 

Tears fell from her eyes, but she nodded.  “Then you know 

what you must do.” 

# 

Vadin stared down at the parchment in his hand.  It had 

been the better part of a year since anyone had brought him a 

report of a significant loss.  He’d almost forgotten what it was 

like.  “Excellent.  I was beginning to get bored.” 

“Father?” 

He turned to see Samet raising an eyebrow at him.  “King 

Robert has finally decided to come out and play again.  Seems 

now that I’ve given Ethan to you, Robert has written him off.”  

Vadin shrugged.  “That compound you told me about, the coughing 

thing? 

“Blacksmoke?”  Samet folded his arms. 

“That.  You said it’s not a simple matter of alchemy.”  

Vadin smiled.  “Thus not something the Covenant mages would be 
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able to defend against, yes?  But you can prevent it from 

affecting our men?” 

“Abet a limited number.”  Samet slowly nodded.  “How large 

a city were you planning on taking?” 

“If I gave you two weeks?”  Vadin raised an eyebrow. 

“Then it depends on the skill of your men.  I can cover two 

miles, and a hundred men.” 

“And you can revoke the effect at will?” 

“A simple crystal.  Shatter it, and the effect will 

dissipate within the hour.  However, enough Covenant mages would 

be able to clear the smoke, and a knowledgeable enough one would 

be able to stave off the effects as well.” 

“Only if they know it is coming.”  Vadin grinned.  “Get to 

work.  Time to remind the world of what you are.” 

# 

He held the skull-sized gemstone in his hands, turning it 

this way and that as he looked at the inky black liquid that 

swirled within.  Once broken, the enchantment would spread, 

covering a large area in a vile black fog that would blind and 

choke.  The effect would be misery, but not particularly fatal.  

Save to those already weakened by infirmity.  Samet told himself 

that those people wouldn’t survive a siege anyway, and this plan 

would kill fewer people.  Then he told himself to shut up and 

set the gem on the table.  If he could hand his father victory 

by more conventional means, then perhaps the man would no longer 

need the darker powers. 

Samet turned, and caught sight of Ethan watching him from 

near the fireplace. He’d almost forgotten the boy was even in 

the room.  He shrugged, and then gestured at the crystals.  

“Wrap those in the cloth there, and pack them into the chest.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan moved quickly to obey. 

A small light came from the gem as Samet picked it up 

again.  He focused on the enchantment, concentrating as he drew 

the glyphs in his mind’s eye.  The gemstone shimmered in 

response to the magic, and then a single piece broke free with 

just the tiniest hint of the darkness still within it.  He set 

that piece aside, then wrapped the gemstone and placed it in the 

box with the crystals. 

Then he picked up the other piece.  Broken, it would 

dismiss the enchantment entirely.  He swaddled it in a piece of 

cloth before tucking it away in a velvet bag and adding it to 

the chest.  As soon as Ethan placed the last crystal inside, he 

closed the lid of the chest.  A victory.  It occurred to him 

he’d hadn’t actually asked what city his father intended to 

take.  He shook his head, then looked at Ethan.  “Fetch us 

dinner.  And something sweet as well.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan scurried out the door. 
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He looked down at the chest again before picking it up to 

bring to his father. 

# 

The guards moved away as he passed them on his way to the 

kitchen.  A month previous, he’d have had to run the gauntlet of 

their hands, if not worse.  Word of Master’s jealous tendencies 

had spread quickly.  The Lieutenant gave him a resentful look, 

but no more. 

Still, he did his best to avoid coming into eyesight of any 

of the old Master’s retainers or the old Master himself.  He 

waited around a corner as one of the nobles passed, then 

scurried down the hall before anyone else could come through.  

Once he had the trays in his hands, they’d generally leave him 

to go about his duties. 

Something sweet.  Ethan frowned.  He wasn’t sure what 

exactly Master liked.  There were several different options.  He 

shook his head, shifting his weight from foot to foot.  Then he 

grabbed one of each type of pastry before picking the tray up 

once more and heading back to Master. 

# 

Samet looked down at the tray on his desk.  ‘Something 

sweet’ had apparently translated to eight different deserts.  

There were also two bowls of stew.  At least Ethan had 

remembered to bring food for himself this time.  “I really 

should have been more specific.” 

“Have I erred, master?”  Ethan shifted nervously. 

“Ethan, rest assured, if you do error, I will inform you.”  

Samet shook his head.  “Pick your favorite.” 

“I do not know your favorite, master.”  Ethan swallowed. 

“Not my favorite.”  Samet gestured.  “Yours.”  Ethan 

hesitated before indicating the blueberry tart.  Samet handed it 

to him.  “Eat.  Then pick your second favorite and eat that too.  

Tired of counting your bloody ribs.”  He grabbed the bowl of 

stew and went to his workbench. 

# 

“Duke Octavian has surrendered, Your Majesty.” 

“What?”  Robert turned to stare at Graham.  “Why?  My last 

report said the warlord had only a scant handful of forces in 

the area.” 

“According to the messenger, at midnight a black fog 

blanketed the city.  All within were stricken blind and barely 

able to breath, save for Vadin’s men.  With the city’s soldiers 

helpless, Vadin’s forces took Narel in a matter of hours.  He 

secured hostages, and…” 

“And Narel is his.”  Robert shook his head.  “The sorcerer 

has taken the field.” 
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“That changes matters, and not solely to Vadin’s 

advantage.”  Graham squared his shoulders.  “A sorcerer has 

taken the field, Robert.  The vows of the Covenant’s mages do 

not apply.  They can act to oppose him.” 

“If we know will he shall strike next.”  Robert sighed, but 

nodded.  

# 

Vadin laughed as he looked over the parchment.  “The 

Covenant mages are all in a tizzy.”  He looked across the table 

at Samet.  “They think you were actually on the field in Narel.”  

He grinned.  “I wish I could see the looks on their faces when 

they realize you did that from a hundred miles away.” 

“The Covenant mages acting in concert are not an 

insignificant threat, Father.”  Samet took a sip from his wine 

glass.   

“It would take twenty of those fools, working together, to 

match you.”  Vadin shook his head. 

“Which sounds comforting, until one takes into account 

there are around three hundred of them.”  Samet chuckled. 

“Look at the battle lines.”  Vadin gestured at the map.  

“They cannot move that many without our spies knowing.  Robert 

is no fool.  He has most of them covering the most strategic 

points.” 

“And the rest actively looking for me.”  Samet frowned.  

“Rumor says King Robert will give a daughter in marriage to the 

man who brings me in alive.” 

“I’ve a mind to wed you to his eldest, once we take 

Talidir.”  Vadin looked over the map.   

“If it’s all the same to you, Father, I’d rather a wife 

that won’t smother me in my sleep.”  Samet took another drink of 

his wine. 

“Nonsense.”  Vadin smirked.  “All a matter of setting the 

ground rules.  Ethan hasn’t given you any trouble now, has he?” 

“No.”  Samet drained his glass.  “Actually, having a 

literate body-slave has proved rather useful.  He’s learned to 

take excellent notes.” 

“Speaking of your research…”  Vadin leaned forward.  “You 

mentioned there is a ley-line beneath Drekar.” 

# 

He stared in horror at the remains of the experiment.  Soot 

had blown out of the cauldron, and coated both himself and 

Master, as well as the alcove itself.  Ethan cringed at the 

string of curses that came from the sorcerer. 

Then he stared in shock when Master started laughing.  "You 

alright over there?" 

"Yes, master." 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 56 of 230 

Master nodded, and lowered his hands to his sides.  He 

looked around the room.  "Yeah.  That's..."  He nodded.  "That's 

gonna smell for days." 

"It..."  Ethan hesitated.  "Could be worse, master." 

"How?"  Master turned towards him. 

"You had not added the sulfur yet, master." 

More laughter answered him.  Master looked around, and then 

caught sight of his reflection.  "Shit." 

Ethan turned to see his own reflection in the glass.  

Except for the whites of his eyes, he was a uniform matte black.  

And...  He leaned forward.  His eyebrows and some of his hair 

were missing.  He frowned when he looked back around the room.  

"Master?" 

"What's wrong?" 

"I do not know how to clean this, master."  He swallowed. 

"Let's clean us, and we'll worry about the room later."  

Master headed towards the bath chamber.  He waved a hand at the 

spigot, and water began to flow in.  He shook his head when he 

looked at his tunic.  "I liked this tunic." 

"Master...?"  Ethan glanced at him curiously. 

"Yes?"  He blinked.  "I'm not mad, Ethan."  He gestured, 

and steam began to rise from the water.  "I'm not kidding when I 

tell you not to touch certain things."  He shook his head.  "I 

blew up a pig once.  Not sure that particular maid ever forgave 

me."  He patted Ethan's shoulder.  "I'm especially not mad at 

you.  These things just..."  He shrugged.  "Happen." 

"Then you would know, master." 

"Know what?" 

Ethan gestured.  "How long it usually takes eyebrows to 

grow back, master." 

Master laughed, and pushed him playfully into the tub. 

The water closed over his head, and for a moment he could 

feel Lord Vadin's hand holding him under.  Panic filled him. 

# 

"Ethan.  Ethan." 

He blinked, and found himself on the stone floor.  Water 

and soot mixed to form ink, running in lines down Master's face 

and hair.  "I..." 

"Ethan, are you alright?" 

His heartbeat was slowly starting to return to normal.  

"I..."  He cringed.  "I'm sorry, master." 

"It's alright, Ethan." 

Horrified, Ethan realized that Master's tunic was also 

drenched.  And worse, it was torn.  He could see marks starting 

to form on the skin beneath.  He'd hit Master.  He’d hurt 

Master.  Panic started to rise once more.  "I'm sorry, I'm 

sorry, I'm sorry." 
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"Stop."  Master's voice was sharp.  Ethan closed his mouth, 

and felt tears pricking the back of his eyes.  He settled back, 

and looked at Ethan.  "Alright, I..."  He took a deep breath.  

"Ethan, we need to get the soot off of us.  Why don't you sit on 

the edge of the tub?  Can you do that?" 

He crawled rapidly to the side of the tub, and sat where 

instructed before looking back up at Master.  Master's 

expression was angry, and he fought the urge to cringe.  The man 

waved a hand, and the water outside the tub was suddenly swept 

back into the pool.  Master removed his tunic and threw it to 

the side before stepping into the water.  He ducked himself 

beneath it, and shook his head.  The soot and ink spread out 

from him to create an inky blackness in the water.  He surfaced 

again a moment later.  He did something, and the dirty water 

began to swirl away to be replaced with clean.  He ducked under 

again, divesting himself of more soot, then surfaced once more.  

"See?"  He looked back at Ethan.  "It's safe."  He beckoned 

towards Ethan.  "Come on.  You don't want to leave that soot on 

you." 

"Yes, master."  Ethan lowered himself slowly into the 

water.  Master retrieved a cloth, holding it out but not 

approaching.  Ethan reached to take it from him.  "Thank you, 

master." 

"Make sure you get it all out of your hair.  You..."  

Master gestured.  "Could try standing under the spigot, if 

you..."  He sighed, and shook his head.  "Get clean, Ethan." 

"Yes, master."  He did as instructed.  The water felt good, 

running over his head.   It took him a moment to realize Master 

had said his name.  "Yes, master?" 

"I shouldn't have pushed you in."  

"I have made you angry, master."  Ethan nodded.  "Ple..." 

"Stop."  Master shook his head.  "Ethan, you aren't the one 

I'm angry at.  And I'm not going to punish you, least of all for 

being scared."  He sighed, and sat back on one of the stone 

ledges.  "I'd like to know what scared you, but you don't have 

to tell me." 

He looked down at the surface of the water.  Then he 

swallowed, and nodded.  "I thought he was holding me under 

again, master." 

"He..."  Master nodded.  "My father." 

"Yes, master.  I had to be punished for being filthy, 

master." 

"And I triggered..."  Master sighed.  "I'm sorry, Ethan.  I 

shouldn't have..."  He shook his head.  "About four weeks." 

"Master?" 

"It takes about four weeks for eyebrows to grow back."  He 

twitched a shoulder.  "So we're both going to look pretty stupid 
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for the next month."  Ethan covered his mouth with his hand, 

trying not to laugh.  "You're allowed to laugh, Ethan."  He 

nodded.  "It would please me, greatly, if you laughed when 

something amused you." 

"I..."  He smiled.  "Yes, master." 

# 

Vadin entered to see his son glaring at a piece of 

parchment as though it has personally offended him.  A couple 

feet away, Ethan sat on the floor with a lapdesk, scribing away 

with several scrolls open around him.  Samet raised an eyebrow.  

“Father.  I was not expecting you.” 

He smiled.  “The quartermaster mentioned you’d received a 

large package.  I admit to being curious.” 

Samet gestured haphazardly at the parchment in his hand, 

then indicated an overflowing bookshelf.  “A variety of material 

I had gathered previously finally made it here.”  He frowned.  

“There was something I…”  He started looking over his desk.  

“Ethan, the silver-bound treatise?” 

“Third bookshelf, master.  Beneath the Etruvan map, 

master.”  Ethan did not look up from his work. 

“Right.”  Samet retrieved the document, and brought it to 

the desk.  Vadin raised an eyebrow, and Samet chuckled.  

“Apparently he spends his free time memorizing where I put 

everything.  It’s become very useful.”  He opened the book to a 

map.  “Look here.  Seven ley-lines cross.” 

“That’s three miles away from anything useful.”  Vadin 

wrinkled his nose. 

“Look again, Father.”  Samet’s finger traced the path of 

the river.  

“Well now…”  Vadin chuckled.  “Alinor’s chief stronghold 

lies in Wintersedge.” 

“A valley.”  Samet nodded.  “It’s a wide valley, so we are 

talking water only a couple feet deep, but that’s enough to bog 

the army down completely.” 

“Then I suppose all I need to do is figure out which of 

Alinor’s provinces to take next.”  Vadin squeeze the back of 

Samet’s neck affectionately.  “I will let you know when we are 

ready.” 

# 

Master tossed an armful of clothes at him.  "Get dressed.  

We're heading out of the tower today." 

"Yes, master."  Ethan set the clothes on the bed, and began 

removing the robe.  He dressed quickly, and was surprised to 

note that the clothes actually fit him properly.  "Where are we 

going, master?" 
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"I need an ingredient that grows up by the lake, and it's 

particular in how it needs to be harvested."  He shrugged.  "And 

it's a really nice day out." 

# 

The massive warhorse, bred to carry knights in full armor, 

had no difficulty with the weight of both him and Ethan.  

Allowing the young man his own horse might have raised questions 

with his father, but he could excuse letting him ride by simply 

saying he'd been in a hurry.  The younger man clung to his belt 

as he stirred the horse into a trot.   

It took them the better part of an hour to reach their 

destination.  The lake was beautiful, and far enough that they'd 

have a suitable amount of privacy.  He let Ethan dismount, and 

then slid off the horse and secured the reins to a branch.  He 

left enough slack for the beast to reach both water and grass, 

then gestured for Ethan to follow him towards the lake. 

"This wasn't always here."  He gestured at the water. 

"Master?" 

"The lake.  It's only been here about five centuries.  

Until then, it was a river."  He pointed.  "There was an 

earthquake, and part of the mountain fell.  It damned the river 

up."  Samet walked towards the water.  "There was a city of 

stone, built by the dwarves and the river people.  The river 

started to rise, and they had to flee, abandoning their homes.  

Within a week, the entire city was under thirty feet of water." 

"That is sad, master." 

"Would you like to see the city, Ethan?"  He stepped into 

the water, and then held out his hand to the younger man. 

"Master?"  Ethan gave him a confused look. 

Samet smiled.  "Come.  Join me."  He waited.  Slowly, Ethan 

came forward, and took his hand.  He cast the spell, and led 

Ethan deeper into the water.  "Don't be afraid."  He ducked 

under, then took a deep breath.  He waited, sitting on the 

bottom and looking up through the water at Ethan.  Various 

expressions crossed Ethan's face, and he smiled again as he sat 

there, breathing the water.  After about a minute, Ethan 

frantically reached in and tried to pull him up.  He let him.   

"Master."  Ethan stared.  "Master, are you hurt?" 

"I'm fine, Ethan."  He smiled.  "It's magic.  Lets me 

breath the water.  Try it."  He lowered himself back under the 

surface.  Above him, Ethan shifted his weight from foot to foot.  

He smiled broadly when the younger man sat down beneath the 

water across from him.  He nodded, but it was several more 

seconds before Ethan worked up the nerve to try to take a 

breath. 
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The expression on his face when he did was wonderful.  

Samet laughed, and saw Ethan laugh in return.  He nodded towards 

the deeper water, and began swimming that way.  Ethan followed. 

# 

The glowing orb Master had conjured lit what had once been 

a temple.  Ethan's hand traced the covenant markings, brushing 

some of the green from them.  A school of silvery fish circled 

the altar, fleeing as he approached.  Master followed him in, 

stopping to examine what had once been a stone relief. 

Ethan continued to the altar.  He touched it, feeling the 

smoothness of the cold marble.  His mind drifted back to the 

palace chapel, listening to Graham's voice as he chanted the 

ancient prayers.  It had never failed to lift his spirits.  

Graham had cried, when...  He forced the memory away, and knelt 

before the altar.  He bowed his head.  And for the first time in 

a year, he prayed. 
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8 

 

He woke to darkness and a small sound.  Samet blinked 

drowsily.  On the other side of the bed, Ethan let out another 

whimper.  “Ethan, come here.” 

The boy immediately moved closer, letting Samet put his 

arms around him.  Samet focused his magic, letting the spell 

lend strength to his words.  “Go to sleep, Ethan.  You are safe 

here.” 

Ethan snuggled in closer, clinging to Samet.  He felt the 

boy’s body relax into slumber.  Well, that made one of them.  

Samet sighed into the darkness, entirely too aware he had a 

handsome, naked young man in his arms, pressed against him.  One 

who would do anything and everything Samet wanted him to do. 

Samet sighed into the darkness.  It was going to be another 

very long and frustrating night. 

# 

“Sit.” 

Ethan immediately sat down on the floor.  “Yes, master.” 

Master took a deep breath.  “I meant in the chair.” 

“I’m sorry, master.”  He scrambled back to his feet and sat 

in the chair.   

“Hold still.”  Master began running a comb through his 

hair, then picked up a pair of sheers.  Then he frowned, and 

stepped back.  “Do you prefer your hair long, or close cropped?” 

“As pleases you, master.” 

“That’s not what I…”  Master sighed.  “Fine.”  He stepped 

behind Ethan, and begin going to work with the sheers.  Every 

now and then he’d brush the cut hair from Ethan’s shoulders and 

toss it into the brazier.  After a couple minutes, he picked up 

a mirror and showed Ethan his reflection.  “How is that?” 

His hair was cut longer than he’d worn it previously, the 

strands about the width of his hand in length.  “If it pleases 

you, master.” 

“It would please me if I stopped inhaling it at night.”  

Master shook his head.  He set the mirror on the table, then 

gave his own appearance a critical look.  Then he set the mirror 

on the desk and began rummaging through the scrolls.  “Where did 

I…” 

“Top left drawer.” 

“Ah.”  Master retrieved the tome.  “Get your lapdesk.  I’m 

going to need you to note my observations.  Write down what I 

say.”  

“Including the curse words, master?” 
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“Yes, including the curse words.”  Master ruffled his hair 

before heading to the workbench.  “And spell them correctly this 

time.” 

Ethan smiled as he retrieved the lapdesk. 

# 

Samet watched Ethan moving through one of the combat forms.  

He’d regained some of his lost weight and muscle, and was 

frankly becoming rather strapping.  No doubt the handsome young 

prince had set the ladies of King Robert’s court atwitter.  In 

the form, his steps were confident, and he moved with a 

surprising grace rather than the servile creeping he tended to 

do the rest of the time.  

He shook his head and looked down at the parchment in front 

of him.  Despite the distraction, he couldn’t quite bring 

himself to instruct Ethan to stop.  He shrugged, and set the 

parchment aside before standing and walking over to observe more 

closely.  “Show me.” 

Ethan blinked, and turned toward him.  “Master?” 

“That form you just did.”  Samet nodded.  “Show me.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan nodded, and then went through the 

form again more slowly. 

“Like this?”  Samet attempted to imitate the movement. 

“Your arm should be straight, master.”  Ethan moved closer, 

adjusting the angle.  “It is a punch, master.  If you bend your 

wrist, it will break, master.”  Ethan tilted his head slightly, 

then demonstrated another form.  “Try this one, master.” 

Slowly, he moved through the form.  Ethan moved with him, 

occasionally stopping him to demonstrate a finer point.  It took 

Samet several minutes to shake his head in frustration.  

“Perhaps we should start with an easier one.” 

“I…”  Ethan hesitated. 

“Yes, Ethan?” 

“That is the easiest one I know, master.”  Ethan kept his 

head down, and his eyes firmly fixed on the floor. 

“Are you smiling Ethan?”  Samet folded his arms. 

“No, master.”  Ethan continued looking down. 

“Are you lying to me?” 

“Yes, master.”   

“Well…”  Samet folded his arms before giving Ethan a mock 

glare.  “Now you’ve gone and hurt my feelings.”  He shook his 

head.  “You can make it up to me by figuring out where I put 

that scroll on pre-Haldin astrolabes.” 

“Top drawer in your wardrobe, next to the Entruvian lingual 

guide, underneath your sunshade, master.” 

“Really?”  Samet walked toward the wardrobe.  “Why the hell 

did I put it there?”  He retrieved the scroll.  “Don’t you know 

any weapon forms?” 
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“Yes, master.” 

“So why just the punching and kicking?”  Samet glanced over 

his shoulder at Ethan. 

“I do not have any weapons, master.” 

“Oh.”  Samet frowned.  “Right.”  He waved a hand.  “There 

are some knives in the cabinet, and a sword in the stand over 

there.”  He shook his head at the scroll.  It was the one he’d 

asked Ethan for, but…  “This isn’t the one I need.  Where is…”  

He turned to find Ethan staring at him.  “What?” 

“I am not permitted weapons, master.” 

“I…”  His eyes went to the collar and leash around Ethan’s 

neck, then he shook his head.  “Ethan, who is your master?” 

“You are, master.” 

“Well, then.”  Samet waved a hand.  “Get a knife.  I need 

to test an enchantment anyway and it would be good to have a 

baseline.” 

# 

The knife quivered slightly, stuck dead center in the 

target.  "You're getting pretty good at that." 

Ethan turned towards Samet.  "Copying the scrolls did not 

take long, master.  I had time to practice."  He retrieved the 

knife, then went to sit across the desk from Samet.  "You have 

been frowning at the parchment for an hour now, master." 

"That's because the words on it refuse to change."  Samet 

set the parchment aside, and rubbed his eyes.  "Right, I..."  He 

looked up when the door opened, and frowned.  "Father." 

Immediately, Ethan dropped to his knees, his head bowed.  

Lord Vadin ignored him.  "Samet, how goes your project?" 

"Mathrian scribes are overly obsessed with metaphor.  Which 

would not be quite so frustrating if so many of them were not 

terrible at it."  He stood, and went around the desk to accept 

his father's embrace.  "I have found some things of use." 

Lord Vadin caught Ethan by the hair, and pulled the young 

man's head back so he could look at him.  "Oh?" 

Samet gestured to the maps laid out on the other table, 

more to take his father's attention off Ethan than anything 

else.  Lord Vadin followed him to the table.  He pointed at some 

of the marks he'd made on one map.  "There may be caches in 

these locations.  I would like to send some of your scouts to 

take a look." 

"I will tell General Nilam he is to see to your needs."  He 

hooked his fingers in his belt.  "I am having some guests this 

evening, and was wondering if you'd mind me borrowing Ethan to 

entertain them." 

"I would, actually."  When his father gave him a surprised 

look, Samet shrugged.  "You know how I don't like sharing.  

Additionally, I've been using him for a rather delicate 
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experiment and I'd rather not risk the energies being disrupted 

by him requiring healing magic." 

"An experiment?"  His father raised an eyebrow.  "Do you 

require additional body-slaves?" 

"Potentially, but not at the moment.  Ethan has assisted me 

in enough experiments now that he knows how to properly report 

results.  Training a new assistant would take time I'm not 

inclined to put in on what amounts to a whim of mine."  He met 

his father's eyes.  "Plus Ethan doesn't scream unless I give him 

permission.  Makes it easier to concentrate." 

His father laughed.  "No worries.  Let me know how your 

experiment works out."  He clapped Samet on the shoulder 

affectionately before leaving. 

As soon as the door had closed, Samet went to Ethan.  

"Ethan?" 

"I'm alright, master."  Ethan nodded.  He looked up at 

Samet, and his voice was small.  "Thank you."  He rose.  "What 

should I say, if I am asked about the experiment, master?" 

"Tell them..."  Samet shrugged, and then chuckled.  "Tell 

them I'm working on an enchantment to eliminate the fungus that 

tends to infect soldiers in their more..."  He winked.  "Moist 

areas, but all I've succeeded in doing so far is making it 

highly contagious."  He gestured.  "Then walk funny." 

Ethan laughed.  "Yes, master." 

# 

Robert looked over the war table.  “Tell General Hubert to 

move the heavy cannon to Kendlemoor.  He’s to keep Vadin’s men 

out of the valley.”  

“At once, your majesty.”  The messenger bowed before 

leaving. 

He turned to look at Graham.  “How in the name of all that 

is holy did Vadin manage to redirect a river?” 

“I fear I can answer that.”  Graham sighed.  “The sorcerer 

found a convergence of ley lines.” 

“Gods have mercy.”  Robert sighed.  “We’re scrambling just 

to get our men armed, and Vadin has a man who can fucking 

reshape mountains.”  He folded his arms.  And his brother was in 

the hands of that very man, assuming Ethan was even still alive.  

“We won’t win if we can’t remove the sorcerer from play.” 

“Vincent…”  Graham sighed.  “He has been working with two 

of the Covenant mages since his last encounter with the 

sorcerer.  They are certain they have a way of killing him, and 

believe they may also have a chance at taking him in alive.” 

“Vincent didn’t exactly do well the last time he tried to 

take him in alive.”  Robert folded his arms.  “He’s lucky the 

sorcerer left it at humiliating him.”  His voice softened 
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slightly.  “I know he feels responsible, Graham.  But getting 

himself killed won’t help anyone.” 

“So I tell him.” Graham clasped his hands behind his back.  

“Daily.” 

# 

Vadin moved a marker, then frowned and put it back before 

frowning again.  He looked up.  “Ah, Samet.  I was about to send 

for you.” 

Samet walked to the war table and looked down at the area 

that had caught Vadin’s ire.  “Why Kendlemoor?  It has no 

resources to speak of.” 

“It’s not the resources, it’s the position.”  Vadin drew 

lines with his finger.  “From here, Robert can move his forces 

into anywhere in this area quickly, and keep them supplied.”  He 

shook his head.  “But Kendlemoor can’t be taken from the south.” 

“You don’t need to take it, you just need to keep Robert 

out of it.”  Samet nodded to the map.  “Withdraw your forces.” 

“What?”  Vadin raised his head.  “I withdraw my forces, and 

Robert can secure that entire valley.” 

“Anything you do just maintains the stalemate.”  Samet 

shook his head.  “Let him fill the valley.”  He smiled.  

“Kendlemoor was a nexus once, before the Magi crafted the wards 

in it’s foundation.  There is old, angry magic there, scratching 

against those barriers.”   

“And you…”  Vadin slowly smiled.  “Can bring those barriers 

down.”  He raised an eyebrow.  “Can the Covenant mages bring 

them back up?” 

“In theory.  I doubt any among them know enough of the old 

magic to do so, and their oaths forbid them from dealing with 

any who could instruct them.”  He looked down at the map.  “Of 

course, that denies Kendlemoor to you as well.” 

“I can’t take Kendlemoor.”  Vadin showed a hint of teeth.  

“And if I can’t have it, neither can Robert.”  His eyes went to 

the golden markers on the map.  “And the archways?” 

“Father.”  Samet shook his head. 

“Soldiers are a finite resource, Samet.”  Vadin shook his 

head.  “And conscripts won’t make up the difference.  Have you 

found a way to open them?” 

“Opening them was never the problem, Father.  What good is 

an army you cannot control?”  Samet folded his arms. 

“You know the prophecies, Samet.  I am the Lord of the 

West, and the Dragoncrown is mine.  They will obey me.” 

“I know enough to know that prophecies are never clear 

until after they have been fulfilled.  And Voxin was a lunatic.  

Who is to know which of his ravings were vision and which a 

madman’s rambles?”  He let his hands fall to his sides.  “The 

risk is too great.” 
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“The gems of the Dragoncrown already glow, Samet.  The 

archways will open.”  He touched the easternmost of the golden 

markers.  “Let the Coalition flail at my armies.  They’ll never 

see the true threat until it is far too late for his pathetic 

people.” 

Samet looked down at the map.  He touched the golden marker 

to the west, then nodded.  “The world is blind to the true 

threat.”  He looked up at Vadin.  “Was there anything else, 

Father?” 

“No.  Let me know when you are ready to take Kendlemoor.” 

# 

He stopped a few feet from the door to his quarters.  

Slowly, he took deep breaths, calling his magic to him.  The 

familiar warmth spread through his body, tingling against his 

skin.  Fire ignited around him, the flames wreathing him without 

burning.  Then Samet clenched his fists.  The power vanished.  

Not for the first time, he wondered if the story were true.  If 

his father really had made a pact with the darker powers to 

ensure his birth.  To ensure the son of Abhay Vadin was a 

sorcerer. 

Coming home may have been a mistake.  The victories he’d 

handed his father had only emboldened him, made him hungry for 

what magic could do.  Made him look once more to the archways, 

and what lay on the other side. 

And still the last piece of the ritual lay tantalizingly 

out of reach.  Samet frowned.  Or perhaps not.  Maybe he was 

just approaching the problem from the wrong side.  He nodded to 

himself before turning to go seek out the steward.  There were a 

few things he was going to need.  At least the steward was 

accustomed enough to his odd requirements to not ask awkward 

questions. 

# 

“Your brother is a clever man.”  Master nodded to Ethan 

when he entered the room.  “He took Candlemere back.”  Ethan 

froze in place.  Word of a coalition victory often resulted in a 

new form of torture.  Master had yet to hurt him, but…  He 

watched Master warily.  The man appeared amused as he went to 

his desk.  “Cut through the old mines into the catacombs, and 

came into the city from below.”  Master frowned, and turned to 

look at him.  “I expected this news to please you.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan nodded, uncertain of how to respond. 

Master suddenly shook his head and made a frustrated sound.  

“He’d punish you when the coalition won, didn’t he?” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan looked down at the ground. 

“Your brother held his armies back a long time.”  Master 

leaned on the desk.  “He defended himself against attack, but he 

did not advance save when compelled by the treaties of the 
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coalition.”  Master sighed.  “He was no doubt concerned for your 

safety.” 

His fists clenched, and Ethan shook his head.  "If he 

cared, why did he never send anyone to rescue me, master?"  He 

heard a note of anger in his voice.   

A surprised look came over Master’s face.  "You..."  He 

sighed.  "No.  I suppose he wouldn't have told you.  There were 

at least three attempts to rescue you, Ethan." 

"I..."  Ethan blinked.  "Three, master?" 

"Three."  He folded his arms.  "My father has spies in your 

brother's court.  He knew about each attempt before it unfolded, 

and those involved were captured.  I believe some were 

executed." 

"Executed."  Ethan collapsed in upon himself.  "He executed 

the ones who tried to save me." 

"I'm sorry, Ethan."  Master approached, kneeling in front 

of him. 

"Do you..."  Ethan took a deep breath.  The faces of his 

men swam before his eyes.  Jakob and Vincent and Matthew and…  

He’d surrendered so they could live.  They had to be alive.  "Do 

you know their names, master?" 

"Ethan..."  Master shook his head.  "Do not blame yourself.  

Nothing my father did was your fault." 

"Yes, master." 

"I am taking you with me."  Master stood back up. 

"I..."  Ethan raised an eyebrow.  "What do you mean, 

master?" 

"Soon, I will be leaving the castle to undertake the next 

portion of my project.  My real project, not the one my father 

thinks.  And I am not leaving you here to..."  Master clenched 

his fists, and the logs in the fireplace burst into flame, 

making Ethan jump.  

It took him several moments to collect himself.  "Where are 

we going, master?"  He rose. 

"Through a waypoint, into the beyond.  I cannot promise you 

will be safe there..."  He sighed.  "But I know you will not be 

safe here, and I have no means to see you safely home.  So I am 

taking you with me." 

"Yes, master.” 

# 

He took the end of the leash in his hand absently before 

leading Ethan out of the room.  The young man followed happily 

enough, no doubt eager for a few minutes outside the room’s 

confines.  They were halfway down the hall when he sensed the 

briefest tingle of magic.  Samet reacted immediately, forming a 

protective ward even as he dragged himself and Ethan backward.   
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The spell collided with the ward, creating a shower of 

sparks.  Samet flung fire in the direction against the spell had 

come from, and hit a shadowed figure that began screaming as it 

ignited.  A sword swung in his direction, penetrating the ward.  

Samet dodged most of the blow, grunting as he felt the blade’s 

tip slice a gash in his left shoulder.  He flung another spell 

at the armored attacker, sending the man flying backward to 

crash into one of the stone columns.  Another tingle of magic.  

Samet brought his hands together, and the two nearby stone 

pedestals responded to his motion, crushing the mage between 

them and sending blood splattering across the two mages still on 

their feet, both of whom were frantically drawing their spells.  

Samet simply called raw power to him and flung it in their 

direction.  The taller of the two screamed as his own spell blew 

up in his face, melting flesh from bone.  The other managed to 

dismiss his glyph in time, and started to draw a wand.  Samet 

jerked his hand, shattering the glass in the window next to the 

mage and sending the jagged shards into the mage’s body, pinning 

the man to the wall. 

Then he called fire into his hand as he turned back toward 

the warrior. 

“No.” 

Samet stopped, the flames wreathing his hand.  The knight 

lay on the ground a few feet away, panting as he struggled to 

rise again.  “Ethan?” 

The boy shook his head.  “Please, master.  Don’t hurt him.”  

Ethan dropped to his knees, bowing his head.  “Please, master.” 

“Ethan.”  The knight choked out the prince’s name. 

“Who is he, Ethan?” 

“Sir Vincent, master.”  Ethan swallowed.  “My friend, 

master.  Please, master.” 

Slowly the flames around his hand flickered and died.  He 

lowered his arm, then took a deep breath before turning toward 

Ethan.  He gestured at the fallen knight.  Ethan immediately 

scurried to Vincent’s side.  “Vincent.” 

“I’m sorry.”  The knight coughed weakly.  “So sorry.  My 

prince, I…”  Blood was trickling from the side of the knight’s 

mouth, and his breath was coming in wheezing gasps. 

“No, no.”  Ethan brushed the man’s hair back.  “No.  You’re 

going to…”  He turned to look up at Samet, tears in his eyes. 

He looked down at the bleeding gash in his shoulder, where 

the knight’s blade had come within inches of ending his life.  

Then he growled in frustration before taking the potion out of 

his belt pouch and tossing it to Ethan.  “Bloody hell.” 

“My lord.”  Lieutenant Brelith came rushing up, followed by 

a dozen other members the guard.  “My lord, are you alright?”  
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He glanced at the scene, then chuckled.  “Well, now, one of 

Robert’s own knights.  Your father will — ” 

“Yes, one of Robert’s own knights.”  Samet whirled on the 

lieutenant.  “Waltzed  right past you.”  He let fire trail up 

his fists again as he took a step toward the man.  “A bit of 

disciplinary action and you let assassins through?” 

Brelith’s eyes widened, and he started shaking his head 

frantically.  “No, no, my lord.  I…” 

Samet raised his hand, using magic to lift Brelith into the 

air by his throat.  The carpet beneath Samet’s feet was starting 

to smolder.  He hurled the lieutenant to the floor.  “Oh, my 

father will be pleased indeed.”  He showed teeth.  

“Please my lord.”  Brelith coughed.  “Mercy.  Have mercy, 

my lord.” 

“Get this dog out of my sight.”  Samet gestured at Brelith 

before looking to the other guards.  “I’ve mess enough without 

him fouling his pants.  I’ll forget the face of every man who 

leaves now.” 

Two of the guards yanked Brelith to his feet as they fled.   

# 

Ethan watched Master silently, trying to reconcile what he 

had just seen.  Master was a sorcerer, he’d known that.  He’d 

seen the man work enchantments.  But Master had been kind to 

him, almost gentle.  He hadn’t truly been afraid of Master since 

the day Master had taken him to the underwater city. 

Master’s eyes hadn’t glowed then.  Not like they had when 

the man had Vincent at his mercy.  The other men had died 

violently.  The screams of the first still rang in his ears, and 

blood splattered the hem of his robes from the death of the 

second.  Vincent had been thrown with enough force to shatter 

his ribs, and had been dying when Ethan had poured Master’s 

healing potion down the knight’s throat.  Vincent stirred 

restlessly on the cot, still unconscious.  Master had chased 

away the lieutenant before bringing Vincent back to their 

quarters and instructing Ethan to secure him.   

Vincent moved again, and his eyes opened.  Ethan 

immediately put a hand on the man’s chest to keep him from 

injuring himself pulling at the restraints.  “Don’t move.” 

“Ethan?”  Vincent’s eyes widened as he blinked up at Ethan.  

He swallowed.  “You’re alive.”  He tried to raise one of his 

hands, and was prevented from doing so by the strap Ethan had 

used to bind him to the cot.  “Blood of the gods.” 

“Are you alright, Vincent?”  Ethan gave him a worried look 

before beginning to gently press the man’s chest.  Vincent 

winced a few times, but none of the ribs moved. 

“I…”  Vincent swallowed again.  “I’m sorry, my lord.” 

“It’s good to see you alive.”  Ethan smiled. 
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“As it is you.”  Vincent’s smile trembled slightly.  Then 

he shook his head.  “What happens now?” 

“You did better on the subtle this time, I will give you 

that.”  Master’s voice drifted toward them.  “Which means I do 

not feel obligated to kill you on principle.”  Master stood from 

where he had finished tending to his own wound, then retrieved a 

fresh tunic from the wardrobe.  “However, you stabbed me, so I 

also don’t feel obligated to break out the good wine.”  

“My brother will ransom him, master.”  Ethan put his hand 

on top of Vincent’s. 

“And my father will have him skinned alive.”  Master shook 

his head.  Then he walked toward them, staring down at Vincent.  

“You will go back and take a message to Robert.  You will tell 

him that any of his men still in Kendlemoor when the full moon 

rises will learn why the wise fear the shadows.”  He flicked his 

eyes toward Ethan.  “Get him fit to ride.  I want him on his way 

within the hour.” 

“Yes, master.”  He stood to retrieve another of the potions 

as Master headed back to his workbench.  When he brought it to 

Vincent, Vincent gave it a suspicious look.  Ethan rolled his 

eyes.  “Don’t be stupid.  Drink it.”  He held it to Vincent’s 

lips, then set it aside when it was empty.  He hesitated a 

moment, then leaned forward.  “My nephew.”  He smiled.  “What’s 

his name?” 

“Justin.”  Vincent nodded.  “The Queen named him Justin.”  

Vincent swallowed.  “The Queen prays for you every night, as do 

your nieces.”  His voice trembled. 

“Give them my love.  Please.” 

“I will, my prince.” 

# 

“A man tried to kill you, and you let him go?”  Vadin 

stared at his son. 

“Father…”  Samet shook his head and chuckled.  “That 

particular knight has personally tried to kill me more than 

once.  I only wish I could actually see the look on Robert’s 

face when our good knight has to report that I sent him off with 

his tail between his legs yet again.”   

Vadin blinked, then he laughed.  “You’re right, that 

actually is funny.”  He shrugged.  “Though I wish you’d 

mentioned the matter to me first.  According to my spies, our 

Sir Vincent is the illegitimate son of Prelate Graham.  We could 

have gotten him and Ethan matching collars.”  His smile faded.  

“About the archway…” 

“There are some things I will need to acquire before I can 

properly direct the ritual.”  Samet frowned.  “I may have to do 

some traveling, handle certain matters in person.” 
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He put his hand on Samet’s neck before pulling his son 

toward him and pressing their foreheads together.  “That’s my 

boy.  I knew you’d see it my way.” 

“Yes, father.”  Samet nodded. 

# 

“Ethan’s alive.”  Robert let out a breath he wasn’t aware 

he’d been holding. 

Sir Vincent couldn’t bring himself to meet Robert’s eyes.  

“I’m sorry, your majesty.  I failed him.” 

“You made it further than any others have.”  Graham put a 

hand on his son’s shoulder.  “And if you hadn’t brought the 

warning, we —” 

“I’m only alive because Ethan begged on his knees for my 

life.”  Vincent’s fists clenched, and he shook his head.  “He 

called that…”  He gestured sharply.  “Thing ‘master’.  He…”  

Vincent swallowed.  “That thing had him on a leash.” 

“Enough.”  Robert drew himself to his full height.  “My 

brother still lives.  You’ve lifted that weight, Vincent, and 

enabled us to preserve forces that would otherwise have been 

lost.  You got four mages into the heart of Vadin’s stronghold.  

You could not have known that sorcerer could overcome them.” 

“I drew his blood, your highness.”  Vincent did look up 

then.  “The hellspawn bleeds.” 

“Good.”  Robert’s lips curled up in a smile.  “Then all we 

truly need is an arrow he doesn’t see coming.” 

# 

“Thank you.” 

Samet blinked at the whispered words, then turned his head 

to look at the young man lying on the other side of the bed.  

“Hmm?” 

“Thank you, master.”  Ethen moved closer, rolling to face 

Samet.  He put his hand on Samet’s chest. 

“Yes, well, here is hoping the next friend you have drop by 

is a little less stabby.”  He started to settled back down to 

sleep. 

Then his eyes snapped open again when Ethan’s hand started 

caressing him.  The prince shifted, coming closer, pressing 

against Samet’s side before gently kissing Samet’s neck.  “I am 

sorry you were injured, master.”  He kissed Samet’s throat, then 

started trailing kisses down Samet’s chest as his hand moved 

down toward… 

He caught Ethan’s hand in his own, and drew it away.  

“Ethan…” 

Ethan gave him a confused look.  “I thought this would 

please you, master.” 

“Just stop.”  Samet pushed him away. 
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The boy drew back, looking like a hurt puppy.  “I’m sorry, 

master.”  He shook his head.  “Don’t you want me, master?  Have 

I displeased you, master?” 

Samet took a deep breath and sat up.  A half blind idiot 

could tell displeasure wasn’t exactly what he was experiencing 

at the moment.  “Ethan, I…”  He shook his head.  “I don’t want 

you to do anything you do not want to do.” 

The infernal prince moved closer, crawling across the bed 

to him.  Samet felt a hand on his shoulder before Ethan kissed 

the back of his neck.  “I want to please you, master.” 

Not long ago, he’d been on his knees, begging Samet not to 

burn his friend alive.  It would be so easy, to turn and take 

his reward for that act of mercy.  Ethan’s body, beautiful and 

compliant, offered up eagerly.  “I always thought hell would 

have more fire.” 

“Master?”  Ethan kissed his shoulder, and began running his 

hands over Samet’s body. 

“Go to sleep, Ethan.”  Samet stood abruptly. 

“Master?”  Ethan blinked up at him. 

“Just go to sleep.  We…”  He shook his head.  “We have a 

long journey tomorrow, and…”  He sighed.  “Just get some sleep.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan moved back to his side of the bed.  

Then he frowned.  “Where are you going, master?” 

“To find some very cold water.”  Samet stalked toward the 

bathing chamber. 
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9 

 

“Here.” 

Ethan blinked as Master handed him a pack.  “Where should I 

put this, master?” 

“You get your clothes and the stuff in that there…”  Master 

waved haphazardly at the crate a servant had brought that 

morning.  “Then you put it on you.”  Master went to the wardrobe 

and began pulling things out, tossing them on the bed. 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan set the pack onto a chair and quickly 

began gathering his clothes. 

Master glanced over at him.  “And put real clothes on.  

Boots, too.  We’ll be going by horseback.” 

“Yes, master.”  He stripped the robe off, shoved it into 

the pack, and dressed before going to the crate.  He pried open 

the lid to reveal the crate was full of knives.  Ethan blinked.  

They were all styled identically to the ones he’d been 

practicing with, but there were a dozen pairs each of a 

seemingly different material.  One set looked to be made of some 

kind of glass.  He gave them a curious look, then began packing 

them away.  There were two sets in red sheathes that were 

decorated with a dizzying array of runes.  One set had silvered 

blades, the other set was blackened iron. 

Master slung a sack over his own shoulder before handing 

Ethan another pack.  “Ready?” 

“I do not know, master.”  Ethan frowned.  “Where are we 

going, master?” 

“The point is we aren’t coming back here.  So do you have 

everything?”  Master raised an eyebrow. 

“Yes, master.” 

“Right.”  Master grabbed the end of his leash and led him 

toward the door. 

# 

Lord Vadin met Samet at the door, then pulled his son to 

him for a hug.  “I am going to miss you.”   

“And I you.”  Samet nodded as he hugged his father back 

tightly. 

He stepped back a moment later, then blinked.  “You’re 

taking Ethan with you?” 

“Unless you have a horse that can climb ladders?”  Samet 

raised an eyebrow. 

“That can be your next project.”  He chuckled.  “Take care 

of yourself.” 

“I will.”  Samet nodded.  “Goodbye, Father.” 

# 
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Ethan frowned.  It was past time for the evening meal, and 

Master had shown no signs of slowing the horses.  His own legs 

were sore from the speed the horses had kept, and he was 

surprised neither animal had faltered from exhaustion.  It 

occurred to him that Master had likely enchanted the animals. 

It was dark before Master finally slowed his own horse, 

then came to a stop.  “Dismount, grab all the gear from the 

horses, and turn them loose.”  Master shook his head.   

He blinked, but nodded. “Yes, master.”  He hurried about 

his task.  Master was pacing back and forth near a group of 

standing stones, occasionally kicking pebbles out of his way.  

Ethan finished, then gave each horse a smack on the rump to send 

them back the way they’d come.  “Master?” 

A strange cry came from Master, and the man spun.  He 

hurled fire at a nearby boulder.  The rock glowed for a 

heartbeat before exploding into jagged shards.  Ethan ducked to 

avoid the debris, then stayed in his covered position, watching 

Master with wide eyes.  The man stood, his eyes glowing as 

flames danced around him.  Then he clenched his fist and pulled 

his hand back.  The flames around him vanished.  He took several 

deep breaths.  “Ethan, I need you to listen.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan moved closer, though he kept low.  

Master’s eyes were still glowing, as they had when he’d killed 

the Covenant mages. 

“Once we are through, you are to touch nothing save with my 

leave.  Nothing in that place is truly what it appears to be.  

Make no bargain with any of its denizens.  You no more want them 

in your debt than you want to be in theirs.  Get the knives in 

the red sheaths, and keep them close at hand.  Draw the ones I 

tell you to.  Do not draw either set without my permission.” 

“Yes, master.” 

“Do not leave the path.  Do not look them in the eye.  Do 

not…”  Master sighed.  “Be careful, Ethan.” 

“Where are we going, master?” 

Master turned toward the standing stones.  He began 

gesturing, his motions slow and deliberate.  “This place has 

many names.  Most translate to simply ‘beyond’ or ‘between’.”  

Inside the stone circle, the air began to glimmer.  Something 

appeared within, floating.  For a moment, it looked like a 

mirror, reflecting the world around them.  Then it shifted, and 

showed something else entirely.  “It is the land of the Fey.” 

“Master?”  The word came out as a whimper. 

“Samet.”  Master shook his head.  “My name is Samet.”  He 

gestured at Ethan, and magic grabbed the end of the leash, 

yanking Ethan to him.  Master grabbed the collar, and there was 

a slightest jolt as the collar broke open.  Then Master flung 
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collar and leash away.  “Names have power, Ethan.  Especially 

where we are going.”  He held out his hand.  “Come.” 

Ethan swallowed, and took Master’s hand. 

# 

Samet looked down at the stone path.  Here and there bits 

of crystal shimmered.  The light that illuminated the area had 

no apparent source, and neither he nor Ethan cast shadows.  A 

small thing, but the effect was extremely disconcerting. 

