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CHAPTER 1

T sa li x  bli n k e d  h is  ey es  ope n.  Th e  su n ligh t 
streaming through the windows of his quarters seemed subdued. 

�e normal brightness was shrouded and fainter somehow. �ere was 
an unnatural stillness in the palace. He climbed out of bed and crossed 
the oor to the window that overlooked the main road in Hayeli. �e 
way was lined by throngs of people, all looking toward the castle. �ere 
was a knock at the door, and when he opened it a servant handed him 
a note written on ivory paper.

“�ank you,” he said, as the man withdrew.
Tsalix unfolded the note and read it. �ere was another knock on 

the door.
“Enter,” he said so�ly.
Kwercus and Asur entered room.
“Good morning,” Tsalix said.
“At least it is morning,” Kwercus said. “I’m not sure how good it is.” 

He crossed the room and looked out the window. “�e people know!”
Tsalix sat on the edge of the bed. “I wonder if this will change our 

mission.”
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“Perhaps,” Asur replied. “Or at least delay our departure.” He ran 
his hand through his unruly red hair. “I knew the king was ill, but 
when we le�  him last evening I had no thought it would be the last 
time we would see him.”

“Nor I.” Tsalix held up the note. “We have been summoned to meet 
with the queen. Make yourself presentable as quickly as you can.”

“� e queen?” Asur said. “So soon? I’d better hurry back to my 
room.”

Tsalix shook his head and gestured toward the table next to the 
window. Asur poured water from a pitcher on the night stand, into 
a bowl and splashed it on his face. He ran a comb through his hair, 
trying to tame it.

“I guess I’m ready,” he said.
� e three headed to the throne room, down darkened and silent 

hallways. A guard stood at the throne room door, a black band on his 
arm. He gave a slight bow before he opened the door. Queen Nadlee 
sat on her throne, dressed in a silver-gray gown. Her face was as pale 
as a harvest moon. She struggled to smile at Tsalix and his friends. 
� e three of them knelt before her.

“Rise,” she said so� ly. “� ank you for coming so quickly.”
“We are so sorry, your majesty,” Tsalix said.
“� ank you. I know your feelings are sincere. But even in this time 

of great sorrow, there are things we must discuss.”
� e three sat in front of the queen.
“We live to obey.” Tsalix nodded.
� e queen turned in her seat and struck a small silver gong that 

hung next to the throne. Only a few seconds passed before her son 
Johona and her daughter, Angelica, entered the room and took their 
places on either side of her. Between mother and daughter, the empty 
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throne bore solemn testimony to the loss of the king. Tsalix, Kwercus, 
and Asur rose as the two entered the room.

“Please be seated,” Johona said. “Are you prepared to complete 
your mission?”

It was clear he was having trouble controlling his emotions.
“As you wish,” replied Tsalix.
“It is more than a wish. It is crucial. Once word reaches my brother 

of our father’s death, he will mobilize his forces in an attempt to 
defeat mine and become ruler of this land. � is cannot be allowed 
to happen!”

Tsalix nodded. “But how will 
 nishing our mission a	 ect the 
battle?”

� e queen put her hand on top of her son’s.
“� at remains to be seen.” She wiped a tear that trickled down her 

cheek. “But my son is right. It is imperative that you reach the Scepter 
of Power and restore the three talismans to their rightful places.” She 
looked at Tsalix. “You have learned many lessons on your quest. Do 
not forget them. � ey will of great use to you.”

Angelica nodded before she rose from her throne.
“You remember when you 
 rst came to Hayeli and accepted your 

quest, that you were given four vials that were to help you on your 
way?”

� e three men nodded.
Tsalix thought back to when the vial marked Fire had lighted the 

passage and burned the door that led to Abadon’s forge room in the 
bowels of Mount Jinee. � e second vial, Water, had helped them 
 nd 
the 
 rst talisman on the top of that mountain. � e third, Earth, had 
provided a mound that blocked the stairway that led down Mount 
Jinee and allowed them to escape. And the fourth, Wind, had saved 
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them from certain death in the Maelstrom of Tears, on the Sea of 
Tabass.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Tsalix replied.
Angelica stepped toward the three of them, reached into a velvet 

pouch clutched in her hand, and removed three half-inch marbles—a 
black one, a blue one, and a yellow one. Each was attached to a yard-
long leather thong.

“Tsalix, this is for you.” She handed him the black orb. “Please keep 
it safe until it is needed.”

Tsalix bowed his head while the princess tied the thong around 
his neck.

“Does it have some power, like the vials?” he said.
“No, but it may prove useful.” She gave a wan smile.
Tsalix waited for more explanation, but when none came, he 

nodded.
“� ank you,” he said.
“Asur Longtooth, this one is for you.” She tied the blue globe 

around his neck. “And Kwercus Strongheart, this is for you.” She did 
the same for him with the yellow charm.

Each of the men tucked the marbles down into the tops of their 
tunics, bowed, and returned to their seats. Johona waited until his 
sister returned to her throne, and then he stood.

“My brother has massed his forces as the foot of Mount Destiny. 
� ey have nearly surrounded the mountain, and extend into the Plains 
of Wonadsi.”

“Nearly surrounded?” Kwercus said.
“Aye,” Johona replied. “Since the eastside of the mountain rests in 

the Kingdom of Nilchi, he has le�  it unguarded. But the north, west, 
and south  anks are teeming with soldiers.”
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Tsalix pursed his lips. “Is there a way we can reach the eastside of 
the mountain without being intercepted by Abadon’s troops?”

“Perhaps. As you know, the Plain of Wonadsi and Swamp of 
Miasma lie to the north of the Glittering Peak. And Shayeksten, the 
Desert of Desolation, lies to the south. Neither of those is very hos-
pitable, nor would they make it easy to circumvent my brother’s sol-
diers. But a greater di�  culty is that there is no trail on the eastside 
of Mount Destiny leading up the peak.”

“I have never been to that side,” Tsalix said. “Is it possible to scale 
the peak from the eastside?”

Johona shook his head. “I think not. It is a sharp drop with very 
little vegetation on that  ank.”

Tsalix shook his head. “So what is our plan? Do we try to 
 nd a way 
around the gathered force? Should we try to reach Keyah?”

Johona looked at his mother. “Perhaps. But my brother’s forces 
extend quite a distance into the Plains of Wonadsi, and they are heavily 
patrolling the road that leads from here to the swamp. You might be 
able to make your way past them, but there are no guarantees.”

Tsalix nodded. “So again I ask, what is our plan?”
Nadlee spread her hands. “My husband had great faith in the three 

of you. As do we. I wish we could be of more help in determining the 
path you’ll have to take to restore the talismans, but I’m afraid those 
decisions must be yours.”

Behind her, the three talismans rested on their pedestals. � en they 
began to glow. � e black with the golden letters TS. � e blue with 
AL, and the yellow with IX.

� e queen rose from her throne, turned and li� ed the black talis-
man from its pedestal, and handed it to Tsalix.

“Keep it safe.”
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A few moments later, she had handed the blue stone to Asur, and 
the yellow one to Kwercus.

“How soon should we leave?” Tsalix said.
Angelica glanced at her mother. “My father will lie in state for three 

days, as is our custom;. � ere will be a celebration of his life. � en he 
will be buried. I am sure you would like to wait until a� er the burial, 
but by then our brother may have succeeded in his claim to be king. As 
much as it pains me to say it, I think you need to leave immediately.”
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