Prologue

Footsteps echoed in the hall as the messenger and his escort approached the emperor’s
chambers. He had never before been in this wing of the palace. A long, narrow hallway stretched out
ahead of him, barely able to fit the two of them side-by-side. Doorways lined the passage, but the
doors had been removed exposing every bedroom along the way. When Truth wasn’t scheming with
his war council in the map room, the emperor was cavorting with his harem. They occupied the
entire west wing of the palace.

Out of the corner of his eye, the messenger stole glimpses into each of the rooms. He was
certain the imperial knight who strode along beside him was doing the same. Beautiful women
lounged about on their beds. Many were scantily clad, if clothed at all, and had blank or bored looks
on their faces.

The messenger didn’t blame them. After all, even the most powerful of men needed a period of
recovery between sessions. He thought that it wasn’t a bad gig for the girls. They may not love the
emperor, but they were treated well. They had a roof over their heads, large quarters, gourmet meals,
and clean water whenever they pleased. On top of it all, Truth provided the thing that everyone
needed in this wotld; e’lan.

The ladies did not have to go out and risk their lives to accumulate the lifeforce. They did not
have to pay fortunes for a slave or the lesser farm stock. The ink was bought and given freely...
almost. All they had to do was produce a child for Truth.

The pair arrived at their destination. The messenger raised his fist to knock on the emperot’s
door and hesitated. He knew that Truth would not be pleased with the interruption. He glanced at
the imperial knight who only shrugged. Today wasn’t a good day to be the messenger. Truth was
known for losing his temper. Even so, the messenger had specific orders to report the news
immediately upon return, so he had no choice.

The messenger rapped gently on the heavy wood doors which appeared to be the only doors in
the west wing, He straightened up and flattened his red and black surcoat. It had been a long journey
and he was covered in dirt and sweat, but it would not have been wise to delay the news just to
freshen up.

The latch clicked and the door swung open. Even in his undressed state, the emperor cut an
impressive figure. His body was a work of art. It was as if he were sculpted from clay or chiseled out
of stone by a master artist. His lightly tanned skin was smooth and flawless, completely clear of any
scars. Shockingly, his body was also clear of any marks of ¢’lan. The most striking features, however,
were the lightning storms flashing in his purple eyes.

The messenger bowed low. “Your Majesty. I bring news from Lizavet,” he began. “Crow is dead.

The e’lan vessel you sold to him has been trained. She is proficient with a blade.”



Emperor Truth let loose a heavy sigh. Naked women in the background tried to beckon him
back to bed, but he waved them off then rubbed at his chin. The sound of another man’s hoarse
laughter came from the room and the messenger couldn’t help but look up.

The man was imprisoned in an ornate cage. It was a dull grey metal that could only be
dreadsteel. The material alone was worth considerably more than the messenger would make in an
entire year; a small fortune. Set at fixed intervals were bright red gems that appeared to glow and
pulse with the laughter. It was an odd cage and a bizarre place to keep a man, but the strangest thing
about it was the man himself. His skin was wrinkled, and it sagged off his face. Thin white hair grew
sporadically on the top of a balding and spotted head.

“What did I tell you?” the prisoner said and cackled.

The emperor ignored him, but the messenger couldn’t help but stare. Thick bushy eyebrows
framed eyes that were alive with glee. He seemed like some mad fool with an incurable disease; a
circus freak. The more he looked, the more something bothered the messenger about the wrinkled
man. For some reason, he was oddly familiar.

The emperor’s voice cut into his thoughts. “Prepare a message for Redlock,” he said in a calm
voice. “Tell him that the ban on war is over. I want Rimeland to invade and conquer Lizavet. Tell
him that I want the ships I bought to be loaded with as much Lizavetian dreadsteel they can carry
and sent to me.”

The messenger pulled a notebook from his satchel and some sharpened graphite. He scribbled
notes across the page as Truth spoke.

“I want Lizavetian slaves, too. Fill the boats with slaves and dreadsteel and I'll give Redlock a
child with violet eyes. Recall the cleaners and bankers. I want all oath enforcers currently stationed in
Lizavet to be back here within two years. We are gutting Lizavet. I want it to crumble.”

“Yes, your majesty,” the messenger said. “I’ll have the scribes draft the documents immediately
and return for your seal of e’lan.” He bowed again and the emperor closed the door on him.

The messenger and his escort hurried down the hall when it hit him. The man in the cage looked
very much like that novelty Keener card. The commander that was impossible to win with, that
people only used as a joke, or because they were fools.

He shook the thought from his head. He had not been blamed for the bad news and had instead
been entrusted with an important task. He examined his notes and strode toward the scribes’

chambers to draft Emperor Truth’s orders for the destruction of Lizavet.