It was not too late to turn back, to try once more to…  

Samet closed his eyes, and shook his head.  “Are you alright, 

Ethan?” 

“The air is strange, master.”  Ethan was looking about him.  

“It smells very…”  Ethan shook his head. 

“I always thought it smelled rather purple.”  Samet 

sniffed. 

“Purple has a smell, master?”  Ethan blinked, then he 

tilted his head before sniffing the air.  He frowned, then 

sniffed the air again.  “It…”  He slowly shook his head. “Does 

smell purple, master.” 

“That’s a good sign.”  Samet gestured for Ethan to follow 

him as he started down the path.  “If it starts smelling yellow, 

we’re in a lot of trouble.” 

# 

It was nearly an hour before they reached the first of the 

waystones.  Samet concentrated, focusing his magic to activate 

the wards.  He took his time, letting the familiar ritual calm 

him.  Finally he let his hands drop to his sides.  “You can make 

camp now.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan scrambled to obey. 

Samet moved to one of the stone benches and dropped himself 

onto it.  “Do you know why we are here, Ethan?” 

“To retrieve something for a ritual, master.”  Ethan began 

building a fire. 

“Do you know why?”  He watched the young man work.   

Ethan set about the task with a brisk efficiency.  “To give 

your father victory, master.” 

He frowned, and looked Ethan over again.  The prince had 

been a warrior.  Even if luck had played a factor in the 

victory, Ethan had been able to hold against Talit.  His father 

had kept Ethan caged or bound during his captivity for 

precaution more than simply to increase the boy’s suffering.  

“You are carrying knives, Ethan.  And you sleep next to me every 

night.”  Samet folded his arms. “You could deny that victory to 

my father quite easily.” 

“I could, master?”  

The prince actually looked surprised by the statement.  

Samet frowned.  “Why haven't you killed me, Ethan?” 
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“I…”. Ethan actually looked horrified by the notion.  

“Master?” 

Samet shook his head.  “I apologize, Ethan.  My mood is 

strange tonight.”  He took a deep breath.  “I have not come here 

to aid my father, Ethan  I have come here to stop him.”  He 

leaned forward.  “And I will need your help.” 

“I…”. Ethan went still.  His hand slowly crept up to his 

neck, touching where the collar had been.  “I don't understand, 

master.” 

“My father wants me to be like the sorcerer kings of old, 

to wear the dragon crown.  He conquers so that one day, I will 

rule.  His legacy.”  Samet sighed.  “And to that end, he would 

have the archways open, unleashing a soul storm upon the land.  

Those who do not kneel will be obliterated.  It is the dark 

power that drives him to these things, that drove him to be the 

kind of man who would…”. He shook his head.  “But you know what 

he has become better than most.  Will you help me, Ethan?” 

Silence fell on the camp for a long moment.  “Yes…” Ethan 

nodded.  “Samet.” 

# 

He shifted restlessly in the bedroll.  Finally, Ethan 

simply sat up, and looked around.  Even with the small campfire, 

the place remained curiously alien.  The sounds, smells, even 

the taste of the air was wrong.  The color and shape of the 

grass was odd enough without the sense that it shifted every 

time he looked away.  Sometimes it seemed he’d catch the trees 

moving out of the corner of his eye.  Ethan drew his knees to 

him, then looked at the man sleeping on the other side of the 

small campfire. 

Why hadn’t he killed Master?  He’d searched for openings 

many times in the first days of his confinement.  Old master was 

stronger, and had kept him starved and chained.  But Master had 

simply gone to sleep next to him and it had never once occurred 

to him to take advantage of the man’s vulnerability.  He would 

have been killed for it, and his death would not have been a 

kind one, but it couldn’t have been worse than some of what old 

master had done to him.  And eliminating a sorcerer from the 

world, surely that would have been worth the risk? 

Master had…  Ethan frowned.  Old master would have skinned 

Vincent alive, or worse.  Old master would have broken Vincent 

as thoroughly as old master had broken him.  Master…  Samet had 

healed Vincent and let him go.  He felt a twinge of fear at 

using Master’s name, even in his head.  Across the fire, Master 

lay, asleep.  Master had given him knives.  His hand touched the 

hilts of the blades. 

Slowly, Ethan stood.  He took a couple deep breaths, and 

began moving to the other side of the fire. 
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# 

Samet woke to find Ethan had crawling into the bedroll next 

to him.  “Ethan?” 

“I can’t sleep, master.” 

“Yes, well…”  Samet started to shake his head. 

“Please, master.”  Ethan looked up at him, eyes huge in the 

reflection of the firelight. 

He let out resigned sigh, then nodded.  Ethan immediately 

curled up next to him.  “Go to sleep, Ethan.  You are safe 

here.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan sighed contentedly, snuggling just a 

little closer.  Samet put his arm around the younger man, and 

drifted back to his dreams. 

# 

“The gold is for what your Covenant scholars refers to as 

‘ghosts’.”  Samet indicated the knives.  “They aren’t actually 

the souls of the departed, just echos of very strong emotions.”  

He shook his head.  “Unfortunately, these are most commonly 

formed by insane rage or despair at an untimely demise, thus its 

fairly safe to such creatures are hostile.” 

“That is what you freed at Kendlemoor, master?” 

“Freed is a strong term.  They are still bound to place of 

their death, I simply removed the ward preventing them from 

crossing over.”  He shrugged.  “Your friend Vincent made it back 

in time to warn your brother.” 

Ethan nodded.  “Why two knives, master?” 

“In case you lose one.”  Samet shook his head.  “We don’t 

exactly have a blacksmith in our back pockets.”  He indicated 

the next pair.  “Dragonbone, and do try very hard not to lose 

these because I could build a castle for what it would cost to 

replace them.” 

“And what are they for, master?”  Ethan picked up one, 

examining it.  The blade was incredibly well balanced, with a 

hilt that seemed perfectly suited to his hand. 

“In a pinch, they’ll kill damned near everything.”  Samet 

chuckled.  “But their true beauty is this…”  His eyes flashed as 

he willed a tiny spark of magic into the blade. 

The blade seemed to ignite in Ethan’s hand.  Flames 

traveled along the edge of the blade, but their heat failed to 

burn him.  He slashed out at the air, leaving a glowing trail 

where the knife passed.  The flames suddenly shifted, and then 

the blade was coated in ice.  Ethan smiled as he turned it this 

way and that, and then the magic vanished.  “Because a troll is 

immune to blade but not to flame, right, master?” 

Samet laughed.  “Trolls weren’t exactly what I had in mind, 

but yes.  Some beings can heal quickly enough that a blade alone 

is insufficient.” 
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“Silver for shapeshifters, iron for fey, and…”  Ethan 

touched the shimmering, translucent blades.  “I do not know what 

these are made of, master.” 

“A rare form of volcanic glass, one that can be shaped only 

by magic.”  Samet shook his head.  “Bloody things took me 

forever, but they can be used to sever magical bindings.  The 

steel ones are exactly that, steel.  Good for eating, trimming 

fingernails, and stabbing ruffians.” 

“And the wooden ones, master?”  Ethan indicated both sets 

of wood-bladed knives. 

“White ash, blessed and magically hardened.”  He sighed, 

then nodded to the other knives without touching them.  “Those 

two were carved from the heartwood of a dryad’s tree.  They…”  

He met Ethan’s eyes.  “Are particularly harmful to anything 

related to demons, including sorcerers.”  He shrugged.  “So if 

you do decide to kill me, I recommend those.” 

“I don’t want to kill you, master.”  Ethan’s voice was 

quiet. 

“Good.  I don’t particularly want you to kill me either.”  

Samet smiled.  “Bluesteel and damascane steel are simply 

variations on steel.  Those will do anything the steel ones will 

do, just fancier.”  He stood.  “Put your toys away.  We should 

be moving on.” 

“Yes, master.”   

# 

The next of the strange gray stones was within sight when 

Master slowed his steps.  He frowned, and scanned the area 

around them.  Then his eyes glowed, and he moved his hand.  What 

had a moment ago appeared to be a bush leaped at them with a 

roar, long taloned paws seeking to rend.  It hit an invisible 

barrier before being thrown back.  Four other bushes began 

moving as well.  “Manticores.  Iron.”  Master’s voice rang out. 

Ethan drew the iron knives and slashed at the barbed tail 

one of the creatures sent toward him.  The knife barely grazed 

the beast, but it howled as though in agony.  To Ethan’s 

surprise, he saw the flesh around the wound was blackened and 

smoking.  He stayed at moved into position slashing at the 

creatures that attempted to get at Master’s back. 

He heard Master grunt, then saw him fling a fireball at the 

last of the creatures.  Then Master stumbled.  Ethan saw blood 

on Master’s leg.  “Master?” 

“The waystone, Ethan.”  Master shook his head.  “Get me to 

the waystone.” 

“Yes, master.”  He caught Master’s arm and got his shoulder 

up under him, half dragging the man to the stone.  Master’s eyes 

immediately began glowing, and Ethan saw the strange runes on 

the waystone begin to shimmer in response. 
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“The wards are up.”  Master sat down heavily on the stone 

bench, then looked at the wound on his leg.  “Bloody hell.” 

“Master, are you alright?” 

“I’ll be fine.  Their poison is a sedative, a paralytic.”  

Master swayed slightly.  “Just give me a mom…”  Master slid off 

the bench to land bonelessly on the ground. 

For a moment, Ethan just stood there, staring at the 

unconscious man.  Then he set his pack down and quickly laid out 

a bedroll, moving Master to where he hoped Master would be more 

comfortable.  Then he frowned uncertainly.  He shifted from foot 

to foot, then began setting up the camp. 

# 

Waking hurt.  Samet opened his eyes, and tried to lift his 

hand to rub at his eyes.  His hand simply flopped limply.  The 

events of the previous… day?… began coming back to him. 

“Master?”  Ethan’s worried face appeared above him.  

“Master, are you alright?” 

“Water.  Please.”  Samet managed to get the words out.  

Immediately, Ethan grabbed the waterskin.  He carefully raised 

Samet’s head so he could drink.  “Thank you.” 

“Are you hurt, master?” 

Samet tried to raise his hand again.  This time, it 

listened.  “I’ll be fine.  Takes a bit for it to wear off.” 

“I collected two of the tails, master, and drained the 

poison.”  Ethan held up a vial of green liquid.  “The others 

were too badly damaged for me to get much from them, master.” 

He blinked.  “Well done, Ethan.” 

The prince smiled widely.  “Thank you, master.  I also made 

dinner, master.” 

By the time Ethan had dished up the meal, Samet was able to 

start moving around again.  Ethan quickly cleaned up, then began 

placing his bedroll down next to Samet.  Within a few moments, 

the young man was curled up next to him.  “Will there be more of 

those beasts, master?” 

“Manticore packs are extremely territorial.  There won’t be 

more of those for miles.”  Samet shook his head.  He had hoped 

to make it one more waystone that day, but it was too close to 

dark for that now. “Though it’s odd to see them that close to 

the path.  The land is shifting.” 

Ethan rested his head on Samet’s shoulder, snuggling in 

closer.  “They really did look like lions grown from trees, 

master.” 

“Faery tales don’t get everything wrong.”  He smiled. 

“I was scared, master.” 

“You fought well.  Thank you.” 

“You were hurt, master.”  Ethan shook his head.  He 

shifted, putting a leg over Samet’s leg and a hand on Samet’s 
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chest.  “I thought…”  His hand clutched the front of Samet’s 

tunic. 

“I’m alright, Ethan.”  He managed to get his arm around the 

prince. 

Slowly, Ethan released his death grip on Samet’s tunic.  

Then he lifted his head to kiss the side of Samet’s jaw.  “I am 

glad, master.”  His hand began to move in a gentle caress. 

“Ethan…” Samet sighed, catching Ethan’s hand in his.  “You 

have no idea how difficult you make it to resist temptation.” 

“Why, master?”  Ethan sounded hurt. 

“Because…”  Samet sat up, and turned to face him.  “Because 

when I raise my voice, you cower.  Because if I give you an 

order, you never consider disobeying.  Because I am the greatest 

threat to your people and it never once occurred to you to slit 

my throat while I lay helpless.  Because if a person cannot say 

no, there is no meaning to their yes and I…”  He clenched his 

fists.  “Because while I may have been damned before I drew my 

first breath there are lines that should not be crossed.”   

“You took the collar off.” 

It took him a moment to realize Ethan hadn’t called him 

master that time.  “Ethan…” 

“I told you no.  You were going to kill Vincent and I told 

you no and you…”  Ethan met his eyes.  “And you stopped.” 

“I…” 

“You stopped.  I said no, and you stopped.”  Ethan nodded.  

“And now you are saying no.  So I will stop.”  He shifted back 

to his bedroll, and lay down again, turning away. 

For a moment, Samet just sat there, staring at him.  “Look 

at me, Ethan.”  Ethan turned around and sat up.  Samet sighed.  

“I’m not a nice man.  My father gave you to me because he 

thought having…”  He shook his head.  “Would please me.  And he 

was not far from wrong.  The thought of you tied to my bed, 

writhing at my pleasure, obeying my commands, does in fact hold 

considerable interest for me.  So let me be clear on this, 

Ethan.  If you touch me again tonight, I promise you two things.  

One, I will punish you.  And two…”  He met Ethan’s eyes.  “I 

will make you enjoy it.”  He took a deep breath.  “But the 

choice is yours, Ethan.  It will always be yours.” 

Silence descended on the camp again.  And then Ethan 

reached out and put his hand on Samet’s knee. 
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10 

 

Master was staring at Ethan’s hand on his knee.  A small 

part of him wondered what he was doing, but it wasn’t fear 

making him want to tremble.  Master looked up at him, a strange 

look in his eye.  And then Master smiled. 

Something yanked him backward, and then Master was on top 

of him.  He crushed Ethan’s mouth beneath his as he ran his 

hands over Ethan’s sides.  “Who is your master, Ethan?” 

“You are, master.”  His words came slightly breathless as 

Master gently raked his teeth over Ethan’s neck. 

“Ethan?” 

“Yes, master?”   

“I promised I would punish you.”  The tips of Master’s 

fingers tingled his skin where they touched, their caress 

feather-light.  “And so I shall.  You do not…”  Master’s lips 

brushed his ear, tickling lightly.  Master kissed his ear before 

continuing.  “Have permission to cum.” 

He blinked, uncertain as to what, exactly, that was 

supposed to mean.  Master’s hands continued moving over his 

body.  He tried to caress Master’s body in return, only for 

Master to grasp his hands and put them back on the ground.  “Be 

still, Ethan.” 

“Yes, mas —”  He was cut off by another hungry kiss.  

Master’s fingers undid the knot at his breeches, and Ethan 

lifted his hips so Master could remove the garment.  Master’s 

mouth began to trail kisses down his chest and belly, as his 

hands continued moving across Ethan’s body. 

Ethan gasped when he felt Master’s mouth on his shaft.  The 

man’s tongue teased him before Master took his mouth away again.  

He kissed the side of Ethan’s inner thigh, and Ethan felt 

Master’s teeth nibble lightly before Master’s mouth returned 

once more to his shaft.  The warm wetness closed around him, and 

he felt Master’s tongue caress, moving lightly as Master took 

him in deeper.  He felt the back of Master’s throat, soft and 

velvety, and moaned.  Master’s fingers didn’t stop.  One hand 

aided Master’s mouth, the other roamed.  

His hips rose again as he felt the sensation building and 

his body started to tremble and then Master… stopped.  He took 

his mouth away, and moved back up Ethan’s body.  He kissed the 

side of Ethan’s neck once more, then returned to the feather 

light caresses.  The tips of his fingers glowed just slightly, 

and the magic seemed to vibrate against his skin.  It felt good.  

He reached up to pull Master closer, and Master caught his hand 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 82 of 230 

and put it back on the ground again.  “Master told you to be 

still, Ethan.” 

“Yes, master.” It was harder than it sounded.  Master’s 

hands were making him squirm, the light caresses almost tickling 

as they elicited sensation from his body.  He was panting when 

Master trailed kisses down, and took him into his mouth once 

more. 

He bit back a moan as Master’s tongue moved over the tip of 

his shaft, light and playful.  Slowly, Master slid his mouth 

down Ethan’s length.  Ethan felt himself rising again and…  And 

then the nature of the punishment flooded into his mind.  Master 

had told him not to cum.  And Master was…  Ethan whimpered, and 

felt Master’s laughter.  Since the man had him in his mouth at 

the time, the effect was…  He caught the bedroll in his hands, 

clenching them tightly as he started trying to fight the 

pleasure Master was skillfully drawing from his body.  He felt 

Master’s teeth against the skin of his inner thigh, a slight 

hint of pain that seemed to only heighten the intensity of the 

pleasure. 

A moment before he would have lost that fight, Master 

stopped once more.  The man returned to lightly nuzzling his 

neck as he ran his fingers over Ethan’s belly.  As soon as the 

imminent danger passed, Master returned to…  “Please.”  Ethan 

heard his voice saying.  He repeated the word as Master’s mouth 

drew him in again.  He was writhing in earnest now, pushing his 

body toward Master’s touch, and then Master stopped again, the 

light touches teasing and…  “Please.  Please, please…”  He 

whimpered the word, over and over.  His whole body was aching 

with desire, with denied release and the man would neither stop 

nor take him over and he wasn’t sure if he was begging for mercy 

or more. 

“Ethan?” 

“Please, master.  Please.” 

“Tell me what you want.” 

“I want you, master.  Please, master.  Please.  Let me.  

Please.” 

“You have permission, Ethan.”  Master’s mouth encircled him 

again, this time more forcefully.  

He gasped, gripping at the bedroll, his back arching and 

twisting and then…  He cried out, his body rocking as he came.  

Then he collapsed backward, panting and twitching.  Master 

moved, laying next to him.  It took him a lifetime to find his 

breath again. 

Master kissed his shoulder.  “Go to sleep, Ethan.” 

Ethan started to curl up next to him, to obey the command.  

His body was still tingling.  He managed to raise his head, to 

look at Master.  “What about you, Master?” 
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A small laugh came from the other man as Master wrapped his 

arms around him.  “Don’t get greedy, Ethan.  Or I may have to 

punish you again.” 

Right now, he was fairly confident another such punishment 

would kill him. 

# 

He woke, and for once noted that Ethan was still asleep, 

snuggled against his side.  Samet had left a few light marks on 

the prince’s pale skin.  He smiled, then lightly brushed Ethan’s 

hair back behind his ear.  Ethan stirred slightly at the touch, 

and Samet put two fingers beneath his chin.  He lifted Ethan’s 

head, and kissed him.  “Come, we have a long way yet to go.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan smiled. 

# 

They were halfway to the next waystone when another attack 

came.  “Silver.”  Samet called over his shoulder as he formed a 

ward.  The first werewolf was caught, frozen in mid leap.  

“Now.” 

Ethan moved, slashing at the next werewolf with a silver 

dagger.  Blood sprayed across the path.  He remained at Samet’s 

back, ensuring nothing got anywhere near Samet as Samet flung 

flames.  Two more wolves died, and the rest moved back, staying 

some distance from the path.  “Master?” 

“Stay on the path, Ethan.  They are not stupid.”  Samet 

stood, fire in both hands.  The wolves paced, watching them 

before eventually fading back into the trees.  He let the fire 

die.  “Keep your eyes open.  If they see an opportunity, they 

will take it.”  Samet began walking again. 

“Why must we stay on the path, master?” 

“If we leave it, we will not be able to find the waystones 

and the sanctuary they offer.”  Samet glanced back at Ethan.  

“And one of us would thus have to spend the entire night on 

watch.  The path is also the only way one can be certain of 

their footing here, and if we leave it we will not find it 

again.”   

“How many times have you come here before, master?” 

“Not many.  There are…”  Samet sighed.  “There are dangers 

here beyond the obvious.  The Covenant mages would say you risk 

your soul venturing into the beyond, and they are not entirely 

wrong.  Fey are compelled by their natures to speak only truth, 

but that does not make them unable to deceive.  A half truth can 

be more dangerous than a full lie.  They must keep their 

bargains, but how a bargain is interpreted is up to them.  They 

will twist and bend the meaning of words until there is little 

difference between truth and lie.  And yet you are equally 

compelled if you bargain with them.  Fail to hold your end, and 

your soul is forfeit.” 
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“What did you mean when you said names have power, master?” 

“Beings to magic born have truenames.  Call a thing by it’s 

name, and it will answer.  A truename is a binding, a 

compulsion.  A writ upon the very soul itself.  Covenant mages 

give up their birth names and have another chosen for them 

because they think such an act protects them from such a risk, 

yet that is superstition on their parts.  Their magic must be 

awakened and taught, it is not part of their base nature.”  He 

chuckled.  “And a name and a truename are not the same thing.” 

For a few moments, Ethan simply followed him in silence.  

Then he frowned.  “Does that mean you have a truename, master?” 

Samet stopped a moment before he continued walking again.  

“Yes, Ethan.  I do.  One who knew my truename could command my 

heart to stop beating, and it would obey.  A thing’s truename, 

however, is not easily obtained.  I am not foolish enough to 

barter such a thing away.”  He shrugged.  “A truename must be 

given.  You find my truename written on a slip of paper and call 

it as often as you like, and it would be naught but a word 

unless I gave it to you from my own tongue.” 

“And do you know the truenames of any beings?” 

“Yes.  Fey and demons, not creatures I would call to amuse 

myself.  A truename is not spoken lightly.  Fey and demons are 

powerful creatures, and dislike being compelled.”  He frowned.  

“Abuse of truenames is what was ultimately the undoing of the 

Sorcerer-Kings.  Eventually, the creatures they bound found ways 

to twist from their orders, and betrayed them.” 

“The legends say the Covenant is what defeated the 

Sorcerer-Kings.”  Ethan shook his head. 

“And who do you think taught the Magi?”  Samet let out a 

low laugh.  “Who bound Covenant magic to so many oaths?  Fey 

drive a hard bargain, and power always has a price.” 

# 

Ethan hissed as Master carefully removed his trousers.  

Blood welled from the claw marks that ran down his thigh, deep 

enough that he could see torn muscle.  He had seen the third 

wolf at the last second, and it had managed to get a swipe in 

before he had driven the iron dagger into it’s chest.  “Will I 

turn, Master?” 

“Contrary to popular belief, the curse is not passed on by 

a bite or claw.”  Master shook his head.  He poured a potion 

over the wound, and Ethan bit back a cry as bloody froth began 

to seep from the injury.  “It is exactly that, a curse.  Most 

such creatures never were human.”   Master handed him another 

potion.  “Drink.”  He rose as Ethan obeyed.  “Unless you give 

certain fey both power over you and cause to dislike you, it is 

not something you ever need fear.” 
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“I see, master.”  He felt the pain starting to fade as the 

potion did its work.  The wound was visibly healing before his 

eyes.  “Thank you, master.” 

“You know, you don’t have to end every sentence with the 

word ‘master’.”  Master chuckled.  “It’s actually becoming a 

little annoying.” 

“Yes, master.  I’m sorry, master.  I will work on that, 

master.”  Ethan nodded.  “Are you hungry, master?  I can make 

dinner, master.  Would you like dinner, master?  Or some tea, 

master?” 

Master ran a hand down his face.  “You know, until this 

very moment, I have never actually felt the urge to turn someone 

into a frog.” 

“I…”  Ethan frowned.  “Can you actually do that?” 

“No.” 

“That is good to know.”  Ethan smiled.  “Master.  Did you 

want the tea, mas —” 

He was cut off by Master grabbing him by the back of the 

neck and pulling him closer.  Master’s mouth came down on his, 

hungry and demanding.  Ethan opened his mouth, putting his hand 

on Master’s back as he returned the kiss.  “No, Ethan.”  Master 

smiled.  “I do not want tea.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan kissed Master. 

“What do you want, Ethan?” 

“I…”  Ethan hesitated.  “I don’t know, master.  I…”  He 

took a step back, and Master let him.  “I want to please you.” 

“Do you imagine that you do not?”  Master raised an 

eyebrow. 

“You brought me pleasure, master.” 

“And I enjoyed doing so.”  Master slowly nodded.  “Would 

you like me to do so again?” 

“Yes.  I mean no.  I mean yes.  I mean…”  Ethan sighed.  “I 

don’t know.” 

“Well, that clarified everything nicely.”  Master nodded.  

He tilted his head, and then nodded to himself.  “Sit, Ethan.”  

He gestured at the bedroll.  Ethan obeyed, and then Master sat 

down across from him.  “I have been asking you what you want, 

and perhaps that is the wrong way to approach this.  What do you 

need, Ethan?” 

“I need…”  Ethan swallowed.  He took a deep breath, then 

shifted as he considered the question.  Then he looked up at 

Master.  “I need to know what it feels like when it’s someone 

that…”  He swallowed again.  “Cares about me.” 

# 

Samet sat silently, processing Ethan’s words.  He had some 

idea of what his father had done to the prince, and what he’d 

allowed others to do.  Ethan had been a virgin the first time 
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the warlord had raped him.  He should have taken that into 

consideration.  The abuse was all he had known.  And then he’d…  

No wonder the boy had offered himself up so readily.  “I do care 

about you, Ethan.”  Samet sighed.  “Answer a question for me, if 

you would.” 

“Of course, master.” 

“Have you always been interested in men?” 

Ethan frowned, then shook his head.  “No, master.”  He gave 

Samet a curious look.  “Have you, master?” 

“I have enjoyed the company of both men and women.” 

“I…”  Ethan shuddered a little.  “Did not enjoy her 

company.” 

“Her?” 

“He called her Lady Roshni.”  Ethan drew in on himself a 

little.  “She used to laugh when…”  He looked away. 

“When we have completed our mission, freed my father from 

the dark powers…”  Samet took a deep breath.  “Some house 

cleaning may be necessary.”  He rubbed the back of his neck.  

“If it wasn’t for people like her, perhaps my father wouldn’t…”  

He shook his head.  “My mother would never have tolerated Lady 

Roshni in the court.” 

“Your mother?”  Ethan looked up. 

Samet lay on his side on the bedroll, facing Ethan.  “My 

father has always been a warrior.  As he told the tale, he was 

wounded, his heart torn, and an angel came to him on the 

battlefield.  She healed him, putting his heart back together 

with her touch, and he begged her to stay with him.  So she took 

mortal form, and became his bride.”  He smiled.  “As she told 

the story, a drunken soldier with an arrow in his ass stumbled 

into her tent, fell over on her rug, and started snoring.  She 

decided to take pity on the poor bastard.” 

“As Graham tells it, the first time Robert saw Tabitha he 

tripped and fell into a wall, breaking his nose.”  Ethan lay 

down across from Samet.   

“I displayed signs of magic very young.  That’s when the 

rumors began.  That my father had made a pact with the dark 

powers, that his son was hellspawn.  My grandfather ordered my 

father to turn me over to the Covenant, and…”  Samet shook his 

head.  “That was the day my father committed both patricide and 

regicide.  It didn’t do much to help the rumors.  Despite how he 

had taken the throne, he ruled Atrios well for a time, with my 

mother’s guidance.  How the conflict with Drili began depends on 

who you ask, but my father saw fit to end that conflict by 

simply conquering it.  Took him less than a month.  Turns out, 

doing things like that makes the neighbors nervous.”  Samet 

shifted his position a little.  “The assassins came for my 

father, but found me and my mother instead.  I was seven years 
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old.  They attempted to simply take me, thinking to use me as a 

hostage against my father, and my mother grabbed a sword to stop 

them.  They killed my mother, and I…”  He swallowed.  “I proved 

the suspicion that I was a sorcerer true.  I burned my mother’s 

killers from the inside out, boiling their blood in their veins.  

From that moment, few could look at me without fear in their 

eyes.  And my father…”   

At some point, Ethan had moved closer.  He put his arms 

around Samet, pulling Samet to him gently.  Samet put his arms 

around Ethan, holding the younger man close.   

# 

Robert paced.  “Then Vadin doesn’t know what has become of 

them either?”  He turned to face Graham. 

“According to our spies, their horses made it back but the 

men themselves have vanished.  The sorcerer’s destination was 

supposed to be some ruins south of the glass canyons.”  Graham 

folded his arms.  “Fresh horses were waiting for them, but they 

never arrived.” 

“No.”  Robert shook his head.  “If someone in the Coalition 

had killed the sorcerer, we’d know by now.  Blood of the gods, 

the man that brought back the sorcerer’s head could name his 

price.”  He took a deep breath.  “And your informants are 

certain the sorcerer took Ethan with him?” 

“Yes.”  Graham frowned.  “It is not unlikely that this is 

subterfuge on the part of the sorcerer.  Conceal his movements 

so that the Covenant mages cannot act against him.  An informant 

cannot betray what they do not know.”  He let his arms fall to 

his sides.  “Vadin does not seem to be afraid for his son.” 

“And we are nowhere near lucky enough for the sorcerer to 

be out of the picture.”  Robert nodded.  “Send for Admiral 

Derrick.  If we don’t manage to retake more ports soon, it is 

going to be a long winter.” 

# 

Ethan finished drying the plates and put them back in the 

pack.  Master was frowning at a scroll.  “We are lost, aren’t 

we, master?” 

“We are not.”  Master shook his head.  “We just cannot find 

where we are going.” 

“I believe that qualifies as lost.” 

“I know exactly where we are.  I am just uncertain where 

our destination is.”  Master put the scroll away.  “I am 

attempting to follow a five hundred year old map drawn from a 

story told a thousand years ago.  Some aimless wandering may be 

required.”   

“I prefer my aimless wandering with fewer things trying to 

kill us, master.”  Ethan finished spreading the bedrolls.  “Out 
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of curiosity, is there anything in this realm that isn’t going 

to try to kill us?” 

“Pessimist.”  Master smiled.  

“What was that thing earlier, master?” 

“Which, the giant grub or the lady with the bat wings?” 

“The giant grub.” 

“I honestly have no idea.”  Master shrugged.  When Ethan 

raised his eyebrow, Master rolled his eyes.  “The beyond is an 

infinite realm.  I cannot possibly know all it’s dangers.”  He 

held out a hand to Ethan. 

When Ethan took it, Master tugged gently, pulling Ethan 

into his lap.  He nuzzled Ethan’s neck.  “At least it caught 

fire, master.”  Ethan smiled, turning to face Master and putting 

his arms around Master’s neck. 

“Most things do.”  Master’s teeth raked lightly against his 

skin, making him squirm just a little.  Master made a pleased 

sound at the motion.  He slid his hands under Ethan’s tunic, 

then lifted it.  Ethan raised his arms so Master could strip the 

garment from him.  “Talk to me, Ethan.” 

“I want to touch you, master.”  He hesitantly moved his 

hand under Master’s tunic, but refrained from putting it against 

Master’s skin. 

“You have permission to do so.”  Master smiled as he began 

caressing Ethan’s back. 

He moved hesitantly at first, feeling Master’s skin beneath 

his fingers.  Master was warm to the touch, his skin soft and 

smooth.  He moved his caresses up, running his hands along 

Master’s chest.  Ethan shifted forward, then pulled Master’s 

tunic up, yanking the garment away.  It caught on Master’s ear, 

making Master hiss slightly, and Ethan frowned.  “I’m sorry, 

master.” 

“It’s alright.”  Master nodded.  “I have another.” 

Ethan ran a finger over the edge of Master’s ear, then 

trailed his fingertips down Master’s throat.  Then he leaned 

forward, kissing Master’s neck and brushing his tongue over the 

skin.  He felt Master shiver a little from the motion, so he did 

it again.  The response was the same.  He laughed.  “You’re 

ticklish.” 

“Am not.”  Master shook his head. 

Immediately Ethan switched from a caress to a light brush 

of his fingertips up Master’s sides.  Master immediately 

squirmed and grabbed Ethan’s wrists.  Ethan smiled.  “You’re 

ticklish, master.” 

“Perhaps a little.”  Master gave him a playful glare.  “And 

now you’ve abused the touching privilege.”  He made a tsking 

sound.  “It is almost as though you are asking me to tie you 

up.” 
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“And if I am, master?”  Ethan tilted his head at Master.  

The bonds had always been intended to cause suffering and 

humiliation before.  He wasn’t certain what it would be like, 

having Master be the one tying him.  And it suddenly occurred to 

him he wanted to find out. 

“Not tonight, Ethan.  We don’t have the right kind of rope, 

and magical bonds would require expenditure of concentration and 

energy that I would rather spend on…”  Master’s smile was 

slightly evil.  “Other matters.”  He shifted slightly, then met 

Ethan’s eyes.  “On one condition.” 

“Yes, master?” 

“If you dislike what I am doing, you will tell me to stop.” 

Ethan frowned.  “But I want to please you, master.” 

“Harming you would displease me, Ethan.  If you dislike 

what I am doing, you will tell me to stop.  Do you promise?” 

“Yes.”  Ethan nodded.  “Master.” 

# 

He was a little relieved when Ethan agreed.  Having him in 

his lap like this was incredibly distracting.  Samet finished 

unlacing Ethan’s trousers, and smiled slightly as Ethan’s 

fingers began doing the same to Samet’s own laces.  He let Ethan 

rise enough to remove the pants before pulling the now naked man 

back onto his lap.  He pulled him in close, kissing the side of 

his neck as he began moving his hands over Ethan’s body. 

Ethan’s own hands were roaming, and he pressed kisses as 

though trying out the various tastes of Samet’s body.  Samet 

drew a small vial he’d retrieved earlier, and applied some of 

it’s contents to a finger.  With his other hand, he pulled Ethan 

closer again, nipping lightly at his shoulder as he gently 

slipped the finger inside Ethan’s tight passage.  Ethan made a 

small sound, but his hands continued their exploration of 

Samet’s body.  He moved his finger, slowly and gently, before 

withdrawing it.  Then he reapplied the oil and pulled Ethan in 

again, inserting his tongue into Ethan’s mouth.  With his free 

hand, he began moving over Ethan’s shaft before inserting his 

fingers.  Ethan’s response that time was a soft moan and a 

slight arching of his back.  Again he moved his fingers, slowly 

and gently, this time savoring the small gasps Ethan made.  “Are 

you alright, Ethan?” 

“Oh…”  Ethan moaned, then just nodded and smiled, his eyes 

just slightly dazed. 

Samet returned the smile before withdrawing his fingers.  

He moved his hands to Ethan’s hips, positioning him.  Then he 

began to move, sliding himself into Ethan with painstaking 

slowness.  Ethan’s hands tightened on him, trying to pull him 

closer, pull him in, but Samet kept up his slow pace.  He 

shifted one hand to Ethan’s erection, caressing it gently.  
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Ethan squirmed in response, sending a shiver of pleasure through 

Samet.  He shifted again, this time letting Ethan guide the pace 

of his movements as he continued using his hand to pleasure 

Ethan’s body. 

He held out as long as he could, bringing Ethan to orgasm 

before releasing his own.  Samet fell back slightly, and then 

Ethan pulled him close again.  “Are you alright, master?” 

“Yes, Ethan.”  He kissed him.  “Very much so.” 

# 

He lay in Samet’s arms, listening to him breath.  “Are you 

asleep?” 

“Yes.”  Master replied without opening his eyes. 

Ethan smiled.  “It is different.” 

“Mmmm?”  Master did open his eyes that time, looking up at 

him sleepily.  Ethan realized they weren’t at all the same as 

the old master’s eyes after all, even if the green was a similar 

shade. 

“When it’s someone who cares.”  Ethan rested his head on 

Samet’s shoulder.  Master…  Samet… made it feel good.  “Thank 

you, master.” 

Samet pulled him in tighter.  “Go to sleep, Ethan.”  He 

smiled.  “You are safe here.” 

“Yes, master.” 
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11 

 

“We are low on supplies, master.”  Ethan closed the pack. 

“I know.”  Samet nodded.  “Fortunately, our first stopping 

point is not much further.” 

# 

Ethan starred, his mouth hanging open slightly.  The 

glowing light revealed itself to be a naked woman, no taller 

than his hand.  Gossamer wings sprang from her back, giving off 

twinkling motes of light.  Her silvery, bell like voice rang 

across the path.  “Samet.”  She zipped toward him, stopping only 

an inch from his face, and planted a kiss on his nose.  “You 

came to visit.”  She turned a backflip in mid air, then kissed 

Master’s nose again. 

“Enesuriel.”  Master smiled, then lifted a hand.  She 

landed on it, sitting cross-legged to look up at him.  “You are 

looking particularly lovely today.” 

She giggled, then seemed to note Ethan for the first time.  

Immediately she took flight again and began buzzing around him, 

stopping now and then to take a look.  He tried to follow her 

path with his eyes and only succeeded in making himself dizzy.  

“Ooh, he’s a pretty one.”  She came to a stop a few inches from 

his face.  “His eyes are like tree sap, but he stares too much.”  

She zipped around him again and then suddenly zipped backward.  

“He’s carrying iron.”  She sounded scandalized. 

“Be at peace, Enesuriel.  He will not harm you.”  Master 

held his hand toward her, and she landed in it again.  He 

smiled.  “Ethan, this is Enesuriel, an old and dear friend.” 

“It’s, um…”  Ethan swallowed.  “A pleasure to meet you, 

Lady Enesuriel.”  He wondered why Master hadn’t told him about 

this.  “Forgive my starring, I’ve not see anything like you 

before.” 

“What’s that mean?”  She stood in Master’s hand, glaring at 

him. 

He looked at Master for some kind of hint about what to 

say, and Master merely grinned.  Ethan flicked his eyes back to 

the tiny woman.  “It meant I never knew something as pretty as 

you existed.” 

Delighted laughter came from her, and she immediately 

zipped forward to plant a kiss on the end of his nose.  She 

flitted over to land on his shoulder, and put a hand on his ear 

to steady herself.  “I like him, Samet.  Are you going to keep 

him?” 

“I was considering it.”  Master chuckled. 

# 
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“There, that’s much better.”  Enesuriel flitted back and 

gave her handiwork a critical look. 

Ethan looked at his reflection in the coppery mirror.  Even 

knowing where the hidden sheaths were, it was hard for him to 

tell he was wearing the knives.  The new clothes fit well, and 

the boots were more comfortable than the ones he’d been wearing 

earlier.  Apparently, shaping things to fit properly was 

something she could do with a touch.  “It looks wonderful, 

Enesuriel.” 

Her laughter was delighted.  “You’re more fun than Samet.  

He won’t let me dress him.”  She leaned in conspiratorially.  

“He should wear a nice, swirling black cape, but he says it’s 

too dramatic.” 

“I see.”  He nodded to her, then gave Master an appraising 

look.  “You know, she’s right, master.” 

“Don’t start.”  Master didn’t look up from the scroll he 

was examining. 

He glanced back at Enesuriel.  “It should be lined though.  

What color were you thinking?” 

“Purple,” she answered immediately. 

“I would have gone with a bit of silver, personally.”  He 

tapped his chin. 

“No, silly.  The black should be silver-threaded.” 

“I hadn’t considered that.”  Ethan nodded gravely.  “A nice 

subtle flair.”  He raised an eyebrow at her.  “Silver trim on 

the boots?” 

“Yes, yes, yes.”  She flitted about his head, then landed 

on his shoulder again.  “And he needs a headpiece.  Something 

that holds a nice glowing stone right in the center of his 

forehead.” 

“But not too big.  Thin metal.  A circlet rather than a 

crown.” 

“Silver.  And the stone should be purple, oval with no 

facets.” 

“Introducing you two…”  Master just shook his head.  “Not 

one of my better ideas.” 

# 

“No, Enesuriel.”  Samet shook his head.  As useful as the 

pixie was, he dare not take her with them.  Not with her 

tendency toward distraction. 

She folded her arms, and glared from her position on 

Ethan’s shoulder.  “Fine.”  She stomped one foot.  “But you 

better bring Ethan with you next time you visit or I’m never 

talking to you again for a whole month ever.”  She flitted up, 

kissed Ethan’s cheek, then waved before dashing away to 

disappear once more. 
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Ethan bent and picked up the pack before turning to look in 

the direction Enesuriel had gone.  He slung the pack over his 

shoulder, then smiled.  “I liked her, master.” 

“I’m rather fond of her myself.”  Samet smiled.  He raised 

an eyebrow.  “But she is not the kind of friend you expected me 

to have?” 

“I thought that at first, master.”  Ethan shook his head.  

“But then I realized it’s not surprising.  She is kind and 

sweet, as well as less threatening and more dangerous than you 

might think.”  He shrugged.  “She is exactly the sort of friend 

I would expect you to have.” 

“You think Enesuriel is dangerous.”  Samet gave Ethan a 

curious look. 

“We must walk this path, and camp at the waystones every 

night or we will die, master.”  Ethan nodded.  “She lives here, 

and well.” 

“Well noted.”  Samet gestured for them to start walking.  

“Enesuriel was present at both the rise and fall of the 

Sorcerer-Kings.  She can be a loyal and amusing friend, or an 

implacable enemy.” 

“You could have warned me, master.” 

“And miss the look on your face?”  Samet grinned.  “Perish 

the thought.” 

“Master…”  Ethan glared. 

“I had full confidence in you, Ethan, and your charm.” 

“May I ask a question, master?” 

“Of course.” 

“You warned me not to make bargains with the creatures 

here, but…”  He frowned, trying to figure out how to phrase the 

question.  “But you told me to accept what she gave me.” 

“You are mine, and thus she was repaying a debt owed to me 

by seeing to your needs.”  Samet shrugged.  “While only a fool 

would take Enesuriel for granted, she and I have known each 

other a long time, and the field between us remains relatively 

level.  One warning I will give you, though…”   

“Yes, master?” 

“Unless the world is actively and imminently ending…”  

Samet shook his head.  “Do not give Enesuriel any chocolate.” 

“Why not?”  Ethan gave him a curious look. 

“Just…”  Samet winced.  “Trust me on that one.” 

# 

“It feels as if we have walked this same path for the last 

four days.”  Ethan frowned. 

“The waystones are different each time.”  Master nodded.  

“Or I would agree.  We are drawing near…”  He shook his head.  

“Something.” 
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Ethan nodded.  Master had been on edge the last two days.  

He’d adjusted his attire, switching out the knives he carried 

until he’d finally decided how he wanted to carry them.  Only 

the red-sheathed ones were visible.  Master had complained good-

naturedly about the newfound hazards of undressing him.  “What 

exactly is this shield we are seeking, master?” 

“I can seal an archway using the athame, but I must be able 

to draw close to do so.  If I do not have protection from the 

forces within, I will die in the process.”  He shrugged.  “Which 

would be acceptable, save for the fact there are three 

archways.” 

“And I do not want you to die, master.” 

“There is that to consider as well.”  Master smiled.  “I 

will need a certain kind of shield.  When the Fey withdrew from 

the real world, they took the ones that remained with them.  A 

few found their way back across, but all of those are destroyed 

or I would tip my hand in obtaining them.  My father knowing my 

true intentions would be…”  He frowned.  “A bit of a problem.” 

“My brother could help you.”  Ethan scanned the horizon 

again.  “If he knew what you were doing, he could send soldiers 

with you.” 

“I mean no disrespect to your brother, but he has already 

sent a number of men to capture or kill me, and those very 

soldiers you mention would attack me on sight.  Not to mention 

the goals of your brother and I differ somewhat.” 

“You are trying to save the world.”  Ethan glanced at him. 

“Yes, but he wants to save the world by killing my father.”  

Master shook his head.  “I wish to save it by rescuing him.”  He 

hesitated a moment, then sighed before giving Ethan an 

apologetic look.  “He is my father.” 

“I know.”  Ethan nodded.  “I know, master.  I cannot 

forgive him.  I do not know if he can be saved or what that even 

means, but…”  He met Master’s eyes.  “I do understand that you 

must try.” 

Master reached out a hand, and Ethan took it.  “You are a 

better friend than I deserve, Ethan.” 

“I do not think that is true…”  Ethan smiled.  “Samet.” 

# 

“Master…”  Ethan sniffed. 

“Yes?” 

“I smell…”  He shook his head curiously.  “Yellow?” 

“Run.”  Master grabbed his arm and began hauling him up the 

path.  “Don’t look back.  Run.” 

# 

They skidded to a halt in front of the waystone.  He saw 

Master’s eyes began to glow as the shimmering runes began 

appearing on the waystone.  Ethan glanced over his shoulder.  He 
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saw nothing on the foggy road behind them.  He started to turn 

back toward Master.  “Master…” 

Master’s eyes suddenly widened as the color of the runes 

changed from blue to green.  “No, no…”  Master was suddenly 

yanked forward.   

Ethan shouted as Master hit the waystone and vanished 

inside.  “Master?” He rushed to the stone.  “Master!”  He 

touched it, but it felt like simple stone beneath his hand.  He 

couldn’t even feel the faint tingle he’d come to associate with 

magic.  “Samet.” 

“Well, well…”  A wet, croaky voice said from somewhere 

behind him.  “What have we here?”  He turned, reaching for the 

daggers at his side, and froze in place.  The thing standing a 

few feet away looked like a wizened crone that had crawled her 

way from a grave a week after death.  Her eyes were sunken and 

rheumy, and blood trickled from her mouth.  Her spindly fingers 

ended in what looked to be sharp talons, and her hair was wet 

and matted with filth.  She wore not but rags, revealing that 

serpents had been tattooed to encircle her limbs.  “Prince Ethan 

Kendall of Talidir.”  She tilted her head at him, and smiled to 

reveal a mouth of sharp, jagged teeth.  “Vadin’s broken little 

toy.” 

“Stay back.”  He put his hands on the hilts of his knives.  

If this creature had somehow bested Master…   

“Look at you.  Pathetic.”  She scratched at one of the 

open, weeping sores on her arm.  “The warlord seared himself 

into your very skin.  That your new master has a gentler hand 

doesn’t change that you are no more than a pet.  Samet’s little 

dog, whining for his master’s favor and squirming when he pets 

you.”  She spat a bloody green wad onto the ground.  Then she 

lunged. 

He threw himself to the side, rolling away.  Instead of 

following, she laughed, a sound that reminded him disturbingly 

of flesh being ripped away.  When he started to stand, she 

barked a word at him.  “No.”  He froze.  “Slaves kneel.” 

“I’m not a slave.”  He stood.  It took an act of will not 

to start shaking when she narrowed her eyes at him.   

“You’re a fuck toy.”  She smirked.  “Maybe I should try a 

taste of you myself, boy.  Hmmm?  Would you wriggle for me?”  

She laughed again.  “You’ve wriggled for many.  Asking for it 

with a please.  Crawl to me, dog.” 

The thing that terrified him most was that part of him 

wanted to obey.  To crawl to her and let her do as she pleased 

and hope that she wouldn’t hurt him more.  Master would save him 

but Master was…  Master couldn’t even tell him which knife to 

use, which would hurt her and…  He touched a hand to the sheath 
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above his knee.  Then he moved toward her, low and scurrying.  

“Please…”   

“That’s a good…” 

The moment she leaned toward him he lunged, drawing the 

dragonbone blade.  He pushed her back, knocking her to the 

ground and then he laid the dragonbone blade against her throat.  

“Please give me back Samet before I cut your fucking head off.” 

“So…”  She smiled, bloody froth at the edges of her mouth.  

“The dog has teeth.” 

“There are worse things to be than a dog.”  Ethan let the 

dragonbone cut slightly into her neck.  The blood that welled up 

was more brown than red.  “A terrier can clear a house of snakes 

in an afternoon.  Give him back.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “Now.” 

There was a hissing sound, and then something coiled around 

his arms and legs.  He was flung back from her, and landed on 

the ground a few feet away.  With a horrified look, he realized 

the serpents decorating her were now moving.  Her eyes flashed.   

# 

Samet fell from the waystone.  Immediately his eyes began 

to glow, and fire appeared around him.  “Don’t threaten me with 

spells I taught you, boy.” 

“That was cruel, Varorgirin.  Even for you.”  Samet moved 

toward Ethan. 

“Master?”  Ethan accepted Samet’s hand back to his feet. 

“I needed to know him.”  The crone spat again. 

“You’ll stay away from him.”  Samet stepped between her and 

Ethan. 

“If you weren’t distracted by him, you never would have 

stepped into that trap.  You’d have remembered that I know your 

magic and the path you are taking.”  She shook her head.  

“Fortunately, not all the wolf has been beaten out of your dog.”   

“He didn’t deserve that.”  Samet glared. 

“Nor did he deserve what your father did.  But your world 

is rarely a matter of what one deserves.”  She spat a bloody 

mess onto the ground.  “Look at you.  The Covenant damned you 

the moment your father spilt his seed in your mother’s belly.  

And you’d save the hand responsible for her death.  Fool.”  She 

sat on one of the stone benches.  She turned her eyes back to 

Ethan.  “Make tea.” 

He glanced up at Samet.  “Master?”  He waited until Samet 

nodded before moving to obey. 

“What do you want, Varorgirin?”  Samet folded his arms. 

“Your soul.”  She smirked.  “But in the meantime I’ll 

settle for your ears.” 

“That depends on how literally you mean that.”  Samet shook 

his head. 
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“Your father is feeding the dragoncrown.  Once you get the 

shield, you’ll have three days before the archway opens.” 

“Bloody hell.”  Samet growled.  “That’s not enough time.” 

“More sugar, hound.”  She snapped at Ethan before turning 

her eyes back to Samet.  “Yes, I know.  You still have to 

actually get to the archway.”  She leaned forward, blood 

dripping from her mouth.  “Now if there were a way that didn’t 

involve having to travel miles through Coalition lands…”  Her 

lips twisted into a smile.  “That would be useful, would it 

not?” 

“And what price do you ask for this path?’  Samet gave a 

resigned shake of his head. 

Varorgirin took the cup of tea Ethan offered her.  She 

gulped it down, then thrust the cup back at him.  “Another.”  He 

quickly prepared it and handed it to her.  She gulped it down, 

then nodded.  Then she turned to look at Ethan.  “Leave the 

path, but keep the black spire in your eye.  Get him to the 

standing stone, and he’ll be able to manage the rest.”  She 

thrust the cup back at Ethan.   

“Your price was…”  Ethan looked down at the cup.  “Tea?” 

“No.”  She cackled.  “My price is a soul, and I will, in 

time, have my due.” She abruptly sank into the ground and 

vanished.  Small, delicate blue flowers sprang up from the spot. 

“Who was she, master?” 

He took a deep breath.  “My fairy godmother.”  He shook his 

head at Ethan’s confused look.  “She owed a debt to my mother, 

once.  She chose to repay it by…”  He clenched his fists.  

“Helping me, in her own way.  For the better part of a month, 

that involved her trying to kill me every night until I learned 

how to make a decent ward.”  He sighed.  “I’m sorry, Ethan.” 

“Don’t be, master.”  Ethan stared at the flowers for a 

moment. “I think she may have been trying to help me.” 

“That’s Varorgirin.”  Samet turned to the waystone to begin 

raising the ward.  “If she gets any more helpful I may have to 

kill her.” 

# 

Ethan looked at his hands.  The knots Master had tied were 

not simple things, and though they did not tighten when he 

pulled at them there was no chance of him slipping out.  He was 

bound thoroughly but not cruelly.  He looked up at Master. 

“Are you alright, Ethan?” 

“May I struggle, master?” 

“If you feel the need.”  Master nodded to him. 

Immediately he began to thrash, yanking and pulling at the 

bonds.  He relaxed a few seconds later, then took a deep breath.  

“I’m alright, master.” 
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Master kissed his belly.  He picked up a piece of cloth and 

started to place it over Ethan’s eyes.  Immediately Ethan pulled 

away.  This time, when the rope caught him and held him fast, he 

felt a trace of panic rising.  “No.” 

The cloth was immediately withdrawn.  “Ethan?” 

“No.”  Ethan took a couple deep breaths.  “I can’t…”  He 

took another deep breath.  “I need to be able to see it’s you 

touching me, master.” 

“It’s me touching you, Ethan.”  Master tossed the cloth 

aside, and kissed Ethan’s mouth tenderly. 

“Hurt me.” 

“Ethan?”  Master sat up. 

“Not…”  Ethan shook his head.  “I don’t mean…”  He laid his 

head back.  “I like it when you bite me sometimes.  It hurts but 

it feels good and…” 

“And you wish to learn your limits.”  Master nodded.  “Then 

we will make one small change.” 

“A change, master?” 

“If I hurt you, you may find yourself saying no but not 

meaning it.  So give me a word that we both agree means no, and 

if you need me to stop, say that.” 

Ethan considered a moment, then nodded.  “Broccoli.” 

“Broccoli.”  Master raised an eyebrow. 

“I hate broccoli.”   

“Very well.”  Master smiled.  “Broccoli.”  He leaned 

forward, meeting Ethan’s eyes.  “Who is your master?” 

“You are, master.”  Ethan felt a strange thrill of 

anticipation at the look in Master’s eyes.  It was an odd 

feeling, being helpless but somehow not.  He held his breath 

when Master pulled him closer, than moved him to lay facedown 

across his lap.  Master’s hand caressed his buttocks, gently and 

soothingly. 

And then his hand came down in a sharp smack.  Ethan 

gasped.  Master rubbed where he’d struck, gently, soothingly 

once more.  Another smack, another gasp, and…  And then Master’s 

finger probed him gently, causing a tiny bit of pain and then a 

shiver ran through him as the finger moved inside him.  He felt 

himself getting hard.  He moaned a small protest when it 

withdrew a moment later, and then Master’s hand came down again.  

He tried to squirm away, and Master used his free hand to grip 

the rope harness the bonds had made.  He pulled Ethan back into 

position, and spanked him again.  “I didn’t say you could move, 

Ethan.” 

“Yes, master.”  His voice was breathless.  He felt 

strangely floaty and the pain from the next blow sent a small 

thrill through him.  He could take it.  He arched his back with 

the next blow, then felt Master probe him again.  “No…”  He 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 99 of 230 

whispered the word when Master withdrew the teasing finger.  

Master hesitated just a moment, and Ethan squirmed against him.  

The hand came down again and again, and he savored the sensation 

of Master’s hand soothing the pain away.  “Harder.”  The next 

blow made him yelp, and he smiled fiercely, focusing on the 

pain, and then on Master’s teasing fingers.  He felt the fear 

try to crawl back in, and pushed it away, rising above the pain.  

The sting no longer fully faded between blows, but it felt…  

Master’s hand came down again, and this time the sound he made 

was more warcry than yelp.  “Need you, master.” 

“Ethan?” 

“Need you.”  He gasped the words.  Master shifted him, 

using the ropes as leverage.   Ethan pushed back as much as he 

could when Master began gently moving into him.  “Harder, 

master.” 

“Mine.”  Master’s voice was fierce.  He arched his back 

when Master drove inside, pulling Ethan back at the same time.  

Master’s hips collided with the stung areas of his buttocks and 

the combination of pain and pleasure made him cry out.  Master 

moved a hand to Ethan’s shaft, caressing in a way that somehow 

managed to be rough and gentle at the same time.  Ethan rocked 

his hips back, trying to drive Master deeper inside him. 

They came together.  Master rolled to the side to avoid 

falling atop Ethan, then pulled him closer.  “Are you alright, 

Ethan?” 

“Hold me.”  Ethan tried to crawl closer.  “Need to, need to 

feel you.” 

“I’m here, Ethan.”  Samet rolled onto his side, pulling 

Ethan in closely.  “I’m here.”  He caressed Ethan’s back gently, 

then tugged at the knot.  The ropes around Ethan’s hands 

loosened enough that he could pull free.  He did so, wrapping 

first his arms and then his legs around Samet.  He felt hot 

tears burning at his eyes.  “I’m here.” 

“Thank you.”  The tears were falling now as he shook in 

Samet’s arms.  “Thank you.” 

“Ethan.”  Samet breathed his name, and gently ran his hand 

through Ethan’s hair. 

“I beat it, Samet.  I beat it.”  He raised his head to meet 

Samet’s eyes.  “I’m stronger.” 

“I know.”  Samet kissed him.  “I know you are.” 

“I love you.”   

“Oh, Ethan…”  Samet kissed him again.   

# 

“Over a month, and still no sign of them?”  Lady Roshni 

looked across the war table. 

Vadin narrowed his eyes at her.  “He will return when his 

task is complete.” 
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“Coalition forces have become emboldened by the mysterious 

absence of our sorcerer.”  She gave him a frustrated look. 

“Which only proves they are fools.”  Vadin chuckled.  

“Sorcerers are at their most dangerous when you do not know 

where they are.”  He kept the confident look on his face, but 

inside he was starting to worry.  Samet had traveled often, but 

this was the longest he’d gone without some word or sighting.  

He’d repeatedly tried to get Samet to take soldiers with him, 

only for Samet to remind him that every time he had, the 

soldiers either ended up dead rather quickly and Samet had been 

so frustrated and hampered by trying to keep them alive that 

he’d sent them away.  Good men were too vital to the war effort 

to waste. 

“If the Emir is compromised in some fashion, my lord…”  

Lady Roshni shook her head.  “Everything depends on him.” 

“My son will do his part.”  Vadin smiled.  “I suggest you 

ensure he never learn you doubted him.” 

“Yes, my lord.” 

# 

“Still nothing?”  Robert raised an eyebrow when Graham 

entered. 

“It is admittedly nerve-racking.”  Graham shook his head.  

“A sorcerer is dangerous enough when you know what he is up to, 

and…”  He cut himself off. 

“And?”  Robert folded his arms. 

“And I have increased your personal guard.  There will be 

no fewer than four Covenant mages with them at all times.”  

Graham met Robert’s eyes. 

“Don’t be…”  Robert started to shake his head. 

“Your majesty, I speak as your adviser.”  Graham took a 

deep breath.  “We know the sorcerer took Ethan with him when he 

left.  Ethan grew up in the palace.  He knows its defenses and 

its secrets, it strengths and weaknesses.  He knows your guards, 

your nobles, your servants.”  He swallowed.  “And he has been in 

Vadin’s hands for a long time, your majesty.” 

Robert clenched his fists, then slowly breathed in and out.  

“Old friend, it has been a long time since I’ve wanted to punch 

you.” 

“We both know that is not true, Robert.”  Graham put a hand 

on his shoulder. 

“Blood of the gods, look at us.”  Robert gestured at the 

war table.  “We were going to usher in a new age.  Peace and 

prosperity.  A university.”  He leaned on the wall.  “My 

children were going to inherit a golden age.” 

“Victory is not beyond us, Robert.”  Graham smiled 

encouragingly. 
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“I thought you weren’t allowed to lie anymore.”  Robert 

sighed, and looked at the wartable again.  “No.  And as much as 

I hate to admit it, you are right.  And…”  He turned to look at 

Graham.  “Put Covenant mages on my family, as well.” 

“Already done, your highness.”  Graham gave him a look that 

suggested he was actually insulted Robert had thought the order 

necessary. 

“I think we’ve an opportunity here.”  Robert traced a spot 

on the map with his finger.  “We’ve stayed away from Vadin’s 

forces at the marsh due to the presence of the old ruins and ley 

lines.  But with the sorcerer out of play, we could make three 

quick strikes, here, here, and here.” 

“That would add up to a devastating loss for him.  He’d be 

forced to retreat from Corlith or being flanked.  That would 

give Alinor some much needed breathing room.” 

“Send word.”  Robert squared his shoulders.  “Let’s bloody 

Vadin’s nose.” 

# 

He slashed out with the dragonbone blade, and the creature 

surged backward, dropping Samet.  Samet rolled back to his feet, 

and the blade was suddenly coated in ice.  Ethan lunged, 

thrusting the blade into the creatures softer underbelly.  Steam 

and blood flowed from the wound, and the creature gave one last 

howl before going limp.  He turned toward Samet.  “A naga.”  

Samet was smiling.  “We are on the right trail.” 

“She nearly swallowed you whole.”  Ethan glared at him. 

“She was…”  Samet moved his head from side to side.  “A tad 

bit more resistant to magic than I was expecting, yes.” 

“Just a thought, master.”  Ethan shook his head and yanked 

his other knife free.  “You could try not taunting things that 

are attempting to eat you.” 

“You were worr —”  Samet was cut off by Ethan grabbing him, 

yanking him forward, and planting a hard kiss on his mouth. 

Ethan let him go a few moments later, then looked up at 

him.  “Do not do that again, master.”  He met Samet’s eyes.  “I 

do not like it.” 

“Very well, Ethan.”  Samet ran a hand through Ethan’s hair.  

“I will endeavor to avoid a repeat occurrence.” 

“Thank you, master.”  He went to go retrieve the rest of 

his knives.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Samet watching 

him with a wide smile on his face. 
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12 

 

He read the runes on the stone, then shook his head at them 

and read them again.  “Well…”  Samet sighed. “Bloody fuck.” 

“What’s wrong?”  Ethan stepped to his side. 

“I had hoped that when Adros wrote that one would have to 

go through hell, he was speaking metaphorically.”  He turned, 

and began pacing. 

“Master?”  Ethan gave him a worried look.  “Samet?” 

“We don’t have a choice.  It’s this, or…”  He ran a hand 

through his hair.  “Or I can close the archway but not seal it.  

All that would do is buy us time and…”  He shook his head.  

“Time may not be enough.” 

“Samet…” 

“I need you to listen to me, Ethan.”  Samet turned toward 

him.  “I am sorcerer, not mage.  The…”  He swallowed.  “Hell 

will welcome me, increase my power and its…”  He took a deep 

breath.  “Once I step through, it will be the demon part of me 

that is the strongest.  You will see the monster the Covenant 

mages say that I am, the beast they were formed to vanquish.” 

“No, they…”  Ethan shook his head. 

“They are not wrong, Ethan.  Now listen.”  Samet caught him 

by the arm.  He leaned forward, and spoke a word directly into 

Ethan’s ear.  “Did you hear, Ethan?” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan shook his head.  “But I don’t 

understand.” 

“My truename.”  Samet exhaled.  “Given by my tongue, in my 

voice.”  He met Ethan’s eyes.  “With that, you can compel me to 

obey.  If I cross over fully, the only hope will be you.  You 

must call me back.  I cannot do this without you.” 

“Master…” 

“Not today, Ethan.  I am not your master.”  He ran a hand 

down Ethan’s cheek.  “Today you must be mine.  I can trust no 

other.  Please, Ethan.” 

“I…”  Ethan swallowed.  “Yes, Samet.” 

# 

The air was nearly hot enough to sear his throat, and 

contained the coppery tang of blood.  Foul odors hung on the 

breeze, death and rot and sin.  Ethan turned toward Samet, and 

then nearly recoiled.  The man behind him was still recognizable 

as Samet, but faintly translucent horns now curled back over his 

hair.  His eyes glowed, and a shadow hung about him, giving him 

the illusion of darkly feathered wings.  Samet’s lips curled 

back in a smile, revealing sharp teeth, and for the first time 

he truly did seem to resemble his father.  “I did warn you.” 
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“Yes.”  Ethan nodded.  “You did, master.” 

Samet flinched.  “Not here, please, Ethan.  Don’t call me 

that here.  Come, we must hurry.” 

# 

The spider-like demon lunged at Ethan as he tried to 

scramble back to his feet.  Samet turned, lifted his hand…  And 

all that hit Ethan was a few motes of dust and blood.  “Are you 

alright, Ethan?” 

Ethan retrieved the silver dagger, and immediately flung 

it.  It flew over Samet’s shoulder, taking another demon in the 

eye and dropping it.  “Yes.”  He rubbed the back of his neck, 

then nodded. 

Samet concentrated briefly, and the dagger flew back to 

Ethan’s hand hilt first.  With some reluctance, he released his 

hold on the magic.  It was getting more difficult to do so.  He 

quickly checked Ethan for wounds, then pressed one of the 

potions on him.  His own wounds were already healing. 

They began walking again.  They hadn’t gone far when he 

heard the voice.  “Samet…” 

He froze in his tracks.  “You.” 

“Now is that any way to greet an old friend?”  The woman 

who rose from the fire was beautiful beyond words.  Dark tresses 

tumbled down her shoulders, obscuring parts of her lush breasts 

from view.  That and the flowing gown she wore were more 

tantalizing than modest.  She swayed as she walked toward them, 

smiling.  “Your destination is not much further, but it is well 

guarded.”  She flicked her eyes toward Ethan.  “Two may not be 

enough.” 

“And three may be too many.”  He shook his head at her.  

“Always have to do things the hard way.”  She smiled at 

him, giving him a small shake of her head.  Then she knelt 

gracefully before him.  “I swore I would aid you in finding a 

way to seal the archways, did I not?” 

“Yes…”  Samet took a deep breath.  “You did.”  This close, 

he could feel the pull of her presence.  Her aid was not 

something to be spurned lightly.   

“And have I not kept my word?” 

“You have kept it.”  He swallowed. 

“Samet?”  Ethan’s voice broke through the small haze around 

him.  “Who is she?” 

“She…”  His voice hardened as the haze vanished.  “Is a 

demon.” 

“Indeed.”  Garachus rose.  She nodded to Ethan.  “But then, 

you do not seem to have difficulty with the presence of a 

demon.” 

“Samet is no demon.”  Ethan shook his head. 
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“If he were not…”  Garachus smiled at him.  “You and he 

would both have died the moment you stepped through.  This is 

not a place for those not born to the fire, and tis only his 

will that keeps you safe.” 

“I do not need your help.”  Samet stepped between her and 

Ethan. 

“Of course.”  She inclined her head gracefully.  “Yet it is 

offered anyway.  Come.”  She turned, and began walking up the 

path. 

He made a frustrated noise before following. 

# 

Ethan kept one hand on the heartwood dagger and one eye on 

the woman.  He would have to have been blind not to see the 

effect she had on Samet.  Her voice seemed almost hypnotic at 

times, and she’d lean toward him, her body speaking of the 

delights of sin.  And her eyes were like those of Lady Roshni.  

He wanted to drive the blade into them. 

“You’re recovering well, Prince Ethan.”  She smiled at him, 

and he narrowed his eyes.  “It appears Samet did learn something 

of healing magic after all.” 

“Don’t talk to me.”  Ethan shook his head.  The fey were 

one thing.  This was a demoness.  And regardless of what Graham 

had often complained, he had actually been listening during the 

sermons. 

“I have no interest in damaging anything belonging to 

Samet.”  She shook her head.  She started to say something else, 

but something moved on the edge of the path. 

He slashed at one of their attackers, and noted reluctantly 

that the demon woman also moved in to join the fight, catching 

one attacker by the throat and slamming it to the ground with 

enough force to crack the thing’s bony armor open.  Samet flung 

ice rather than fire, but it seemed to burn the creatures. 

The fight was over in a few seconds.  Ethan yanked his 

dagger free of the last one.  He’d expected…  They were in hell.  

Hell was a dangerous place.  Yet they’d faced greater threats in 

the land of the Fey.  He gave the woman a suspicious look.  She 

glanced back at him, a small smile on her face. 

# 

“The removal of the shield will affect the dragoncrown.”  

Garachus nodded to Samet.  “That is why you will only have three 

days after it’s retrieval.” 

Samet sighed.  “And there is no way to block that effect?” 

“The solution is simple.”  Garachus smiled.  “You do not 

need the shield.  I can protect you from the effects of the 

archway.  You can seal it at your leisure.” 
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“Ah, marvelous.  So all I need to do is let you into my 

head.”  He narrowed his eyes at her.  “We’ve been down this road 

before.  The answer is no.” 

“Stubborn.  Will you risk the world for your pride?”  She 

shook her head.  “You nearly died retrieving the athame because 

you weren’t prepared.  I tried to warn you.” 

“Enough.”  Samet shook his head.  He could feel the tingle 

of magic now nearly constantly.  Coming here may have been a 

mistake.  The worst part was Garachus was right.  She had power 

enough to shield him, and he risked no more from her offer than 

he did coming to hell in the first place.  Perhaps he should… 

“You know…”  Ethan’s voice interrupted his thoughts.  “For 

a horrifying place of burning death, hell is actually a lot 

prettier than I would have imagined.”  He shielded his eyes as 

he scanned the horizon.   

Samet laughed.  “You think it’s pretty?” 

“I’m not suggesting we take up full time residence or 

anything.”  Ethan shrugged.  “Just pointing out the swirling 

smoke and fire does have a certain aesthetic.” 

He reached out and ruffled Ethan’s hair affectionately.   

# 

He froze the demon as it charged at Ethan, then shattered 

it with a simple motion of his hand.  Ethan got back to his 

feet, brushing the remains of the demon away.  Garachus was 

shaking her head.  She turned her eyes to Ethan.  “Perhaps you 

should speak to him.” 

“Don’t talk to me.”  Ethan turned away from her, then 

retrieved another of his knives. 

“It is your people that will be destroyed, if he fails to 

get to the archway in time.  Each moment the storm of souls 

rages, hundreds of your countrymen will die in agony.  They will 

be turned on their fellows, slaves to the Warlord.”  She watched 

Ethan.  “Would you condemn them to that fate, knowing it as you 

do?”  She shrugged.  “Or perhaps you think your nieces should 

suffer as you did.” 

Ethan went still, his face visibly paling.  “No.” 

“Stop.”  Samet narrowed his eyes at Garachus. 

“He should know the consequences, should you fail in this.  

You might be able to save one of the girls.”  Garachus smiled.  

“Your father does desire grandchildren, after all.  But I doubt 

he will give you all of them, especially since two are still too 

young to breed.  And there is another boy now, isn’t there?” 

He wished she weren’t right.  If he failed…  “I said stop.” 

“Or have you given up on your quest to save your father 

from himself?”  She folded her arms.  “That is of course, your 

other option.  Fail to reach the archway in time, and you could 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 106 of 230 

simply kill your father and take the dragoncrown for yourself.  

Will you make that choice, Samet?” 

Samet shook his head, and kept walking.  There was time 

yet.  And once he had the shield…  She could guide the portals 

of hell to take him anywhere, not just back to Fey.  One way or 

another, he would reach the archway in time. 

# 

A demon’s words are always lies, even when they speak the 

truth.  Graham’s voice echoed in his head.  Ethan touched the 

hilt of his blade.  The thought of Vadin putting his hands on 

the girls made him want to vomit.  Robert and Samet would never 

allow that to happen.  But then, Robert hadn’t been able to save 

him…  He forced the thoughts away.  Samet’s appearance had 

changed slightly.  The horns and wings seemed to be growing more 

opaque the further they journeyed.   

He was considering just stabbing the demoness to shut her 

up when they reached the rise and he saw what lay before them.  

“Samet…” 

“A dragon.”  Samet shook his head.  The massive winged 

serpent lay, green steam coming from its nostrils.  It’s limbs 

ended in wickedly curved claws, each the size of one of Ethan’s 

knives.  “It had to be a dragon.” 

The demonness just smiled.   

# 

A dragon.  Samet drew his magic to him, letting it fill 

him.  “Dragonbone blades, Ethan.”  Immediately Ethan switched 

the knives he was carrying.  Samet focused a spark of magic into 

them, coating both blades in frost.  “Avoid the head.  It spits 

acid.” 

“Right.”  Ethan nodded. 

He took a deep breath.  “Garachus…”  He glared when she 

smiled.  “We are going to need your help.” 

“Of course.”  Glowing blades appeared in each of her hands.  

“You only ever needed ask.”  Her eyes flashed. 

Her power touched his, a heady rush, pleasure that bordered 

on the edge of pain.  He drew the magic, letting it pour in, 

filling him.  The world seemed to fade a moment before suddenly 

snapping back into focus.  “Now.”  He flung the spell, slamming 

the force into the dragon.  It howled in pain as the spell 

burned into it’s scales, then whirled.  Both Garachus and Ethan 

charged, and he formed a ward around each of them before 

flinging ice directly into its open maw. 

Samet felt the dragon gathering its own power, throwing it 

back at him, and he focused the ward, splitting the dragon’s 

counter-attack and deflecting it past him.  The dragon inhaled, 

and then Ethan raked his daggers down the dragon’s side.  The 
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dragon jerked, and it’s acidic breath missed Samet by several 

feet. 

Magic bent around him, obeying his commands, and he could 

hear Garachus laughing as she spun, her blades flashing as she 

tore gashes in the dragon.  The power was like nothing he’d felt 

before, alive in a way he had never imagined possible.  Samet 

smiled as he focused once more. 

Light gleamed in the dragon’s eyes.  It roared, shaking its 

head in pain as it thrashed.   

And then it’s skull shattered. 

# 

Ethan turned to stare.  Samet’s eyes weren’t just glowing, 

they were trailing fire.  The horns were solid now, and the 

wings behind him spread.  And to Ethan’s shock, Samet didn’t 

walk down the path.  The wings carried him to land a few feet 

away from the pedestal.  And Garachus had a triumphant look on 

her face.  “You have the shield, Samet.”  Her voice was low and 

sultry.  “And the power.” 

Samet reached for the shield, his hand stopping an inch 

away.  “I still need the path.” 

“You know I will take you where you need to go.”  Garachus 

nodded.  “What we can do together will be…” 

“Samet.”  Ethan kept his daggers in his hand.  “Samet, we 

have a path already.” 

Garachus turned toward him, and he found himself taking an 

involuntary step back.  Every moment he’d been at Lady Roshni’s 

mercy came back to him at the sight of her eyes.  “Do cease your 

mewling,”  Lady Roshni’s voice said.   

“Samet.”  Ethan felt himself shaking a little.  “Samet?” 

# 

He felt the power wrapped around him, warm and sensual.  

Garachus’s voice seemed to whisper directly into his ear, full 

of sultry promise.  “We did it, Samet.” 

“We did.”  He barely realized he’d spoken.  He was vaguely 

aware someone else was saying his name, but he couldn’t focus.   

Garachus put her hand on his shoulder.  “I told you I would 

help you.”  She ran a hand down his cheek.  “Don’t you feel it, 

Samet?  This is what you are.  This is what you were always 

meant to be.” 

With the archways at his command, he could sweep the world.  

All the wrongs would be his to right, to remake.  Couldn’t it be 

better?  Couldn’t he make it better?  Didn’t the urchins always 

plead to him, beg him for food for their bellies, shelter from 

the cold?  He could see to it they never went hungry again.  

Those that harmed them would kneel.  “Yes.” 

“Say my name.” 
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“Garachus.”  He barely heard his own voice.  The power was 

calling to him.  He reached out, taking hold of the shield.  He 

smiled. 

# 

Ethan stared in horror as the black wings suddenly snapped 

fully into focus, becoming part of Samet.  Fire trailed back 

over the horns, then around Samet’s entire body until he seemed 

to glow with an aura of embers in a fireplace.  No.  No, no…  He 

opened his mouth to call Samet’s truename, to call him back, and 

Garachus pounced, tackling him to the ground.  She put hand over 

his mouth, silencing him.  “No.”  Her smile was cruel.  “We’ll 

not be having that now…”  The tip of one of her fingers traced 

down his cheek.  “Such a sweet morsel.  I will enjoy…” 

“Get…”  The demon that had just a few moments before been 

Samet whirled around.  He waved a hand, and Garachus jerked once 

before being flung into a stone column with enough force to 

shatter the stone.  “Away from him.”  She rose and leaped, 

snarling.  The black wings on Samet’s back ignited in flame.  

Tendrils of fire moved, coiling serpent-like around her as they 

caught her in midair.  Samet flung her to the ground.  “Mine.” 

Ethan’s hand found the heartwood blade.  He lunged before 

the Garachus could recover, burying the blade in her eye.  

Garachus screamed as she began dissolving away into ash.  Around 

them, he heard howls and snarls as more beasts moved toward 

them.  Ethan grabbed the shield from where Samet had dropped it.  

“We have to go.”  He held out his hand.  “Samet, we have to go.  

Open the way.” 

Samet caught his hand.  The stone opened into a portal, and 

Ethan dragged him through. 

# 

He knelt, breathing in and out, trying to calm himself.  

The power had felt so… alive.  He felt Ethan’s hand on his 

shoulder, and Samet put his own hand atop it.  “Thank you.” 

“I didn’t need it.”  Ethan’s voice was quiet. 

Samet looked up at Ethan.  “What?” 

Ethan knelt in front of him.  “That thing stopped me before 

I could say it.”  He ran the back of his hand down Samet’s 

cheek.  “And you came back for me anyway.”  He smiled.  “They 

are wrong, Samet.  You are not a monster.” 

“It felt so…” He said the words softly as he put his hand 

on the back of Ethan’s neck.  His shoulders shook slightly.  A 

sob escaped him. 

“You came back.”  Ethan held him tightly.  “You came back.” 

“I love you.”  He looked up at Ethan. 

“I know, master.”  Ethan touched his forehead to Samet’s.  

He wiped the tears from Samet’s cheeks.  “Go to sleep, Samet.  

You are safe here.”  He pulled Samet closer. 
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# 

Samet lay curled against him, asleep.  Ethan didn’t dare 

close his own eyes.  They lay on the path, near the waystone, 

but Samet hadn’t been able to raise the wards.  He sniffed the 

air, then slowly moved away, laying Samet down gently.  Then he 

rose, the dragonbone blade in one hand and a heartwood blade in 

the other.  “I know you’re there.” 

Varorgirin stepped out of the shadows.  “I wondered, 

hound.”  Her lips curled back as blood dripped from them.  

“Would you be a strength or a weakness?” 

“What is it you want him to do?”  Ethan kept the daggers 

ready. 

“I want him to open his eyes, to see the truth he blinds 

himself to.  It is a hard thing, hound, when hope dies.  It can 

break a man.”  She narrowed her eyes.  “You learned that the 

hard way.  I fear he may as well.”  She spat the bloody filth.  

“The difference is when you broke, you lacked the power to take 

the world with you.” 

“He’s stronger than you think he is.” 

“The greater the height…”  Varorgirin shook her head.  “The 

harder the landing.  I know how strong he is, hound.”  She drew 

herself to her full height, towering over him.  “He took the 

leash off you, and put it on himself.  I can only hope that will 

be enough.” 

“You…”  He slowly lowered the knives.  “You care about 

him.” 

“Of course I do.  Why do you think I’ve put so much trouble 

into him?”  She smirked at him, showing a hint of jagged teeth.  

“You killed Garachus.  Well done.”  She slowly nodded.  “You 

know my name now.  Call it in blood and I will come.  But know 

if you do…”  She showed her teeth again.  “Blood will be my 

price.  A life’s worth, at least.”  She shook her head, then 

touched the waystone.  It glowed.  “Get some sleep, hound.” She 

turned, and then vanished into the ground. 

Leaving the beautiful blue flowers behind one more. 
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13 

 

Ethan woke.  He blinked a few times, sniffed, then sat up 

and stared across the camp.  Samet sighed.  “Yes, I burned 

breakfast.”  He offered Ethan the plate.  “Eat it anyway, we’ve 

got a long way to go.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan accepted the plate.  It was a little 

charred, but still edible.  “Are you alright, master?” 

“No.”  Samet took a deep breath, then met his eyes.  “But I 

will be.”  He rubbed the back of his neck.  “Thank you.” 

He smiled. 

# 

Samet slung his pack over his shoulder, and then held a 

hand out to Ethan.  Ethan took it, twining his fingers around 

Samet’s.  They both took deep breaths, and then stepped off the 

path. 

# 

“What happens after we seal the first archway?”  Ethan 

glanced at Samet. 

“Ideally, we go seal the other two.  The one in Talidir is 

the most imminent danger.  My father has been feeding that one, 

intending to use it as a decisive strike against your brother.” 

“Feeding it?”  Ethan raised an eyebrow. 

Samet sighed.  “It’s…”  He looked away.  “A blood ritual.” 

“Human sacrifice.”  Ethan narrowed his eyes.  

“No.”  Samet half closed his eyes.  “No, he hasn’t done 

that.  It’s his blood, which is why it’s been a slow process.  

He has too…”  Samet took a deep breath.  “He has to prove his 

strength.” 

For a few minutes, they walked in silence.  “Was my torture 

part of the ritual?”  Ethan’s voice was quiet. 

It took a few more minutes for Samet to answer.  “Yes.” 

“Did someone take my place, after he gave me to you?”  

Ethan kept his eyes on the spire. 

“He started overseeing interrogations.”  Samet swallowed.  

“I’m going to stop him, Ethan.” 

“And after that?”  Ethan sighed.  “Samet, you know that the 

Coalition won’t just…” 

“I’ll…”  Samet walked further before continuing.  “Then at 

least he’ll die clean, and…”  He looked away.  “Then Mother 

won’t be alone.” 

Ethan took his hand, and squeezed it gently.  He took a 

deep breath.  “My mother technically died before I was born.  

Robert’s wife, Tabitha, she’s…”  He nodded.  “Her firstborn died 
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the same night my mother did.  She swallowed her grief and took 

me into her arms.  Loved me as though I truly were hers.” 

“You’ll see her again, Ethan.”  Samet squeezed his hand 

back.  “Soon.” 

“Sarah’s the eldest, only about two years younger than me.”  

He frowned.  “Do you know if she’s married yet?” 

“My father apparently was planning on marrying her to me, 

so I assume that would be a no.”  A small snort came from Ethan.  

Samet chuckled.  “Should I be offended by that?” 

“Sarah likes lace and attending balls, dancing and 

embroidery.” 

“I can dance.”  Samet smiled. 

“She’d have you wearing lace at your throat.”  Ethan 

grinned.  “And a cape.” 

“No cape.”  Samet shook his head.  “They have five 

children, yes?” 

“Margaret is two years younger than Sarah.  I guess that 

makes her just about marriageable age now too.  She’s our 

tutor’s favorite, mostly because she doesn’t fall asleep when he 

drones on and on and on and on.  She also draws very well.  

Anabeth is twelve now…”  Ethan frowned. “I think.  Not sure of 

what day today actually is.  She might be thirteen.  She’d 

rather be a healer than a princess.”  He smiled.  “I bet she 

loves having another baby in the family.  Justin’s probably 

getting spoiled rotten.  And Lucille was the youngest.  She’d be 

eight now.  I was…”  His smile became sad.  “Teaching her some 

combat forms.”  He shrugged.  “She was doing considerably better 

than you, master.”  He took a deep breath.  “We’re going to get 

there in time to save them?” 

“Yes.”  Samet squeezed his hand again.  “We are.” 

# 

Vadin paced Samet’s room, looking around.  He’d called to 

Garachus, but for the first time since they’d struck their 

bargain the demonness had failed to respond.  If they’d run into 

trouble…  He took a deep breath.  His eyes went to the painting 

on the wall.  Usha smiled at him from it.  “You should see what 

he can do, my love.”  He smiled back at her.  “What he has 

become.  You…”  He sighed.  “You should be here, with us.”  He 

pulled his eyes away from hers.  “I miss you.” 

He took a deep breath, then strode from the room.  They’d 

captured a fresh spy.  Time to find out what the man knew. 

# 

Three standing stones seemed to almost materialize in front 

of them.  Ethan stared at them for a moment.  “The archway’s 

been in the ruins for a thousand years.”  He shook his head.  

“They are in the royal hunting grounds.  We…”  He shook his 
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head.  “Used to picnic by these stones.”  He turned toward 

Samet.  “The Covenant mages sealed the entrance to the chamber.” 

“No, they closed it.  Sealing it is something you do to 

ensure it won’t reopen.  What they did was the equivalent of 

moving a dresser in front of a doorway and hope nobody ever 

tried opening it from the outside or nothing really big ever 

wanted to come through.”  Samet rolled his eyes. 

“It’s only a few miles from Silverhall.”  Ethan took a deep 

breath.  

“Until the archway is fully open, it can’t hurt anyone, 

Ethan.”  Samet pulled him close, kissing his forehead.  “We seal 

it, and they will be safe.” 

“Okay.”  He took another deep breath.  “Okay.  Which knives 

will I need?” 

“Gold and glass.”  Samet looked over the standing stones.  

“Sealing the archway will require my full attention.  The shield 

will protect me from the soul storm.”  He smiled at Ethan.  

“You’ll have to protect me from everything else.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan smiled back. 

Samet put his hand under Ethan’s chin and raised his chin 

slightly.  They kissed gently and tenderly.  “You ready?” 

“Yes, master.”   

# 

Samet just shook his head at the ward.  “Crude, but 

serviceable.” 

“How long will it take you to untangle it?”  Ethan raised 

an eyebrow. 

“Untangle it?”  Samet glanced at him.  “Weeks.  Breaking 

it, however…”  He drew upon his magic, and spun it out, ripping 

the ward away entirely.  “Done.” 

“That works.”  Ethan shrugged. 

# 

Graham entered the room at a dead run, sliding to a stop a 

few feet from Robert, who stared at him in shock.  “Something 

tripped the ward sealing the archway.” 

“What?”  Robert leapt to his feet.  He handed Justin to 

Tabitha.  “No, they…”  He shook his head, and then his eyes 

widened.  “The sorcerer.” 

“My conclusion as well.”  Graham nodded. 

“The Covenant mages say the power necessary to activate the 

archway is…”  Robert took a deep breath.  It was only a few 

miles from the city.  How many would die if…  “Can a sorcerer do 

it?” 

“A sorcerer-king did it once before, your majesty.”  Graham 

reluctantly nodded.  “I’ve sent for mages, but if it is opened 

closing it once more will take…”  He shook his head.  “A hundred 

of them, at least.” 
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“Then get a hundred here,” Robert snapped.  He turned to 

Tabitha.  “Take the children and get behind the old wards.” 

“Robert…”  Tabitha started to shake her head. 

Robert grabbed her, pulling her to him and holding her and 

Justin tightly as he kissed her.  He felt a thread of panic.  

He’d already lost one child.  The thought of losing even one of 

the others was…  “Keep them safe.” 

“Keep yourself safe.”  She nodded to him. 

# 

“Once I begin, do not cross the boundary made by the 

glyphs.”  Samet set his pack down, the shield atop it.  He kept 

the athame tucked into his coat.  “Or we’ll both die horrible, 

painful, screaming deaths and possibly break the archway open in 

the process.” 

“No pressure there, master.”  Ethan adjusted his daggers, 

making sure both the spare gold and glass ones were accessible.   

“I’ll need a few minutes to clear the temple of residual 

magic.”  Samet began walking a circuit of the temple.  He 

stopped in front of the archway again.  “Ethan, if the shield…” 

“I don’t want to think about that, master.”  Ethan squared 

his shoulders. 

“I know, Ethan, but we must.  If the shield fails, take the 

athame and go to your brother.  With it, the Covenant mages may 

be able to seal the other two archways before my father can open 

them.”  He took a deep breath, then turned toward Ethan.  “And 

if that does happen, I want you to know you are…”  He strode 

forward and pulled Ethan to him for a kiss.  “Mine.  As I am 

yours.” 

Ethan kissed him back, holding him close.  “Hell can’t have 

you, master.  I won’t let it.” 

Samet touched his forehead to Ethan’s, and smiled.  “Come.  

It’s time to save the world.” 

# 

“The honor guard has been alerted already, and should be 

underway.”  Graham shook his head.  “They only have two mages 

with them, so my hopes aren’t high for their success.  Perhaps 

they can disrupt whatever is happening long enough for 

reinforcements to arrive.” 

“And how many reinforcements will be arriving?”  Robert 

shook his head.  “I can send a few hundred soldiers, but without 

mages…”  He strapped his sword to his hip. 

“A dozen will ride with us.  More than that are…”  Graham 

made a frustrated sound.  “They are spread across the front 

lines, looking for the sorcerer.  It will take days before they 

can get here.”  He offered Robert a protective amulet.  When 

Robert simply looked at it, Graham sighed.  “Humor me, old 

friend.” 
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Robert took it, and put it around his neck.  “You’re no 

soldier, Graham.  You should stay with Tabitha.” 

“Even if you were not…”  Graham shook his head.  “We are 

dealing with the old magic, Robert.  My place is at your side.” 

# 

Ethan stood, a knife in each hand.  Samet held the athame 

in one hand, and was using it to scribe an intricate glyph in 

the air.  Several other glyphs were appearing simultaneously in 

a circle around them.  A faint thrum of power seemed to hang in 

the air around them. 

Something glimmered, moving toward Samet.  Ethan slashed 

with the gold dagger, and felt resistance.  There was a wash of 

cold air, and then a light scattering of dust.  He shivered 

slightly.  Fighting something he could barely see was more 

difficult than he ahd imagined.  Another glimmer, and ice seemed 

to sear across his shoulder.  He bit back the cry so as not to 

distract Samet, and slashed out again.  Another wash of dust, 

and then something grabbed his wrist.  He sliced with the glass 

dagger, and heard something hiss as it released him. 

The archway suddenly started to glow, and a watery light 

shimmered inside, faintly reflecting the temple chamber.  Hands 

seemed to try to reach through, stretching the surface.  Samet’s 

eyes were glowing as he began drawing another glyph.  His face 

was pale, and to Ethan’s horror bleeding marks appeared on 

Samet’s cheek as though a cat had swiped at him.  Ethan slashed 

at another glimmer, then whirled to slash again.  Dust stung 

against his skin as the creatures burst into nothingness at the 

dagger’s touch.  He cut himself free of another invisible bond 

and felt ice across his leg.  He drew on the pain, letting it 

push at him, sharpen his awareness, and spun faster as he 

slashed out again and again. 

Samet cried out, and Ethan drove the knife through another 

gleaming figure.  Samet was visibly sweating as he focused on 

the glyph.  It spun out, the pattern too intricate for Ethan to 

follow.  The glyph was mirrored on the watery surface within the 

archway.  Slowly, it seemed like the watery surface was 

freezing, the glyph turning to frost on its surface. 

And then it shattered.  The light of the archway vanished 

as the stone turned a pure, ashen white. 

# 

“It’s done.”  Samet started to turn, and then his legs went 

out from under him. 

Ethan caught him before he could fall.  “Master?” 

“I’m…’  The door at the end of the hall was flung open.  

Two dozen armored men entered, swords ready.  Two Covenant mages 

followed, wands in hand.  They were all headed toward them.  
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“That…”  Samet shook his head and the world swam around him.  

“Doesn’t seem fair.”  Darkness closed. 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 116 of 230 

14 

 

Graham stared at the scene in front of him.  The black 

stone of the archway had turned white.  The temple honor guard 

stood in a loose circle around a man who was laying on the 

group, apparently unconscious.  And standing over him was… 

“Robert.” 

The king strode forward. “Ethan.”  He pulled his little 

brother into a hug.  “Ethan.” 

“King Robert.”  One of the Covenant mages started to step 

forward. 

“I highly suggest…”  Graham narrowed his eyes at the 

buffoon and held up a hand to forestall him.  “Waiting 

patiently.”  Ethan was alive.  Alive and apparently unharmed.  

He looked up at the arch.  If it was active, it would be 

glowing, and…  The stone had turned white.  It looked almost 

like ash that managed to still hold its shape. 

“Yes, Prelate.”  The mage immediately retreated. 

“You’re safe.”  Robert’s voice shook.  “You’re alive.  

Blood of the gods, you’re alive.” 

Ethan suddenly pulled away.  He turned, and a dagger 

appeared in his hand.  He pointed it at one of the guards who’d 

moved toward the man at their feet.  “Keep back.” 

Robert waved the man back.  Graham turned toward the mage.  

“Report.” 

“The archway is sealed, Prelate.”  The mage nodded.  “Most 

of the danger…”  He glanced at the unconscious man.  “Has been 

contained.  We were attempting to complete dealing with the 

threat, but —” 

“You did nothing.”  Ethan pointed the dagger at the mage.  

“Make one move toward him, and I’ll cut your throat.” 

“Ethan?”  Robert glanced at his brother. 

“As you can see for yourself.”  The mage narrowed his eyes 

at Ethan. 

“You sealed the archway?”  Graham blinked.  The Archmage 

had told him such a task was all but impossible without rituals 

that were lost, and even if they’d had the rituals it would 

require…  “The Archmage said that task would require almost all 

of you.” 

“Yes, well —”  The mage shifted uncertainly. 

“They didn’t.”  Ethan shook his head.  He gestured at the 

prone man.  “Samet did.” 

“Wait…”  Robert turned back toward his brother.  “Samet?”  

His eyes widened.  “Samet Vadin?” 
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“Blood of the gods..”  Graham reached for his amulet.  

“That’s the sorcerer?”  It made no sense at all. 

“How did he get in here?”  Robert whirled on his guards.  

“How did he get past you?” 

“We came via the Beyond.”  It was Ethan who answered.  

“Through hell.  It was the only way to get here in time to save 

you.”  He met Robert’s eyes.  “The sorcerer just saved your 

kingdom.”  He lowered the knife.  “Just as he saved me.” 

# 

Robert took several deep breaths before tearing his eyes 

away from the sorcerer.  He turned toward the mage.  The man 

shifted uncomfortably under the weight of the king’s gaze.  “Did 

the sorcerer seal the archway?” 

“We do not know the man’s true intent —” 

“Did he?”  Robert folded his arms. 

The mage took a deep breath.  “It would appear that way, 

your highness.” 

He turned to look at Graham.  “Why would the sorcerer open 

the archway just to seal it?” 

“His name is Samet.”  Ethan shook his head.  “And he did 

not open it.” 

“We will get to the heart of the matter, Ethan.”  Graham 

gave Ethan a reassuring nod.  “In the meantime, the sorcerer 

should be bound, at le —” 

“No.”  Ethan drew a second knife.  “I will not allow it.” 

“The boy is clearly enspelled, your highness.”  The mage 

shook his head, the turned toward the gray armored guards.  “I 

will perform the binding, if you’d be so kind as to secure the 

boy.” 

“A hand touches that boy…”  Another voice joined the 

conversation.  Samet slowly sat up.  “And I will render it’s 

owner to ash.” 

“Samet.”  Ethan smiled and sheathed one of the knives 

before moving to the man’s side.  He held out his hand to help 

Samet back to his feet.  The sorcerer’s eyes glowed faintly as 

he stood. 

Robert squared his shoulders as he faced the sorcerer.  The 

sorcerer shook his head.  “I did not come here to begin trouble, 

your highness.” 

“And yet trouble is here.”  Robert considered the 

situation.  He had a dozen Covenant mages with him, but Samet 

had previously overcome four quite easily in a matter of 

moments.  The man had been unconscious moments ago, but he’d 

been taken by surprise last time.  And it was clear Ethan was 

prepared to defend Samet. 
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“I will give you my word that I shall initiate no 

hostilities.”  Samet nodded.  “But I will not permit these fools 

to bind me.” 

“Understood.”  Robert nodded, then turned to his guards.  

“Arrows ready.  If he starts to cast or I give the signal, shoot 

to kill.”  He turned back toward Samet.  “Manacles will be 

required.” 

“Robert…”  Ethan started to shake his head. 

“It’s alright, Ethan.”  Samet nodded.  “I find those terms 

acceptable enough.”  He smiled at Ethan.  “He is, after all, 

your brother.” 

“As long as everyone understands I’ll kill anyone who 

shoots at you.”  Ethan shrugged.  When one of the guards 

produced a set of manacles, Ethan snatched them out of his hand.  

Samet put his hands behind his back so Ethan could secure them.  

Ethan then turned toward Robert.  “Done.” 

“Ensure he’s unarmed.”  Robert started to gesture at a 

guard. 

Ethan rolled his eyes, then turned to Samet.  He removed 

the dagger from Samet’s belt, and handed it to the nearby guard.  

Samet made a small coughing sound, and Ethan raised an eyebrow.  

Samet shrugged.  “Right.”  Ethan nodded.  He took a kerchief out 

of his pocket, then reached into Samet’s coat and removed an 

ornate black bladed knife.  He wrapped it carefully in the 

cloth, then removed Samet’s handkerchief and wrapped that over 

it as well before offering it to Graham.   

“Do not let that touch your bare skin.”  Samet nodded to 

Graham.   

Graham swallowed before taking it from Ethan.  “Given the 

circumstances…”  He gave Robert an apologetic look.  “I must 

suggest Ethan be disarmed as well.” 

“Agreed.”  Robert slowly nodded. 

With a shrug, Ethan removed the red sheathed daggers.  And 

then, to Robert’s surprise, he removed another dagger from 

behind his neck. Then one from his shoulders.  Then one from an 

arm sheath, then another from an matching arm sheath.  Then 

another from his back.  Then a set from the front of his boots 

and a set from the back of his boots.  Then another from his 

hip.  The sorcerer watched, trying and failing to keep a 

straight face as Ethan continued producing blade after blade 

from seemingly out of nowhere and handing it to the guard.  

Another dagger from a sheath on chest, then one another from his 

back.  Ethan frowned at the daggers the guard was holding, then 

counted them quickly.  He frowned again, then suddenly nodded to 

himself before removing yet another from a sheath on his lower 

leg.  He handed it to the guard.  “I’m going to want all of 

those back.” 
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“Let’s…”  Robert took another look at the arch.  “Head back 

and…”  He sighed.  “Sort this mess out.” 

As they started walking, he heard one of the guards murmur 

something.  “How many?” 

“Twenty four.”  The guard carrying the knives responded. 

# 

Tabitha ran down the stairs, followed by all four of their 

daughters.  They all quickly outdistanced her.  Sarah reached 

Ethan first, throwing her arms around his shoulders.  Margaret 

hit him a moment later, her arms around his chest.  Anabeth 

encircled his waist, and Lucille got him around the left leg.  

All of them started talking at once.  She laughed, then noted 

the slightly panicked look in Ethan’s eyes.  “Girls, give your 

uncle some room.” 

They backed off somewhat reluctantly, though all continued 

talking.  Tabitha held out her hand.  When Ethan took it, she 

pulled him into a hug.  “You’re alive.  I never stopped praying 

for you.” 

“I know.”  He hugged her tightly.  “I know.” 

“I’m never letting you out of my sight again,” Lucille 

announced.  She folded her arms fiercely. 

Her gaze went past Ethan toward her husband.  Graham was 

next to Robert, clutching his amulet.  A dozen Covenant mages 

stood in a circle around another man, their knuckles white on 

their wands.  The guards all held their bows with arrows 

notched, and were watching the man nervously.  Robert had a hand 

on his sword hilt.  The man in the center had his hands manacled 

behind his back.  And oddly, he was watching Ethan with a wide 

smile on his face.  “Robert?” 

Robert turned to the guards.  “Escort him to the warded 

cells.  I want a guard on him at all times.” 

“Yes, your highness.”  The guard saluted before leading the 

mages and the prisoner away.  Ethan watched them go with a 

worried look on his face, but she was surprised to note that the 

prisoner gave Ethan a reassuring nod before following his 

captors. 

“Who…”  Sarah started to ask. 

“Sarah, please take your sisters and go.  You can visit 

with your uncle soon, but right now I must speak to him.”  

Robert smiled at Sarah. 

“Yes, father.”  Sarah pulled her reluctant sisters away, 

and headed back up the stairs. 

She kept hold of Ethan’s hand, afraid that if she let go 

he’d be lost again.  “What’s going on?” 

“That is what we are trying to find out, your highness.”  

Graham bowed to her.  
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“Ethan…”  Robert took a deep breath.  “I need to know what 

the sorcerer is doing here.” 

“I told you that already.”  Ethan shook his head.  “We were 

sealing the archway.” 

“Wait…”  Her hand tightened around Ethan’s.  “That was the 

sorcerer?  Vadin’s son?” 

“His name…”  Irritation filled Ethan’s voice.  “Is Samet.”  

He shook his head.  “Vadin’s been feeding the archway.  He was 

planning to open it to take your forces from behind, to destroy 

Talidir and the Coalition.  Samet stopped him.” 

“Ethan, he’s a sorcerer.”  Graham folded his arms.  He 

sighed.  “How did you two even get past the guards in the first 

place?” 

“I told you already, we came through the Beyond.  We had to 

go there to get what he needed for the ritual anyway.”  He 

turned to look at Robert.  “Robert, brother, Samet is a friend 

and ally.  He’s the only reason I’m alive, the only reason 

Talidir isn’t at the mercy of the Warlord and a soulstorm.” 

“I will…”  Robert took a deep breath.  “Speak to the 

sorcerer, hear what he has to say.  If what you say is true, 

then…”  He took another deep breath.  “Then I will give him a 

chance to prove himself.”  He lifted his head.  “In the 

meantime, Ethan, I…” 

“Lucille’s getting tall.”  Ethan nodded.  “And…” 

“Come.”  Tabitha squeezed his hand.  “Meet your nephew.  

All else can wait until morning.  You’re home.”  She stepped 

back a little, taking in his appearance.  “But first, we should 

get you to a healer.” 

# 

Samet sat down on the stone bench in the cell.  It was 

cool, cold enough to be uncomfortable.  None of the guards 

seemed inclined to approach close enough to remove the manacles.  

The wards engraved into the stone were strong, but old.  

Overcoming them would be difficult, but well shy of impossible.   

A small smile came to his face.  Ethan was home, and safe.  

The look on his face when he’d seen the girls had been…  He 

leaned back on the bench, but with his hands secured there was 

no true way to actually get comfortable.  He just hoped Ethan 

managed to convince his brother of their good intentions before 

he needed to empty his bladder, or this could get rather 

awkward. 

# 

Ethan sat, listening to Anabeth and Lucille eagerly tell 

him all he’d missed in the last two years.  Apparently, he’d 

missed Justin’s first toddling steps by only a few days.  He 

shook his head.  “You know, I’m not actually sure what today’s 

date actually is.” 
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“The seventh of Harvestmere.”  Anabeth grinned at him. 

“So you are thirteen.”  Ethan looked at her.  He wished he 

could fully relax, but he felt on edge.  They kept touching him, 

and he couldn’t watch them all at the same time.   

“And you’re twenty now.”  Lucille nodded.  “We held a 

birthday vigil for you, even though we didn’t know where you 

were.” 

“Sir Vincent told me.”  He looked up at Robert.  “Did he 

make it back alright?”  When Robert nodded, Ethan exhaled.  “We 

didn’t have a lot of time to talk.  Did the rest of my men, are 

they…?” 

“Most of them are well.”  Tabitha gave him an apologetic 

look.  “Sir Cassius was killed a few months ago during a naval 

skirmish, and Sir Alban died retaking Candlemere.” 

He swallowed, his eyes half closed.  Then he nodded.  “And 

Sir Alban’s son, is…” 

“Sir Jakob took him as a squire.”  Robert straightened. 

“I’d like to see them, if it can be arranged.”  Ethan 

looked up at Robert. “It wasn’t their fault.” 

“Knowing that in your head and knowing it in your heart are 

two different things.”  Robert sat.  “But we will get your guard 

together again as quickly as we can.  I don’t…”  He took a deep 

breath.   

“Graham assigned mages to each of us,” Margaret said.  “And 

doubled our guard.”  She smiled at Ethan.  “Sir Matthew leads 

mine.” 

“Standing about the library all day.”  Ethan furrowed his 

brow.  “I bet he hates that.” 

“He keeps complaining about bookworms infesting his boots.”  

She nodded. 

“The man earlier…”  Sarah narrowed her eyes.  “He’s the 

sorcerer that almost killed Sir Vincent.”  

“Sarah, Samet is…” 

Sarah shook her head.  “Vincent said that sorcerer had you 

on a leash.” 

“That’s enough, Sarah.”  Tabitha’s sharp voice cut the 

silence before it had time to fully form.  

“Mother, I talked to the guards.  He nearly killed one of 

them defending that…”  Sarah shook her head.  “Thing.” 

“Samet fought and killed a dragon.”  Ethan’s voice was low 

and angry.  “To ensure he could seal the archway and prevent it 

from killing everyone here.”  He lifted his head to meet Sarah’s 

eyes.  “Do not call him a thing.” 

She looked away first.  Lucille’s eyes were wide.  “Dragons 

are real?” 
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He turned to look at her, and managed to put a smile on his 

face.  “And the stories really don’t do justice to just how bad 

they smell.” 

“You girls should be getting to bed.”  Tabitha 

straightened.   

“But…” 

“I will be here in the morning.”  Ethan nodded to Lucille.  

“And I’ll tell you about the werewolves.” 

# 

He wasn’t sure what was less comfortable, the stone bench 

or the number of Covenant mages staring at him.  Samet rolled 

his eyes, turned over on the bench to give the mages his back, 

and slipped into a meditative trance. 

Almost immediately, Enesuriel popped into his dream.  “This 

cell is warded against Fey.”  He smiled.  “Even pretty ones.” 

“It’s too big.”  She shook her head.  “Little things can 

slip through the holes without any trouble at all.”  She raised 

fluttered up to him.  “Do you need me to rescue you?” 

“Ethan should be able to manage that soon enough.”  Samet 

nodded to her. 

“He should get a move on.”  She folded her arms.  “Or at 

least get you curtains.  That cell is boring.” 

“The seal…” 

“Now those were proper wards.  Not a hole in them at all.  

You cut off the storm, it can’t pour out there now.” 

“Good.  Let me know if the situation with the others 

changes.”  

She kissed his nose.  “If you’d taken my suggestion about a 

cape, you’d have something to cover up with right now.” 

# 

“Ethan?”  He turned to see Tabitha.  She sat next to him.  

“You should be in bed.” 

“I, uh…”  Ethan rubbed the back of his neck.  “I couldn’t 

sleep.”  He wasn’t sure what she’d say if he told her it was 

because Samet wasn’t sleeping next to him. 

“Big day.”  She put her hand on his shoulder.  He managed 

to stop himself from flinching at the touch.  “Robert and Graham 

are still pacing the war room.”  She frowned slightly, as her 

fingers touched the edge of the brand.  Anger lit her eyes.  

“The warlord did this.” 

“He made me do it.”  Ethan swallowed.  “Part of his price 

for letting my men go.” 

“Do you…”  She ran her hand across his shoulder soothingly.  

“Ethan, if you need to talk about anything, I’m here.” 

“I don’t…” 

“I love you no matter what.”  She hugged him to her.  “You 

know that.” 
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He wrapped his arms around her, and let her hold him.  It 

took him several minutes to find words.  “Whenever the coalition 

had a victory at sea, the warlord would drag me to the water and 

force my head under.  He’d drown me, over and over, sometimes 

for hours.”   

“Oh, Ethan…”  Her arms tightened around him. 

“Not long after he gave me to Samet, I went into the tub 

and the water went over my head and I panicked.  I clawed and 

kicked at Samet as he dragged me back out, and then I was 

terrified he was going to…”  He took a deep breath and looked up 

at her.  “He didn’t.  He calmed me down, and then a few days 

later he took me out of the castle to a lake.  He cast a spell 

so we could both breath under water, and then he took me through 

this sunken city.  It was…”  He smiled at the memory.  

“Incredible.” 

“And you weren’t afraid anymore.”  She met his eyes. 

“I wish that were true.”  He gave her an apologetic look.  

“But that was when I stopped being afraid of him.” 

# 

Robert stared at the man in front of him.  “This makes for 

a rather interesting turn of events." 

"More than you know, your majesty."  The sorcerer starred 

back calmly.  The man's accent was unusual, somewhat different 

than Vadin’s. 

"I actually sent one of my best agents after you, thinking 

to exchange you for my brother."  Robert folded his arms.  "He 

sent a note saying he’d located you in Drusil, but he never 

returned." 

"Tall man, scar over his left eye?"  The sorcerer raised an 

eyebrow. 

"That would be the one." 

"This is going to be one of those very awkward 

conversations."  The sorcerer sighed. 

"Perhaps we should make it a more productive conversation."  

He narrowed his eyes, then gestured at the nearby guard.  The 

guard stepped forward and backhanded the sorcerer across the 

face. 

The sorcerer staggered a little, but didn’t fall.  He spit 

blood out of his mouth.  “And here I’d hoped we could be 

civilized.” 

“I fear your father set fire to that option some time ago.”  

Robert shook his head.  “I want to know what he’s planning 

next.” 

“I haven’t been to my father’s wartable in a couple months 

now.  He’s planning on conquering the world, but you knew that 

already.” 
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Robert nodded to the guard.  This time the guard issued a 

short jab to the sorcerer’s side, eliciting a pained grunt.  

“With your assistance.  We can deny him that at least.”  The 

guard hit the sorcerer with another jab to the stomach.  “Your 

father has mages that have warded his strongholds.”  He nodded, 

and the guard punched the sorcerer low in the back.  “You will 

tell us how to get past those wards.”  He nodded to the guard, 

who shifted to backhand the sorcerer again.  Blood trickled from 

the sorcerer’s nose. 

“Ethan has two knives that would do that trick readily.”  

The sorcerer spat out another mouthful of blood. 

He asked several more questions, having the guard punctuate 

each one with a blow.  The sorcerer fell at one point, and the 

guard jerked him back to his feet, twisting his manacled arms up 

behind him.  Pain showed on the sorcerer’s face.  Robert folded 

his arms again.  “How do we defend against your black fog?”  The 

guard punched the sorcerer in the kidney again. 

It took the sorcerer a few moments to catch enough breath 

to respond.  “Your majesty…”  The sorcerer narrowed his eyes.  

“I am here, cooperating, purely because I wish to be.  And I am 

starting to regret that decision.” 

Before Robert could respond, the door opened and Ethan 

entered, followed by a frantic looking Graham.  Robert signaled 

the guard near the door, who attempted to grab Ethan’s arm.  

Ethan moved, catching the man by the shoulder and almost 

absentmindedly tossing him to slide across the ground before 

continuing forward.  The next two guards looked uncertain of 

what, exactly they were supposed to do in this situation.  

Graham shook his head.  "I'm sorry, your majesty, when he heard 

you were interrogat --" 

"Samet, are you alright?"  Ethan walked up to the sorcerer, 

reaching up a hand but stopping a heartbeat before touching the 

sorcerer’s bloody nose. 

"We were just clearing up a minor misunderstanding."  The 

sorcerer nodded to Ethan before giving him a concerned look.  

"You've seen the healer?" 

"I'm fine."  Ethan nodded.  He shook his head, and his 

voice was furious.  “You’re not.” 

Robert drew himself to his full height.  "Enough.  Ethan, 

explain yourself." 

"Samet is trying to help."  Ethan turned to face him. 

"He's a sorcerer."  Robert growled.  "Ethan, get away from 

him." 

"Oh for..."  The sorcerer bumped Ethan with a shoulder, 

then jerked his head toward Graham.  "Your brother would feel 

better if you were behind the Prelate." 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 125 of 230 

"But he's less likely to order the guards to just start 

shooting if I'm standing here."  Ethan shrugged. 

“Sir Corth, take my brother back to…”  Robert started to 

gesture at one of the guards. 

“Robert.”  Tabitha’s voice froze all of them in place. 

“Tabitha…”  Robert turned toward her. 

She stared gave him a look that somehow managed to be both 

serene and utterly furious.  “This is not…”  Her voice was calm.  

“How we treat our guests.”  She turned to look at Graham.  “I am 

having servants prepare the Autumn Room.  Please see to it our 

guest is escorted there after he has seen the healer.”  She 

turned back toward Robert.  “Dinner will be served promptly at 

six.”  She turned, and walked gracefully from the room. 

Silence hung in the room for several moments.  Then Robert 

nodded.  “Graham, arrange wards and a guard for the Autumn 

Room.” 

“Yes, your majesty.” 
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15 

 

Samet looked up when the door opened and a man entered.  

“Prelate.” 

“Prince Vadin.”  Prelate Graham folded his arms.  

“My title is Emir, if you feel one must be used.”  Samet 

leaned back in the chair.  There were still Covenant mages on 

the door, and he kept his hands visible so as not to panic them. 

“Very well, Emir Vadin.”  The Prelate narrowed his eyes.  

“I have some questions for you.”  He moved to sit across from 

Samet.  “Prince Ethan claims you are opposing your father.” 

 “Let us be honest with each other, Prelate.”  Samet met 

his eyes.  “I have no difficulty with my father’s goal of 

conquering the world.  It is his methodology and reasoning to 

which I object.  Strenuously.”  He shook his head.  “And the 

part in them he wishes me to play.” 

“Prince Ethan claims you have been kind to him.” 

"The worst thing I have ever done to Ethan was make him 

read a tome of Estrecian poetry and note down all the mentioned 

landmarks."  He twitched a shoulder.  "And I apologized." 

“Have you enchanted Ethan?” 

“If you are asking if I control his mind, the answer is no, 

though I doubt you will accept my word on the matter.”  Samet 

glanced back at the mages on the door.  It appeared as though it 

was too much to hope someone had taken the time to explain to 

the Prelate how magic actually worked.  Then again, it was 

possible the Covenant mages didn’t actually know themselves.  

“If you are asking me if I have used magic upon him, the answer 

is yes.” 

The Prelate’s voice hardened.  “And the nature of this 

magic?” 

“You know what my father did to Ethan.”  Samet met the 

Prelate’s eyes, and saw the man flinch.   “Ethan’s nightmares 

are particularly severe.  I have used magic to help him deal 

with the matter, a spell that causes a dreamless sleep.”  He 

smiled.  “Thankfully, that spell is now rarely required.  There 

have been other occasions.  Protective wards, healing, an 

occasional battle enhancement, and I once had to use magic to 

catch him when a harpy flung him from a cliff.” 

The Prelate asked him more questions before eventually 

settling back and giving him an appraising look.  "The king has 

found himself in a difficult predicament.  He has offered a 

substantial reward to the person who brings his brother back to 

him, alive.  He has also offered a similar reward to the person 

who brought him you, as you were quite possibly the only 
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bargaining chip Lord Vadin would heed in this matter."  The 

Prelate unfolded his arms, and clasped them behind his back.  

"Then we find you and Ethan deep inside our lines, engaged in 

disrupting a danger that could easily have destroyed us.  You.  

The son of our greatest enemy and biggest threat." 

"I..."  Samet looked down at the floor for a long moment.  

"My father has become a monster.  What he has begun could easily 

destroy the world.  It must be stopped.  He must be stopped.  

And I will use every bit of power I have to see this threat 

eliminated."  He looked up and met the Prelate's eyes.  "But he 

is still my father.  Once he retreats from this course, my part 

is done.  I will help you stop him, but I will not help you kill 

him." 

# 

“Well?”  Robert looked up when Graham entered.  He snapped 

the word a bit more harshly than he’d intended.  Ethan had been 

arguing to be allowed to see the sorcerer, and was even now 

pacing the room. 

“To be honest I am not certain what to make of that man.”  

Graham frowned.  “If I did not know what he was, I think perhaps 

I would be impressed.”   

“He’s not a demon.”  Ethan shook his head. 

“He’s a sorcerer, Ethan.”  Graham sighed.  “The Covenant 

is…” 

“Covenant lore also says that all it takes to be turned 

into a werewolf is a slash from its claws.”  Ethan gestured at 

himself, then pointed out the window at the full moon.  “Not 

rampaging around the countryside.” 

“Ethan, please…”  Robert ran a hand through his hair.  “You 

have made your feelings clear.”  He turned back to Graham.  

“And?” 

“I think that may be the most dangerous man I have ever 

met.”  Graham clasped his hands behind his back.  “I also think 

the only reason we were able to put him in a cell in the first 

place is that he allowed it.  It is quite likely our opportunity 

to execute him passed the moment he woke up.”  Graham held up a 

hand before Robert or Ethan could respond.  “I was not 

suggesting he be executed, merely making a point.  That young 

man sealed the archway, which every single ranking member of the 

Covenant assured me absolutely cannot be done.”  Ethan actually 

smirked at Graham’s words.  “And whatever his motives may have 

been, his actions did help.  He saved countless lives by sealing 

that archway.  You must take that into account.” 

“So where does that leave us?”  Robert exhaled.  “He is 

Lord Vadin's son and heir.” 

“And he has offered to his considerable abilities to our 

cause.”  Graham took a deep breath.  “But he drew the line quite 
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clearly.  He will do all he can to stop his father’s course, but 

he will not help us end his father's life.” 

“For the love of…”  Robert growled. 

“Patricide is considered one of the greatest sins for a 

reason, Robert.” 

“Yes, and it’s one Vadin committed.”  Robert shook his 

head.  “Not to mention…”  He shot a glance at Ethan and cut 

himself off. 

“Graham knows what Vadin did to me, brother.”  Ethan’s 

voice was soft.  “Vadin made him watch.  Threatened to hurt me 

more if Graham turned away." 

Robert closed his eyes, and took a deep breath.  "You did 

not tell me that." 

"It is a memory I would rather not have, Robert.  Let alone 

share.  Ethan..."  He turned to the younger man.  "I am so 

sorry." 

"That guard."  Ethan nodded to Graham.  "He tried to hurt 

me again.  Samet used magic to throw him face first into a stone 

wall.  Four times.”  His smile was fierce.  “That is a memory I 

treasure." 

# 

Robert entered the room to see the sorcerer sitting in the 

chair, leafing through one of the books.  The Covenant mages 

standing to either side of the door bowed.  “Your majesty.”  The 

sorcerer set the book aside and stood. 

“Prince Vadin.”  Robert narrowed his eyes. 

“My title is Emir.”  He inclined his head.  “Or you could 

simply call me Samet.” 

He folded his arms.  “You told Graham you want to help.” 

“I did.” 

"I'm supposed to believe that?" 

"You may believe what you like."  Samet shrugged.  "That is 

your prerogative as a king, after all." 

"Graham tells me he thinks you are dangerous." 

"The Prelate is an insightful man."  Samet nodded   

"How dangerous are you?" 

"I suppose that depends on how threatened I am feeling at a 

given moment."  He tilted his head and looked up at Robert.  

"How threatened am I?" 

"You are Lord Vadin's son."  Robert clenched his fists.  

"It's tempting to offer you the warlord's brand of…”  He glared.  

“Hospitality." 

"And if you were the kind of man who would give in to that 

temptation, I would have to say that I am extremely dangerous."  

Samet met his eyes.  "We both know you are not." 

"You brought my brother to me, alive."  Robert nodded.  

"For that, you'll be allowed to keep your life." 
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"But not my freedom?"  Samet raised an eyebrow, and then 

nodded.  "That suits me well enough at the moment.  When you 

wish the real questions answered..."  He spread his hands.  "You 

know where to find me." 

“A servant will be bringing your things.”  Robert glared 

before turning to walk out of the room.  “Tabitha has requested 

you join us for dinner.” 

# 

“Samet.”  Ethan smiled.  “Are you alright?” 

“I’m fine, Ethan.”  Samet smiled back.  “Thank the gods, 

someone competent finally cut your hair.” 

He rolled his eyes.  “You weren’t properly introduced 

earlier.”  He turned to the woman standing a few feet behind 

him.  “This is Queen Tabitha Kendall.”  He nodded.  “Queen 

Tabitha, this is Samet.” 

Samet’s own bow was low.  “Ethan has spoken most highly of 

you, my lady.  It is an honor to get the chance to meet you.” 

“Thank you, Lord Samet.”  She smiled, and gave him a small 

curtsy before introducing his nieces.  Sarah had a glare for 

Samet, Margaret was staring wide-eyed, Anabeth actually 

remembered to curtsy, and Lucille bit her lip and glanced at her 

father.  Robert had repeatedly stated she was not to interrupt 

the conversation.  Ethan didn’t give that restriction until the 

completion of the first course.  “I am glad you agreed to join 

us for supper.” 

From the glance Samet gave Ethan, he was pretty sure Samet 

didn’t actually want to be there.  But at least this way, he 

could be sure Samet actually got something to eat.  He ignored 

Robert’s earlier instruction and seated himself next to Samet, 

earning a glare from his brother.  Graham ended up taking the 

chair initially intended for him. 

And then it was time for awkward silence, soup, and angry 

looks.  Sir Vincent was one of the men on guard, and he didn’t 

take his eyes off Samet for a moment.  Samet had clearly 

recognized the man, and was doing his best not to pay attention 

to Sir Vincent glaring holes in the back of his head.  Tabitha 

buttered her roll, and looked down the table.  “Samet, is this 

your first visit to Silverhall?” 

“No, your majesty.”  

“Really?”  Robert raised an eyebrow.  “And when were you 

here last?” 

“Robert,”  Tabitha said her husband’s name softly. 

“Three years ago, your highness.  I came to see the steam 

engine.  A marvelous piece of engineering.”  

“Isn’t it?”  Margaret immediately smiled.  “He’s building a 

boat now.” 
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“Our Margaret recently attended a lecture given by 

Professor Ayanz.”  Tabitha smiled.  “I was unaware you had been 

in attendance at that event.” 

“Yes, well…”  Samet nodded to her.  “I didn’t exactly 

announce my presence.” 

“You didn’t want the Covenant to know you were there.”  

Sarah glanced across the table at him. 

“There is that.”  Samet nodded. 

“Because you’re hellspawn.”  Sarah took a bite of her soup. 

“Don’t”  Ethan glared at her. 

“It’s the truth.”  Sarah shook her head.   

“It is.”  Samet took a bite of his own soup.   

Silence descended upon the table again.  Anabeth swallowed.  

“So how did you learn you were…”  She gave Samet an awkward 

shrug.  “A sorcerer?” 

“Some people tried to kill me.”  Samet’s voice was quiet. 

“I killed them first.” 

“Oh.” 

“So how many people have you killed?”  Sarah raised an 

eyebrow. 

“Sarah Kendall.”  Tabitha narrowed her eyes at her eldest 

daughter.  “Lord Samet is my guest and you will treat him 

accordingly.” 

“Yes, Mother.”  Sarah looked down at her food, and set the 

spoon aside. 

Then it was time for the next course and more silence.  

Robert finally took a deep breath and looked over at Samet.  

“You said you are here to help.  What, exactly, do you mean by 

that?” 

“To begin with my father has mages and healers not bound by 

Covenant oaths.  They have been pulling what you refer to as 

ghosts across to harry your strongholds.” 

“That wasn’t you?”  Robert blinked.  

“That crude maneuvering?”  Samet shook his head.  “You saw 

my work at Kendlemoor.  Were I actively taking on your 

strongholds, you would have none remaining.” 

“Now see here…”  Robert sat up straighter. 

“Brother, he has a point.”  Ethan met his brother’s eyes.   

Robert glared at him, but nodded.  “And that black fog was 

you?” 

“An alchemical effect.  I will provide you with a 

counterspell.”  Samet nodded.  “As for the ghosts, there are 

wards that can both counter the weakness the mages found, as 

well as alert you to their attempts and provide the opportunity 

for you to triangulate their location.” 

“And would this involve you using your magic?”  Robert 

narrowed his eyes. 
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“Yes.”  Samet’s voice was blunt.  “So will most of the aid 

I can offer.”   

“We will discuss your offer.”  Robert nodded.  “In the 

meantime, you will remain under guard.  My lovely wife’s dinner 

invitation not withstanding, you are a prisoner, not a guest.  

Unless permitted by myself or Prelate Graham, you will not leave 

your quarters.” 

“I understand, your majesty.” 

“What can you tell us about these illegal mages?”  Graham 

raised an eyebrow. “Where did your father acquire them?” 

Samet looked back at Tabitha before looking back to Graham.  

“Forgive me, Prelate, but I am not certain the Queen would 

consider the answer to that question to be polite dinner 

conversation.”   

“I see.”  Graham nodded. 

The awkward silence fell once more.  Ethan felt like he say 

something, but he came up blank.  The last two years were a wide 

gulf to swim, and the staring guards and Covenant mages really 

weren’t conductive to relaxing.   

“This is boring.”  Lucille shook her head.  “Can Uncle 

Ethan tell me about the giant snake monster now?” 

“Which one?”  Samet raised an eyebrow as he turned to look 

at Ethan. 

“What do you mean, which one?” Robert blinked. 

“It’s been an interesting last couple months.”  Ethan 

chuckled. 

# 

King Robert, Prelate Graham, and Ethan followed him and his 

honor guard back to his much more cozy prison cell.  The door 

had barely closed when King Robert turned to look at him.  “So 

where does your father get his illegal mages?” 

“Whorehouses, mostly.  It’s not uncommon for Covenant mages 

to frequent such establishments, and when outside of direct 

Covenant supervision it is not uncommon for them to neglect 

precautions.  The child of a whore often becomes a whore.  

Untrained, of course, a mage is harmless, but there are ways to 

detect the spark of magic.  My father offered the desperate a 

better life.”  Samet shook his head.  “And kept his end of the 

bargain.  His mages swore their oaths to him willingly.” 

“I’ll reiterate.”  King Robert folded his arms.  “You are 

not to leave this room without the permission of myself or 

Prelate Graham.  Sir Vincent assured me you do bleed.  Try 

anything, and we’ll find the upper limit on the number of arrows 

you can stop.” 

“Understood, your majesty.”  Maybe he should take Enesuriel 

up on her offer to rescue him. 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 132 of 230 

Ethan sighed, then turned to Samet.  “Give him a few days.  

He’s a reasonable man.” 

“I will take your word for that.”  Samet smiled at Ethan.  

Escape was possible.  Escaping and bringing Ethan with him was 

not.  And so it looked as though he were remaining. 

# 

“Still can’t sleep?”  

He turned to see Anabeth looking in from the garden door.  

He hadn’t expected anyone else to be up this time of night.  The 

quarters were the same as when he’d occupied them two years ago.  

He was what had changed.  “It’s strange being back here.” 

“And he’s all the way on the other side of the palace.”  

Anabeth nodded. 

Ethan blinked and turned to look at her.  “What?” 

“I’m not dumb, Ethan.  You’re home, you’re safe, you’re 

surrounded by people that would die to protect you.”  She 

started to put her hand on his arm, and decided against it.  

“And you were more relaxed at that fiasco of a dinner than 

you’ve been any other time.”  She slowly nodded.  “And it’s 

because Samet was there with you.” 

“For the past year, he’s been…”  Ethan swallowed.   

“The only person you had.”  She smiled up at him.  “I liked 

him.” 

“You did?”  Ethan smiled back at her. 

“My stomach ties in knots if I miss a lesson and have to 

sit at that table, to the point I can’t even make myself eat.”  

Anabeth chuckled.  “And he, a sorcerer and the son of Lord 

Vadin, came.  Because it would give him a chance to spend a few 

minutes with you.”   

“He did, didn’t he?”  Ethan nodded. 

“Why don’t you come to my room?  You can sleep on the sofa 

and…”  She touched his hand then.  “I’ll wake you if it gets 

bad.” 

“Thank you, Anabeth.” 

“I’m glad you’re home, Uncle Ethan.” 

# 

Tabitha frowned as she entered the room.  Both Robert and 

Graham looked up at her.  “I am not certain Ethan is sleeping.” 

“Hmmm?”  Robert blinked.  “Why wouldn’t he be?  He’s home.” 

“Except he spent last night on Anabeth’s couch because 

while she was in the garden, she noted him pacing rather than in 

his bed. She was able to get him to lie down, but she is fairly 

certain he never actually fell asleep.”  Graham frowned, and 

Tabitha turned to look at him.  “Do you know something?” 

“When I was speaking to the sorcerer, I asked him if he had 

ever used magic on Ethan.”  Graham nodded.  “He said that Ethan 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 133 of 230 

is prone to nightmares and he’d sometimes have to resort to 

using magic to get him to sleep.” 

“I’ll speak to a healer, see if I can get him something.”  

Tabitha sighed.  “Perhaps I should speak to Samet regarding —” 

“I am not comfortable with the idea of you being near him 

at all.”  Robert straightened.   

“He was very polite at dinner.”  Tabitha met her husband’s 

eyes.  “And he is under guard.”  She turned to Graham.  “What do 

you think?” 

He shifted, his face suggesting that he’d rather be 

anywhere else at the moment.  “The situation regarding the young 

man is complicated.  He is a sorcerer, yet he has offered his 

aid freely.  Had he not tripped the ward, he could have rendered 

his aid and been gone again without us even knowing he was 

present.  I believe that was his initial intention.”  Graham 

looked from Tabitha to Robert and then back.  “Yet we cannot 

forget who or what he is.  A sorcerer.  The son and heir of 

Warlord Vadin, the man bent on conquering this kingdom and 

enslaving us all.”   

“Ethan says he can be trusted.”  Tabitha folded her arms. 

He took a deep breath and gave her an apologetic look 

before continuing.  “Vadin tortured and raped Ethan repeatedly 

for over a year, then handed him over to Samet.  For the past 

year, Samet has been his only human contact, his sole provider 

of food, shelter, companionship, and protection.”  Graham 

sighed.  “Your majesty, have you ever fed a stray dog?” 

She had.  “You…”  Reluctantly, she shook her head.  “May 

have a point.” 

“Additionally…”  Graham this time turned to Robert.  “As 

Warlord Vadin’s son and heir, Samet is the only bargaining chip 

for which Vadin actually cares.  His value as a hostage is 

beyond price, and the Coalition will point that out if I do not.  

With his son’s life at stake, Vadin may withdraw from the 

field.”  Graham clasped his hands behind his back.  “Yet to use 

him so may force you to stoop to Vadin’s level, for Vadin will 

not heed an empty threat.” 

“You’re saying I’ll have to hurt him or Vadin won’t believe 

I will?”  Robert shook his head.  “Whatever else he…”  He leaned 

on the table.  “He brought Ethan home.”  He met Graham’s eyes.  

“Should I accept his offer of aid?” 

“I cannot answer that question for you, Robert.”  Graham 

sighed. 

# 

Robert entered his brother’s room thorough the garden 

entrance, and found Ethan sitting on the bench, staring at the 

door that led into the hall.  “Ethan?”  He frowned.  “What’s 

wrong?” 
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Ethan looked away, and Robert noted his face turning 

slightly red.  “It’s stupid.” 

“Ethan.”  Robert walked over to him. 

“I can’t open the door.”  Ethan hung his head. 

“Is it stuck?”  He started to reach for the handle. 

“The problem isn’t the door.”  Ethan leaned back, his head 

touching the wall.  “It’s…”  He sighed.  “I’m not allowed to 

leave the room without permission.” 

“What?”  Robert turned back toward him. 

“I said it was stupid, didn’t I?”  Ethan hunched his 

shoulders and shook his head before looking down again.  “If I 

so much as looked at the door without Vadin’s permission, he’d 

whip me or worse.  And Samet was worried what Vadin’s retainers 

would do if they ever caught me out of his room so if I went 

anywhere other than to the kitchen he was with me.”  Ethan 

clenched his fists.  “And I know it’s safe and no one here 

will…”  He wiped at his eyes.  “But I still can’t open the 

door.” 

“I…”  Robert stood there, staring, searching desperately 

for something to say.  “I’m sorry.” 

“I helped kill a dragon.”  Ethan looked down at his feet.  

“And I can’t open a fucking door.” 

He reached out to put a hand on his brother’s shoulder, 

only for Ethan to respond by jerking violently away and nearly 

falling off the bench in his scramble away from the touch.  

“Ethan I…” 

“I’m sorry.”  Ethan started shaking his head.  “I’m sorry, 

I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” 

“It’s alright, Ethan.”  Robert pulled his hand back, 

waiting for Ethan to stop repeating the words.  “Ethan, it’s 

alright.”  He had to repeat himself a couple more times before 

Ethan finally looked up at him.  “I, uh…”  He searched for 

something to say.  “Look, why don’t we go for a walk?  I’ll show 

you some of the changes we made and you can see the new 

drawbridge.” 

“Okay.”  Ethan nodded. 

“Okay.”  He smiled reassuringly at Ethan before reaching 

out to open the door. 

# 

Ethan turned his face toward the sun, enjoying the warmth 

against his skin.  “I can smell the ocean.”  He laughed softly.  

“Didn’t realize I’d missed it until just now.” 

“Can we talk?”  Robert raised an eyebrow at him. 

“Aren’t we?”  He knew questions were going to be asked.  He 

just wasn’t sure how ready he was to talk about any of it. 

“Sir Vincent said…”  Robert lead Ethan up the ramparts.  

“That you called the sorcerer ‘master’.” 
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“His name is Samet.”  Ethan nodded.  “And yes.  And he did 

have me on a leash then.  As soon as we were beyond his father’s 

eyes, he took it off and threw it away.”  He sighed.  “Please 

don’t be angry if you do hear me call Samet master.  It’s a hard 

habit to break and…”  He trailed off, knowing Robert wasn’t 

ready to hear all of it.  He wasn’t even sure he could explain 

it in any way Robert could understand. 

“And?”  Robert frowned. 

“And sometimes I do it to annoy him.”  He smiled. 

“You were his servant.”  Robert leaned on the wall.  “A 

prince of Talidir, and he made you his servant.” 

“What should he have done, Robert?”  Ethan leaned next to 

him, looking out over the land.  He was silent for a moment, and 

then he nodded more to himself than anything else.  “Vadin used 

to rape or torture me every night.  Drove me to the point I 

would beg for the former to escape the latter.  Turned me into…”  

Ethan didn’t look at where his brother was standing, frozen in 

place.  “I wasn’t even a person anymore when he gave me to 

Samet.  I was…” 

“Ethan, I…” 

“A couple days after Vadin gave me to Samet, Samet was 

getting frustrated at a scroll.  When Vadin would get like that, 

he’d take it out on me but I’d learned by then I could…”  He 

continued staring out over the land, his eyes empty.  “Offer him 

something before he got too angry and then he wouldn’t hurt me 

as badly.  So I…”  Ethan swallowed.  “I crawled to Samet and 

offered to…”  He saw Robert’s knuckles go white as he clenched 

his fists.  “He got mad and shoved me away.  I started asking to 

be punished because that’s what Vadin had trained me to do and 

Samet…”  He relaxed his own fists then.  “Fed me his dinner and 

sent me to bed.” 

Robert was silent for a long time.  “You think he can be 

trusted.” 

“The Covenant says the true measure of a man can be 

determined by who he is in the darkness, with none to call him 

to account for his deeds.”  Ethan turned, and met Robert’s eyes.  

“I’ve seen who Samet is when the darkness surrounds on all 

sides.  And Robert…”  He smiled.  “I followed that man into 

hell.  Literally.” 
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16 

 

The leader of the guards took the tray from the servant and 

brought it to the table.  He set it down hard enough that some 

of it’s contents spilled over.  The glare never left his face.  

Samet just shook his head.  “I take it we are not going to be 

letting bygones be gone anytime soon?” 

“You put an arrow…”  Sir Vincent put a hand on the hilt of 

his sword.  “Through my foot.” 

“No, I quite understand why there may be some lingering 

hard feelings.”  Samet looked down at the tray.  Runny eggs, 

burned toast, and an apple.  He examined it for worms before 

taking a bite.  A bit on the old side, but tolerable.  “Would it 

be possible for me to get the books and scrolls that were in my 

pack?” 

“No.”  Sir Vincent smirked. 

“Right.”  Samet sighed.  He made a waving motion with his 

hand.  “In that case, you are dismissed.  I’ll let you know when 

I’m done with the tray.” 

For a moment, he thought the knight was actually going to 

draw his blade.  Instead, the man stalked back to his position 

and resumed glaring.  Samet rolled his eyes, and took another 

bite of the apple. 

He’d finished it when the door opened again.  Samet 

immediately rose and bowed.  “Your highness.” 

Queen Tabitha nodded.  “Lord Samet.  Are you finding your 

accommodations satisfactory?” 

“You have been most hospitable, your majesty.”  He nodded. 

“Is there anything else we can do to make you more 

comfortable?” 

“I have requested some parchment and ink already.  Beyond 

that, I cannot fault your husband’s concerns regarding returning 

my belongings to me.”  He glanced at the guards. 

She glanced at the mostly uneaten tray before looking back 

up at him.  “I will tell the servants to just bring you a lap 

desk.”  She hesitated a moment, and then suddenly stepped 

forward and hugged him.  He went still, his eyes wide.  She 

murmured into his ear.  “Thank you for teaching Ethan to swim 

again.”  She stepped back, bowed, and was gone again before he 

managed to process what had just happened. 

# 

“What can you tell me of the situation at Durgen’s Hollow?”  

Robert folded his arms. 

“Admittedly little.”  Samet frowned.  “The army there is 

commanded by Javed.  He’s a cautious man, pragmatic.  His men 
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have a great deal of respect for him, and he’s one of the few 

who will argue with my father, if he feels a plan is going to 

get too many of them killed for insufficient gain.  That’s why 

he’s in Durgen’s Hollow, instead of somewhere his tactical mind 

would be more useful.”   

“That’s all you know?”  Robert narrowed his eyes. 

“I make no claims at being a general, your majesty.  I can 

tell you that my father hasn’t provided Javed with mages.” 

“They create ice bridges to resupply, attack, and retreat.”  

Graham shook his head. 

“He pulled that off?”  Samet blinked, then shook his head.  

“When he suggested it as a use for the…”  He trailed off as 

Robert started glaring again.  “It’s an alchemical effect, one I 

developed as a counter to dragonfire.  The effect can be negated 

by the use of virtually any solvent.  I believe soldiers 

typically have a supply of alcohol on hand.” 

“I’m going to test that you are telling us the truth.”  

Robert slowly nodded.  “If you’re not, your accommodations are 

going to become a lot less comfortable.” 

“The threats are not necessary, your highness.” 

“I’ll be the judge of that.”  Robert turned, and stalked 

out, Graham a pace behind.  He stopped before the next corridor.  

“If he is telling the truth, we can take the Hollow.  Offer a 

weakness to entice Javed into attacking, then drown him when he 

takes the bait.  With him gone, we can play hammer to Alinor’s 

anvil.” 

“And if he’s not, our losses could be considerable.”  

Graham nodded.  “Yet testing the veracity would alert Javed, and 

negate the advantage the information offers us.” 

Robert found himself thinking back to the ramparts, to what 

Ethan had said.  Then he nodded.  “Send word to General Bernard.  

Tell him to lay the trap.” 

“At once.” 

# 

Tabitha stood, drawing a dressing gown around her.  Robert 

had only been gone a day, and she was already worrying about 

him.  The war was currently at a stalemate, with few lives being 

lost and no one gaining or losing any territory.  She only hoped 

it lasted until the harvest, or the winter could double their 

losses.  She stepped out into the garden, and breathed the night 

air. 

As she walked past Anabeth’s room, she saw Margaret with a 

lit candle.  Both Anabeth and Margaret were wide-eyed.  She 

opened the door, and then immediately heard a whimpering sound.  

“Mother.”  Anabeth looked relieved to see her.  She pointed to 

the couch.  Ethan lay on it, a blanket twisted around him, and 
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the sounds he was making nearly broke her heart.  “I tried 

calling his name, but he didn’t wake up.” 

Margaret walked over to Ethan.  “Uncle Ethan?”  She reached 

out and grabbed hold of one of his twitching feet.  The effect 

on Ethan was like a lightning strike.  He caught Margaret’s arm 

and twisted as he yanked her away.  There was a snapping sound, 

and Margaret cried out in pain.  Ethan immediately released her, 

scrawling away and falling off the couch before scrambling into 

the corner.  His eyes were wide and terrified. 

“Anabeth, get your sister.”  Tabitha immediately rushed 

toward Ethan.   

As soon as she touched his shoulder, he lashed out again.  

His fist connected with the side of her face, making her see 

stars.  “No.  No, no, no, no, no.”  He repeated the word over 

and over again. 

“Mother?”  Sarah came rushing in.  “Blood of the gods, 

what’s wrong with him?” 

She rose, and turned to look at her eldest.  “Stay here, 

don’t let him hurt himself.  I’ll be right back.”  She rushed 

toward the door and down the hall. 

The guards at the room looked startled as she approached.  

“Your highness, what…” 

“Open the door.”   

“Your…” 

“I said open it.”  She starred at the guard, and he 

immediately moved to comply.  As soon as the door was open, she 

pushed past him.  The Covenant mages inside the room looked 

startled, standing as she entered.  She walked toward the man on 

the bed, who was sitting up, his eyes slightly bleary. 

“Queen Tabitha?”  Samet blinked at her. 

“Come with me.” 

He nodded, and shoved the covers away as he stood.  

“What’s…” 

“Your highness.”  One of the Covenant mages stepped 

forward.  “Your husband was very clear.  If he leaves this room 

without permission from either himself or Prelate Graham, we are 

to—” 

“Samet.”  Tabitha turned to him.  “Ethan needs you.” 

His eyes flashed, and abruptly all twelve of the mages were 

swept off their feet to land in a heap in the corner.  The 

tapestry that hung on the wall fell atop them.  The guards 

started to move, drawing their blades, and then an unseen force 

slammed them into the walls and held them there.  “After you, 

your majesty.”  Samet nodded. 

# 

Robert watched Graham instruct the mages, then walk back to 

him.  “Well?” 
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“They’ll be able to get the wards back up on Alinor’s walls 

within a day.”  Graham shook his head.   

“So the sorcerer was telling the truth.”  Robert shook his 

head. 

“I do not find it that surprising.”  Graham nodded.  “A 

small victory, to engender trust, would be a logical offer to 

make.  Durgen’s Hollow is a lose to Vadin, but not a devastating 

one.  Sacrificing a pawn to take a more powerful target is a 

common strategy.” 

“Argue it the other way.” 

“Robert?”  Graham raised an eyebrow. 

“Why should I trust the sorcerer?”  Robert folded his arms. 

Graham took a few moments before replying.  “The answer to 

that is admittedly simple, Robert.  If he wanted a victory over 

Talidir, all he had to do was nothing.  The archway would have 

opened.  We would have no options save surrender or 

destruction.” 

“I keep coming back to that one as well.”  Robert sighed.  

“And I don’t see what larger piece he could have to gain by 

stopping it.  I tried the idea that he wants to usurp his 

father, but it doesn’t seem to fit the pieces.” 

“Robert, if Samet is telling the truth, if he does intend 

to aid us…”  Graham took a deep breath.  “It changes 

everything.” 

“I know.”  Robert nodded.  “I know.” 

# 

Tabitha led him to the quarters.  As soon as he heard 

Ethan’s voice, Samet quickly outdistanced her.  She watched him 

cross the room to kneel down next to where Ethan was cowering, 

still pleading with an assailant only he could see.  “Ethan.”  

Samet’s voice was soft. 

Immediately Ethan reached out.  “Samet.”  He caught hold of 

Samet, who immediately sat, pulling Ethan into his lap.  Ethan 

buried his face in Samet’s chest and began sobbing.  “Shh…”  

Samet put his arm around Ethan.  “Go to sleep, Ethan.  You are 

safe here.” 

Ethan’s entire body seemed to relax.  “Yes, master.”  He 

curled into Samet, and his eyes closed. 

She exhaled, then turned to her daughters.  Sarah was 

staring, various expressions fighting for control of her face.  

Margaret had tears running down her face while Anabeth tended to 

her arm.  “Margaret?” 

“What…”  Margaret swallowed.  She collected herself, then 

nodded.  “I’m alright.” 

“It’s a clean break.”  Anabeth nodded.   

“Sarah, take your sisters to the healer.” 

“Mother?”  Sarah looked from her to Samet and back again.  
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“Do as I say.”  She glanced at Anabeth.  “Stay with 

Margaret tonight.” 

“Yes, Mother.”  Anabeth nodded.  She hesitated, then looked 

at Samet.  “Is Uncle Ethan going to be alright?” 

Samet nodded to her.  “In time.” 

Anabeth caught Margaret’s hand.  Margaret looked at the 

scene one more time before following her sisters out of the 

room. 

Tabitha picked up a chair, and moved it to sit down a few 

feet from Samet.  “Is it that bad for him often?” 

“Thankfully not for some time.”  Samet sighed.  “The last 

few days have been…”  He looked up at her.  “This results from 

him fighting sleep until he cannot anymore.” 

Her voice shook slightly.  “How do you stop the nightmares 

from starting?”   

“I…”  Samet looked down at Ethan.  “I am not certain how 

you will feel about the answer to that question, your highness.” 

“Answer it.” 

“At the castle, my father…”  Samet gave a small, bitter 

laugh.  “He put a cage in my room for Ethan.  I was not about to 

put him into it, and to send him from my room would put him at 

the mercy off…”  Samet shook his head. 

“You let him sleep next to you.”  She sat back in the 

chair.  Then she looked at him, watching his eyes.  “Is Ethan 

why you came?” 

“No.”  Samet looked up at her.  “He is why I stayed.” 

# 

Samet looked up as the second eldest princess reentered.  

Margaret, if he had the names right.  She was carrying a tray 

with a teapot.  “You should be in bed.”  Queen Tabitha smiled at 

her. 

“I couldn’t sleep.”  Margaret sighed.  “Anabeth is curled 

up with Sarah.  Lucille and Justin slept through it, thank the 

gods.”  She looked over her shoulder.  “The mages and the guard 

father assigned are at the door.  My guard isn’t letting them in 

but the situation is getting tense.” 

Queen Tabitha rose.  “I’ll tend to it.” 

“Can I…”  Margaret hesitated, looking down at the chair 

she’d just vacated.  Her mother patted her shoulder before 

heading out of the room.  Margaret sat, setting the tea tray 

down.  “I think this was my fault.”  She swallowed, looking at 

the sleeping Ethan. 

“How can you possibly think that?”  Samet raised an 

eyebrow. 

“He was having a nightmare but he was just twitching.”  She 

shook her head.  “Until I grabbed his foot.  Then he…”  She 

poured tea with shaking hands. 
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“He doesn’t like having his feet touched.”  His father’s 

favorite form of punishment had apparently involved Ethan’s feet 

and a heated iron.  “Doesn’t take his boots off when he wades 

through rivers.  I have to use magic to dry them again or the 

smell gets a little…”  He smiled.  “Well, you can imagine.” 

“Professor Ayanz wants to lay rails across the world and 

have his engine pull carts across them.  Then people won’t have 

to walk anywhere ever again.”  She hesitated a moment.  “Did you 

really throw Sir Vincent into a wall?” 

“Yes?”  Had the man been among his recent batch of guards?  

He hadn’t been paying attention. 

“Sarah is never going to stop hating you at this rate.”  

Margaret sat up.  “She’s sweet on him.” 

“In my defense, he does insist upon pointing swords at me.”  

Samet smiled.  Ethan moved a little, and he ran a soothing hand 

through his hair.  Ethan relaxed again. 

“Anabeth thinks he hasn’t slept since you got here.”  

Margaret leaned forward again.  “At least not for more than a 

few minutes at a time.”  Her voice got a little choked.  “He 

lets you hold him.” 

“Give him time, Lady Margaret.”  Samet reached out a hand 

to her, and she took it.  He squeezed her hand gently.  “May I 

suggest instead of reaching for him, you ask him to come to 

you?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean…”  Samet glanced down at Ethan again.  “If you wish 

to hug him, open your arms and let him step inside.” 

She squeezed his hand back before releasing it.  “I’ll 

try.”  She took a deep breath.  “How about you, are you 

alright?” 

“Well, I haven’t been able to feel my legs for several 

minutes now.”  He chuckled.  “But yes.” 

“Father didn’t…” 

“No, of course not.”  Under the circumstances, one small 

lie could be forgiven.  

“And you and Uncle Ethan really went into the Beyond?”  She 

raised an eyebrow. 

“Yes.” 

“Did…”  She hesitated.  “Did you see any unicorns?” 

“Regretfully, unicorns have not existed for some centuries 

now.”  Samet shook his head.   

“Oh.”  Her face actually looked crushed. 

“Ethan spoke of you.  He said you draw?” 

Margaret smiled. 

# 

Ethan woke slowly.  In the distance, he could hear 

shouting.  Robert’s voice.  He didn’t want to open his eyes.  He 
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was safe, and warm, in…  He blinked, and his head came up.  

“Samet?” 

“I was beginning to think you were going to sleep another 

night through.”  Samet smiled at him.  “Are you alright, Ethan?” 

“Yes, master.”  He nodded before realizing someone else was 

there. 

“Mother and Father are having a small disagreement.”  He 

looked over to see Margaret sitting in a chair nearby, a book in 

her lap. 

He started to nod, and then blinked up at her.  “Margaret, 

did I…?” 

“I’m okay.”  She nodded.  “Nothing the healer couldn’t fix.  

Samet says you don’t like having your feet touched, that you 

won’t even wade barefoot in the river.”  She set the book aside. 

“Why are…”  He looked around.  “We’re in Anabeth’s room?”  

He looked up at Samet.  “You’re in Anabeth’s room.” 

“I believe that is part of the reason for the 

disagreement.”  Samet nodded. 

“You demonstrating that twenty guards and twelve Covenant 

mages barely qualified as an inconvenience to you might also 

have something to do with it.”  Margaret shook her head. 

“I did explain to your father that I was cooperating purely 

because I wished to be.”  He shrugged.  “Ah, well, this should 

be fun.” 

Ethan turned to see his brother enter the room, followed by 

Tabitha and Graham.  He realized he was still sitting curled up 

in Samet’s lap, and they were apparently on the floor.  Robert 

looked down at him, a worried look on his face.  “Ethan?” 

“I’m alright.”  He sat up straighter.  “A little stiff.”   

Robert reached down all but picked him up, setting him on 

his feet.  “Are you sure?” 

“Yes.  I’m, uh…”  He felt heat on his cheeks.  “Sorry I 

scared every —” 

He was cut off by Robert pulling him in and hugging him 

tightly.  “Don’t apologize.  You have nothing to be sorry 

about.”  He looked past Ethan to where Samet was sitting.  “Get 

up, we need to talk.” 

“Ordinarily I would happily leap to obey that command, your 

highness.  However…”  Samet chuckled.  “At the moment I am 

somewhat incapable.” 

Graham stepped past Robert and offered Samet a hand.  He 

had to actually pull to get Samet upright, and even then Samet 

stumbled just a little.  “Do you need a healer?”  Graham raised 

an eyebrow. 

“No.  I’ll be fine in a few minutes.” 

“Durgen’s Hollow was a victory for us.”  Robert took a deep 

breath.  “You said you could show us a ward to stop the ghosts?” 
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“I can.”  Samet nodded. 

“I’ll let you get dressed.  How long do you think you’ll 

need?” 

“The ritual itself should take no more than a few minutes.  

However, I will need a few hours to prepare.” 

“Graham, make sure the mages are prepared.”  Robert 

hesitated a moment.  “Ethan, make sure Samet has whatever 

supplies he needs.” 

“Yes, Robert.”  Ethan smiled. 

# 

"There is incense available that doesn't smell like 

sulfur." 

"If you're going to complain, I'll light the candles, and 

you can warp the fundamental underpinnings of reality." 

Robert narrowed his eyes as he entered the room.  A glyph 

had been drawn on the floor, and he noted Graham was watching it 

intently.  Ethan was lighting candles in each point of the seven 

pointed star contained within the glyph.  There was a strange 

light coming from Samet's eyes as he drew with gestures a vastly 

more complex glyph that hung in the air above the first. 

Guards ringed the room, led by Vincent.  None of them took 

their eyes off the sorcerer in their midst.  The eyes of the 

Covenant mages looked about ready to fall out of their heads. 

The glyph abruptly expanded in size, and there was a flash 

of blinding light.  An afterimage hung in his eyes, and he 

blinked to try and clear it.  "It's done."  He heard Samet's 

voice.  "Anything tries to cross over within these walls..."  He 

pointed at the crystal prisms that sat in the center of the 

glyph.  "Those will light.  They will glow brighter in the 

direction of the caster.  Properly positioned, they will give 

you the mage’s location.” 

"I will assign guards to each."  Robert nodded, then turned 

toward the leader of the Covenant mages. 

The man swallowed.  “I believe the spell will do as he 

claimed.” 

“And…”  Robert raised an eyebrow. 

“Your majesty…”  The mage looked at Samet.  “It would have 

take four of us at least three days to duplicate what he just 

did, but we can provide the same effect for your other 

strongholds.” 

“See that it gets done.”  Robert turned and gave Samet 

another look.  If the man were genuine in…  “You said your 

father knew about the rescue attempts ahead of time?” 

"Yes."  Samet began looking around.  "I had..."  He 

frowned. 

"Top corner, under the green book."  Ethan pointed. 
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"Right."  Samet retrieved a piece of parchment, and offered 

it to Robert. 

"What is this?"  Robert took it from him. 

"A complete list of my father's agents that have 

infiltrated your stronghold here." 

He opened his mouth to reply, and saw Ethan suddenly move.  

A dagger appeared in his brother's hand as Ethan turned, and it 

was flung into the knee of a serving woman who was trying to 

quietly withdraw from the room.  "Going somewhere?"  Ethan 

smiled. 

"I was looking all over for that knife."  Samet shook his 

head as Robert signaled his guards to grab the woman.  "Do you 

know how much trouble I had stealing it?" 

"None whatsoever?"  Ethan raised an eyebrow. 

"Not the point."  Samet held out his hand.  The dagger 

yanked itself out of the woman's leg and landed hilt first in 

Samet's palm.  He casually wiped the blood off it.  "Get your 

own." 

"Traitorous bastard."  The woman spat at him. 

"You know, if I was a bastard, me being a traitor wouldn't 

be so much of an issue."  Samet shrugged. 

Ethan turned to Robert.  "Can I have my knives back?" 

Robert stared at them, and then started to laugh. 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 145 of 230 

17 

 

Robert watched as Ethan as his brother showed Lucille the 

knives before somehow making all of them disappear on his 

person.  The last few years had wrought more than a few changes 

in his little brother.  He wasn’t sure he liked all of them.  

“What’s that one do?”  She pointed at a gold one. 

“Kills ghosts.” 

“That one?”  She pointed to a silver one. 

“Kills shapeshifters. 

“And that one?”  She pointed to another. 

“Kills demons.” 

“How do they fit into there?”  She examined the arm sheath, 

which appeared to be only about a third the size of the dagger 

Ethan had just placed inside. 

“I’m a bit curious as to that myself.”  Robert chuckled. 

“One of Samet’s friends is a pixie.  She enchanted these.”  

Ethan put the last of the knives away, and straightened.  Aside 

from those in the red sheaths, none were visible.  He turned and 

looked up at Robert.  “Something wrong?” 

Reluctantly, he nodded.  “The other leaders of the 

Coalition have heard Samet is here.”  He sighed.  “The situation 

is going to get complicated.  King Arda just sent a missive 

demanding that if the rumor is true, I turn Samet over for trial 

and execution.”  He glanced at where Samet was standing.  “So 

for now, you are officially still my prisoner.  That prevents 

any…”  He shook his head.  “Unpleasantness that would arise from 

the Covenant attempting to take you into custody.”  He folded 

his arms.  “What happens when word reaches your father?” 

“Well, in that we do have an advantage.”  Samet shrugged.  

“My father will never believe I am working against him, nor will 

he think that you are in any way capable of coercing my 

cooperation.  Either he will think that I am simply your 

prisoner and the rumors I am aiding you are simply rumors, or he 

will assume I am here with ulterior motives, to play you for my 

own ends.” 

“Several Coalition members would agree with him on the 

latter, unfortunately.”  Robert sighed.  “And I will admit that 

I am still not fully confident on that front myself.  Sir 

Vincent will remain in charge of your guard, and he will ensure 

you have at least one Covenant mage keeping you under 

observation.” 

“I am certain he’s just thrilled about that.”  Samet 

glanced over his shoulder at where Sir Vincent was glaring at 
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him again before turning to look at Ethan.  “You know, I don’t 

think he likes me.” 

“You did throw him through a column.”  Ethan shrugged.  

“And then into a wall.  Some people get upset by that kind of 

thing.” 

“That’s fair.”  Samet nodded.  He frowned.  “Would 

apologizing help?” 

“Are you actually sorry?” 

“Well…”  Samet shook his head.  “No.”  When Ethan folded 

his arms, Samet shrugged.  “He stabbed me.” 

# 

Ethan lengthened his stride and caught up with Vincent.  

The man’s movements were slightly furtive, as if he was trying 

to get down the corridor unnoticed.  “I never got a chance to 

thank you.” 

Vincent turned and gave him a startled look.  “Thank me?” 

“Samet says you tried to rescue me twice.”  Ethan nodded to 

Vincent.  “So thank you.” 

“I…”  Vincent stared at him.   

“It’s…”  Ethan trailed off as he caught a glimpse of 

movement out of the corner of his eye.  Sarah was at the other 

end of the corridor, lingering in the doorway into the library.  

He turned back to look at Vincent.  “Is Sarah waiting for you?” 

“Um…”  Vincent started to turn a little bit red. 

“She is.”  Ethan stared at him.  “You’re are trying to be 

sneaky.” 

“Blood of the gods.”  Vincent swallowed. 

“You’re sneaking with Sarah.”  He heard the voices of 

Robert and Graham coming in their direction.  “What are you 

standing around here for?  They’re going to notice you.  Go.”  

He shoved Vincent in Sarah’s direction and went to go intercept 

his brother. 

# 

"That..."  Samet sighed.  "Didn't work out quite as I 

planned."  He glared.  "Stop laughing, you look like buffoons.” 

"And yet, we still have our eyebrows."  Ethan smirked from 

where he and Margaret had hidden behind a parasol. 

"Bloody hell."  Samet walked towards the looking glass.  

"Again?" 

"This..."  They all turned at Graham's voice.  "Sort of 

thing happens a lot?" 

"Don't worry."  Ethan smiled at Graham.  "The first thing 

he does when he moves into a new work space is fireproof it." 

"I see."  Graham clasped his hands behind his back.  "What 

exactly were you trying to accomplish?"  He gave Samet a 

suspicious look. 
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"I was trying to teach Margaret how to make an ablative 

coating."  Samet gestured haphazardly.  "Applied to the skin or 

armor, it will protect from most temperature extremes." 

"Up to a lightning strike."  Ethan nodded.   

“I thought perhaps it could have applications for the 

boiler on the steam engine.”  Margaret nodded.   

"But it wears off after a few days, and it's volatile to 

make."  He glanced at Samet.  "Especially when the alchemist 

insists upon making 'improvements'." 

"I did not hear any complaining when you were able to walk 

across the lava flow."  Samet started wiping up the mess.  "I 

thought, given the potential threats, your guards might find it 

beneficial to have on hand."  He frowned.  "I am going to need 

more blood lotus." 

"Red lotus." 

"No..." 

"It's red lotus." 

"I distinctly..." 

"You had me write out eight copies.  It's red lotus."  

Ethan narrowed his eyes.  "Did you add blood lotus?" 

"Possibly."  

Ethan sighed, and rolled his eyes at Margaret.  "I don't 

know why he has me take notes.  He never reads them."  He turned 

and raised an eyebrow at Graham.  "Did you need something?" 

"I am..."  Graham nodded to Ethan.  "And I admit this 

fully, checking up on you and monitoring the situation." 

"Hear that, Samet?"  Margaret grinned.  "You're 'the 

situation'." 

"A mild improvement on 'the problem', though less 

entertaining than 'the incident'."  Samet tossed the towel into 

a basket.   

Graham narrowed his eyes.  "Your laundry is smoldering." 

"It does that.  We don't need to worry unless it starts 

melting."  Ethan grinned.  

"I do not melt my laundry." 

"Really, what about..." 

"Dissolving is not the same thing as melting."  Samet shook 

his head. 

Ethan laughed.  "And eyebrows are 'supposed to' grow back 

purple." 

Samet caught Graham’s eye, and winked.  Graham turned to 

look at the laughing Ethan, and nodded.  "I will alert the maids 

to..."  He waved a hand at the laundry.  "That."  He nodded 

again before leaving the room. 

 

# 
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Robert saw Graham walking down the corridor, a smile on his 

face.  "What amuses you?"  

Graham glanced back over his shoulder at the room he'd 

exited.  "Under other circumstances..."  He gestured towards the 

door.  "Listening to that bunch bicker would be highly amusing." 

"Bicker?"  Robert narrowed his eyes.  "That bastard 

isn't..." 

"Peace, Robert."  Graham shook his head and laughed.  

"Samet had a potion go somewhat awry.  Ethan and Margaret are 

amusing themselves greatly at his expense.  And I suspect that 

Samet may have done it on purpose, to achieve that very result."  

He met Robert's eyes.  "Ethan is laughing, Robert.  He's poking 

fun at Samet, making jokes, and laughing." 

"I..."  Robert closed his eyes, blinking back the tears 

that tried to form. 

# 

Ethan blinked in surprise to find a man standing in his 

room, and then he smiled.  “Sir Jakob.” 

“Prince Ethan, I…”  The man fell to his knees, his head 

bowed.  His hair was far more gray than Ethan remembered.   

“You’re alive.”  He walked toward him.  “Robert said you 

were, but seeing is different.  Samet told me Vadin had executed 

some of the folks that tried to rescue me, and I was afraid one 

of them was you.” 

“I, uh…”  Jakob turned away.  “I tried, my prince.  Made it 

into the city, but…”  He took a deep breath.  “They caught me on 

my way into the palace.”  He continued looking at the ground.  

“Vadin told us you’d surrendered so he wouldn’t execute us.” 

“I was captured anyway.”  Ethan sighed.  “Getting you out 

was all I could do and…”  He wrapped his arms around himself.  

“He said if I didn’t, he’d have you boiled alive.” 

“I’d have preferred that.”  Jakob swallowed.   

He sat on the floor, a couple feet in front of the man to 

whom he’d been entrusted as a small child.  “Sir Jakob, you’ve 

saved my life no fewer than four times.  You…”  He swallowed.  

“I couldn’t let that happen to you.” 

Sir Jakob flinched.  “When he caught me, he uh…”  His fists 

clenched.  “He said he was going to cut off my hands, but he 

changed his mind and decided to take it out on you instead and…”  

Jakob knelt in front of him, his head bowed.  “My prince, I 

failed you in the worst possible way.  What I let happen to you 

was…” 

“What did he make you see?”  Ethan tilted his head at 

Jakob. 

“I can’t…”  Jakob’s voice was barely more than a sob.  “I 

never told your brother what…” 
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Slowly, Ethan reached out and put a hand on Jakob’s 

shoulder.  “Will you come back, lead my guard again?” 

“I…”  Sir Jakob shook his head.  “I’m not sure I can, my 

prince.  I failed you twice already.  Even if I…”  He shook his 

head again.  “Your brother would never allow it.” 

“He doesn’t have a choice.”  Ethan shrugged.  “It’s you, or 

I’m back to climbing out privy windows.”  He rose, then offered 

Sir Jakob a hand back to his feet. 

# 

“What are you doing in here?”   

Samet looked up from the book in his hands to see Sarah 

glaring at him.  “Lurking ominously.”  He looked down and turned 

another page, scanning the text.  He didn’t miss the look she 

sent toward his ‘bodyguard’.  She stalked off to a different 

section of the library, sending glares back at them.  He smiled, 

then shook his head before glancing at Sir Vincent.  “You know 

I’m going to be here a while, at this table.”  He gestured at 

the stack of books he’d made before sitting down.  “At least 

two, maybe three hours.” 

“Your point?”  Vincent glared at him. 

“This table is in clear view of that balcony right there.  

Someone standing there would manage to have some privacy and yet 

still be able to keep an eye on me.”  When the knight gave him a 

confused look, Samet sighed.  “Bloody hell man, go after the 

girl.” 

“Wait, what?”  Vincent blinked.  “I’m not…”  He shook his 

head. 

“Right.  Because in addition to being irredeemably evil, 

I’m also blind.”  Samet rolled his eyes and picked up the first 

book in the stack.  “She could do far worse.” 

“The firstborn princess of Talidir and the bastard son of a 

Prelate.”  Sir Vincent sent a look in Sarah’s direction, and 

shook his head.  “And pigs fly.” 

“With the proper enchantments, they do.”  Samet shrugged.  

“I can demonstrate if you’d like?”  He shook his head, and set 

the book down.  “There are few people in this world willing to 

attempt to take me on.  Fewer still who would undertake to do so 

a second time.”  He looked up at Vincent.  “You are the only one 

who has ever tried a third time.  You are either a complete 

fool, or the bravest man I have ever met.”  He selected a 

different book and settled back in his chair to began looking 

through it.  “I am currently leaning toward the former.” 

Sir Vincent stared at him for a moment, and then started 

walking toward the princess.  Samet smiled. 

# 

“The Coalition is demanding a summit to discuss the 

matter.” 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 150 of 230 

Robert stared across his desk at Prelate Benoit.  “’The 

matter’ has a name.”  He folded his arms.  “There is nothing to 

discuss.  Samet is my prisoner and will be remaining in my 

custody.” 

“You are permitting a sorcerer to wander freely through 

your castle, unbound.” 

“He is guarded at all times.”  Graham shook his head. 

Prelate Benoit glared.  “We are forced to acknowledge the 

possibility that you have been magically compromised.  The 

summit will be held, with or without you in attendance, and the 

matter will be dealt with.” 

“Samet’s information has already allowed us to retake 

territory for King Alinor.”  Robert narrowed his eyes.  “The 

young man is under my protection, Prelate.”  He stood, and had 

the satisfaction of seeing Benoit flinch.  “We will attend your 

summit, but the young man will be remaining in my custody.” 

“We shall see.”  Prelate Benoit turned on his heel and 

stalked from the room. 

He looked toward Graham.  “How do you think this ‘summit’ 

is going to go?” 

“I cannot say for certain.  The Covenant is very clear 

regarding sorcerers, and yet…”  Graham frowned.  “This war has 

been costly, and the Coalition must face practicality.  If they 

execute Vadin’s son, the Warlord will give no quarter.  He will 

raze the countryside, slaughtering everything in his path.  He 

will bury their cities and salt the earth.  And on the other 

side of that equation, Samet has the ability to help us not only 

end this war, but to do so victoriously.  It is simply a 

question of whether pragmatism will overcome bias.” 

“Alinor will come down on our side.  I think we can drum up 

additional support.  It’s the archmage concerning me.” 

“As well he should.  He will, at the very least, insist 

Samet be bound, and the young man has already made it clear 

doing so will cost us his willing cooperation.”  Graham 

hesitated, then sighed.  “My concern is…”  He shook his head.  

“That the archmage may feel he has a way to bind Samet in a 

manner that would compel the young man to do his bidding, and 

that the Coalition would find such a prospect enticing.” 

“Shit.”  Robert sighed.  He shook his head.  “Shit.” 

“And I believe I can say with certainty that Samet would 

actively resist such an option.  I do not know what the end 

result of such an action would be.” 

“An enslaved sorcerer or an obliterated summit seem like 

pretty much the only two options.”  Robert shook his head.  “I’m 

not inclined to take that path.” 

“Nor am I.” 

# 
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“This does not sound as though this summit is going to be 

in my best interest.”  Samet clasped his hands behind his back. 

“I will ensure you are allowed to make your case.”  Robert 

folded his arms.  “King Arda has suggested that the entirety of 

your purpose here is to use your presence to destabilize the 

Coalition.  And I’m guessing that’s what your father thinks 

you’re doing.” Robert shook his head. 

“Likely.  It is not as though it is a bad plan.”  Samet 

nodded. 

“It behooves us to be diplomatic.  But as long as you are 

dealing with us on the level, we will keep you safe.”  Robert 

took a deep breath.  “There is a matter we have not discussed, 

one Arda pointed out to me that he felt should be taken into 

consideration.” 

“And what would that be, your highness?” 

“Ethan killed your brother.”  Robert gave him a level look. 

Samet sighed.  “My…”  He shook his head.  “I loved my 

brother, as a younger does an elder.  I grieved his death and 

had I come upon Ethan shortly after the event occurred, it is 

likely my response would have been violent.  Yet I will point 

out that Ethan was acting in the defense of his own loved ones 

and…”  He clenched his fists.  “Grief does not excuse what my 

father did, and…”  He met Robert’s eyes.  “I am very much aware 

that my brother was following in my father’s footsteps.  Wishing 

things had gone otherwise won’t…”  He forced his hands to relax.  

“Regretfully I do not have the power to change the past, and 

must instead do what I can in the now.” 

“Duke Milien was one of Arda’s vassals.” 

“Then Arda can tell you what exactly happens when I give 

vent to rage and grief.”  Samet’s voice was calm. 

“Duke Milien was Arda’s —” 

“Duke Milien sent the assassins that killed my mother.”  

Samet gazed back at Robert.  “Arda can also tell you what befell 

those men.” 

“He did.  Hence the reason for his current concern.”  

Robert nodded.  “You’re a dangerous man, Samet.  And if I’m 

wrong, if you aren’t playing square with us, then there…”  He 

let his arms fall to his sides.   

“I believe the idiom you are looking for is ‘will be hell 

to pay’.”  Samet nodded. 

“Yeah.”  Robert sighed.  “That’s the one.” 

# 

Ethan looked out the window, then shook his head and drew 

the drapes.  “I miss the Beyond.” 

“Nostalgic for the whole fighting for your life thing?” 
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“Privacy.”  Ethan sighed.  He shrugged, then sat down 

across from Samet.  “Margaret has started making doe eyes at you 

when you’re not looking.  The queen may have noticed.” 

“Please say something nice at my funeral.”  Samet shook his 

head and laughed softly. 

“I’m honestly curious as to what would make Robert’s head 

explode first…”  Ethan tilted his head.  “You sleeping with his 

brother or his daughter?” 

“Does Talidir use a headsman or a hangman?”  Samet raised 

an eyebrow.  He set aside the scroll he was reading, and held a 

hand out to Ethan.  When Ethan took it, Samet pulled him down to 

sit next to him.  “I cannot help but notice the guards now stay 

outside the door.” 

“Still a ward up though.  It’ll alert them if you use any 

magic.”  Ethan gave a regretful sigh.  

“Hmmm…”  Samet frowned.  “Fair point.” 

Ethan smiled at him.  He his hand down Samet’s chest before 

unfastening his trousers.  “You look stressed, master.  Perhaps 

I could help you relax a little.” 

“You do realize if the guards hear a commotion, they are 

going to…”  Samet gasped as Ethan’s hand caressed him gently.  

“Possibly break the door down.” 

“Hmmm…”  He nuzzled Samet’s neck, gently brushing his lips 

across one of the areas he’d learned Samet was most ticklish, 

and felt him squirm in response.  “Does that mean you want me to 

stop, master?”  He moved his hand to Samet’s inner thigh, 

brushing the fingers lightly to make Samet squirm again.  

“You’re very jumpy tonight, master.” 

Samet let out a string of curses as Ethan began caressing 

him again, then caught Ethan’s hand.  “Ethan…”  He narrowed his 

eyes.  “Who is your master?” 

“You are, master.”  Ethan nodded to him. 

“You are misbehaving, Ethan.” 

“I am sorry, master.”  Ethan smiled. 

“Which means…”  Samet turned toward him, and then shoved 

Ethan down on the couch.  “You are going to have to be 

punished.”   

Ethan blinked.  “Master?” 

“You heard me, Ethan.”  Samet narrowed his eyes.  Carefully 

and with painstaking slowness, he began taking Ethan’s clothing 

off.  Each piece was folded neatly, and the sheathed daggers 

were lined up with precision.  Samet removed his own tunic, but 

not his trousers.   

He guided Ethan to the floor, lying behind him, and moved 

his hand to begin caressing Ethan while he nuzzled Ethan’s neck 

and shoulders.  The motions were frustratingly light until Ethan 
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was all but squirming with the need for more.  “Master…”  He 

breathed the world quietly.   

Samet’s hand moved between his legs, stroking him tenderly.  

He wrapped his leg around Ethan, moving Ethan’s own legs apart 

to give him better access.  He was getting close when Samet’s 

lips brushed his ear.  “You may not cum until I do.” 

“Master?”  Ethan blinked.  Samet wasn’t even undressed yet.  

The gentle motion of Samet’s hand continued.  “Master?”  The 

second word was almost a whimper. 

“I like this soap on you.”  Samet kissed the nap of his 

neck.  “You smell of apples.”  He moved his hand up Ethan’s 

side, giving him a merciful reprieve from the pleasurable 

sensation.  An unfortunately brief one.  Samet rolled on top of 

him and slid down.  He smiled up at Ethan. “Do you taste of them 

too?”  His mouth came down on Ethan, taking him in hungrily. 

Fists clutched the rug as he bit back a cry.  Samet’s 

tongue teased and fondled as he moved his lips up and down 

Ethan’s shaft, never going all the way down.  He fought the 

sensation, twisting his head this way and that as he tried not 

to arch his back or raise his hips to get more, deeper, and then 

Samet was kissing his inner thigh before trailing kisses back up 

his stomach.  Ethan put his arms on Samet’s shoulders and then 

slid down so he could trail his tongue around his nipples, 

making Samet gasp.  He moved one hand to try removing Samet’s 

trousers, only for Samet to move his hand away.  “Master?” 

“You must be quiet, Ethan.”  Samet moved to press a kiss to 

his lips.   

“Perhaps if I had something in my mouth, master?”  Ethan 

raised an eyebrow hopefully.   

“Of course.”  Samet reached up to the table, retrieved one 

of the small pears, and obligingly held it up to Ethan’s mouth.  

When Ethan stared at him, Samet smiled.  “Be gentle with it.  

You don’t want to make a mess.”  He opened his mouth and let 

Samet place the pear between his teeth.  “That’s a good boy.”  

He kissed Ethan’s neck before reaching a hand down to start 

caressing him again.  He shifted a little so he could reach 

before probing a finger into Ethan. 

The juices of the pear filled his mouth as his teeth began 

sinking in.  His back arched and he squirmed, nearly dislodging 

Samet from atop him.  Samet laughed, and rolled to the side 

before sliding his trousers down.  “Well, if you’re going to 

buck, you can ride instead.” 

Ethan shifted to straddle Samet, moaning softly into the 

pear as he sank down atop the man, impaling himself on Samet’s 

erection.  Samet’s hands continued caressing his body as he 

began to raise and lower himself.  He wanted to go slowly, to 

tease as Samet had teased him, but the need was too great.  He 
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smiled as he felt Samet begin to arch his own back beneath him, 

allowing Ethan to drive him deeper inside. 

He felt Samet twitch, and then bit through the pear as he 

gave in to his own orgasm. Ethan caught himself before 

collapsing atop Samet, and moved to the side instead.  He picked 

the pear up off Samet’s chest.  Then he chuckled, and took 

another bite, letting the juices run over his mouth before 

moving to kiss Samet.  “Next time, can we get a peach?” 

# 

Samet frowned before looking back at Margaret.  “I never 

thought of using iridium.” 

“Really?”  She raised an eyebrow at him. 

“Normally my focus is increasing the effect, not the 

duration.”  He shook his head.  “I can enhance the duration by 

focusing some magic into the effect.”  He shrugged.   

“Can you make me some of the frostfire?”  She leaned 

forward eagerly. 

“When we get back from the summit.”  He nodded.   

“What about mixing the iridium directly into the alloy, 

would that decrease the tensile strength too much to…” 

“Oh blood of the gods.”  Anabeth put her hands over her 

ears.  “Can’t we put them in a different carriage or something?” 

Ethan just stared.  “Go back to the balloons.  I understood 

the balloons.” 

“Really?”  Graham turned to look at him.  He shrugged.  

“They lost me before we made it to the river.” 

Tabitha laughed. 
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18 

 

“Under no circumstances are you to get more than three feet 

from his side.”  Robert nodded to Sir Vincent. 

“Yes, your majesty.”  Sir Vincent saluted. 

Tabitha looked at the men.  “The summit is not going well?” 

“They attempted to imprison him the moment we walked in.”  

Robert shook his head.  “Insisted he be confined to a warded 

chamber for the duration.” 

“It is not an unreasonable request.”  Graham sighed. 

“Save for two things.”  Samet shook his head.  “King Robert 

being Ethan’s brother is the only reason I allowed him to take 

me into custody.  I am not inclined to entrust my personal 

safety to anyone else.”  He clasped his hands behind his back.  

“And those wards are well decayed.  My breaking them would cause 

structural damage to this building that could result in 

casualties.” 

“Worried about killing people while breaking out of jail.”  

Anabeth snickered.  “You make a lousy evil sorcerer.” 

“So I keep telling people.”  Samet shrugged.  “If it was 

purely a matter of humoring them I might allow it.” 

She shook her head, and reached out to pat Samet’s arm 

before glancing over her shoulder.  “King Alinor mentioned he 

would like to discuss arranging an engagement between Sarah and 

his eldest son, Oriol.” 

“That would cement the ties we’ve built over the past few 

years.”  Robert nodded.  “Perhaps we could arrange an 

introduction while we are here.”  He turned to look at Margaret 

before turning back to Tabitha.  “Mihail’s eldest, Petros, is 

also in attendance.” 

“Petros cannot find his own kingdom on the map.”  Samet 

chuckled.  “I’ll be shocked if the man could find his own arse 

with both hands and four attendants.” 

“You’re familiar with him?”  Robert raised an eyebrow at 

Samet. 

“Enough to know the only reason Mihail brought him is 

because he’s afraid of what would happen if he isn’t there to 

keep Petros from signing things.” 

Robert shook his head.  “Everyone get some sleep.  Tomorrow 

is going to be another long day.” 

For a moment, Tabitha lingered.  She saw Margaret shoot a 

glance at Samet as the man walked back toward his quarters.  A 

small smile came to her face. 

# 
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Ethan grinned as he saw Margaret carrying Justin on her 

hip.  He ruffled the toddler’s hair affectionately.  “Escaping 

the talks?”  She raised an eyebrow at him. 

“Samet caught me twitching for my knives and told me to go 

for a walk.” He shook his head, and sighed.  “Too many people.  

You?” 

“Too many people repeating themselves over and over as 

though saying it louder will somehow make them right.”  She 

shifted Justin’s weight a little.  “I think the fact that Samet 

hasn’t just incinerated all of them is proof he’s not evil.” 

“Or proof that he is even more evil than we imagined.”  

Ethan tilted his head. 

“Ouch, good point.”  Margaret chuckled.  

# 

“Thoughts?”  Graham leaned in to whisper to Samet. 

“I could incinerate everyone on the left with one spell, 

but the layout means it would take me at least three to get 

everyone on the right.”  Samet frowned. 

“Useful thoughts?” 

“That’s all I have at the moment.” 

Graham glared at him before going back to watching Robert 

argue with Arda. 

# 

“Three days.”  Robert paced.  “Things are beginning to fray 

at the seams.”  He took a deep breath.  “Tomorrow I’m going to 

move that the summit be tabled.  We can discuss it again after 

Wintersmoot, with potentially more information.” 

“A trial before my trial?”  Samet raised an eyebrow, then 

shrugged.  “Fair enough.  I’ll just have to figure out how to 

seal the archways, end the war, stabilize Atrios, and make my 

escape before then.” 

“You’ll have better luck with that then resolving this 

mess.”  Robert shook his head, and then frowned.  “How?” 

“Pardon?” 

“How do you intend to stabilize Atrios?”  He turned to face 

Samet. 

“Well, to be honest…”  Samet shrugged.  “I was going to 

kill everyone in my father’s inner circle and then ask your 

opinion on what to do from there.”  He sighed.  “Sir Vincent, if 

you don’t mind I’d like to walk the ramparts.  If I don’t get 

some fresh air soon, I am going to blow a hole in the side of 

the building.”  He gave Robert a small bow before following 

Vincent out of the room. 

# 

Tabitha kissed the nape of her husband’s neck, then leaned 

on him, wrapping her arms around him.  “Sarah does not seem 
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happy about the prospect of wedding Oriol.”  She sighed.  

“She’ll accept it if you insist, but…” 

“I’ll tell Alinor we need more time to discuss the 

arrangement.”  Robert put his hands atop hers.  “And Margaret?” 

“I would like you to consider engaging her to Samet.” 

Robert turned around and gave her a startled look.  “What?” 

She chuckled.  “As was pointed out earlier, once this is 

done he will still need to stabilize Atrios.  Even stretched by 

war, Atrios is a powerful nation, and it will be ruled by a 

sorcerer.  You could do a lot worse than ensuring an alliance 

remains.”  She smiled.  “Margaret likes him.  She could make him 

an extraordinary queen.”  Tabitha met his eyes.  “And he seemed 

rather put off by the notion of her wedding Petros.” 

“Worse plans have certainly been tossed about today.”  

Robert slowly nodded.  “I think perhaps —”  He cut himself off 

as somewhere in the distance, someone screamed. 

# 

Ethan looked up from where he was telling Lucille about the 

fight with the manticores.  Lucille was pouring him another cup 

of tea.  “Did you hear that?”  He got to his feet. 

“Perhaps it…”  Graham frowned.  He rose as well, then shook 

his head as a crashing sound reached them.  “We should…” 

The door opened and four men came thorough, swords in hand.  

To Ethan’s horror, they had Vadin’s sigil on their shields.  He 

flung the steel dagger, catching the first in the face before 

drawing a dragonbone blade.  He brought it up as the sword came 

at him, and the dragonbone sheared blade from hilt.  Sir Jakob’s 

sword cut the man low across the side, spilling his guts out 

onto the floor.  Ethan permitted himself a smirk at the startled 

look on the third soldier’s face before ramming the steel dagger 

in his other hand up under the man’s chin and twisting as Jakob 

finished off the last one.  He retrieved his blade, then looked 

at Graham.  “Get Anabeth and Lucille.”  He kicked one of the 

shields up and caught it, holding it’s handle but not fastening 

it to his arm.  “We need to the others.” 

# 

“Bloody fuck.”  Samet stared as the camp outside the castle 

began exploding in flames.  Demonlings were tearing the soldiers 

to shreds, and guiding them were… 

“Those are Atrios soldiers.”  Vincent turned to look at 

him.   

“For the…”  Samet called his magic to him and sent a blast 

of ice to coat the munition barrels that were perilously close 

to the flames.   

“How did they get here?”  Vincent glared. 

“Waygates.  They came through…”  He let out a string of 

curses.  “I thought the Covenant could at least fucking manage 
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to ward those!”  He shook his head.  “We’ve got to get to the 

king.”   

“Right, I…”  Vincent started to draw his sword, and then 

they both whirled at the sound of a woman’s scream. 

“After we rescue the princess.”  Samet hurled a handful of 

fire at the demonling walking toward Sarah, then followed 

Vincent in that direction. 

# 

Graham stared in shock at the creatures coming toward them.  

They were led by a man wearing the sigil of Atrios.  Ethan 

assumed a combat position, but panic was starting to show on the 

young man’s face, and Graham couldn’t blame him.  He knew better 

than they did what being in Vadin’s hands could mean.  Sir Jakob 

stepped between them and the oncoming forces, and for the first 

time in years Graham found himself wishing for a weapon of his 

own.  “Ethan, get the girls and the Prelate out of here.”  Sir 

Jakob set his shield. 

“Graham…”  Ethan took a deep breath.  “I want you to know 

that I’m very, very sorry, and I really was listening to all 

your lectures.” 

He blinked.  “What?” 

The edge of Ethan’s blade cut into his arm.  “Varorgirin.” 

# 

Robert joined the combatants, his blade carving a gash 

across the skull of a warrior that over extended himself.  The 

man fell to the ground, his body seizing as he died.  And then 

across the field, he saw…  “Vadin.” 

“What?”  Tabitha turned to look at him.  She’d picked up a 

shield, and bent to help herself to a sword. 

“The Warlord has come personally.” 

“Of course he has.”  Arda spat.  “His son opened the way 

for him. Summoned these things.” 

“Robert, the children.”  Tabitha stared up at him.  

“Ethan.” 

“I know.” 

# 

Vincent smashed his fist into the wall where the waygate 

had just vanished.  “Reopen it.”  He whirled to look at Samet.  

“We have to go through, we have to get her back.” 

“Vincent if I…”  He shook his head.  “If I go after Sarah, 

then…”  He turned to look at the castle.  The sounds of battle 

were everywhere now, and they could see people fighting in the 

street. 

“I know.”  Vincent choked the words out.  He took a deep 

breath, then nodded.  “I have to get you to Robert.” 

“Vincent…”  Samet met his eyes, and then concentrated.  The 

waygate reopened.  “Get to Sarah.” 
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“I…”  Vincent swallowed. 

“No, you’re right.”  Samet shook his head.  “Even you will 

never manage that on your own.”  He reached out with his power, 

his eyes flashing briefly.  “Enesuriel.” 

A heartbeat later she was glowed in front of him.  “Oh, am 

I rescuing you?”  She spun in place and held up her fists in a 

fighting stance as she glared at Vincent. 

“Enesuriel, this is my friend, Sir Vincent.”  He gestured.  

“He is a knight in shining armor about to embark upon a heroic 

quest to rescue his beloved, a fair and beautiful damsel in 

distress by the name of Princess Sarah, from a threat most 

monstrous.  He could use the assistance of a —” 

“Faery godmother!”  She suddenly glowed bright enough to 

nearly blind them.  She flitted through several spirals before 

planting a kiss on his nose.  “You found me a story!” 

“What?”  Vincent stared. 

“Princess Sarah is in there.”  He pointed to the waygate 

Enesuriel flew to Vincent, grabbed the front of his armor, 

and dragged him through the waygate.  “To the rescue!” 

Samet shook his head as he let the portal collapse.  “I am 

going to owe him an apology later.”  He headed toward the 

fighting. 

# 

The shadows in the hallway shuddered, and then she was 

there.  Varorgirin drew herself up to her full height, the 

serpents on her body hissing and writhing as she cackled.  Blood 

poured from her mouth.  “You called, hound?” 

“Will that to be enough blood?”  He gestured at the 

soldier, who was starring at the hag.  Graham looked as though 

he was going to need fresh robes. 

Varorgirin drew her withered lips back from her jagged 

teeth.  A keening howl came from her throat as she charged. 

# 

Margaret smashed the candlebra into the soldier’s face. The 

man fell, howling as the hot wax seared his face.  She grabbed 

Justin and started running as the demonlings gave chase.   

The door at the end of the hall opened, and more soldiers 

came through.  They were led by a man who vaguely resembled 

Samet, and terror filled her as she realized who he must be.  

“Well well…”  Lord Vadin smiled. “What have we here?” 

# 

“Dammit.”  Robert growled.  “Our soldiers are dying, and 

reinforcements can’t make it across the drawbridge…”   

Arda glared angrily at Robert.  “If you’d let us bind the 

sorcerer…” 

“This wasn’t Samet.”  Tabitha shook her head.  “He wouldn’t 

do this.” 
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“Of course he…” 

“Samet wouldn’t have needed to summon demons to destroy 

this castle and everyone in it.”  Tabitha stared at Arda. 

# 

“You summoned me for that, hound?”  Varorgirin shook her 

head.  She held the soldier’s spinal column in her hand, having 

simply torn it from the man and used it to as a weapon to kill 

the demonlings.  She took a bite of a hunk of flesh hanging off 

the macabre trophy, and began chewing it.  “You whine too much.”  

She spat out a bit of gristle. 

He was about to respond when Lucille spoke up.  “Don’t call 

my Uncle Ethan a dog.”  She glared up at the hag.  “And if 

you’re going to spit on the floor you can’t come to the tea 

party.” 

Varorgirin blinked down at the girl.  Then she cackled.  

“Well now, that’s more like it.” 

“Will you stay with Graham and my nieces and keep them 

safe?”  Ethan raised an eyebrow at her.  “I have to find Samet.” 

“And what’s in that bargain for me, hound?” 

“Um…”  Ethan frowned, then shrugged.  “Scones?” 

“Blueberry.”  She nodded.  “And don’t forget the cream.” 

“Right.”  He glanced at the still starring Graham.  Anabeth 

was cowering behind him.  “Sorry.”  He began rushing off.  Sir 

Jakob shot Graham an apologetic look before following. 

# 

The mage tried to grab a wand, and he sent the man flying 

into the wall hard enough that there was splatter.  The soldiers 

immediately turned toward him, blades in hand.  Samet’s eyes 

went to the sigil on their armor, and he blinked.  “Lales?”   

“Kill him.”  The soldiers moved, and Samet just rolled his 

eyes before calling up the fire.   

Samet moved to the inert ward stone, and began focusing, 

tying together the knots of the severed wards.  As long as the 

demonlings were coming through the waygates, the soldiers didn’t 

stand a chance.   

His father was here.  He’d hoped to avoid direct conflict 

with the man until he’d discovered the true nature of his 

father’s dark bargain.  Yet it was starting to look like he 

didn’t have a choice.   

As soon as the wardstone was glowing again, he turned and 

went to look for Ethan.  With any luck, his father would retreat 

as soon as his mages realized the castles defenses had been 

restored. 

# 

Ethan stumbled to a halt as the demonlings suddenly began 

to twist and writhe, screaming.  Faint lines glowed on the 
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castle walls.  He laughed.  “What’s happening?”  Sir Jakob 

turned to look at him. 

“My guess is Samet got the castle’s defenses back up.”  

Ethan nodded.  “Let’s get to him and my brother.” 

“Yes, my lord.”  Sir Jakob shifted his grip on his blade 

before striding toward two Atrios soldiers who looked like they 

were reconsidering their life choices. 

# 

Robert stopped short.  Margaret was holding Justin to her, 

shaking.  And Vadin had his hand around his daughter’s throat.  

“King Robert.”  Vadin chuckled.  “Just the man I was looking 

for.  You can just go ahead and surrender now, if you like.”  He 

narrowed his eyes.  “Where is my son?” 

“He’s here, unless your own forces have harmed him.”  

Robert started to take a step forward, and heard Margaret gasp 

as Vadin yanked her closer to him. 

“Pretty girl.”  Vadin smirked.  “A bit softer than your 

brother, isn’t she?”  He shook his head.  “I’ll ask again.  

Where is my son?” 

“Here.”  Samet entered from another door.  His eyes were 

glowing.  “Let her go, Father.”  He began walking toward Vadin. 

“Samet.”  Vadin actually smiled, but he didn’t release 

Margaret.  “Sorry to interrupt your business here, but I need 

you back in Rohil.” 

“There are far better ways to get my attention.”  Samet 

shook his head.  “Let her go.”   

On the wall, someone gave the order to fire.  For a moment, 

Robert thought he was about to watch his son and daughter die.  

Then arrows turned to ash still several feet from Vadin.  The 

dust on the ground began to swirl as wind formed a barrier 

between the archers and the people on the ground.   

“Your attack has failed, Vadin.”  Robert shook his head.  

“Your forces have fallen, and the Coalition remains.” 

"A small victory.”  Vadin shook his head.  “And one you 

shall pay for dearly." 

"There is no escape for you, Vadin."  Robert drew his 

sword.  He saw Ethan and Sir Jakob come through one of the 

doors, weapons in hand.  Samet’s barrier was both blessing and 

curse.  There was no chance of Margaret and Justin being killed 

by friendly fire, but there was also no chance of anyone getting 

to Vadin. 

"Father, listen to me --"  Samet continued walking toward 

the man 

"Your cities will burn."  Lord Vadin shoved Margaret and 

Justin behind him, and drew his sword.  "Your people will be 

crushed.  And before they die they will curse your name." 

"Father --"  Samet shook his head. 
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"Remember, Robert."  Vadin sneered.  "I gave you the chance 

to surrender."  He whirled, blade in hand.  And then he cried 

out. 

Margaret and Justin lay on the ground a couple feet away, 

staring wide-eyed at the man who'd placed himself between the 

children and the ranting warlord.  Samet looked down at where 

the sword had pierced his torso.  He blinked, and his mouth 

worked as though he was trying to say something.  And then he 

started to fall.   

"No."  Lord Vadin caught his son, cradling him as he 

lowered the young man to the ground.  "No, no, no, no." 

The barrier vanished.  A chill went through Robert as he 

realized it was because Samet could no longer hold it in place.  

Vadin’s guards grabbed the man, pulling him away from the fallen 

body of his son as Vadin continued calling his son’s name.  The 

mages managed to open a waygate, and pulled the screaming 

warlord through it. 

Robert ran to Margaret’s side, holding her.  Tabitha moved 

to them.  He looked at his guards.  "Meghan.  You, get Healer 

Meghan.  Now.  Now."  

Ethan rushed to Samet's side, kneeling in the spreading 

pool of blood.  "Samet.  Samet."  He put pressure on the wound.  

"Samet.  Stay here.  Stay." 
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19 

 

“Report.”  Graham looked up as the guard entered. 

“I found the Prelate, your highness.”  The soldier glanced 

over his shoulder.  “He —” 

“Does not want to talk about it.”  Graham shook his head.  

“Anabeth and Lucille are safe, Robert.  The other guards are 

taking them to Tabitha now.” 

“Thank the gods.”  His hands shook slightly.  “Margaret and 

Justin are with her now.”  He swallowed.  “Sarah is still 

unaccounted for.  The rest of the guard is looking for her.” 

“Robert…”  Graham put a hand on his shoulder. 

“The situation is bad.”  He took a deep breath.  “Samet was 

injured, badly.  Healer Meghan is with him now, but she isn’t 

sure he’s going to survive.” 

“How?”  Graham blinked.   

“Vadin had Margaret and Justin.  He was going to kill them.  

Samet stepped between them, and his own father ran him through.”  

Robert glanced over his shoulder.  “Ethan is with him now.” 

“Blood of the gods.”  Graham hesitated a moment, fear in 

his eyes.  “Vincent?” 

“I…”  Robert sighed.  “I don’t know.  He wasn’t with Samet 

when he…”  Robert leaned on the table.  “There are reports of 

those…”  He shook his head.  “Things dragging people through the 

waygates.”  He exhaled.  “Vadin didn’t win this, but neither did 

we.” 

“Can the waygates be reopened?”  Graham frowned. 

“The mages are looking into the matter.  Samet likely 

could, but…”  Robert shook his head.  “Assuming he isn’t dead.” 

“Assuming he isn’t responsible.”  King Arda strode into the 

room. 

“Samet didn’t —” 

“The wardstone was deactivated.  That cannot be done save 

with magic.”  King Arda glared.  “Waygates spewing forth demons?  

Who but a sorcerer could have done such a thing?  Who but a 

sorcerer would have done such a thing?” 

“We know Vadin has mages, your highness.”  Graham shook his 

head.  “Samet was never alone.  Sir Vincent was with —” 

“He was alone when he rejoined his father and kept my 

archers from finishing Vadin and this war.”  King Arda glared.  

“Face facts, Prelate.  Your bastard is a pile of ash somewhere.”  

He turned to look at Robert.  “That sorcerer must be eliminated, 

immediately.” 

Robert drew himself up to his full height.  “You were 

standing three feet from me when ‘that sorcerer’ took a sword to 
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save my children.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “Anyone seeking to do 

him harm had best be prepared to come through me.” 

“You are a fool, Robert.”  Arda stared back at him for 

several moments before turning and stalking back out. 

“Blood of the gods.”  Robert sighed.  “Graham, what…”  He 

turned toward his oldest friend. 

“Your highness…”  Graham took a deep breath.  “I don’t 

know.” 

“Dammit Graham, I need to know what…” 

“I don’t know.”  Graham actually raised his voice.  His 

fists clenched as he shook his head.  “A possibly dying sorcerer 

is the only hope we have.  A sorcerer.  We’ve been operating 

under the assumption that Vadin wouldn’t risk harm to his son 

and you just told me Vadin’s the one that may have killed him.  

I have just come from a tea party hosted by your daughter and 

attended by a murderous, bloodthirsty hag summoned by your 

little brother.  Waygates have been opened for the first time in 

centuries.  Someone in the Coalition has betrayed us.”  He 

looked back and met Robert’s eyes.  “And my son is missing.  I 

have no advice for this situation and I…”  He took a deep 

breath.  “Please, Robert.  Give me a moment.” 

“I…”  Robert sighed.  “I’m sorry, my friend.  I…”  He 

blinked.  “Ethan did what?” 

“A hag, Robert.  He summoned a hag.  She ripped the spinal 

column out of a soldier and used it to beat demons to death.  

She cracked open a man’s skull and took a bite out of his brain, 

Robert.”  Graham inhaled.  “She threw a teaspoon into a man’s 

eye and it came out of the back of his head and stuck three 

inches deep into the wall.  Then she patted Lucille on the head 

and told her it was a lovely party and that if Lucille invites 

her by name again she’d be happy to attend another one.”  He 

gestured.  “Blood was dripping out of her mouth, and she was 

wearing snakes.”  He exhaled.  “At least one ally has turned on 

us, but we can take comfort from knowing the fucking nightmares 

are on our side.”  He shook his head. “I…” 

“Graham, perhaps you should sit down.”  Robert turned to 

the staring servant.  “Patrick, would you be so kind as to fetch 

the Prelate a drink?  A strong one.” 

“Yes, your highness.”  The servant fled the room. 

# 

Ethan paced, trying not to distract the healer.  Samet was 

so pale, as if he’d been turned to driftwood.  Vadin’s sword had 

gone through him.  Samet’s blood had soaked through his clothes 

as he’d knelt beside the man.  Samet had been gasping, his eyes 

unfocused until they’d closed.  His eyes had closed.  Ethan 

forced himself to take deep breaths.  He should never have left 

Samet’s side. 
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The healer rose, and Ethan rushed toward her.  “Is he…” 

“He breathes.  His heart is beating once more.”  She turned 

toward him. 

“What do you mean, once more?”  His eyes widened, and he 

felt the panic try to close over him.  He shook his head to 

chase it away. 

“It stopped, your highness.”  She looked down at the prone 

man.  “And he has lost a great deal of blood.  If he lives, 

then…” 

“If?”  Ethan shook his head.  “He’s alive.” 

“Your highness…”  Her voice was gentle.  “He was on the 

edge of death when I reached him.  I do not know how much of him 

had slipped over.  It takes time for the soul to fully exit the 

body, your highness, and thus I did what I could.  But the truth 

is I may only have restored functionality to the shell, not the 

man.”  She turned to the bed. “He may wake for us to find only a 

part of the soul remains.  He may have enough for his body to 

survive, but never wake.”  She sighed.  “Until he wakes, I...”  

She met his eyes again.  “I would not give false hope.” 

He sat, his legs unable to hold him.  His hand found 

Samet’s.  Samet’s skin was cold.  Ethan swallowed, then leaned 

down to Samet’s ear.  He whispered a name, one Samet had once 

whispered to him, and then one simple command.  “Live.” 

# 

“Well?”  Tabitha caught Graham’s arm.  “Sarah was spotted 

last near the north tower, by a waygate.  Can they reopen them?” 

He swallowed.  “They can open the gates, but too much time 

has passed.  The link back to the previous location has faded 

too much for them to be able to reopen to the same location.  

The only one who could is…” 

“Samet.”  She let out her breath. 

“And with each hour that passes, the likelihood of his 

success also diminishes, as well as…”  Graham trailed off. 

“Makes it more likely that even if we could reopen them, we 

will be too late for that to matter.”  She slowly nodded.  “Any 

sign of…” 

“He is not among the dead collected.”  Graham closed his 

eyes before reopening them.  “The only person that may know what 

befell him is Samet.” 

Tabitha pulled him into a hug.  “They’ll be alright, 

Graham.  They’ll both be alright.” 

“I can only pray you are right.”  He returned her hug. 

# 

“We do have support.  Alinor is with us.  As is Henrik, and 

surprisingly enough Dorasha.”  Graham read through the list. 

“Dorasha?”  Robert blinked. 
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“Is hot headed but pragmatic.  She agrees that if Samet had 

wanted victory, all he had to do was nothing.  Instead, he 

closed the archway and tried to protect Margaret and Justin.”  

Graham nodded.  “And someone coated the munitions in enchanted 

ice so the fire couldn’t reach it.  That was not done by any 

mage, leaving Samet himself.  Her people would all have perished 

if the flames had reached the powder.” 

“And what of our coalition?” 

“Still in one piece, but barely.  We all lose if it breaks, 

and they are all smart enough to realize Vadin is still a 

considerable threat.  They will abide by the treaty, for now at 

least.”  Graham clasped his hands behind his back.  “Vadin will 

not hold himself responsible for harming Samet.  It is likely 

that the majority of his rage will now be focused on you.” 

“On me?” 

“His son was harmed in the act of saving your children.  

And if Samet dies…” 

Robert closed his eyes, and shook his head.  “And we still 

don’t know if Vadin’s creatures have Sarah.” 

# 

“Has he woken?” 

Ethan looked up to see Margaret.  He swallowed.  “He hasn’t 

moved.”  He took a deep breath.  “Have they found Sarah?” 

She shook her head, then sat down on the other edge of the 

bed.  She put her hand atop Samet’s.  “No.  And Sir Vincent 

among the missing too.”  Her voice broke on the word.  She shook 

slightly.  “Vadin had his hand around my throat.  He…”  She 

shuddered.  “Ran his hand down me and…” 

He reached his free hand over and took hers, squeezing it 

tightly.  “He’s not here.” 

“How often do you have to remind yourself of that?”  She 

looked up at him. 

“I lose count.”  He shook his head. 

“He pulled me to him and whispered in my ear…”  She 

swallowed.  “Does your uncle still wake up screaming when he 

thinks of me, or does he moan?”  A tear fell down her cheek.  

“Samet saved you from that.  Then he saved me, and…”  Her 

shoulders shook, and she let go of his hand to take Samet’s hand 

in both of hers.  “Please be okay.” 

“He…” 

They both looked up as the door opened. 

# 

Robert headed toward the room, pushing past the guards, 

with Graham only a pace behind him.  There were two men on the 

floor, being tended to the healer, and a few others holding 

bleeding limbs.  Ethan stood between the others and the prone 

man on the bed, a dagger in each of his hands.  Next stood 
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Margaret, her own face just as furious, holding a fireplace 

poker as though she had every intention of using it brain anyone 

that got near her.  “What is going on here?” 

“King Robert.”  Prelate Sandra straightened, brushing her 

robes.  He noted her arm was bleeding.  “I fear your children 

have misunderstood our intentions.” 

“She put a binding on Samet.”  Ethan narrowed his eyes. 

He blinked, then looked past them.  Samet’s arm lay across 

his torso, and there was some sort of silver vambrace around it.  

He turned to face Prelate Sandra.  “The young man is my 

prisoner, Prelate.” 

“I did him no harm.”  She shook her head.  “This was a 

precaution only, in case he wakes.  We cannot afford a repeat of 

these events.” 

“Samet didn’t do it.”  Margaret shifted her grip on the 

poker. 

“The man is a sorcerer.”  Prelate Sandra folded her arms.  

“And the fact remains he used his magic on Vadin’s behalf.” 

“He did that to keep you assholes from killing me and my 

brother.”  Margaret took a step forward. 

“Prelate Sandra…”  Robert stepped between his furious 

daughter and the Prelate.  “That man is only laying in that bed 

because he saved the lives of two of my children.” 

“That will be taken into account, your majesty."  She 

nodded.  "The young man will be allowed to explain his actions.  

As I said, this is merely a precaution until the Archmage has a 

chance to decide his fate.” 

“The Archmage has no standing to —”  Robert began shaking 

his head. 

“Prelate Graham…”  She turned to look at him.  “Perhaps you 

should explain the matter to your King.  It appears his 

understanding of the Conventions is somewhat lacking in this 

matter.” 

# 

“His cooperation can be compelled, if that is your 

concern.”  Prelate Sandra shook her head at Robert. 

“We already had his cooperation.”  Robert glared. 

“Allowing him to be loose in the first place is how we got 

into this mess.”  The Archmage shook his head.  “He should have 

been dealt with when his powers first fully manifested.” 

“When…”  Robert turned to stared at him.  “He was seven 

years old.  A child.” 

“A sorcerer.”  The Archmage met his eyes levelly.  “There 

are bindings and enchantments available.”  He shrugged.  “And if 

those fail, there is also the method Vadin used on your brother.  

It is unpleasant, but the boy’s loyalty to that sorcerer is a 

testament to it’s effectiveness.” 
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“I will not allow it.”  Robert shook his head.  His stomach 

rolled at the very notion. 

“We are discussing a sorcerer.  This is a matter for us to 

determine.”  The Archmage narrowed his eyes.  “You do not have a 

choice, unless you intend to break Covenant.” 

He opened his mouth, but Prelate Sandra spoke first.  

“Perhaps, my lords, before anyone says anything that they will 

regret we should wait and see if the young man even wakes.  This 

argument could be purely academic.” 

“It is academic.”  Graham shook his head.  “But not for the 

reasons you think.  If you are alleging that Samet acted on his 

father’s behalf then he is a prisoner of war, captured on 

Talidir soil, and thus judgment rests upon the will of Talidir’s 

king.” 

“Talidir’s king is a member of the Coalition.”  Sandra 

immediately shook her head.  “Bound by the treaty to…”  She 

trailed off, narrowing her eyes. 

“To the will of a two-thirds majority on the subject.”  

Graham nodded.  “The Archmage does not have the authority to act 

unilaterally on this matter and has himself violated the 

Conventions by ordering a binding placed on a man that has not 

been brought up on charges of sorcery.” 

“He is a sorcerer.”  The Archmage growled. 

“The Conventions are clear on the matter, your grace.”  

Graham shook his head.  “The charge of sorcery states distinctly 

that the crime is having traffic with demons, not merely having 

the capacity to do so.  Until evidence can be brought that Samet 

has done this, he cannot be tried as a sorcerer.” 

“Every man here saw those demons.”  Prelate Sandra shook 

her head. 

“But the Coalition has not yet found him guilty of 

responsibility for that act.”  Graham arched an eyebrow. 

“You are arguing technicalities.”  Prelate Sandra pointed a 

finger at Graham. 

“Happily.”  Graham smiled. 

“Well then…”  Robert nodded.  “It appears it is going to 

take considerable time to resolve this situation.  Until then, 

Samet will be remaining in my custody.” 

# 

He hurt.  He reached for his magic, and couldn’t find it.  

It was like clawing at walls of ice, fingers slipping on the 

cold.  Someone was talking.  He couldn’t make out the words, and 

then…  “Samet?” 

“Ethan?”  He opened his eyes, and closed them again as 

light seared them.  Samet tried to sit up, and pain shot through 

him.  He grunted. 
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“Don’t try to move.”  There was a hand on his shoulder, 

holding him down.  Ethan’s voice.  “I asked you not to do this.  

I told you no, that I didn’t like it.” 

“I…”  His father.  There’d been…  Memories began flooding 

back, rippling through his watery thoughts.  His father, sword 

in hand.  And…  “Margaret?” 

“I’m here.”  Her voice came from the other side.  “You 

saved me.” 

The sword.  His father’s sword…  His hand started to move 

toward where it had gone through him, and another hand caught 

it.  “Don’t move.” 

“I…”  He started trying to sit up again. 

“Broccoli.” 

He froze, then laid still again.  Pain throbbed, clouding 

his thoughts.  “Someone was screaming…” 

“Go to sleep, Samet.”  Ethan pressed a kiss to his 

forehead.  “You are safe here.” 

“Yes, Ethan.”  Samet let himself slip back into the 

darkness. 
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20 

 

Robert entered, and looked at the man on the bed.  He was 

pale, his eyes somewhat sunken.  He looked…  Robert sighed.  

Like a man who had recently been at death’s door.  “Samet.” 

Samet held a finger to his lips, and then nodded at where 

Ethan was curled up next to him, eyes closed with his head 

resting on Samet’s shoulder.  “Margaret says he hasn’t slept 

since…”  Samet swallowed.  He looked down at the bracer on his 

wrist, and then back up at Robert.  “I am a prisoner.” 

“Yes.”  Robert nodded.  “In truth, this time.”  He sighed.  

“I’m sorry, Samet.”  

“I doubt this is your fault.”  He sighed.   

“I know you…”  He took a deep breath.  “There are some 

questions I must ask you.  First, where is Sir Vincent?” 

Samet blinked, and frowned.  “He has not yet returned?” 

“Returned?”  Robert raised an eyebrow. 

“I…”  Samet shifted a little to face Robert, and 

immediately grimaced.  Robert moved closer, grabbing a chair and 

sitting across from him.  “We heard Sarah scream.”  He looked 

up, his pained eyes giving Robert an apologetic look.  “We 

didn’t get there in time to stop them from dragging her through 

the waygate.  We…”  He swallowed again.  “Couldn’t leave her to 

that, so I reopened the waygate and sent Vincent after her.”  He 

met Robert’s eyes.  “I’m sorry, Robert.  I had to get the wards 

back up.” 

“Or everyone would have died.”  Robert nodded.  There was 

hope, at least.  “You did what you could, and I thank you for 

it.” 

“I did not send him alone.”  Samet nodded.  “I can call 

her, find…”  He made a frustrated sound, then sighed as he 

looked down at his wrist.  “Ethan may be able to call to 

Enesuriel.  She’s met and liked him; she may heed his voice.  

She’ll know where Vincent is, and if the gods are merciful, he 

will know where to find Sarah.” 

“Thank you, Samet.”  Robert smiled.  “Hopefully we will get 

them back soon.  Sir Vincent…”  He sighed. 

“Is the only one that can verify I was not the one that 

brought the wardstone down.”  Samet nodded.  “Robert, when I 

went to bring the wards up, the men down there were of Lales.” 

“Henrik’s men?”  Robert blinked, then shook his head.  

“Samet, outside of my own, Henrik has been the strongest voice 

on your behalf.” 
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“Of course.”  Samet’s face twisted into a bitter smile.  

“Recent events not withstanding, my father does not want me 

dead.  If he is controlling Henrik…” 

“Then we do not have enough voices in the Coalition to 

block you being handed over to the Archmage.”  Robert shook his 

head. 

“But if it is he that has betrayed you —” 

“It is your fate concerning me at the moment.  The Archmage 

intends to either bind or break you, and several members of the 

Coalition are demanding you be executed.”  Robert sighed.  “Are 

you alright, Samet?” 

“No.”  Samet closed his eyes for several seconds.  “Demons 

can twist what you feel, pull the strings, feed your hate, your 

rage, your grief.  I have felt this firsthand.”  Samet looked 

down at the young man sleeping next to him.  “I could see how 

they could influence him to…”  He ran a soothing hand down 

Ethan’s hair.  “It was unimaginably wrong of him, and yet Ethan 

had killed his firstborn.  There was something for the demons to 

build upon, but…”  He put his hand down.  “Margaret and Justin 

are children.  Innocent.  They…”  He shook his head.  “He was 

going to kill them.  I don’t understand.” 

“Your father…” 

“He’s my father.”  Samet looked up at Robert.  “When I was 

a boy, I feared the monsters of the darkness.  He’d come to my 

room and wave his sword about, stabbing the shadows and 

proclaiming victory.  Then he’d hug me, tuck me into sleep next 

to him and say…”  His voice broke slightly.  “’Go to sleep, 

Samet.  You are safe here.’”  He met Robert’s eyes.  “I am the 

man I am because of my father, not in spite of him.”  He sighed.  

“I think something in him broke, when Mother…”  He looked away, 

drawing in on himself.  “He was not always this, Robert.” 

“I…”  Robert reached out and put his hand on Samet’s knee.  

“I know you want to save him, Samet.  But that may not possible.  

You may have to choose between him and —” 

“Ethan.”  Samet said the name quietly, turning to look at 

the man laying beside him. 

“Ethan?”  Robert blinked. 

Samet’s voice became fierce.  “I will do whatever is 

necessary to protect Ethan.”  He met Robert’s eyes.  “And if I 

must choose, I will choose him.” 

“You saved my brother.  You saved my kingdom.  You saved 

Margaret and Justin.  And you’ve given me hope for Sarah and 

Vincent.”  Robert stood.  “Anyone wanting to get to you is going 

to have to come through me.” 

# 
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Tabitha set the lit candle on the altar and sighed.  She 

rose, and wiped at her eyes before reciting the final stanza of 

the prayer. 

“My lady…”  King Henrik bowed.  “I am so sorry.” 

She took a deep breath.  “Hope is not lost.” 

“This summit was a mistake.’  Henrik looked at the candles 

lighting the chapel.  “All of us gathered together?”  He shook 

his head.  “Arda is a fool.  He may as well have painted targets 

on us.” 

“He is desperate.” 

“Half the blame for this war can be laid at his feet.”  

Henrik clenched his fists.  “We should have just let Vadin have 

him and perhaps the man would have let the rest of us be.” 

“You cannot believe that, cousin.  Arda is not responsible 

for the duke’s actions.  He was not even king at the time.”  She 

shook her head, and smile gently at Henrik.  “We must stand 

together, now more than ever.” 

“We should just let you have a few words with Vadin, 

Tabby.”  Henrik shook his head.  “You’d have him apologizing 

within minutes.”  He smiled.  “I will pray for your daughter.” 

“Thank you.” 

# 

“If he is awake, he can start answering questions.”  Sandra 

folded her arms. 

“He has.”  Graham clasped his hands behind his back.  “He 

did not bring the wards down.  He is, however, the one that 

restarted them.” 

“He did no such…”  Sandra started shaking her head. 

“Then produce the ones that did.”  Prelate Nicola raised an 

eyebrow.  “I am told it takes no fewer than five mages to 

activate a wardstone.  Where are they?  Surely they wish to take 

credit for their heroic act.” 

“We…”  Sandra took a deep breath. 

“We know that our bold heroes cannot lie among those killed 

by the demons, as the demons were banished when the ward stone 

came up.  And all mages save two have been accounted for.”  

Nicola waved a hand. 

“We know Vadin has mages in his employ…”  Benoit started 

shaking his head. 

“Of course.”  Prelate Gul spread his hands.  “Vadin’s mages 

must have brought the wards up.  How did we not see that 

before?” 

# 

“Well?”  Robert raised an eyebrow at Graham. 

“The situation is ambiguous enough that some of them are 

starting to come around.”  Graham sighed.  “The Archmage cost 

himself Sikander’s support when he suggested the use of torture 
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to gain Samet’s cooperation.  Sikander was willing to execute 

him, but having him enslaved is another matter entirely.  

Arguing on the same side as Gul is a rather strange experience.”  

He shook his head.  “However, there are those who do not care 

what is right and wrong in this matter.  Vadin has cost them 

much, and they have the opportunity to turn Vadin’s own son into 

a weapon against him.” 

“I won’t allow that.”  Robert shook his head. 

“I know.  Benoit has moved that Samet be interrogated, and 

sadly he made a sound case.  I am attempting to ensure that you 

or I be present for that event.”  Graham looked up at Robert.  

“He has also moved that Ethan be detained.  He claims his 

intention is Ethan’s own safety.” 

“More likely it is because they know Ethan will stab anyone 

that attempts to harm Samet.”  Robert shook his head. 

“On the contrary, I believe it is the first move in an 

attempt to force your hand.  Benoit is hinting that Ethan passed 

information to Vadin.”  Graham shook his head.  “Given Ethan’s 

state of mind, even a —” 

“They are not interrogating my brother.”  Robert narrowed 

his eyes. 

“As I said, Robert.  They wish to force your hand, make it 

so you must allow them Samet or Ethan.” 

“How did…”  Robert sighed, and turned toward the window.  

“I thought we were better than this.” 

“In war, the difference between a hero and a villain is 

often simply a matter of perspective.”  Graham started to turn 

away, then looked back to Robert.  “Is there any…” 

“Ethan called to whoever this ‘Enesuriel’ is.  He said she 

did not reply, but also pointed out that since he is not a mage, 

she may not hear him unless she is actively listening.” 

“Gods be with them.” 

# 

“I can’t believe you sent Enesuriel with Vincent.”  Ethan 

shook his head.  “You are going to have to apologize when they 

get back.” 

“I intended to go after them as soon as I’d restored the 

wards.”  Samet sighed.  “I only sent her because I can track 

her.” 

Ethan sat, taking his hand again.  He lifted it, and 

pressed a kiss to the back.  “I thought I’d lost you.” 

“I’m alright, Ethan.” 

“No you’re not.”  Ethan shook his head.  “They’re talking 

about…”  He swallowed.  “I won’t let them take you from me, 

master.”  His voice was fierce.   
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“Ethan…”  Samet touched Ethan’s cheek.  “Have you eaten 

today?”  Ethan blinked, then frowned.  Then he shook his head 

and frowned some more.  Samet sighed.  “You don’t know, do you?” 

“I’ve been distracted.”  Ethan glared at him. 

“Go get —” 

“Not. Leaving. This. Room.” 

“Ethan.”  Samet’s voice became hard.  “Who is your master?” 

“I…”  Ethan swallowed.  “You are, master.” 

“Go get something to eat, and put on fresh clothes.”  

“Yes, master.”  Ethan rose, and went to obey.   

Samet followed him with his eyes, then turned to see 

Margaret staring at him.  “I apologize, my lady.” 

“He’s going to eat, and he was starting to get a bit ripe.”  

She smiled at him, then she chuckled.  “I’ll go make sure he 

washes before putting on new clothes. Sir Matthew is on the 

door.” 

“Thank you.” 

# 

He turned to see Margaret looking at him.  “What?” 

“You love him, don’t you?”  She raised an eyebrow.  “And 

I’m not talking about as a friend.  And he loves you too.” 

“Yes.”  Ethan set his plate back down.  He sighed.  “I have 

no idea how to explain to Robert and Tabitha…” 

“”Well, they still haven’t caught on to Vincent and Sarah 

yet so you may never have to.”  She shrugged.  “Then again, you 

two are technically sleeping together and they seem okay with 

that.” 

“I think they think that’s something different.” 

Margaret kissed his cheek.  “Figures though.” 

“What does?”  He blinked. 

“The one prince in the entire world that is handsome, nice, 

heroic, smart, and not related to me?”  She shook her head.  

“I’m just going to go over there, get myself some tea, and hate 

you for a few minutes.” 

Ethan laughed. 

# 

“We have a situation…”  Prelate Benoit wrung his hands as 

he entered. 

“Another one?”  King Alinor straightened.  “Lovely.” 

“Vadin wishes to speak, under a flag of truce.” 

“Of course he does.”  Arda smirked.  “We are in possession 

of the one thing that bastard values.”  He shook his head.  

“Where does he want to meet?” 

“At Durgen’s Hollow.”  Benoit shifted his weight.  “And he 

wants to meet with King Robert.” 

“King Robert does not speak for the entirety of the 

coalition.”  Arda glared. 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 175 of 230 

“He speaks for enough of us, and he’ll not give Vadin 

quarter.”  Queen Dorasha shook her head.  “Don’t be stupid, 

Arda.”  She turned to look at him.  “Well?” 

“I will speak with him.”  Robert slowly nodded. 

# 

“I’m leaving in the morning to meet with your father.”  

Robert waited a few moments, but Samet did not respond.  

“Samet?” 

“He’s not conquering the world for him.  He wants to create 

a legacy.  The Vadin dynasty.”  Samet shook his head.  His smile 

was bitter.  “For that, he needs me.”  He turned to look at 

Robert.  “I suggest you make it clear to him that I am, at this 

moment, a hostage.” 

“Graham is of the opinion that I’d have to actually do you 

harm in order for Vadin to believe the threat.” 

“The Prelate is not a stupid name.”  Samet nodded.  “I 

trust you, Robert.  Do what you must, and know that I’ll not 

hold it against you.” 

“Thank you, Samet.”  He rose, and started to turn to walk 

away.  “Are you in love with my brother?” 

“Yes.” 

“Alright.  I uh…”  Robert nodded.  “I’m going to need a bit 

of time to sort that out in my head, but uh…”  He took a deep 

breath, then patted Samet’s shoulder before squeezing it gently.  

“Get better.  We’ll talk.” 

# 

“Now the red valerian.”  Samet watched as Anabeth added the 

carefully chopped roots.  A small puff of purplish steam came 

from the concoction.  “Stir slowly.”  He turned a little as the 

door opened and Queen Tabitha entered, then winced as the motion 

sent pain down his side. 

“What have we here?”  Tabitha managed a smile. 

“Samet is teaching Anabeth his recipe for healing potions.”  

Margaret smiled. 

“It is unfortunately as helpful as I can be at the moment.”  

And the girls needed the distraction.  With the binding around 

him, he couldn’t summon Enesuriel, and the tracking link had 

been broken when he’d lost consciousness.  “Since Margaret and 

Ethan refuse to allow me to walk more than three feet.”  He 

looked up at Tabitha.  “I’m sorry, your majesty.  I should 

have…” 

“Had you gone after Sarah, I would have lost Margaret and 

Justin.”  She put the back of her hand against his cheek as she 

sat down on the bed next to him.  “No fever.  Has the healer 

been by?” 

“She keeps giving me this vile green concoction she claims 

wards off infection.” 
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“At least you’ll have some healing potions.”  She smiled in 

Anabeth’s direction. 

“They won’t help him.”  Anabeth shook his head.  “The 

binding interferes with even ambient magic.” 

Tabitha narrowed her eyes.  “You mean the healer hasn’t 

been able to actually do anything since that was put on?” 

Samet sighed.  “I can enhance my own healing, make it…”  He 

swallowed.  “Odd how one doesn’t realize how much they rely on 

something until it is taken from them.  I feel as though I have 

lost a limb.”  He coughed, and Ethan immediately leapt to his 

feet and started walking toward where a pitcher of water was 

sitting.  “I can’t even turn anyone into a frog for 

unnecessarily fussing over me.” 

She chuckled, and patted his head.  “Shush dear, and let 

them fuss.”  She looked over at Anabeth.  “What is different 

about this potion?” 

“It’s a regenerative.”  Anabeth carefully measured out some 

powder.  “Ethan said they used it when a potion burned off some 

of their hair and eyebrows, but they grew back purple.  He’s 

hoping I can figure out what causes that so they won’t look 

stupid next time.” 

“I will leave you to it.”  She rose. 

“Tabitha…”  Samet caught her hand.  “My father does not 

have Sarah.” 

Her heart caught in her throat.  “How can you be sure?” 

“I sent Sir Vincent for her.  The only way my father could 

have Sarah is if Sir Vincent were dead, and if he were, 

Enesuriel would have answered Ethan’s call.” 

She bent down and pressed a kiss to Samet’s forehead.  

“Thank you.” 

# 

“Your son lives, Vadin.”  Robert folded his arms.  He 

didn’t miss the look of relief on Vadin’s face, though the man 

hid it quickly.  He decided to twist the dagger a little.  “And 

thanks to your actions, he lies bound and helpless.” 

“If he is not returned to me, I will have every single 

prisoner in my cells burned alive.”  Vadin straightened, eyes 

narrowing.  “Save perhaps that sweet daughter of yours.”  He 

must have flinched, because Vadin smiled.  “Any harm visited 

upon my son will be brought upon her threefold.” 

“You may have your son back when your armies have 

withdrawn.”  Robert held his ground. 

“That is not the way this is going to work, Robert.”  Vadin 

shook his head.  His lips twisted into a sneer.  “Your daughter 

tastes somewhat sweeter than your brother.” 

It was all he could do not to cross the room and smash 

Vadin’s face into an oozing mess.  “Right now, Vadin, your son’s 
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fate is in my hands.  Touch my daughter, and I will hand him 

over to the Archmage.  The next time you see your son he will be 

our weapon.” 

# 

Graham sighed, and shook his head.  “All we are doing at 

the moment is buying time.” 

Gul folded his arms.  “That is what we set out to do, I 

believe.”  He shook his head.  “You cannot blame people for not 

quite being able to vote to free a sorcerer, let alone Vadin’s 

son and heir.” 

“Whose side are you on, Gul?”  Graham raised an eyebrow. 

“Sikander’s.”  Gul shrugged.  “Who will still vote for a 

straight execution if any actual evidence is found of the 

sorcerer’s guilt.” 

“Which would get us precisely nowhere.”  Graham moved some 

papers.  “Perhaps we…”  He trailed off at the sound of noise 

outside. 

“What the hell is that?”  Nicola rose. 

“That…”  Deanna said from where she was looking out the 

window.  “Is a lot of soldiers wearing King Arda’s sigil.” 

“Shit.”  Graham rose. 

“You do have a way with words.”  Gul sighed. 

# 

Ethan jumped awake and fumbled for his daggers as he heard 

the door crash open.  “Well, isn’t that sweet.  Dog curled up on 

his master’s bed.”  Arda shook his head, and gestured to the 

soldiers he’d brought with him.  “Get the sorcerer.” 

“Not a chance.”  Ethan rose, a dagger in each hand. 

Arda looked past him to where Samet was laying.  “Call off 

your dog, or he’s going to get hurt.” 

“Hurt Ethan, and my father will —”  Margaret stood up from 

where she’d been napping in a chair. 

“Your father is twenty miles away, girl, and he’s not 

stupid enough to wage war on the Archmage.”  Arda glanced at his 

guards.  “If the sorcerer doesn’t come quietly, take Prince 

Ethan to the lower cells for interrogation, on charges of aiding 

the enemy.  Take the princess too.  I’m sure we can find 

appropriate charges.” 

“Ethan, stand down.”  Samet struggled to stand up. 

“Samet.”  Ethan glanced at him. 

“Lower your weapons, and stand down.”  Samet put his hand 

on Ethan’s shoulder. “Do as I say, Ethan.”   

Ethan stared at him for several seconds, then lowered his 

hands. 

A smirk came to Arda’s face.  “Like I said.  Sweet.”  He 

gestured to the guard.  “Get the hellspawn.” 
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21 

 

The soldiers half dragged him into the chamber.  They kept 

hold of his arms, and one kept a grip on the back of his neck as 

they brought him to the Archage.  Samet found himself wanting to 

laugh at the precautions. 

“Ah.”  The Archmage nodded.  “Prince Vadin.  I am pleased 

you could join us.” 

“How could I resist such a polite invitation?”  Samet 

raised an eyebrow.  He started to turn his head to scan the 

room, then grunted as Arda grabbed him by the hair and yanked 

his head, forcing him to look at the Archmage.  “To what do I 

owe the dubious pleasure?” 

“We require a confession to your recent actions against the 

Coalition.”  The Archmage folded his arms, then lifted one hand 

and gestured lazily at two pillars. 

Arda immediately began directing his men to bind Samet.  

His robe was roughly stripped from him before his wrists were 

bound to the two pillars, leaving him hanging between them high 

enough that his heels did not reach the ground.  His ankles were 

also fastened, pulling him off balance.  The position strained 

his not yet fully healed wound, causing pain to shoot up his 

side.  “And what, pray tell, actions have I allegedly —”  Samet 

cut off as pain suddenly wracked his entire body.  It felt as if 

someone had set fire to his very bones.  He screamed wordlessly. 

# 

“They took Samet.”  Ethan strode toward where Graham and 

Tabitha were talking, Margaret a pace behind him.  “Arda took 

Samet.  We need to --” 

“Arda called in more soldiers.”  Tabitha sighed.  “Right 

now, they have the forces of ourselves and our allies 

outnumbered five to one.  They are currently holding the castle, 

and preventing the soldiers in the valley as well as Robert from 

getting to us.” 

“We need to help Samet.”  Ethan folded his arms. 

“If we act against the Archmage, we will turn the Coalition 

against us.”  Graham shook his head.  “We do not have enough 

forces to retrieve Samet without being arrested ourselves.” 

“But —” 

“Ethan, the last thing we can risk right now is giving them 

cause to arrest you.”  Tabitha put her hand on his arm.  “If 

they have you, they control Samet.  And you know I am right.  It 

is a small mercy Arda hasn’t figured that out yet.” 

He stared at her for a moment before nodding.  “I can’t 

leave him to the Archmage.” 
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“We won’t.”  Graham straightened.  “I’ve called for a 

council.  Let us handle this, Ethan.  Give us time.” 

“How much time?”  Ethan stared at him. 

“A couple days, at least.” 

“No, that’s…”  

Margaret put her hand on Ethan’s arm.  “Ethan, he 

surrendered to keep you safe. 

Ethan closed his eyes, then nodded.  “If the Archmage has 

so much as laid a hand on him, I’m killing that son of a bitch.” 

“Ethan…” 

“No.”  Ethan shook his head at Graham. “Fuck the Covenant.  

He hurts Samet, he dies.” 

# 

“What do you mean they won’t…”  Robert’s eyes narrowed.  

“Arda’s men?” 

“Yes, your highness.”  The soldier nodded. 

A trick.  They’d sent him to meet with Vadin so they could…  

“How the hell didn’t I see that coming?” 

“Your highness?”  The soldier blinked. 

“Get…”  He caught himself, then took a deep breath.  “Sent 

word that our soldiers are to take position around the valley.  

When Vadin learns Arda has his son, he’s going to come in force, 

and we…”  He said a silent prayer for his family.  “Must be 

prepared to meet him.” 

# 

He hung limply by his wrists, trying to get his breath 

back.  Blood trickled down his arms and side from where he’d 

struggled against the pain. 

“I fail to see the point of this.”  King Val shook his 

head.  “If that binding works as claimed, he’ll speak whatever 

words we put into his mouth.” 

King Arda sighed.  “A confession is necessary to sooth the 

coalition.  Robert is a fool, but he will abide by the treaty.  

It is not as if he can beg mercy from Vadin at this point.” 

Samet reached again for his magic as the Archmage 

approached again, wand in hand.  It continued to elude him.  “I 

will have the truth, hellspawn.”  The archmage tapped his wand 

against Samet’s side, then shook his head.  “He will be useless 

to us if I burn the magic out of him.” 

“Fortunately…”  Arda picked up a thin leather strap.  

“There are alternatives.” 

“Torture will leave marks.”  Val frowned. 

“Then I suggest you find a healer.”  Arda glared at him. 

“Healers can do nothing while he has that binding.”  Val 

glared back. 
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“Let me worry about the binding.”  The Archmage put a hand 

under Samet’s chin, lifting his head.  “The pain stops when you 

confess.” 

He stared back at the man.  “My father taught me not to 

lie.”  He hissed as the lash bit into his shoulders, then took a 

deep breath.  “You missed the itch.  It’s a little up and…”  The 

lash bit into him again.  He swallowed.  “And to the left.” 

# 

“If I knew where they were holding him I would simply go 

get him.”  King Henrik shook his head.  “Arda must be called to 

answer for this.” 

“Answer for what?”  King Predar shook his head.  

“Interrogating a sorcerer?  All Arda is guilty of is side 

stepping Robert’s attempts at stonewalling.” 

“You sent him to meet with Vadin to get him out of the 

castle.”  Tabitha folded her arms. 

“I will not deny that we took advantage of the 

opportunity.”  Prelate Sandra’s voice was calm.  “Concerns were 

raised that King Robert may have been unduly influenced by the 

sorcerer.  Considering what befell his own brother, we must 

determine if the sorcerer’s machinations are part of a long game 

intended to destabilize…” 

“Sandra…”  Sikander rubbed his forehead.  “The man sealed 

an archway.  I’m not suggesting we welcome him with open arms, 

but if a man who could do that was behind the attack on this 

castle he would have had far more success.”  He straightened.  

“Whatever his true motives may be, the fact of the matter is 

that he has committed no crime which justifies the actions of 

Arda nor the proposed actions of the Archmage.” 

“Are you forgetting Kendlemoor?”  King Tomas rose. 

“Where he sent a knight back with sufficient warning to 

save our soldiers?”  Graham stepped to Tabitha’s shoulder. 

“And then disposed of said knight when the man became a 

liability.”  Sandra arched an eyebrow. 

“A claim which you have no evidence to support.”  Sikander 

shook his head.  “If you are so certain of the sorcerer’s guilt, 

produce him for trial.” 

# 

His back burned with pain from his neck to his knees, and 

lifting his head would take more energy than he currently 

possessed.  The Archmage was doing something to the bracer, but 

Samet couldn’t make his mind focus enough to follow the matrix.  

“Try now.” 

The gray robed healer’s hands glowed as he worked his 

magic.  The wounds healed, and as they faded so did the pain 

clouding his mind.  Immediately he reached for his magic, and 

then his bones caught fire again.  A scream tore from his 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 181 of 230 

throat.  The Archmage laughed.  “Whether magic is available to 

you is entirely at my discretion, Prince Vadin.” The Archmage 

shook his head.  “We are growing short on time, so these 

gentlemen and I have agreed that you did, in fact, confess to 

summoning demons into the summit, and that said confession was 

not compelled by magic.” 

“That is disappointing to…”  The lash came down across his 

back again, and he cried out as much from surprise as pain. 

“You were not given permission to speak.”  The Archmage 

smiled.  “Know that every word spoken without permission will 

cost you three lashes.” 

He started to run the math, and decided against it.  He was 

helpless, and they were going to keep hurting him anyway.  “Do 

you and Arda fuck separate cows, or share?” 

# 

Ethan paced restlessly.  While they were arguing, Samet 

was…  His hands itched for his knives, and he was starting to 

feel the rising traces of panic.  He turned when the door 

opened.  “Well?” 

“The situation remains unresolved.”  Graham shook his head.  

“They needed a two thirds majority to take him from us, but 

unfortunately the reverse is also true.” 

“But they violated the…”  Margaret shook her head. 

“They did.”  King Sikander strode into the room.  He gave 

Tabitha a small bow, then took a deep breath.  “This is 

troublesome on many levels.  Your majesty, have you sufficient 

guard remaining to ensure the safety of you and your family?” 

“I…”  Tabitha frowned.  “To be honest, I am not certain.” 

“Then until this situation is resolved, I would appreciate 

it if you would accept my soldiers to supplement your own.  I 

will place them under your command.” 

“You think…”  Graham’s eyes widened. 

“I am not certain what to think.”  King Sikander frowned.  

“I am obtaining far more questions than answers.”  He turned to 

Ethan, and gave him an appraising look before turning back to 

Tabitha.  “You are aware that it was King Arda’s uncle that was 

responsible for the assassination of the sorcerer’s mother.” 

“They tried to take him hostage.”  Ethan looked up at 

Tabitha.  “She picked up a sword to defend him, and they killed 

her.” 

“At which point, a dozen men were burned alive from the 

inside by a seven year old child.”  King Sikander folded his 

arms.  “And as the story goes, later a nine year old child paid 

a visit to Duke Milien’s hunting lodge, and brought fire with 

him.  There were thirty eight people inside.  Only the child 

emerged.  They are not wrong to fear him.” 
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“I killed his brother.”  Ethan squared his shoulders.  “And 

instead of hurting me, he healed me.” 

“As I said, I have more questions than answers.”  King 

Sikander slowly shook his head.  “I maintain that the sorcerer 

should be imprisoned or otherwise safeguarded, and if there is 

evidence of his complicity with the attack I will vote to have 

him executed.”  He shook his head.  “But the Archmage is 

operating outside the bounds of both law and justice.”  He 

straightened.  “Vadin is not a being we should emulate.” 

“Well spoken.”  Margaret said softly. 

“Thank you.”  He smiled at here.  “Which brings me to my 

purpose here.”  He squared his shoulders before turning to face 

Tabitha.  “I know where Arda has taken the sorcerer.  Ensure 

your children are safe, and then my blade is yours.” 

“You…”  Ethan blinked.  “You’re going to help?”  He stared 

at King Sikander.  “Why?” 

“Because you are correct, Prince Ethan.  All I actually 

know as fact regarding the man is that while he defends himself, 

whenever he has been given the choice he has chosen to save 

lives.”  King Sikander smiled at him.  “What kind of man would I 

be, if I could not rise to at least the level of hellspawn?” 

# 

Samet attempted to focus his concentration, to disrupt the 

modifications the Archmage was making to the bracer.  As soon as 

he reached for his magic, the pain seared through his skeleton 

again.  His scream was muffled by the rag Arda had shoved into 

his mouth to ‘stop him from making those distracting noises.’  

The Archmage finally stepped back, then nodded.  “Let him go.” 

“You certain?”  Arda’s voice asked. 

“Yes.”  The soldiers holding him released him, and he 

collapsed to his hands and knees.  His muscles twitched and 

spasmed.  He lifted one hand to yank at the rag, and then the 

Archmage said a single command.  “Stop.” 

He froze in place.  Samet concentrated, trying to force his 

arm to keep moving, but his body refused to heed his commands.  

Behind him, he heard Arda’s low chuckle.  “Not bad.” 

“Stand up.”  The Archmage smiled. 

Against his will, Samet stood.  His entire body ached, and 

he could feel himself trembling as he fought against the order.  

“Verbal orders are a little obvious.”  Arda shook his head. 

“Have faith, your highness.” 

His body moved of its own accord, and Samet sank to his 

knees in front of Arda, his head bowed.  Arda caught his hair 

and yanked his head back, removing the gag.  Arda waited a 

moment, then nodded.  “Is he quiet, or are you forbidding him to 

speak?” 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 183 of 230 

“Unless I release him, he’s a puppet.”  The Archmage 

smirked.  “If he reaches for magic without my express 

permission…”  He shrugged.  “Well, you saw.  Even then, it would 

do him little good.  The bracers will continue to block his 

power save when I direct it.” 

“Demonstrate.”  Arda released him. 

The Archmage removed a handkerchief from his pocket and 

held it out at arm’s length.  He let it go.  Samet felt a 

trickle of magic.  He tried to catch it, but it slipped through 

his will, twisted by other thoughts.  The handkerchief fell to 

the floor as mere ashes.  “You saw his eyes?” 

Arda nodded.  “They glowed.” 

“Hellfire.”  The Archmage nodded.  “Tamed to our will.” 

“I think we can consider this war pretty much over.”  Arda 

laughed.  “Now we just need to decide where to aim our weapon 

first.” 

“He should remain caged.  He cannot use his magic without 

my allowing it, true…”  The Archmage nodded.  “But unless I am 

actively controlling him he will be able to move of his own 

accord.” 

“Breaking him into proper obedience shouldn’t take too 

long.”  Arda shrugged.  “I should go ensure Val is handling his 

end properly.”  He let go of Samet’s hair.  “The maps will soon 

need to be redrawn.” 

“I certainly hope so.”  The Archmage laughed. 

# 

“Tell your sisters to stay put until Robert or I come to 

get them.”  Tabitha hugged Margaret. 

“I will.”  She nodded. “I promise.”  Margaret hesitated.  

“Be safe, all of you.” 

Ethan looked at the small group with him.  Sikander, 

Graham, Tabitha, and Sir Jakob.  “We’ll be fine.” 

She gave him a look that suggested he was being stupid, 

then followed Sikander’s soldier.  Sir Jakob frowned.  “It might 

behoove us to have more soldiers.” 

Sikander nodded.  “We do.  However, your men and for that 

matter Henrik and Dorasha’s will be challenged.  They will keep 

Arda’s soldiers occupied, while my men maintain a safe path for 

our retreat.  The only way we have any chance of getting to the 

sorcerer is if they do not expect us.  A larger group would be 

noted.” 

“And they lose their veneer of legitimacy if they attempt 

to arrest anyone present save you and Sir Jakob.”  Graham nodded 

to Ethan.  “They still need that.  Unfortunately, you won’t stay 

put and Sir Jakob won’t leave your side.” 
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“There may be people who need blades forcibly inserted in 

their bodies.”  Ethan narrowed his eyes.  “King Sikander only 

has one sword.” 

“He does have a point.”  Sikander shrugged.  “We should 

move.” 

“Alright.”  Tabitha nodded.  “I’ll keep Val and Arda busy.  

Gods be with you.” 

# 

He stood, motionless, staring at the wall as the Archmage 

walked a circuit around him.  “Arda’s right.  Fully breaking you 

should be one of our first priorities.”  He reached out and 

touched Samet’s cheek, and Samet felt revulsion as he was unable 

to so much as twitch away.  “Your father did an adequate job on 

Prince Ethan.”  The Archmage ran a hand down Samet’s side, 

stopping to examine the half healed wound.  “I’m sure we can 

find a few handlers willing to employ similar methods.  Arda may 

even take a personal interest himself, though you’re a bit older 

than he usually prefers them.”  He chuckled.  “I must admit, it 

is a tempting prospect.  The most powerful man in the world 

entirely at my mercy.”  He lifted his hand, and flicked Samet 

across the nose. 

For half a heartbeat, he almost tried reaching for his 

magic again.  From the look on the Archmage’s face, he knew it.  

The man was actually smirking.  The man opened his mouth to say 

something, and then there was a noise outside the room.  “Your 

grace?”  one of the soldiers asked. 

“Why my dear boy.”  The Archmage smiled.  “It appears 

someone may be attempting to rescue you.”  He laughed.  “This is 

perfect.  I can test the enchantment…”  He folded his arms.  

“And the Coalition will condemn you when they learn you turned 

on your own allies before I was able to gain control of your 

binding.” 

Samet started to reach for his magic, hoping the pain would 

drive him into unconsciousness before the Archmage could…  

Horror filled him as he felt the Archmage’s will twist around 

his own, taking control of the magic.  Fire began to trail up 

over his body. 

The door opened.  Ethan and Sir Jakob were the first 

through, followed by a man he vaguely recognized as King 

Sikander.  Graham entered behind them.  The Archmage smiled.   

“Kill them,”  the Archmage’s voice said both aloud and in his 

mind.  He turned, his eyes glowing, and he saw fear on Graham’s 

face.  And then there was fire in his hands as he began to focus 

his magic on… 

Ethan. 
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22 

 

Graham saw Samet standing a few feet from the Archmage.  

Fire was trailing up his body, but there was no expression on 

his face.  And then, to his horror, he started to turn toward 

them, his motions jerky as though he was being pulled by 

invisible strings.  The Archmage was grinning broadly, his face 

positively gleeful as fire appeared in Samet’s hands.   

And then Ethan spoke.  There was a rush of what sounded 

like wind over leaves and then…  “Go to sleep.”  Whatever 

strings had been controlling Samet were cut.  He collapsed to 

the ground and lay unmoving.   

The Archmage stared at Ethan.  “How…”  He looked 

dumbfounded. “How did you —”  He cut off with a gurgling sound 

when Ethan flung a dagger into his throat.  The Archmage 

clutched at the bleeding wound as he fell to his knees.  He 

clawed at the knife before collapsing. 

# 

Ethan immediately rushed to Samet’s side.  “Master?” 

The four soldiers still in the room started to move.  

Sikander and Sir Jakob turned toward them.  Sikander drew 

himself to his full height, and his voice was firm and cold.  

“Stand.  Down.”  The men obeyed.  Sir Jakob moved in to disarm 

them. 

Sikandir was staring at Ethan.  “What just happened?” 

“Blood of the gods.”  Graham shook his head.  “You know his 

truename?” 

“Yes.”  Ethan caressed Samet’s face, cradling his head.  

There were bruises and welts all over Samet’s body.  They’d hurt 

Samet.   

“You call him master but you know his truename?”  Graham 

shook his head as if trying to make the two pieces of 

information connect 

“You mean that we have spent the past couple months 

attempting to determine how we could possibly contain a full 

fledged sorcerer…”  Sikander took a deep breath.  “And you’ve 

been able to do it at will all along?”  He shook his head.  “The 

man given to him as a slave knows his truename.”  He exhaled.  

“That’s…”  He scratched his head.  “Something.” 

“But the only way you could know his truename is if he told 

it to you.”  Graham shook his head.  “He told you his truename.” 

“Yes.”  Ethan checked Samet’s pulse.  It was strong beneath 

his fingers, and the wound on his side looked as though a healer 

had seen to him at least once since he’d been taken.  “So that 

if something like this ever happened, I could call him back.”  
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He bent his head to kiss Samet’s forehead.  “We’ve got to get 

him out of here.” 

“Which means Prince Samet could not have been behind the 

attack or…”  Sikander slowly nodded.  “And that he has been 

genuine in his offer to help all along.  He safeguarded 

himself.”  He laughed softly.  “Graham, Sir Jakob, can you carry 

him?” 

Ethan helped Graham lift Samet, then moved to drape the arm 

he was holding over Sir Jakob’s shoulders.  Samet remained limp 

and unmoving.  Then he walked over, grabbed the hilt of his 

dagger, and kicked the Archmage’s corpse to free the blade.  

“Let’s go.” 

# 

Ethan started to move, then there was a clanging sound.  

The soldier standing over King Sikander suddenly fell to the 

ground.  Margaret stood behind him, holding a fireplace poker.  

Sikander rolled back to his feet and went to back up Ethan as 

Margaret shifted to stand between them and the attackers.  “Is 

he alright?”  She glanced at the men holding Samet between them. 

“You were told to stay put no matter what.”  Graham’s voice 

only narrowly missed being a growl. 

“No, Mother told me to tell my sisters to stay put no 

matter what.”  She smiled innocently 

Ethan’s dragonbone blade pierced the armor of the last 

soldier, and the man fell.  “Margaret, what are you doing here?”  

He stared at her. 

“Arda’s men are moving on the castle.  King Henrik 

attacked, and Arda’s captain is reinforcing his guard.”  She 

gestured with the poker.  “If you keep going that way, you’re 

going to run right into them.” 

“That…”  Graham glared.  “It is not often I regret taking 

an oath of non-violence.” 

“Do as Gul does: claim that it is a walking stick and you 

can’t help if people insist on thumping their heads against it.”  

Sikander turned to look at Margaret, and raised an eyebrow.  

“You got past them to come warn us?”  He smiled. 

She actually blushed a little, then tapped her belt pouch.  

“I raided Samet’s potions.  He has one that makes you hard to 

see unless you do something to draw attention to yourself.” 

“Such as strike someone over the head to save my life.”  

Sikander gave her a small bow.  “Well done.”  He turned to look 

at Graham.  “We’ll never get to your people, not with an 

unconscious man to guard.  We should retreat to my chambers.  I 

still have men on guard there and Arda may not yet know of my 

involvement.” 

“You wanted to try and execute Samet.”  Ethan turned toward 

him. 
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“And I was wrong.  I will apologize to him once we have 

dealt with Arda.”  Sikander nodded to him.  “I give you my word 

that I will see him to safety.” 

It took a few moments, but Ethan nodded. 

# 

Someone said his name.  He knew the voice and caught hold, 

letting it drag him back to consciousness.  Samet blinked.  

“Ethan?” 

“Master.”  Ethan smiled at him.  “Are you alright?”  He 

brushed Samet’s hair back from his face.  “I’m sorry we took so 

long to…”   

“I thought I…”  Samet raised his hand and touched Ethan’s 

face.  “He nearly made me…”  He shook his head and then pulled 

Ethan toward him, kissing him.  Ethan’s mouth was hungry on his 

as he returned the kiss.  Someone coughed politely.  Samet 

blinked and released Ethan.  He turned his head to see King 

Sikander, Prelate Graham, Sir Jakob, and Princess Margaret all 

staring at them.  Margaret, at least, had a huge smile on her 

face.  “Oh.” 

There was a bit of awkward shifting before Sikander just 

shook his head.  “Arda’s men control the castle.  They are 

between us and anything else resembling safety.  My guards can 

hold these doors, but we are effectively under siege.  Our only 

advantage at the moment is that Arda does not know we are in 

here, as Queen Tabitha is keeping him and Val occupied with 

Coalition matters.  Robert’s men cannot come to aid us, as they 

are currently occupied with keeping your father’s army at bay.  

The Archmage is dead.  At the moment we are at a stalemate.” 

“I do not mean to complain about rescues, but I assume 

there was a plan at some point?”  Samet raised an eyebrow. 

“There was, then Henrik’s men tried a frontal assault on 

Arda.”  Sikander shook his head.  “I do not know what he was 

thinking with that order.” 

“Most likely of what my father will do to him.”  Samet 

shook his head.  “Henrik is the one responsible for bringing 

down the Wardstone.” 

“How can you be certain?”  Sikander folded his arms. 

“The men guarding it were of Lales.  If it was not Henrik 

himself, it was someone high enough to give commands to his 

soldiers.” 

“Samet…”  Margaret started at him.  “Henrik’s men are 

guarding Justin and my sisters.” 

A chill went through him.  “Bloody fuck.” 

“The Archmage is dead.”  Graham clasped his hands behind 

his back.  “I don’t suppose that means you can perhaps…”  He 

blinked.  “I never thought the day would come that I’d actually 

be asking a sorcerer to use magic.” 
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“At the very least we can get him a sword.”  Sikander went 

toward where some weapons had been set on a chest. 

“No.”  Ethan immediately shook his head.  “He doesn’t get a 

sword.” 

“We can’t leave him —”  Sikander frowned. 

“Absolutely no sword.”  Ethan folded his arms.   

“Ethan’s right.”  Samet sighed.  “I’m more likely to end up 

stabbing one of you than being of any use with that thing.”  He 

shook his head.  “Let me see if I understand this.  Robert 

cannot fight to us, because if he does he’ll expose his back to 

my father, who will promptly put a sword into it.  If Robert 

withdraws his forces, then my father will attack the castle 

directly and since the Coalition is currently fighting 

themselves, he will most likely succeed in killing everyone.  

Arda’s men are between us and anyone who could remotely help us 

fix the situation.  Henrik is taking commands from my father and 

the Kendall children are currently in Henrik’s safekeeping.  

Have I missed anything?” 

“Our forces in the castle are not equipped to handle a 

siege situation, even if we rejoin our allies here Arda still 

has us outnumbered five to one in the castle and Robert’s men 

two to one in the valley.  The Coalition’s armies will follow 

Robert against your father but not against the castle.”  

Sikander nodded.  “Also we have no idea what your father’s 

forces currently look like but we do know he did not lose any 

significant number of mages in his last attack and Henrik could 

easily get to the wardstone again.  The Covenant mages are 

currently undirected and in chaos, answering to their respective 

kings rather than to a unified cause.  And half the castle still 

believes you were responsible for the initial attack.” 

“Right.”  Samet held up the wrist and stared at the bracer 

for a moment.  “Alright, this is likely going to be extremely 

unpleasant.”  He reached for his magic. 

# 

Margaret covered her hands with her mouth as Samet suddenly 

twitched and screamed.  Ethan immediately caught hold of him.  

“Samet, Samet.” 

It took Samet several seconds before he could respond.  

“No.  It would appear as long as this is on me, magic is not an 

option.” 

“Princess Margaret, I don’t suppose you happen to have a 

half dozen of those stealth potions?”  Sikander turned toward 

her. 

She shook her head.  “I’ve got two of those, one of the 

protective one, one of the ones that makes a lot of smoke, and 

three of the healing ones.” 
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“The healing ones?”  Samet lifted his head to look at her.  

“The ones I had Anabeth make?” 

“Yes.”  She nodded. 

“I’m going to need two of those.”  He gestured to her. 

“I thought that healing potions didn’t work while that was 

on you?”  Margaret blinked. 

“I didn’t say this was a good plan.  In fact, I am very, 

very open to suggestions at the moment.”  Samet shook his head.  

He took the potions from Margaret, and opened one.  “Anything?” 

“I do not know what plan you have…”  Sikander shrugged.  

“But I assure you it is the only one available to us at this 

time.” 

“Right.”  He downed the potion.  “Ethan, your dragonbone 

knife.”  He set the bracer-bound wrist on the desk. 

Ethan started shaking his head.  “No.  Absolutely not.” 

“Ethan.”  Samet’s voice was sharp.  “Do as master tells 

you.” 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan swallowed.  He drew the dragonbone 

blade. 

And brought it down to sever Samet’s wrist. 

# 

Samet shoved the cursed piece of metal off the bleeding 

stump of his arm, cursing as he did so.  Even with dragonbone 

that had hurt like hell.  He downed the second potion, letting 

the magic flow through him as the concoction began to do it’s 

work.  “What the hell did you just—”  Sir Jakob started to ask. 

“Quiet.”  He concentrated, focusing his magic around the 

spell to direct the healing.  Then he lifted the hand and 

frowned at the formation starting to grow out of the stump.  

“Really hoping that is going to work.” 

“You…”  Margaret stared at him.  “Planned for this?”  She 

looked at the potions.  “You said those were for eyebrows.” 

“Eyebrows grow back on their own.”  Samet moved his 

shoulders.  The welts and other punishment he’d taken earlier 

had faded. 

“Alright.”  Sikander inclined his head towards Samet in a 

respectful gesture before adjusting his shield strap.  “We may 

be able to get to our allies now, but there is still an army 

arrayed against us.  And Vadin has a force on the way.  With the 

Coalition currently in shambles, we will be —” 

“It’s not a problem.”  Samet smiled. 

“And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”  Sikander 

raised an eyebrow. 

“It means, your majesty, that the reason Covenant mages 

practice meditative calm is because strong emotions can have a 

proportional effect on magical emanations related to said 
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emotions.  And I am not…” Samet rose.  “In a particularly good 

mood.” 

“You’re saying…”  Sikander’s eyes widened. 

Ethan grinned.  “That hell just broke loose.” 

“Ethan…”  Samet’s eyes began to glow.  “Let’s go get your 

family.” 

# 

“If Arda’s men don’t back us up…”  Robert took a deep 

breath.  “Holding does us no good.  We can bring in backup, but 

so can Vadin, and he has considerably more available to him.” 

“There is still no word from the Covenant mages, your 

highness.”  Sikander’s general nodded.  “Arda’s men have refused 

to let my messenger pass.  I have had no word from my king.” 

Robert sighed.  After Arda and his own, Sikander’s forces 

represented the strongest in the valley.  If they didn’t aid 

him, then…  “Vadin is…” 

“The clear and present threat, your highness.  I have 

ordered our reinforcements to strengthen your lines.  My men and 

I are at your command until I hear otherwise from my king.”   He 

bowed before heading out of the tent. 

“You know…”  Sir Corbin chuckled.  “That’s what I love 

about Adormen.  Stubborn bastards the lot, but damned if they 

aren’t professionals.” 

“Get your men into position.”  Robert smiled.  “We need to 

—” 

They both turned as something inside the castle exploded. 

# 

“Did you see that?”  Perdu stared. 

Vadin nodded as he watched smoke rising from inside the 

castle.  “Tell the men to hold.”  He smiled.  “I think it’s time 

the Coalition learned once and for all just why annoying my son 

is a bad idea.”  He leaned back.  “I do so love watching 

fireworks.” 

Perdu laughed. 

# 

Flames surrounded Samet as he entered the hall.  The 

fighting inside ceased, the soldiers frozen as they caught sight 

of the sorcerer walking toward them.  It lasted for only a few 

heartbeats, and then several of Arda’s men were turning toward 

them, swords in hand.  He sent a wave of flame, sweeping the 

attackers aside and throwing them into the wall hard enough that 

two of them went all the way through it.  He did not alter his 

stride as he walked toward the man at the other end of the hall.  

“Henrik.” 

“Emir Samet.”  The man smiled.  “I am pleased to see you 

unharmed, I…” 
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“My father keeps his promises, Henrik.  One of the few 

traits he and I share.  I hope whatever he promised you was 

worthwhile.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “Because I promise that if 

you have harmed those children in any way I will drag you to the 

bottommost pit of hell and leave you within.” 

“I…”  Henrik stared to shake his head. 

“We know, Henrik.”  Sikander said.  “Stand down.” 

Slowly, the man seemed to wilt before them.  “I…”  Slowly 

he nodded.  “Vadin’s men are collecting the children now.” 

“What?”  Several of the soldiers that had a moment ago been 

fighting next to Henrik started backing away. 

“Sir Bren, take this man into custody.”  Sikander nodded to 

one of his soldiers as Samet started moving again. 

“Yes, my lord.”  The knight bowed. 

# 

“Vadin’s men are holding position.”  The messenger gave 

Robert a confused look. 

Robert looked up at the castle, then slowly nodded.  

Because Vadin believed his son was free, and did not believe 

Samet had turned against him.  Doubtless the man no longer saw 

need to throw his men against the castle.  “Leave the front 

lines where they are, and assemble my honor guard.  I’m heading 

to the castle.” 

# 

“Captain Niraj.”  Samet’s voice rang out as he headed down 

the hall.  “Stand down.” 

“Sir Imran, stand down.”  Sikander’s voice echoed. 

The two groups of soldiers hesitantly began backing away 

from each other.  The man wearing Atrios armor took a knee.  

“Emir Vadin.  We were told you were a prisoner.” 

“Do I look like a prisoner?”  Samet raised an eyebrow. 

“No, highness.”  Captain Niraj shook his head.  “My lord, 

we were ordered to…” 

“Your majesty, King Henrik’s men left their posts shortly 

before these men arrived.”  The knight nodded to Sikander. 

“Ethan…”  Samet turned toward him.  “Do you recognize any 

of these men?” 

He knew what Samet was asking.  He shook his head.  “I do 

not.” 

“Captain Niraj, take your men and go.  Your business here 

is concluded.” 

“My prince, your father ordered us to…” 

“Inform my father I do not need to be rescued, and I will 

speak to him in due time.”  Samet narrowed his eyes.  “I have 

killed enough of my countrymen of late.  Do not make me kill 

you.” 
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“Your majesty?”  The knight raised an eyebrow at King 

Sikander. 

“Let them pass.”  Sikander nodded. 

Samet’s voice was quiet as he watched the men walk away.  

“Niraj used to whittle me toys.”  He shook his head, then looked 

at Sikander.  “Thank you.” 

“If I could end every battle without bloodshed…”  Sikander 

exhaled.  “Let us ensure the children are unharmed. 

Ethan touched Samet’s undamaged hand and squeezed it gently 

before heading toward the door. 

# 

“There was fighting outside the door.”  Lucille climbed out 

of the wardrobe.  “So the knights told us to hide.” 

“Where did you go?”  Anabeth shook her head at Margaret.  

She lifted Justin up onto her hip.  “Mother is going to kill 

you.” 

“Yes.”  Margaret nodded.  “Yes, she definitely is.  Are you 

all okay?” 

“Anabeth was scared.”  Lucille shook her head.  “I wasn’t.” 

“You very brave.”  Ethan grinned at her. 

“Samet’s faery godmother said if the bad guys got too scary 

I could call her and she’d scare them right back, but I didn’t 

think that was a good idea because last time she was here she 

threatened to eat Prelate Graham.” 

Sikander raised an eyebrow at Graham.  “Varorgirin 

threatened to eat you?” 

“She threatens to eat…”  Samet blinked, then turned.  “How 

did you know her name?” 

“She has a soft spot for broken pretty things.”  Sikander 

shrugged.  “Our paths once crossed.” 

“Lucille, please do not summon unholy monsters from the 

Beyond.”  Margaret shook her head. 

“But she said she’d come to my tea parties!”  Lucille 

frowned. 

“You know…”  Ethan turned to look at Samet. 

“That’s a terrible idea.”  Samet immediately started 

shaking her head.  “Do you have any idea how difficult it would 

be to find scones in a castle that is currently under attack?” 

“Well…”  Ethan shrugged.  “Yes?” 

“Please no.”  Graham winced. 

“I would prefer to avoid having to explain to King Robert 

that we sacrificed his Right Hand’s soul due to being unable to 

find fresh pastries.”  Sikander shook his head. 

“Thank you.”  Graham narrowed his eyes.  “I think.” 

“We still need to rescue Mother.”  Margaret frowned. 

“We will.”  Ethan smiled.  “You and Graham are staying 

here, where it is safe.” 
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Samet put his hand on Graham’s shoulder.  “If more trouble 

than the guards can handle does appear…”  He shrugged.  “Hide 

behind Margaret.”  He turned toward her.  “There is frostfire in 

the black case.  Do be careful, my dear.” 

# 

“You did not kill Henrik.”  Sikander’s voice sounded 

thoughtful. 

“I am not the one he betrayed.”  Samet shook his head.  

“That justice is yours to dispense.” 

“Emir Samet…”  Sikander nodded.  “You remind me a great 

deal of your mother.  I do not know where the boundaries of 

alliances will fall after tonight, nor what the future will hold 

for the Coalition and it’s treaty.”  He smiled.  “But I think 

that I would honored to call you a friend.”   

“The feeling is mutual, your majesty.”  Samet nodded. 

“Not to break up the moment.”  Ethan glanced over the 

ramparts.  “But my brother has found himself some trouble.” 

“Well.”  Samet nodded.  “Let’s fill him in on the 

situation.”  He stepped off the ramparts.  Ethan stepped off a 

heartbeat behind him. 

Sikander blinked, and turned to Sir Jakob, whose eyes were 

wide.  “Did you know he could fly?” 

“If it’s all the same, your highness…”  Sir Jakob shook his 

head.  “Perhaps we could take the stairs?” 

# 

“Sir Darin.”  Robert drew himself to his full height and 

stared at the man.  “You have no business blocking my path.” 

“Got you outnumbered.”  The man sneered.  “King Arda’s 

orders make it my business.” 

“I…” 

There was a flash of light, and both of them looked up in 

time to see Samet step off the rampart.  Great wings of fire 

appeared around him, bearing him to the ground.  Ethan stepped 

off behind him, and fire rose from the ground, catching him and 

lowering him slowly while somehow managing not to so much as 

singe his clothes.  They landed on either side of him. 

“Your highness…”  Samet raised an eyebrow.  His eyes were 

glowing.  “May I get the door?” 

“I would appreciate it.”  Robert nodded to him. 

Flames trailed up Samet’s body as the portcullis tore free 

of the castle, taking part of the wall with it.  The metal grate 

smashed against the men on one side before reversing direction 

and shoving aside the men on the other, clearing the path.  A 

wall of fire appeared on either side of the recently cleared 

path, and the first man that tried crossing it came out ash on 

the other side.  “After you.”  Samet gestured. 

# 
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Rather than incinerate the men, Samet simply lit the rug on 

fire, pulling the flames up high.  Arda’s men had to flee or 

burn alive.  He heated metal, forcing those wearing enemy colors 

to drop swords and fling searing pieces of armor off of them.  

Allied forces were quick to round up the prisoners.  A good many 

of the Talidir soldiers were actually laughing.  

“They’ve sealed the chamber door.”  Sir Jakob shook his 

head. 

“Samet, if you don’t mind?”  Robert turned toward him. 

The chamber’s wall cracked and shattered as flames traced 

around the masonry  Broken pieces of rock and wood were ripped 

away to land in a pile in the hall.  On the other side of the 

wall, the assembled kings and queens stared in shock at where 

the reinforced and warded wall had been only moments ago.  Arda 

was standing on the dais next to Queen Tabitha, and he had his 

hand around her upper arm.  Several seconds passed before anyone 

inside could find their voice.  “What is going on?”  King Alinor 

stood, his eyes wide.  “Robert?” 

“Queen Tabitha”  Samet fixed his gaze on King Arda.  The 

man visibly paled.  “I trust that you are unharmed?” 

“She had better be.”  Robert glared.  “What the hell is 

going on here?” 

“The Archmage was murdered, we are under attack, and your 

wife wants to talk about harvest festivals.”  Prelate Sandra 

glared.  “Sikander, you’ve acted in direct violation of the 

Coalition’s treaty.” 

“I disagree.”  Sikander began shaking his head.  “I feel 

that —” 

“I am not a member of your Coalition.”  Flames rose around 

Samet once more.  His voice was soft.  “I have signed no treaty.  

You have no authority over me.  I did not come here to be your 

enemy, and yet some of you have persisted in making yourselves 

my enemies nonetheless.  I have done no more tonight than act in 

defense of myself and my friends, and I have every intention of 

continuing that course.  So I ask again…”  He narrowed his eyes, 

calling fire to his hands.  “Queen Tabitha, are you alright?” 

She pulled her arm free of Arda, then nodded, walking to 

join her husband.  “I am.” 

“Then my participation in this summit is concluded.”  Samet 

waved his hand, and the brick and wood suddenly flew back into 

place, reforming the wall. 
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23 

 

Robert frowned at where the healer was examining Samet.  

Lord Vadin’s son had not only taken a blade for his children, 

he’d willingly cut off his own hand.  If his actions were 

because he was in love with Ethan, then…  He shook his head.  

“Meghan?” 

“The hand has almost fully regrown.”  She stretched one of 

the fingers back, causing Samet to wince and curse.  “The nerves 

and tendons are intact.  It will not be as dexterous or 

sensitive as the original, but it is functional.”  She looked up 

at Samet.  “I want a copy of all your notes on this potion.” 

“I want you to stop poking me and making me drink that vile 

green concoction.”  Samet shook his head. 

“You recently cut off your hand.”  She narrowed her eyes. 

“And regrew it.”  He glared back.  “Without your help.” 

“If you’d had my help you might have done a better job of 

it.”  She glared at him.  “The full course of the blood 

restorative is necessary.” 

“I can set you on fire.”  Samet growled.  

“Your recent exertions only exacerbated the the 

difficulties with the healing process, creating additional 

strain on your body.”  She shoved the potion toward him. 

“With my mind.”  His eyes started to glow. 

“Samet.”  Tabitha’s voice was quiet.  “Do as the nice 

healer tells you.” 

“You know they make it taste terrible on purpose?”  Samet 

looked over his shoulder at her. 

“Yes dear.”  Her voice became firm.  “Now drink it.” 

He made a grumbling sound before downing the potion.  

Robert just shook his head.  “Thank you, Meghan.”   

“You’re welcome, your majesty.”  She gave a small bow 

before exiting the room. 

“Your father’s forces have withdrawn.  With you loose and 

the coalition forces withdrawing from the castle, it seems Vadin 

isn’t interested in wasting the forces needed to take and hold 

it.”  He sighed.  “I should never have made you come to the 

summit.” 

“King Robert…”  Samet sat up.  “There are only two people 

in this world who have ever forced me to do anything.  Ethan 

killed one.”  He shook his head.  “You married the other.” 

He laughed.  “I just wanted to say thank you, and to…”  

Robert shook his head.  “Apologize for how I treated you upon 

your arrival, and for the assassins I sent after you prior to 

that.”  
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“I do have a bit of news for you.”  He scratched the back 

of the scarred hand.  “I was able to make a limited contact with 

Enesuriel.  She verified that Vincent and Sarah are both alive 

and not in my father’s custody.” 

“Then they are on their way back?”  Tabitha immediately sat 

up straighter. 

“I…”  Samet frowned.  “Think so.  Enesuriel can be very 

difficult to understand when she gets excited and there was 

something about Vincent needing a new sword before they could 

continue.” 

“But they are alive and your father doesn’t have them.”  

Robert nodded.  He patted Samet’s shoulder.  “Thank you again.”  

He looked up when Ethan entered, carrying a tray of food.  “We 

should let you get dinner and some sleep.”  And figure out 

exactly what he was going to say to his brother later. 

# 

“King Sikander.”  Graham bowed.  “I thought you’d left.” 

“I was leaving…”  Sikander slowly nodded.  “And I realized 

I’d not yet said all my farewells.”  He glanced up at the 

landing above.  “My lady Margaret, may I have a quick word?” 

She walked down the stairs, smiling.  “King Sikander.”  She 

curtsied.  “Thank you again for your help.” 

“Thank you, my lady.”  He bowed, then gave a small shrug.  

“My lady, if you are agreeable, I would like you to tell your 

father there is a matter he and I should discuss.” 

“And what matter is that?” 

He caught her hand.  “Your hand, my lady.”  He pressed a 

kiss to the back of it. 

“I will speak to him.”  She smiled, a hint of red coming to 

her cheeks. 

“Then I hope to see you again soon.”  He returned her smile 

before bowing and walking from the foyer. 

# 

“How is your hand?”  Ethan sat down next to him. 

Samet held it up.  “My fingernails are purple.”  He sighed.  

“I really did think it was the laceroot causing that.”  

The skin of the hand looked it was covered in healed burns.  

Ethan caught it in his, and gently ran his fingers across it.  

The scar tissue felt strange beneath his fingers.  “Can you feel 

that?” 

“As though you were touching me through a glove.”  Samet 

sighed. 

He bent, and pressed Samet’s hand to his lips.  “Perhaps 

with more healing, we can…”  

The fingers of Samet’s other hand brushed through his hair.  

“I have another.” 
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“I’m yours, master.”  Ethan went to his knees, bowing his 

head.   

“As I am yours.”  Samet ran his scarred fingers down 

Ethan’s cheek.  “I love you, Ethan.” 

Ethan smiled.  “You know, you didn’t have to take on an 

army to prove that.  I already knew.”  He put his hands on 

Samet’s knees, then slid them upward.  “You look tired, master.  

Let me serve you.”  He gazed up at Samet.  “Please.”  He began 

unfastening Samet’s trousers. 

“Who is your master, Ethan?”  Samet smiled. 

“You are, master.”  He traced the tip of his tongue down 

Samet’s already hardening shaft, then smoothly began pulling 

Samet’s trousers down.  He pulled back to strip off his tunic 

before taking just the first taste of Samet into his mouth and 

running his tongue around it gently.  Slowly, he moved his head 

down, letting Samet’s fullness slip deeper into his mouth and 

throat.  Samet’s fingers tangled in his hair, tightening just 

below the threshold of pain.  He moved his hand, caressing 

between Samet’s legs.  A small thrill of pleasure shot through 

him as he heard Samet’s soft gasp. 

He began to suck more forcefully, moving his head up and 

down, caressing Samet as his lover began to moan beneath his 

ministrations.  He took Samet in deep, feeling him on the back 

of his throat, and then hummed.  Samet’s body twitched in 

response to the motion, and he heard a sound that was somewhere 

between a whimper and a laugh.  He did it again, and this time 

Samet’s pleasure was audible.  He smiled before going back to 

work with his tongue 

Samet’s hips rose, and a moment later he started twitching.  

Warm saltiness filled his mouth, and he took it all, waiting for 

Samet to release his hair before reluctantly removing his mouth.  

He kissed the tip of Samet’s shaft before crawling up into his 

lap.  Samet put his arms around Ethan, pulling him close.  “Good 

boy.” 

“Thank you, master.”  He kissed Samet’s throat before 

snuggling deeper into his arms. 

# 

“Graham, I have a rather strange question for you.”  Robert 

folded his arms as he gazed out the window. 

“These are strange times, Robert.”  Graham continued 

sorting paper into piles. 

“What do I do about the fact that Samet is in love with 

Ethan?” 

Graham put his hands down on the desk.  “Oh, thank the 

gods.  I was worried I was going to have to break that news to 

you.” 

Robert turned around.  “You knew about this?”  He stared. 
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“It became fairly obvious when the first thing that 

happened after Ethan woke Samet up was they kissed.” 

“Wait…”  Robert blinked.  “Ethan and Samet kissed?”  His 

eyes widened.  “Ethan is…”  He stared.  “With Samet?” 

“You…”  Graham slowly shook his head.  “Didn’t know that 

part.” 

“Four years ago I had to drag Ethan down the stairs by the 

earlobe after catching him trying to peek into the women’s bath 

chamber.”  Robert ran a hand through his hair.  “Why would I 

even begin to suspect that he…”  He took several deep breaths.  

“Did you know Tabitha wanted me to talk to Samet about marrying 

him to Margaret?” 

“Ah.”  Graham looked away.  “Yes.  Well.  No.” 

“Graham.”  Robert narrowed his eyes.  “Do you know 

something about Margaret and Samet?” 

“No, no, definitely no.”  Graham shook his head. 

“What do you —” 

“Robert, I beg you to stop asking me questions.”  Graham 

winced. 

He leaned back against the wall, setting his head against 

it.  “Blood of the gods.  Next I’m going to learn that the 

reason Vincent and Sarah aren’t back yet is they’ve decided to 

ride off together on the back of a unicorn or something.” 

# 

“You and Uncle Ethan.”  Samet turned at the sound of 

Margaret’s voice.  She grinned. “Does Father know yet?” 

“Actually, yes.”  Samet shrugged.  “Sort of.” 

“He does?”  She blinked. 

“He asked me if I was in love with Ethan.”  Samet leaned 

back against the wall.  “I answered the question honestly.” 

Margaret laughed.  “What did his face look like?” 

“Something reminiscent of a flummoxed ox.” 

“I need to talk to him.”  She hesitated, folding her arms 

across my chest.  “King Sikander asked if I…”  She smiled.  “He 

wants to talk to Robert about my hand.” 

“And I take it you are agreeable to this notion?”  Samet 

raised an eyebrow. 

“I am.  You know…”  She chuckled.  “Until I realized you 

and Uncle Ethan were…”  She shrugged.  “If it weren’t for him, 

I’d be batting my eyes at you.” 

“If it weren’t for your Uncle Ethan, I’d have already 

carried you off.”  He smiled.  “Do ensure that Sikander knows 

that I consider you a dear friend if not a sister, and I am 

known to have a few minor over-protective tendencies.” 

# 

“The first archway was difficult, but it was also the one 

my father had been feeding.”  Samet looked over the map.  
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“Feeding the archway takes time, and he hasn’t had enough of 

that regarding the other two.  Sealing them will still be 

difficult, but the danger won’t be from the archway itself.” 

“Then what are the dangers?”  Robert frowned. 

“In both instances, getting to them.  For the first, I was 

able to avoid…”  He gave Robert an apologetic look.  “The 

massive enemy army by simply going through the Beyond instead.  

And as you may have noticed, I ended up getting caught.”  He 

tapped the map, then straightened.  “Where is…” 

“Left side of the desk, next to the your teacup,” Ethan 

said. 

Samet retrieved the scroll, and laid it out atop the map.  

“The second archway lies in the Brizlin forest.”  He tapped the 

map.  “In addition to the twenty foot long carnivorous lizards 

and spear-wielding goblins, the defenses crafted by Sorcerer-

King Drugal remain in place.”  He touched the scroll.  “I have 

collected several accounts from travelers who have approached 

that area, and they all claim such events as the trees coming to 

life and music that drove people insane.  I must conclude we are 

dealing with fey, a form known as Rusayaka.” 

“I have absolutely no idea what those are.”  Robert shook 

his head. 

“They are in many ways closer to demons than faeries.  

Prelate Graham can tell you what Varorgirin is capable of.”  He 

looked up at Robert.  “She avoids Rusayaka.  My research has led 

me to believe there are ways of defending against their magic, 

methods of purification that make a person immune.  

Unfortunately, I’ve yet to actually have the opportunity for 

testing.” 

“You’re telling me that if I send people with you, some of 

them are going to die.”  Robet slowly nodded.  “I already knew 

that.” 

“There is a difference between…”  Samet sighed.  “To pass 

the bridge, a mage must cast a spell at a specific location.  

The individual who does that is going to die, and there is 

nothing I can do to prevent that from occurring.  Their life 

force will be expended by the spell.”  He leaned on the table.  

“And it follows that anyone willing to volunteer for such a task 

is the sort of person this world can scarce afford to lose.” 

“The choice of who to send with you is mine, Samet.  Not 

yours.  You let me bear that weight.”  Robert looked down at the 

map.  “What else do you require?” 

“I’ll need…”  He started to turn toward the stacks of books 

again. 

“Third bookcase, second shelf, on the right.”  Ethan 

pointed. 

“And…” 
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“Top drawer of your wardrobe, all the way to the back.” 

“I don’t suppose you’ve figured out why I keep putting 

things there.”  Samet retrieved the items.  “I’ll need blackened 

iron.  And not the stuff the blacksmiths sell for talismans.  

The real thing.”  He handed Robert a scroll.  “That’s the 

process, if they don’t know it.  Every soldier should have 

blackened iron on their person.”  He shrugged awkwardly.  “And 

there is really no good way to put this but I’m going to need at 

least three decent warriors who are innocent.  As in…”  He 

sighed.  “Virgins.”  When Robert stared at him he rolled his 

eyes.  “It’s a faery thing.” 

“May I ask how you had planned to handle this undertaking 

without allies?”  Robert gave him a skeptical look. 

“Do you want my honest answer?”  Samet raised an eyebrow. 

“Yes, actually.”  Robert nodded.  “I like having a plan B.” 

“I was going to leave this one to last and sell my soul to 

a demoness in order to bypass all of this.” 

“What?”  Ethan’s head came up sharply. 

“I never said it was a good plan.” 

“Get a new plan B.”  Robert shook his head.  “And the third 

archway?” 

“Again, the problem is location.”  Samet looked down at the 

map, then set his finger on it.  “It’s here.” 

“The third archway is in Castle Atrios?”  Robert blinked. 

“How do you think my father got his hands on the 

dragoncrown in the first place?”  Samet sighed.  “Father was 

willing to let the soulstorm loose on Talidir while control of 

the dragoncrown was perfected, but he was not willing to risk 

his own people.” 

“What if we got the dragon —” 

“No.”  Samet’s voice was flat. 

“If it can —” 

“My father getting his hands on the dragoncrown is what 

started him down this path, Robert.  Once the archways are 

sealed, we will be able to destroy that monstrosity and I intend 

to do exactly that.” 

“Understood.”  Robert nodded.  “I will trust to your 

judgment.”  He stood there, silently, then took a deep breath.  

“Samet, about you and Ethan…”  He shifted his weight from foot 

to foot and then just shook his head.  “I guess all I can really 

have to say is welcome to the family.” 

“I…”  Samet blinked.  “Thank you.” 

# 

Graham took a deep breath before looking at the mages who 

had gathered.  “I need a volunteer.” 

“Prelate, you need only ask and any one of us would…”  Theo 

started shaking his head. 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 201 of 230 

“You are the members of your order that I know and trust.  

I consider each and every one of you my friend.”  He clasped his 

hands behind his back.  “I am asking one among you to undertake 

a task that will result in your death.  There is no uncertainty.  

No miraculous chance.  No odds to beat.  If you do this, you 

will die.  If you do not, we cannot reach the archway.”  He took 

a deep breath.  “I need a volunteer.” 

“You have twelve of them.”  Anaya smiled.  There was a 

murmur of agreement.  “We will draw straws.” 

# 

Robert looked over his commanders.  “I will need three 

volunteers.”  He took a deep breath.  “And there is a small 

catch.” 

# 

Ethan looked up as a gray robed woman entered.  His fingers 

itched for a blade, then Samet’s hand touched his knee.  Samet 

rose.  “My lady?” 

“Deanna.”  She smiled.  “Prelate Graham said you have a 

spell to teach me.” 

# 

“And these…”  He searched for a polite phrasing.  

“Youngsters are competent warriors?”  Samet gave Sir Jakob a 

skeptical look. 

Jakob offered him one of the practice blades.  “I suppose 

you can test them?” 

Samet looked down at the blade.  “Refresh my memory.”  He 

frowned.  “Which end of that am I supposed to grip?” 

“I uh…”  Jakob withdrew the sword.  “I’ll just go test 

them.” 

“Awkward in the barracks lately?”  Ethan raised an eyebrow 

at Sir Matthew. 

“It didn’t really get too bad until we had to clarify what, 

er…”  Matthew shrugged.  “Counted as…”  He sighed.  “There are 

things you just can’t unhear.”  He winced.  “Healer Meghan took 

notes and we all received several lectures on appropriate 

hygiene procedures.” 

“I…”  Ethan shook his head.  “Don’t want to know.” 

# 

“It’s strange.”  Ethan leaned out the window, looking up at 

the stars.  “Knowing that Robert and Tabitha know and are…”  He 

shook his head.  “Accepting.”  He glanced over at where Samet 

was looking over a scroll, and shook his head fondly.  Then he 

walked over, lifted Samet’s tunic, and brushed his fingertips 

over the warm flesh beneath.   

Samet made a squealing sound and danced away.  “Bloody 

hell.” 
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“Is something wrong?”  He gave Samet an innocent look, 

trying to fight back his laughter. 

“You know…”  Samet narrowed his eyes.  “If you want a good 

spanking you could just ask.” 

“I thought that’s what I just did.”  He grinned. 

“Who is your master, Ethan?”  Samet smiled. 

“You are, master.”  He sank to his knees, then looked over 

his shoulder before turning back to Samet.  “You’ve never tied 

me to a bed before, master.” 

“You know…”  Samet set the scroll aside.  “I do believe you 

are right.” 

# 

“One of us…”  Samet finished binding Ethan’s left ankle to 

the bed post.  “Is going to have to come up with an explanation 

for what befell the curtain cords.”  He slid his finger under 

the knot to ensure it wasn’t too tight. 

“Gnomes, master.”  Ethan murmured from where he lay face 

down on the bed. 

“Gnomes?”  Samet looked up at him. 

“Yes, master.”  Ethan nodded. 

Samet sat down on the bed, then stretched out next to him.  

“Do you think they’ll believe that?” 

“They might, master.”  Ethan was silent for a moment, then 

gave him a confused look.  “Master?” 

“Yes Ethan?”  Samet crossed one ankle above the opposite 

knee. 

“Are you going to…”  Ethan raised his head. 

“I was thinking about it…”  Samet chewed his lower lip.  

“Then I remembered how someone thought it was funny to tickle me 

with freezing hands.”  He patted Ethan’s bare bottom lightly, 

then reached up to shift the pillow so he could lay next to 

Ethan more comfortably.  “So are we claiming the gnomes broke 

in, or…” 

“Master!”   

“We could say it was a summoning gone awry, but that could 

raise its own awkward questions.”  Samet tapped his lips. 

“Mercy.” 

“What was that?” 

Ethan lifted his head.  “Have mercy, master.  Please.  I’m 

sorry, master.  Please take mercy on me, master.”   

He sat up, looking at Ethan.  He brushed lightly across 

Ethan’s body, from shoulder to thigh and then back again.  Then 

he rose and stripped out of his own clothing before going to the 

fireplace and adding another log.  Samet watched the fire catch, 

then walked back over to the bed and looked down at the man 

spread helpless upon it.  Ethan’s feet were off limits, but the 

rest of his body was entirely at his mercy.  He trailed his 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 203 of 230 

fingers up Ethan’s inner thigh, then caressed between his legs.  

“Mercy, hmm?” 

“Please, master.” 

“Ethan…”  He hesitated.  “You may not enjoy this.” 

“Will you, master?”  Ethan turned to look at him. 

“Yes.” 

“Then so will I, master.”  Ethan nodded. 

He took a piece of cloth from the nightstand and crumpled 

it into a ball before holding it up to Ethan.  Ethan obediently 

opened his mouth, and Samet placed the cloth inside.  He picked 

up another, and held it up to Ethan’s hand.  When Ethan gave him 

a confused look, Samet smiled at him reassuringly.  “If you 

reach your limit, drop this, and I will stop.”  He waited for 

Ethan to nod and take the cloth. 

Then he pounced upon the bed, calling his magic to him as 

he did so.  His fingers glowed as he raked them down Ethan’s 

body.  His fingertips crackled with electricity every time they 

made contact with Ethan’s flesh.  Ethan bucked beneath him, and 

Samet straddled him.  He slid his oil slicked fingers inside, 

then added a jolt of the magic.  Ethan thrashed, making a sound 

somewhere between a moan and a scream that was all but silenced 

by the gag.  Samet drove himself inside, feeling the tight 

muscles give way as he pushed himself in deeper.  His fingertips 

trailed back up Ethan’s body, making the younger man arch his 

back and strain against the bonds, nearly bucking him off.  

Samet arched his own back, pushing his full length into his 

thrashing lover.  He glanced at the cloth and noted Ethan still 

holding it in a tight fist. 

He moved, his thrusts hard and deep.  Samet grunted, then 

leaned forward to sink his teeth into Ethan’s shoulder.  To his 

delight, Ethan pushed back against him, tightening his muscles.  

Samet caught Ethan’s earlobe gently in his teeth for a moment 

before releasing it again.  He could see a dazed look in Ethan’s 

half closed eyes, and a small smile on his face.  And then he 

felt Ethan twitch as he came beneath him.  Samet sat up, arching 

his own back as his world briefly exploded.  

Samet collapsed onto the bed, careful not to land on Ethan.  

He reached up, and pulled the gag from between Ethan’s teeth.  

“Are you alright, Ethan?” 

“Master?”  Ethan blinked up at him. 

“Yes, Ethan?” 

“The tapestry is on fire, master.” 

“Bloody hell.”  He turned and called up ice to douse the 

flames.  He shook his head.  “When did that happen?” 

“When you bit me, master.”  Ethan laughed softly. 

“Alright…”  He lay back down, staring at the ceiling.  

“Ethan?” 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 204 of 230 

“Yes, master?” 

“That’s really the kind of thing you should drop the cloth 

for.” 

“But master…”  Ethan lifted his head.  “You said if I 

dropped the cloth, you’d stop.” 

Samet started laughing. 
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24 

 

“Ethan…”  Samet’s eyes glowed as the shadows began moving.  

“Iron.” 

Ethan drew the blackened iron blades.  The soldiers around 

them all ensured their own bits of black iron were displayed.  

Several of them shifted nervously as the trees rustled around 

them.  “My lord?”  one of them asked hesitantly. 

“Stay close.”  Samet started walking.   

“And what about them?”  One soldier glanced at the three 

young men wearing green scarves around their arms.  “Where do 

they come in?” 

“Well…”  Samet shook his head.  “There really is no good 

way to phrase this, but…” 

“They’re bait.”  Ethan shrugged. 

“Wait.”  One of them looked up.  “What?” 

“We have to draw the dryads away somehow.”  Samet shook his 

head.  “Don’t worry.  They won’t actually hurt you.”  He glanced 

at the soldiers.  “Try not to hurt them, either.” 

# 

Graham reached up a hand to close Deanna’s eyes.  He 

sighed, and felt Robert’s hand on his shoulder.  “Graham?” 

“Thirty years, I have known her.”  He stood, and blinked 

the tears away.  “War claims the best of us.” 

“I’m sorry, my friend.”  Robert sighed. 

“Thank you.” 

# 

Ethan felt his stomach roll as a group of vines suddenly 

descended from a tree and wrapped around one of the soldiers, 

lifting him into the air and ripping him apart.  Blood 

splattered the other soldiers, some of whom were starting to 

look as if they were considering running.  Fire trailed up 

Samet’s body, and the tree burst into flames.  A screaming sound 

came from it as it fell away to ash in only a few seconds. 

Several other trees seemed to recoil, making the path seem 

wider.  The soldiers hefted their weapons, and kept moving.  

Some of them were smiling. 

# 

He tightened his magic, focusing the heat more intensely 

rather than on a wide spread.  The lance of fire burned a hole 

through the Rusayaka’s chest.  “How many did we lose?”  Samet 

glanced over his shoulder at the soldiers. 

“Three.”  One of the knights reported.  “Six wounded, two 

badly enough to be out of the fight.” 
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“Give them one of the ward crystals, and then take your 

positions.”  Samet looked around the chamber.  “Once I begin the 

ritual, do not cross the boundaries of the wards.” 

“Or everybody in a two mile radius is going to die.”  Ethan 

nodded. 

“Yes, my lords.”  The knight saluted and began calling 

orders to the rest of the soldiers. 

# 

Vadin rose, and walked across the room.  He stared at the 

item sitting on the pedastal.  One of the three crystals was 

cracked and dark.  And now a second seemed to swirl, red and 

white shifting around each other without ever once seeming to 

mix.  Samet had been reluctant about the archways, even going so 

far as to seal one.  Surely that had been about controlling the 

forces?  Showing the soul storm who was truly in command, who 

had the strength to…  “My son, what are you doing?”  

He turned, and strode across the room.  An athame lay upon 

a table.  He picked it up, and used it to pierce the skin of his 

forearm.  Blood welled, dropping into a tarnished silver cup.  

“Garachus.”  No rustle of wind.  The demoness was still not 

answering him.  “Garachus.”  He shook his head in frustration 

when his second call failed to get a response.  Slowly he took 

deep breaths. 

Salt mixed with shavings of blackened iron was spread 

across the ground to form a circle, though he was careful not to 

close it.  He set the cup of blood within, then went to his 

wardrobe.  He removed a small iron box covered with ornate 

runes, and unlocked it.  Using a kerchief so as not to 

inadvertantly touch the item within, he removed a tooth.  Vadin 

closed the box once more before going back to his circle and 

placing the tooth into the blood.  He spread more salt to close 

the circle, then rose once more.  He took several deep breaths.  

“Varorgirin.” 

The acrid scent filled the air, burning his nose.  And then 

her wizened form rose up in the center of the circle.  “Abhay.” 

“What have you done?”  He narrowed his eyes at her. 

“Exactly what I told you I would do.”  She smiled, blood 

dripping from her mouth. 

“You were to train him.”  Vadin shook his head. 

“And I did.”  Her laughter was wet.  “Just as she…”  

Varorgirin emphasized the word.  “Bid me.” 

“What?”  He blinked.  “I bound you to…” 

“You really think the likes of you…”  She drew herself to 

her full height.  “Could ever bind me?  Your demoness worked her 

magic, Abhay, but demons only see the darkness.  She bound me 

only because I allowed it for my own purpose.”  She cackled.  

“You will pay for what you did to my Usha.” 
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“You turned her against me.”  He glared at the monster. 

“She loved you until the last, Abhay.  And for that reason 

alone…”  Varorgirin’s extended her claws, scratching at the 

barrier that protected him to create sparks.  “Your soul will 

beg me to release it to hell.” 

Vadin snarled.  “Tell me what you did to my son.” 

“I did nothing.  It was all you.  Such a beautiful mistake 

you made, in your hatred and pride.”  She laughed, the wet sound 

of tearing flesh.  “Usha’s son was born of fire, Abhay.  

Creation and destruction, consumption and purification, feared 

in it’s rage…”  She showed her jagged teeth.  “And treasured for 

it’s warmth and light.”  She met his eyes.  “Burn.” 

Then she was gone, vanished once more into the ground, 

leaving those damned flowers behind to mock him. 

And there, in the dragoncrown, the second crystal cracked 

and went dark. 

# 

The black stone of the archway turned to white stone as the 

spell collapsed.  Samet staggered, and Ethan caught him before 

he fell.  “Samet?” 

“I, uh…”  His eyes rolled back in his head as he lost 

consciousness. 

“Prince Ethan…”  Sir Jakob frowned.  “Was that supposed to 

happen?” 

“Well, it happened last time.”  Ethan sighed.  “Give me a 

hand?” 

“How long is he going to be out?”  one of the other knights 

asked. 

“Last time was about four hours.”  Ethan frowned.  “He said 

this one wasn’t going to be as tough to seal so I, uh…”  He 

shrugged.  “Don’t know.” 

“Highness…”  One of the knights was looking around. 

“What’s wrong, Sir Richard?”  Ethan raised an eyebrow. 

“We’re missing a virgin.” 

# 

Robert looked over the report, and nodded.  He looked up at 

the messenger.  “Pass the word.  Come morning, we break the camp 

and head home.”  He frowned as he watched the man exit the tent. 

He turned to see Graham staring at him.  “What troubles 

you?” 

“Everything went according to plan.”  Robert shook his head 

and folded his arms before frowning again. 

“I would have thought something like that would please 

you.” 

“Graham…”  Robert took a deep breath.  “Everything went 

according to plan.” 

“Yes…”  Graham raised an eyebrow. 
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He leaned on the table.  “When Samet first offered his aid, 

he made one thing very clear to us both.” 

Slowly, Graham nodded.  “He won’t help us kill his father.” 

“Dragoncrown or no, Vadin still rules Atrios, and Atrios 

can still win this war.  If Vadin stops using the dark powers 

but persists in continuing his conquest…”  Robert met his eyes.  

“Then the best case scenario may be that Samet reverts to a 

neutral party.  I am certain he would not bring direct harm upon 

any of us, but one need only look at Kendlemoor to see just how 

devastating even his indirect aid to his father could be.” 

“There is Ethan to consider.”  Graham clasped his hands 

behind his back.  “He knows Samet’s truename.” 

“And yet it is Ethan that obeys Samet.”  Robert 

straightened.  “I don’t even begin to understand the 

relationship between those two, and…”  He sighed.  “And our 

soldiers have seen what Samet can do, seen him fight alongside 

them, defend them, seen him risk himself, maim himself to save 

my children.  They’ve seen what his power can do, that he is all 

but an army unto himself.  How many would take the field against 

him now?” 

“Then do not surrender.  Ally.”  Graham shrugged. 

“Ally?” 

“It is not the first alliance sealed by a marriage, and I 

think both would be agreeable.” 

“Perhaps you missed the part where they are both men?”  

Robert raised an eyebrow. 

“Robert, my king, my liege, my friend.”  Graham smiled.  

“Tell Samet you would like to seal an alliance by overseeing the 

marriage between him and Ethan.  Then please, please I beg you, 

let me be present in the room when anyone tries telling either 

of them it’s not allowed.” 

# 

“We did it.”  Ethan sat on the cot and kissed the back of 

Samet’s neck.  When Samet didn’t respond, he lifted his head.  

“Samet?” 

“Next is Atrios.”  Samet’s voice was quiet.  He turned to 

look at Ethan.  “Will you be alright, going back to…”  He 

caressed Ethan’s face.  “To Rohil and…” 

“Will you be with me?” 

“Always.”  Samet smiled. 

“Then yes.”  Ethan nodded.  “I love you.” 

Samet bent his head, kissing Ethan.  “Who is your master, 

Ethan?” 

“You are, master.” 

“Take off your clothes.”  Samet leaned back, settling 

himself on the cot.  He waved a hand, and the light in the 

brazer dimmed. 
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Ethan rose, and began unbuttoning his coat.  He stripped it 

off and folded it before setting it on the bench.  A few moments 

later, he was naked, standing in front of Samet.  Samet’s eyes 

traveled over his body, and there was a small smile on his face.  

“The combat form, the one you tried to teach me.” 

He moved through the form, keeping his movements slow.  He 

started to turn into one of the moves and realized Samet was on 

his feet, standing behind him.  Samet put one hand on his waist, 

and another on his shoulder.  “Keep going.”   

Samet’s hands caressed him as he continued through the 

form, gentle and tender.  He finished the form, and started to 

return to center.  Samet kissed the side of his neck.  “I wanted 

you then.  The first time I saw you moving like this.  Beautiful 

and graceful.” 

“You could have had me, master.” 

“You weren’t you then, Ethan.”  His scarred hand encircled 

Ethan’s throat, holding him in place as he ran his other hand 

down Ethan’s side.  “It would not have been your choice.”  He 

kissed Ethan’s shoulder.  “Kneel.” 

He sank to his knees, Samet’s hand still around his throat.  

Samet knelt behind him, then caught let go of his neck to catch 

his hands.  He felt rope encircle his wrists as Samet crossed 

his arms behind his back, his hands against his elbows.  Each 

knot was tied with painstaking care, snug but not tight, and the 

ropes then went around his chest and shoulders to create a 

harness.  He leaned back, resting his head on Samet’s shoulder 

as Samet tied the final knots.  “Who is your master, Ethan?” 

“You are, master.”  Ethan tested the bonds, then jerked 

slightly as a small jolt of magic came from Samet’s fingertips. 

“I didn’t say you could move, Ethan.” 

“Yes, master.” 

Samet’s hands began caressing him, light and gentle, before 

laying him down on the rug.  Ethan started to turn onto his 

back, and there was another small jolt.  He went still, letting 

Samet’s hands position him.  Then he gasped when Samet’s mouth 

hungrily encircled his shaft, sucking hard.  “Ah.”  Pleasure 

rose in him, but Samet didn’t slow his movements.  It took Samet 

only a few moments to bring him to orgasm, an he panted before 

looking up at Samet in confusion.   

A small, evil smile was on Samet’s face.  “Well, now that 

I’ve taken the edge off…”  He bent, and kissed Ethan’s nipple, 

flicking his tongue around it lightly before raising his head 

again.  “I’m going to be taking my time with the next part.”  

# 

Robert scratched at the tent just after sunrise.  A moment 

later, Samet opened the tent flap.  “A word?”  Robert raised an 

eyebrow. 
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“Come in.”  Samet nodded, and stepped back to let him 

enter.   

He shot a quick glance at the cot.  Ethan was still on it, 

snoring, having apparently managed to acquire all the blankets 

and pillows.  “Isn’t he usually awake and working on his third 

breakfast by now?” 

“He had a rough night.”  Samet folded his arms.  “Something 

troubling you?” 

“Graham and I were discussing what happens after the third 

archway is closed.” 

“All the soldiers go home to their wives and in ten months 

we have a massive population explosion.”  Samet shrugged. 

“If we are lucky.”  Robert smiled, and then it faded.  “You 

close the third archway and the demons lose their hold on your 

father.” He took a deep breath.  “Samet, there are those among 

the Coalition that will demand retaliation for what…”  He 

sighed.  “Ethan wasn’t the…” 

“I know what my father has done.”  He lifted his head, and 

looked down at the scarred hand before clenching it into a fist.  

“And I know what some members of the Coalition did to me.  If 

there is justice to be done, it will not be one sided.” 

“I…”  Robert slowly nodded.  “Well, let’s just pray that 

the gods send some sense.”  He laughed softly.  “And maybe a 

unicorn calvary.” 

“Unicorns have been extinct for the past dozen centuries.”  

Samet chuckled. 

“Some days…”  Robert lifted the tent flap to leave.  “It 

seems the same is true of sense.” 

# 

“Your father has moved many of his soldiers back to 

Naluan.”  Robert gestured at the wartable.  “Enough that Alinor 

has managed to reclaim half his captured territory.”  He began 

setting markers.  “Sikander and Alinor will commit their forces 

to our cause.  Dorasha, unfortunately, doesn’t have enough 

breathing room to offer more than a token force and some 

supplies.  Lales is complicated due to…”  Robert frowned.  

“Samet?” 

“The hills are beautiful this time of year.  The orchards 

will be in full bloom, but the streams still cold from the ice 

running off the mountains.  If you stand on the northern 

ramparts, all you can see is winter, even in the full thrall of 

summer.”  He looked up.  “It’s my home, Robert.” 

“I wish I had an alternative to offer you.”  Robert sighed. 

“I would like to meet with my father.  Try one last time 

to…”  Samet leaned against the wall.  “It doesn’t have to be 

this way.” 
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“I…”  Robert thought of all the dead.  The brand burned 

into his brother’s flesh.  That Ethan still tended to react 

violently at an unexpected touch.  Vadin’s hand around 

Margaret’s throat.  For the first time, it occurred to him that 

Samet was only a few years older than Ethan.  Young enough to be 

his son.  Part of him wanted to put his arms around Samet as he 

would do his own children.  Instead, he nodded.  “Alright, 

Samet.  If you want to try, I will send an envoy.” 

“Thank you.” 

# 

“She’s the same age as his daughter.”  Tabitha folded her 

arms and glared at her husband. 

“I am aware.”  He shook his head.  “And yet even knowing 

that, I’m hard pressed to think of a better choice.  How many 

wars have we fought against Adormen?  The practical 

considerations alone are…”  Robert sighed.  “And the thought of 

it makes her smile.” 

“You are an old fool, my love.”  She chuckled. 

He kissed her, and then his face grew serious again.  “We 

are going into Atrios under a flag of truce, to give Samet a 

chance to talk sense into his father.” 

“Vadin won’t honor the flag.”  Tabitha immediately began 

shaking her head.  “He’s already…” 

“With Samet there?  If anything, Vadin will be far more 

eager for this meeting.  The last time he saw his son his guards 

were dragging him away from Samet’s bleeding body.  He’ll want 

to talk to Samet, to try to convince him to return to Atrios.”  

Robert sighed, and sank down onto the chair in front of the 

fire.  “As much as I hate Vadin, I…”  He looked up at her.  

“That boy let his hand be cut off rather than risk harm to my 

children.  The least I can do is let him talk to his father.  

Maybe…”  He pulled her into his lap.  “Maybe Samet’s right, and 

the man that raised him is still in there somewhere.” 

# 

“My lord?”  Lady Roshni’s voice called him back from where 

he’d been staring at the letter. 

Vadin slowly nodded, and fixed his gaze upon the 

messenger’s face.  “Tell King Robert I agree to his terms.  I 

will meet him in Lales.” 

He waited until the messenger had gone and the room cleared 

before standing.  Lady Roshni walked over to him.  “My lord?” 

“Samet wishes to speak to me.”  He half closed his eyes, 

and took a deep breath. 

“Then perhaps he will explain why he —” 

She cut off as he whirled, backhanding her across the face.  

She slid several feet across the floor.  “You, of all people, 

should know better than to question my son.”  He glared at her.  
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“He has a right to be angry, I spoiled his plans and nearly got 

him…”  He forced himself to calm down.  “Do you know it was the 

little dog I gave him that killed the Archmage?” 

Lady Roshni smiled as she wiped the blood from her face.  

“The little…?”  She laughed as she stood.  “Robert let Samet 

keep his pet prince?  Oh, that must grate on him.” 

“I told you not to underestimate my son.”  Vadin smiled.  

“He has no less than King Robert on his leash now, and both 

Covenant and Coalition are tearing each others throats out.  You 

see it, don’t you?  He dangles his power before them, and they 

fight each other for the right to serve him. Sikander, Roshni.  

He won Adormen without raising a blade.”  He held up the 

parchment.  “And now, he comes in peace.  A treaty…”  Vadin 

laughed.  “And they will crown him themselves.” 
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25 

 

Tabitha blinked, then looked up at where both Lucille and 

Justin were affixed somehow to the ceiling, laughing manically.  

Ethan was sitting on the floor, apparently having laughed hard 

enough to slide out of his chair.  His shoulders were still 

shaking.  Samet stood in the center of the room, glaring at them 

all with glowing eyes. “What is going on here?”  She folded her 

arms. 

“Someone…”  Samet shot a look at the laughing Ethan.  “Gave 

those two little hellions information they did not need to 

know.” 

“Uncle Samet is ticklish!”  Lucille announced gleefully.  

“And he can’t really turn us into frogs.” 

“Frogs!”  Justin laughed.  “Ribbit.” He stuck out his 

tongue. 

“I see.”  She lifted an eyebrow at Samet.  “And you thought 

that gave you the right to dirty my ceiling?” 

“You know…”  He rubbed his forehead as he lowered the 

children to the ground.  “I find myself growing nostalgic for 

the days in which you were all afraid of me.” 

# 

“She called me Uncle Samet.” 

“What?”  Ethan looked up to see Samet starring at the fire 

with a confused expression on his face. 

“Lucille.”  Samet turned toward him.  “She called me ‘Uncle 

Samet’.” 

He rose, and crossed the floor to stand next to Samet.  

“She did.” 

A small, sad smile came to Samet’s face.  “Mother wanted 

another child.  She and Father both had no siblings and…”  He 

swallowed.  “A few days before she died, she told me she thought 

she was expecting.  We were to keep it secret, a surprised for 

when Father returned from…”  He accepted Ethan’s embrace.  “If 

I’d been faster, called the magic to me a few moments sooner.” 

“You were just a kid, Samet.”  He moved his hand to the 

back of Samet’s neck, drawing Samet’s head down to lay on his 

shoulder.  “It wasn’t your fault.” 

Samet’s arms tightened around him, pulling him in close.  

“I will not let them take you from me, my love.” 

# 

Ethan looked down at the silken rope, running his hand over 

it.  It was softer than the curtain cords, with a pleasant 

silkiness.  He tilted his head at it a moment, then looked up at 

Samet.  “Where did you learn the fancy knots?” 
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“Excuse me?”  Samet turned toward him. 

“The knots you use, when you tie me up.  I recognize a 

couple of them from boating but you…”  Ethan shrugged.  “You 

make it look kind of artistic.” 

“If something is going to be done, it should be done 

properly.”  Samet smiled. 

A small frown came to Ethan’s face.  “Can I ask how many, 

um…”  He scratched a little at the side of his neck.  “How many 

others you’ve been with?  I mean it’s clear you’ve been with 

others cause you’ve said you’ve…” 

“Four.” 

He blinked.  “Only four?” 

Samet stretched his legs in front of him.  “I do not 

believe a relationship should involve deception.  However, upon 

learning who and for that matter what I am, most people react 

with fear and horror.  It makes developing intimacy rather 

difficult.” 

“But I mean…”  Ethan frowned.  “Given who and what you are, 

I’d have to think some would leap at the chance to…” 

“What makes you think I would be interested in that manner 

of sycophant?”  Samet raised an eyebrow. 

“Good point.”  Ethan chuckled.  “Anyone ever tie you to the 

bed?”  He raised an eyebrow. 

“Well, no.”  Samet frowned slightly.  “I have never had any 

particular urge to indulge in…”  He gave Ethan a curious look.  

“Is that something you wish to try?” 

“I was just curious.”  Ethan set the rope down. 

“I have never had the desire to be at the mercy of another.  

That said, Ethan, if it is something you wish to try, I would 

happily oblige you.”  Samet nodded. 

“Even though you don’t think you’d like it…”  He leaned 

forward, resting his elbows on his knees.  “You’d let me tie you 

to the bed?” 

“Well, fair play, and all.  I test your limits, it is only 

reasonable I allow you to test mine.”  He smiled.  “I want you 

to be happy, Ethan, and I am willing to indulge your taking the 

lead if you desire.” 

“Is it…”  Ethan frowned a little.  “Is it funny that I 

don’t?”  He sat up, shifting a little awkwardly.  “I mean, 

grabbing you for a kiss or something or…”  He twitched a 

shoulder.  “That’s one thing.  I like it when you make love to 

me but…”  He trailed off.   

“Ethan?” 

“Whenever I think about being the one who…”  He shrugged.  

“It’s with a woman.”  He immediately started shaking his head.  

“I didn’t mean to…”  He shifted again.  “What I meant was…”  He 

exhaled.  “I should just shut up now.” 
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“As I told you once before, I have enjoyed the company of 

both men and women.  I think more would, were it not for how 

many disapprove of such things.”  Samet sat up straighter.  

“Ethan, I asked you once if you’d ever been attracted to men.” 

“I remember.”  He rubbed the back of his neck.  “I told you 

no, and it’s the truth.  I like you.  I mean, I love you and I 

really like it when you…”  He sighed.  “But it’s because it’s 

you.  That you’re a man just doesn’t seem to matter because it’s 

you.”  He waited for a few moments, but Samet didn’t respond.  

“Samet?” 

“From time to time, it occurs to me that I am an extremely 

selfish man.”  Samet’s voice was quiet. 

“You’re really not.”  Ethan laughed a little. 

“Ethan, you were badly misused, and I may not have…”  He 

leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees with his head 

bowed.  “I may have taken undue advantage of your state of mind 

and the —” 

“No.”  Ethan immediately stood up.  “No.”  He shook his 

head.  “I know where you are going with that and I am saying no.  

Stop.  I do not like it.” 

“Ethan…” 

“I am saying no.  I am saying stop.  I am saying that I do 

not like it.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “You whispered your 

truename in my ear, Samet.  You gave me the power to stop your 

heart or control your mind.”  He reached forward, and ran his 

fingers through Samet’s hair before dropping to his knees.  You 

are my master…”  He smiled.  “And you belong to me.” 

Samet bent his head, pressing his forehead to Ethan’s as he 

gently ran his hand down Ethan’s hair.  “I am.  And I do.” 

“It’s…”  Ethan shifted his position so that he could lay 

his head on Samet’s leg.  “Easier to let you take control, to 

surrender and…”  He sighed.  “I don’t want it the other way 

around.  And…”  He laughed softly.  “Let’s be honest, how many 

times have you ignored your needs to see to mine?  This way 

round, I can just let you do most of the work.” 

“You know, if you want a good spanking, you really can just 

ask.”  Samet very lightly whacked him upside the head. 

“I thought I just did.”  Ethan chuckled.  

Samet caressed his hair.  He was quiet for a moment.  

“Ethan?” 

“Yes, master?”  Ethan smiled as he relaxed against Samet, 

enjoying the light caresses. 

“If you find a woman that you are…”  He shifted just a 

little.  “And that is agreeable regarding the nature of the 

relationship between you and I, then…” 

Ethan sat up and turned to look at him.  He gave a small 

shake of his head.  “I thought you didn’t like to share.” 
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“One could say this is an attempt on my part to indulge in 

extraordinary greed.”  Samet smiled, then brushed his fingers 

through Ethan’s hair again.  “I want you to be happy, Ethan, and 

to ensure your needs are fulfilled.” 

“Master…”  Ethan resumed his previous position.  “There are 

days if my needs got any more fulfilled I wouldn’t be able to 

walk.” 

# 

He entered the room that had been his son’s.  A year, and 

still the servants were more than a little terrified of entering 

the space.  There was a light coating of dust everywhere.  The 

shelves still overflowed with books and scrolls.  He couldn’t 

even have identified half the languages.  Vadin sighed.   

“I will need to have word with the maids, have them get 

this place clean before he gets here.”  How had Samet managed 

to…  His gaze went to the kennel in the corner.  The prince, of 

course.  He chuckled.  By all accounts, the boy was still 

fanatically loyal to his son.  He shook his head before walking 

over to the workbench.  Samet had created wonders, locating 

knowledge thought lost and developing his own marvels. 

“Garachus.” 

Still no response from the demoness.  Once Samet had 

returned, he would arrange a proper summoning and have a few 

choice words with her.  She’d held her end of their bargain 

perfectly, and had as much to gain as he did.  Why she would 

stop answering now was a mystery.  Could Varorgirin have…?  No.  

If the hag could have overcome the demoness’s binding she would 

have slaughtered them all.  His gaze went to the painting of 

Usha.  “I wonder, sometimes, what marvels you could have taught 

our son.”  What binding had she used, to ensure such a creature 

was still loyal under her command seventeen years after her 

death?   

“I regret that your sacrifice was necessary, but if you 

could see…”  He laughed.  “He tore the council wall apart, told 

them to go to hell, then resealed them inside.”  He shook his 

head.  “Our son, the Sorcerer-King.”  He smiled up at Usha’s 

face.  “I’ll need to find him an appropriate wife.  Someone who 

could measure up to you, beloved.  Give him children that will 

be…”  He took a deep breath.  “All we could hope for.”  He 

chuckled.  “You know, I still have those wooden wagons you gave 

him, the ones he loved so much.”  He gestured.  “With the little 

bells.”  He sighed.  “You would have been a wonderful 

grandmother.” 

# 

“You shouldn’t be going.”  Robert shook his head. 

“Samet will need me there.”  Ethan folded his arms. 
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“Ethan, you went through hell in that castle.”  Robert 

leaned on his desk. 

“Robert, I went through hell literally, and I was fine.”  

Ethan shrugged.  “I was with Samet.”  

“There is no need for you to…”  He sighed.  People there 

that had helped Vadin rape and torture his little brother.   

“Robert…”  Ethan took a deep breath, then met his eyes.  

“I’m going.”  He turned, and walked out of the room. 

He watched him leave, then turned and headed out the other 

door and down the hall.  He opened the door without bothering to 

knock.  Samet looked up from where he was examining a book and 

blinked.  “Robert, what —?” 

“He’s not going.” 

“Ah.”  Samet nodded.  “You are concerned about Ethan.” 

“Damn right I’m concerned about Ethan.”  He shook his head.  

“What your father and his retainers did to him there…”  He 

clenched his fists.  “Did you know your father used him to 

‘entertain guests’?  That he…”  Robert smacked the side of one 

fist into the wall. 

“Yes.”  Samet set the book down. 

“There will be people there who…”  Robert made a growling 

sound.  “And not just your father.  People who saw what he was 

doing and helped and laughed and…”   

“I know.”  Samet looked down, his arms folded. 

“Tell him he can’t go.” 

“No.”  Samet’s voice was soft. 

“Listen, you fucking little bastard, I’m not going to let…”  

Robert took several steps toward Samet. 

Samet’s head came up, his eyes glowing, and Robert stopped 

short.  “This is Ethan’s choice.  This is something Ethan needs 

to do.  A door he must open and walk through on his own.”  His 

eyes narrowed.  “And anyone that tries to do him harm will die 

in fire.  I do not care what colors they wear.” 

Robert stared at him.  Then he sighed, and shook his head.  

“I want him safe.” 

“I would burn the world to keep him that way.”  Samet let 

his arms fall to his side, and the glow left his eyes.  “We love 

him, Robert.  It is only natural to want to protect him.” 

“I know.  I apologize, Samet.”  He rubbed the back of his 

neck.  “Any, uh, news about Sarah and Vincent?” 

“Enesuriel is…”  Samet frowned.  “This nature of the 

communication makes understanding difficult, but apparently 

Enesuriel is currently quite frustrated with Sarah’s refusal to 

simply follow some sort of map or course?  I attempted to 

convince Enesuriel to simply tell me where they are and let me 

go get them, but she claimed she could get them back on track.”  

He sighed.  “If I command Enesuriel by her true name she is 
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obligated by her nature to interpret any instruction I give her 

in the most detrimental and mischievous fashion she can, thus 

for the sake of Vincent and Sarah…” 

“What, exactly, is Enesuriel?”  Robert blinked when Samet 

didn’t answer right away.  “Samet?” 

“I am attempting to figure out a way to phrase this that 

isn’t going to end in you punching me.”  Samet shook his head. 

“Samet.”  He frowned.  “Ethan said she was some sort of 

pixie?” 

“She is but…”  He hung his head a moment before looking 

back up at Robert.  “She is one of the Danaan.” 

“You…”  Robert narrowed his eyes.  “Are acquainted with one 

of the Danaan?” 

“Well, my faery godmother is a hag thus I am not entirely 

certain why anyone would —” 

“Samet.”  He folded his arms.  “You left my daughter in the 

hands of…” 

“In all fairness, Robert…”  Samet shook his head.  “I left 

Sir Vincent in the hands of —” 

“Samet.” 

“A Danaan who had agreed to see to the protection of him 

and your daughter.”  Samet met his eyes.  “May the gods have 

mercy on anyone who does seek to harm either of them.” 

# 

He’d prepared himself for Vadin to simply order an attack.  

He’d prepared himself for Vadin’s storm and thunder.  Robert 

thought he had prepared himself for just about anything.  He 

hadn’t prepared himself for Vadin shoving his own guard out of 

the way in his haste to get to his son, nor for there to be 

tears in the man’s voice as he pulled Samet into an embrace and 

held him tightly.  To see Vadin as a human, a father reunited 

with a son he’d nearly lost.  He sure as hell hadn’t been 

prepared for the brief moment of empathy with a man who’d 

tortured his brother and threatened his children. 

Vadin stepped back from Samet, then gave a small frown 

before brushing something off Samet’s shoulder.  Samet rolled 

his eyes and gave his father an irritated look, which caused 

Vadin to smile.  “You look…”  Vadin trailed off, then caught 

hold of Samet’s wrist.  His eyes traveled over the scarred hand 

before traveling back to Samet’s face.  “This was my fault.” 

“It was.”  Samet nodded. 

He released Samet’s wrist, then put his hand on the back of 

Samet’s neck before gently touching pressing his forehead 

against Samet’s.  “I am so sorry, my son.  I should have trusted 

you.”  He released Samet.  “Forgive me.” 

“That…”  Samet slowly nodded.  “Is why I am here.” 

# 
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“Without the archway, there is no way to be certain these…”  

Vadin shot a contemptuous look at Robert.  “Will remain in 

line.” 

“This war is a waste, Father.”  Samet shook his head.  “Of 

lives and resources and…”  He leaned forward.  “It isn’t 

necessary.” 

“The Covenant would have had you killed at birth.”  Vadin 

gestured at his hand.  “You know full well what they would do to 

you if they had the chance, and it is mere luck that they —” 

“It wasn’t luck, Father.”  Samet sighed.  “It was my 

friends.” 

“A few who recognize the benefits of having you as an 

ally.”  Vadin nodded.  “With the archway, their continued 

loyalty will —” 

“Loyalty is not something you can force.” 

Vadin flicked his gaze to where Ethan stood at Samet’s 

shoulder before smirking and looking back to Samet.  “I beg to 

differ.”  He took a deep breath.  “Samet, everything I have done 

has been to ensure you remain safe, secure in your power.  With 

my army behind you…” 

Samet sighed.  Robert folded his arms.  “Have you 

considered that your son is a good man and perhaps doesn’t want 

to rule the world as a tyrant?” 

A small snort of amusement came from Vadin.  “He is a good 

man, but you fools condemn him for the very power that he could 

use to ensure order in this world.  You stand with him now 

Robert.”  Vadin lifted his head.  “Because you’ve seen who he is 

and what he can do.  You tell me who better to bring this world 

into a new age?” 

“A new age will not be born by force, Vadin.”  Robert shook 

his head. 

“Talidir should offer itself to Atrios.  It could be a 

strong alliance, Robert.  I will not deny the skill of your 

generals.”  He shrugged.  “This is a dynasty I intend, after 

all, and your eldest daughter is certainly a beautiful young 

woman.  I am sure Samet would be agreeable to —” 

“I am well aware Princess Sarah is not in your custody, 

Father.”  Samet’s eyes narrowed.  “She is under my protection, 

as are the rest of Robert’s children.”  He straightened.  “And 

that is non-negotiable.” 

Vadin laughed.  “Well, you can’t blame me for trying.  

Honestly, since you seem to have some affection for the girls 

why not simply pick one and we can move on to other matters?  

It’s amazing how many diplomatic entanglements can be solved by 

the production of suitable heirs.  Robert, you’re a father.”  

Vadin looked up at him.  “Perhaps you could reason with him on 
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the matter.  A joining of our lines would bring about a new 

order, one that…” 

“Are you actually sitting there telling me that this entire 

war of conquest has been about getting you grandchildren?”  

Robert stared. 

“Of course not.”  Vadin shook his head.  “I have simply not 

given up hope that grandchildren will be one of the side 

benefits.” 

“Oh for the love of…”  Samet took a deep breath.  “I am not 

here to have this particular discussion again.  I am here to 

discuss the sealing of the final archway.” 

“I am afraid that my stance there is final.  Without the 

archway, there is simply no way to ensure the remains of the 

Covenant will not turn on you.” 

“Not being an asshole has done the trick so far,” Ethan 

muttered. 

“I did not give you permission to speak.”  Vadin glared at 

him.  “Do not tempt me to —” 

The varnish on the table beneath Samet’s hands suddenly 

bubbled and smoked.  “Enough.”  He moved his hands from the 

table, leaving behind blackened and distorted marks. 

“Once the dragoncrown is fully…” Vadin shook his head. 

“Father.”  Samet stood.  “I would prefer not to wage war on 

my own people, yet I intend to seal the third archway.  With, or 

without your assistance.” 

Vadin’s eyes went to the scared hand before flicking back 

to Samet’s face.  “They bound you.” 

“Father.” 

He stood, his face furious.  “They bound you.” 

# 

Robert hadn’t realized that he’d actually begun to hope 

that Samet could get through to Vadin.   He felt sick, for the 

young man’s sake as much as for the sake of the world.  Vadin 

stared at Robert, his eyes hot and angry as Samet started to 

walk away.  “I don’t know how you’ve bound him, but rest assured 

I will —” 

“You are a fool, Vadin.”  Robert shook his head. 

“You think to turn my own son against me?  I will raze your 

lands, feed your whelps to my hounds.  Give that pretty wife of 

yours to Garachus to undo the bind —” 

“How do you know that name?”  Samet froze in his tracks, 

his voice soft. 

“What?”  Vadin blinked. 

Slowly, Samet turned.  His voice was calm, his face without 

expression.  “How do you know that name?” 
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Garachus.  The demonness that had come upon them in hell, 

one Samet had been acquainted with.  He’d killed her with the 

ashen dagger.  Ethan glanced at Samet, unsure of why Vadin 

knowing the name was significant. 

Vadin made a growling sound.  “This is irrelevant and 

getting us nowhere.  Samet, I have mages that can undo whatever 

binding has been placed upon you.”  He turned to his guards.  

“Take them into custody.” 

“She came before you found…”  Samet’s voice was soft, 

eerily calm.  His eyes glowed, and the men that had been 

approaching Robert and his soldiers were abruptly shoved back 

across the room.  “How do you know that name?” 

“Samet, all I have ever done has been for you.”  Vadin 

shook his head.  “I need you to listen to me now, son.  I will 

not let these fools turn you against me.” 

“Garachus whispered her poison two years before the 

dragoncrown came into your hand.”  Flames began flickering 

around Samet.  “It began the day Mother died.” 

Ethan’s head came up, and he stared at Vadin.  Samet had 

claimed Vadin had loved his mother, that they had…  He’d seen 

Vadin’s affection for his son, and despite all the man had done 

to him, he’d hoped Samet was right.  For Samet’s sake.  His 

stomach rolled. 

“Samet…”  Vadin took a few steps towards him.  “You need to 

come with me now.” 

“What was the price of power, Father?” 

“Samet, I have only done what was necessary for you to —” 

“A fire must be kindled.”  Samet tilted his head.  “It was 

no accident you were away from the palace the one time your 

spies missed…”   

“Power must be —” Vadin sighed. 

He wanted to reach out, to take Samet’s hand.  To provide 

what comfort he could.  Despite his calm, being this close to 

Samet felt like standing next to a smelting furnace.  Garachus 

has gotten inside Samet’s head, nearly turned him into a demon.  

It had been the only time he’d ever seen Samet lose control.  

And he realized that despite Samet’s face and voice appearing 

tranquil, Samet was perilously close to that point right now. 

“Garachus couldn’t have sought you out, Father.  You aren’t 

a mage.  The only way she could have found you before the 

dragoncrown was if you…”  Samet’s voice remained calm.  “Called 

to her.” 
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“Samet, listen to…”  Vadin stopped a couple feet from 

Samet.  He started to reach his hand toward him, then pulled 

back as the fire swirled. 

“It was never the dark powers, was it, Father?”  Samet 

squared his shoulders.  “It was you.  It has always been you.” 

“For you, Samet.”  Vadin shook his head.  “All I have done 

has been —” 

“I never wanted this.  Any of it.  All these wasted lives, 

all these…”  Samet swallowed.  “All I wanted was to save you.” 

This time Ethan did reach out.  He touched Samet’s hand, 

and Samet clutched his fingers, squeezing them almost tightly 

enough to hurt.  Fire danced around their hands as it did around 

Samet’s body.  The flames merely felt warm.  The fire did not 

touch him, just as it had not touched him when they’d walked 

through hell together. 

“I am your Father, and you will heed me.”  Vadin drew 

himself up. 

“I love you, Father.”  Samet shook his head.  “But this has 

gone on long enough.  I will seal the archways and end this war, 

even if I must go through you.” 

# 

He took a step back, staring at his son.  Samet’s eyes 

glowed, with only the fire to indicate his anger.  He started to 

shake his head again, and caught sight of the young man standing 

a foot to Samet’s left.  Samet was holding onto the prince’s 

hand, and fire was half trailing up the prince’s arm as well.  

His agent had said…  “Does the dog truly know your name?  Is 

that how…?”  Vadin shook his head, then turned toward his 

guards.  “Kill them all.” 

Arrows flew at his command.  All that struck Robert’s men 

was ashes.  The dagger flung at Robert himself was caught in 

midair.  It’s form twisted and distorted, glowing red hot before 

flinging itself back at the man who had thrown it.  The hot 

metal splattered Lieutenant Brelith, sending the man writhing to 

the ground, screaming and clawing at his face.  The carpet 

beneath Samet turned to charcoal, burning away in a spreading 

circle from his son.  Beneath Samet’s feet, the stone floor was 

taking on a sheen as it began melting into glass.  “Stand.”  

Samet’s voice remained perfectly calm.  “Down.” 

His men stood there a moment, staring at Samet.  And then, 

one by one, they began backing away, lowering their weapons.  

Behind Samet, the pathetic little prince actually smiled.  Vadin 

snarled.  “Does he know your name?  Did he trick you into…”  He 

shook his head.  “I should have slit that dog’s throat.” 

“It is not…”  Samet’s eyes met his, and Vadin actually felt 

a twinge of fear.  “In your best interest to threaten what is 

mine.” 
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“Was it the hag bitch who gave him your name?”  Vadin waved 

a hand.  “She was trying to turn your mother against me.  Tried 

to convince Usha to take you and leave with her.”  He squared 

his shoulders.  “I should have had Garachus deal with her.” 

“That’s why Varorgirin couldn’t tell me, is it not?”  Samet 

shook his head.  “Why she could not keep Garachus at bay.  You 

provided a sacrifice, empowering Garachus enough that she could 

bind her.  Who was it, Father?  Do you even remember the…”  

Samet closed his eyes, then nodded before reopening them a 

heartbeat later.  “A soul of perfect innocence.  You knew Mother 

was with child.” 

“Of course I…”  Vadin realized a heartbeat too late the 

words were a mistake.  Fire blazed up around Samet, taking the 

shape of wings at his back.  “Samet.” 

“It was you.  All this time.  Your…”  Samet nodded.  

“Choice.” 

“No.”  Vadin shook his head.   

“Go to hell, Father.”  Samet started to turn away once 

more. 

Fury filled him, and his eyes went again to where Ethan 

held Samet’s hand.  “I will not let some dog take you from me.”  

Vadin went for his sword. 

# 

Graham started to shout as Vadin lunged for Ethan.  Samet’s 

eyes flashed, and a pillar of fire erupted from the area in 

which all three men were standing.  He turned his head, 

shielding his face from the conflagration.   

A heartbeat later, the fire vanished.  Samet and Ethan 

stood there, untouched.  Ashes floated down around them.  

Silence descended on the room, followed by a creak of metal and 

leather as soldiers on both sides began wondering what was about 

to happen.  Vadin had broken the truce, attacked.  And Vadin… 

He swallowed. 

Was dead. 

Making Samet the ruler of Atrios. 

# 

He stared for a moment at the blackened section of the 

floor, then ruthlessly pushed all emotion away.  There were 

other matters to attend.  And Ethan was beside him, safe.  That 

was all that truly mattered.  Samet turned toward where the 

soldiers were standing.  “General Mukesh.” 

One of the soldiers stepped forward, and took a knee.  

“Yes, my lord?” 

“Send word.  I want all Atrios soldiers withdrawn into our 

borders before the week is out.  The war is over.” 

“Yes, my lord.”  The man stood, bowing. 
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“Prabhat, Rohit, I want a list of all prisoners in our 

custody.  Once the members of the Coalition have allowed our 

forces, including those currently prisoners of war, to withdraw 

from our lands all prisoners are to be released.” 

The two men exchanged a look, but nodded.  “Yes, my lord.” 

“King Robert…”  Samet turned to face him.  “Once the 

prisoner release is completed, all Coalition forces on Atrios 

soil without my express invitation will be considered hostile.” 

“Understood.”  Robert nodded. 

Samet turned back toward his soldiers.  “Dismissed.” 

# 

Robert ordered his men out of the chamber.  There were 

messages to send, preparations to make.  He shook his head, and 

then followed them.  He turned as he got to the door only to 

realize Ethan had not followed.  His brother still stood next to 

Samet.  Slowly, Ethan extended a hand to touch Samet’s hand. 

The moment the contact was made, it was as if strings had 

been cut.  Samet fell to his knees, his head bowed as his 

shoulders began to shake.  Ethan knelt next to him, putting his 

arms around Samet and the sorcerer clung to him as though he 

were a drowning child. 

He swallowed, and closed the door behind him. 

# 

On an altar, deep in the woods, a crystal suddenly glowed 

red.  A wizened, taloned hand ran a fingernail down it, causing 

a thin scrapping sound.  “The debt is paid, granddaughter.”  The 

crystal was removed from the altar, and tossed casually into a 

nearby chest.  Runes on the chest glowed into life as the lid 

was closed.  “And your son is free.” 
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He looked around the room.  It felt strange, standing in it 

once more.  It was the same room. It was he that had changed.  

The kennel still stood in the corner, and still had a haphazard 

pile of maps stacked atop it.  A haphazard pile of maps and an 

inch thick coat of dust.  Ethan shook his head, and walked over 

to sit next to the man on the bed.  He curled into a ball, 

laying his head in the man’s lap, and felt a hand gently caress 

his hair.  “Are you alright, Samet?” 

“No,” came the soft reply.  There was silence for a moment.  

“He was going to kill you.” 

“I am sorry he forced you to make that choice.”  Ethan put 

his hand atop Samet’s knee.  “It could not have been easy.” 

“It was.”  Samet’s fingers combed through his hair.  “I 

made it a long time ago.  I think that I made it…”  He 

swallowed.  “Do you remember that first night in the Beyond, 

Ethan?” 

“You asked me why I hadn’t killed you while you slept.  I 

lay awake, afraid to sleep and then…”  Ethan shook his head.  “I 

realized there was only one way I felt safe enough to close my 

eyes.” 

“I made the choice then.  You’re the first real friend I 

ever had, the first person I’ve ever truly trusted.”  Samet 

patted his head.  “I think…”  He trailed off. 

“Samet?” 

“She’s smiling.”   

Ethan lifted his head, and followed Samet’s gaze to the 

painting of the woman on the wall.  A year he’d spent in this 

room, and he realized this was the first time he’d ever actually 

looked at it.  The woman within was dark and beautiful, with 

laughing eyes and a warm smile.  “Your mother.” 

“The first time Varorgirin came to me, I was preparing a 

ritual.  I intended to summon forth Garachus, to…”  Samet sat 

up.  “Offer her anything she wanted if she could just help me 

bring my mother back.  Varorgirin told me that Garachus would 

accept the offer, but it would be a trap.  Death is a door that 

goes in only one direction, and all the power in the world 

cannot change that.  Then she said…”  He turned his eyes to 

Ethan.  “That she would teach me how to make my mother proud of 

me.” 

“She would be.”  Ethan leaned forward and kissed him.  

“With all her heart.” 
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“I cannot ask you to stay in Rohil.  We will move the court 

back to Castle Atrios.  I think you’ll like it there, in the…”  

Samet suddenly blinked.  “You will come with me?” 

“Anywhere you go, my love.”  He curled up again in Samet’s 

lap.  “I am yours.” 

# 

“Robert?” 

He turned to look at Graham.  “Yes?” 

“With your permission, I would like to stay in Atrios a 

while longer.”  Graham clasped his hands behind his back.  

“Between ending the war and taking the throne, King Samet will 

have a lot to handle.  I would like to offer my assistance with 

the transition.” 

“I thought you might.”  Robert nodded.  “There are going to 

be a lot of boundary disputes.  Vadin conquered the entire south 

before turning his gaze east, and took six countries there.  I 

am not certain some things can be restored.” 

“Queen Brysala’s daughters are still here.  Samet requested 

we take them back to Talidir with us.” 

“Are they —”  Robert started shaking his head. 

“They are both fine, and it seems that Vadin treated his 

hostages somewhat better than his prisoners.”  Graham gave him a 

reassuring nod.   

“Good.”  Robert was quiet for a moment, turning to look 

back out the window.  “I am going to permit Margaret to marry 

King Sikander.”   

“Robert?” 

“With the war done, the Coalition is dissolved.  Adormen, 

Talidir, and Atrios together could make for a fine alliance.  We 

can ensure things are settled peacefully and…”  He shrugged.  

“Who knows, maybe we could finally build that university.”  He 

took a deep breath.  “There is a Sorcerer-King once more.” 

“These are interesting times.”  Graham nodded. 

# 

“Samet.”  Graham nodded. 

“Prelate Graham.”  Samet smiled.  “I was going to send 

someone to find you.  There are some…”  He glanced at the door 

as Sir Jakob opened it from the other side to allow someone to 

enter.  “One moment, please.  Ah, Lady Roshni.”  Samet nodded at 

the woman.  “Thank you for coming.” 

“My lord, I…”  She started to curtsy. 

Ethan drew the dragonbone blade and with a smooth, 

backhanded motion, drove it into the woman’s throat.  He twisted 

it before yanking it back out, then casually wiped the blood 

from it as the woman made a gurgling sound and fell to the 

ground.  As soon as she stopped moving, her body suddenly caught 
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fire and was reduced to a pile of ashes within the space of a 

few heartbeats. 

Samet shrugged, then turned back toward Graham.  “It seems 

the position of Right Hand has just opened up.  Would you be so 

kind as to recommend a replacement?” 

“I will…”  Graham slowly nodded, noting that the woman had 

fallen upon a bare stone.  Given that two servants immediately 

began sweeping up the ashes, he was beginning to suspect it had 

been intentional.  “Provide a list of names for your 

consideration.” 

“Thank you.”  He glanced at the grinning Sir Jakob.  “Was 

that the last of them?” 

“Everyone on the list.”  Sir Jakob nodded. 

“Alright then.”  Samet stood up from the desk.  “When 

Robert has the chance, I would like to discuss with him keeping 

Sir Jakob in my service.” 

“I am sure that can be arranged, my lord.”  Graham clasped 

his hands behind is back.  “My lord, may I inquire as to…” 

“I promised Ethan I would do a bit of house cleaning.”  

Samet shrugged.  “Thought it was a matter I should take care of 

immediately.  I would appreciate it if Robert joined us for at 

least one dinner before you depart.” 

“I was actually here because Robert and I discussed me…”  

Graham glanced at the servants.  “How much house-cleaning have 

you done?” 

“I am more or less starting this whole ‘court’ thing from 

scratch, actually.”  Samet looked down at the parchment on his 

desk.  “I do still have several generals, a steward, and…”  He 

scanned a list.  “A horsemaster.  There are a dozen or so others 

my father sent away that I intend to re…”  He looked up at 

Ethan.  “We forgot Tatya.” 

“She tried to make run for it, my lord.”  Sir Jakob 

shrugged.  “I, uh…”  He smiled apologetically.  “Attempted to 

apprehend her but she seems to have fallen from the ramparts.” 

“How many times?”  Ethan raised an eyebrow. 

“Three.” 

“Ah well, then we will also need a court healer.”  Samet 

nodded.  “As I was saying, there are some I can recall and a few 

acquaintances of my own that may be suitable for various roles.” 

“King Robert has given his permission for me to stay a 

while, and assist you with the transition period.”  Graham 

bowed.   

“Thank you.”  Samet started looking at the parchment again. 

“Top right corner, under the inventory.”  Ethan pointed. 

“Right.”  Samet retrieved the piece of parchment, then 

offered it to Graham.  “The list of wards my father had his 
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mages working on undermining.  That should be passed on to 

whoever takes over as archmage.” 

“What will become of your father’s mages?”  Graham took the 

parchment. 

“Well, some of them…”  Samet waved a hand toward the bucket 

of ashes.  “The rest will remain under my command.  If the 

Covenant wishes them to join, they may ask, but I will not allow 

them to be forced.” 

“Understood.”  Graham tucked the parchment into his belt 

satchel. 

# 

“King Samet.”  Margaret curtsied. 

“Oddly enough, it’s still actually ‘Emir’.”  Samet 

shrugged.  “I hear congratulations are in order.” 

She smiled, then blushed a little before turning toward 

Sikander.  “It is going to be a much larger ceremony than we 

wanted.  Symbolic of nations coming together, a new start and 

all.” 

“And it is the first wedding Queen Tabitha has got her 

hands on.”  Sikander smiled. 

“That to.”  Margaret chuckled.  “Do you know if…”  She 

hesitated.  “Any word on Sarah?” 

“Enesuriel assured me they are on their way.  Something 

about acquiring a suitable mount.”  He frowned.  “The Beyond is 

an infinite realm.  They must have gone quite far off the 

paths.” 

“Sarah never really was good at maps.”  Margaret shook her 

head.  “Neither was Sir Vincent, actually.” 

# 

“You’ll need an heir.”  Ethan swallowed.  “You’ll have to 

find a queen.” 

“Ethan?”  Samet blinked and turned toward him. 

“I don’t mind.”  Ethan shook his head.  “I mean, I’m not 

saying that we should —”  He cut off as Samet caught him and 

kissed him, holding him close. 

“Ethan.”  Samet shook his head.  “If there is to be a 

queen, then I leave finding her up to you.  I am content with 

things the way they are.” 

“But you need…”  Ethan looked up at him. 

“We can adopt an heir.  Maybe we’ll also get a dog.”  Samet 

caressed his cheek.  “Who is your master, Ethan?”  

“You are, master.”  Ethan smiled. 

“All I need, Ethan…”  Samet kissed him again.  “Is you.”  

Ethan started to pull Samet closer, and then there was a polite 

cough at the door.  Samet’s eyes glowed faintly.  “This had best 

be important.”  He turned. 
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“It, uh…”  Sir Jakob stood there, shifting his weight from 

foot to foot.  “Well, you really need to come see this for 

yourselves.” 

# 

Robert watched Sir Vincent help Sarah down from the 

unicorn.  A tiny woman that glowed with a warm light was flying 

in fast circles around them.  Vincent stalked towards where 

Samet was standing.  “I hate you so very much.” 

“Unicorn.”  Samet tilted his head and just stared. 

“You’re back.”  Ethan grinned. 

“We’d have been back weeks ago except that little…”  He 

made a growling sound before indicating where the pixie was 

flitting about them.  “Insisted that we observe the protocols.”  

“Enesuriel has protocols?”  Ethan blinked. 

“Unicorn?”  Samet gave a small shake of his head. 

Vincent shook his head in frustration.  He took a few steps 

away, then turned to face Samet again.  “She made me fight a 

dragon.” 

“You…”  Graham’s eyes nearly fell out of his head.  “Fought 

a dragon.” 

Vincent drew a sword out of the ornate sheath and held it 

up, revealing the blade glowed faintly with magic.  “With an 

enchanted sword.  That I had to pull out of a tree stump so old 

it had turned to stone.”  He slammed it back into its sheath. 

Sarah stepped back from where she was being hugged by her 

mother.  “Sirens.  I had to learn to play a magical harp to get 

him back.” 

“Then there were goblins with riddles and…” 

“We had to hold hands and jump down a waterfall.” 

“And it took them a while…”  Enesuriel flew in a spiral 

around them.  “But they found the right reflection and got out 

of that part of the Beyond.” 

“Then Vincent got cursed and I had to tame the unicorn so I 

could heal him.”  Sarah threw up her hands. 

“She turned me into a werewolf.  A slavering beast.”  

Vincent pointed at Enesuriel.  “I ate a bandit!” 

“But first I had to find the unicorn, which involved having 

to dive into this pond which took us back in time eight thousand 

years.”  Sarah ran her hand through her hair. 

“Which apparently made me the very first werewolf and the 

origin of the curse in the first place.”  Vincent shook his 

head. 

“Then we were hungry so she took us to an apple tree and I 

ate one and got stuck in an enchanted sleep and then we were 

stuck because apparently for true love to work it needed to have 

been the first time we kissed.”  Sarah exhaled. 



Storm of Souls Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 230 of 230 

“So I had to find a seraphim…”  Vincent shook his head.  

“To do a blessing ritual.” 

“And now they are married and can live happily ever after 

and make babies and I can be a faery godmother!”  Enesuriel 

squealed.  “Thank you, Samet.  I made the best story ever!”  She 

flew up, kissed Samet’s nose, then flew into the fountain and 

vanished. 

“Wait…”  Tabitha blinked. 

“What?”  Robert’s mouth hung open. 

“Samet…”  Ethan glanced at Samet. 

“Oh bloody hell.”  Samet ran his hand down his face.  “You 

gave her chocolate, didn’t you?” 


