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Preface

Dear Reader,
My name is Zhishuai Chen, but you can call me Charlie.
Or Joe, or Pablo, or even by just Zhishuai. They’ve all been
used before.
This work that you hold in your hands today is the
accumulation of several year’s work, and I heartily hope you
approve of it, even though the odds are I have no idea who
you are.
This is the tale of a brother and sister and their companions
as they crossed a land full of treachery and danger to reach
a base. What it’s for, you will soon find out (or not, I mean,
the book’s a few hundred pages. Go on, flip to the middle
and check, I’ll wait).
But this is a book that is written for people with like
mind as myself. I am a avid reader, and I don’t know about
you, but I have always despised books whose main characters
pull through no matter the odds. It just didn’t feel right to
me.
So this time, though no guarantees, you will probably see
a few of your favorite characters die.
Boo-hoo, right?
All jokes aside, proceed reading. And for those of you
who actually read this thing, congratulations. Go get some
candy and begin reading.
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Part I
Opening Moves

Prologue

jalal looked at his fellow members of the High Council. A

tense atmosphere permeated the air, and Jalal tried to break
the ice by laughing. He uncrossed his fingers and legs, the
way he’d been sitting. He stood before the table and moved
two figures, one from the Queen’s capital, and the other in
Elne valley.
He clapped his hands together.
“As you all know,” he said. “Black Hawk and Carthalo
were successful in their respective missions.” He slid
the figure from the Queen’s capital, Hellespont, back to
Karakorum. “Even as I speak, she makes her way back to
the base.”
Next Jalal slid the figure in Elne Valley back to Carthalo’s
figure.
“Black Hawk has given me news that he will be among
the children in the next two hours, and after that he and
Carthalo will meet in the predetermined area.”
Another councilman, Jamuka, raised two fingers into the
air. Jalal inclined his head.
“Yes?”
“Do you think they’re ready?” Jamuka asked, not just
Jalal but the whole of the room. “The children are both
sixteen. We can still call off the test. If we do not, we will be
handing them something we are not sure they can handle
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yet. It is extremely probable that one of them will die before
they reach us.”
Everyone looked at Jalal. He picked his words carefully.
“If we do not test them now, we will never know if they
are ready or not. The girl is sixteen, and the boy’s turning
seventeen in barely a month. They’re both, by the laws of the
ancients, a man and woman.” He looked around the room.
“Besides, their grandfather is Icarus. That must count for
something, right? Don’t you all want to see that old bastard
one more time before he kicks the bucket?”
The councilmen and women smiled. They had all known
Icarus, and, truth be told, all had fond memories of him.
As Jamuka looked satisfied, Sophonisba, a councilwoman,
asked, “Is it determined who will leave to Hellespont to guide
them?”
Jalal nodded.
“We narrowed it down to two people, but ultimately
Sylvia won. I’ll be briefing her on her challenge after this
meeting.”
Sophonisba nodded, crossing her arms and legs tightly.
Jalal looked around the room.
“Any more questions?”
No one said or did anything.
“Then the council is ended. Prepare the troops for what’s
coming.”
As the members of the council exited the room, Jalal
stood in front of the map, looking at the figures. Subutai, the
oldest man on the council, strode over to him. Jalal nodded
his greetings.
The two of them stood together solemnly and looked
at the figures. Jalal broke the moment and looked at the
elder.
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“If this test is initiated, it will start the next war, will it
not?”
Subutai nodded.
“What do you think our chances are?”
Subutai took a good ten minutes to open his mouth.
“If we have the girl and train her well, we stand a chance.
If she is killed or disabled on the quest, then you, and you
alone, Jalal, have rained destruction and death upon the
heads of us all.”
“That’s reassuring,” Jalal muttered.
“Look,” Subutai said seriously. “Are you sure we can
win?”
Jalal looked back at him without flinching.
“Yes, I do believe we can win.”
Subutai smiled.
“That’s good. Faith is good. But know that if we do not
succeed this time, Jalal, we will never get another chance. We
will all be dead, and the humans will be under the heel of
the Queen forever.”
Subutai left the room.
Jalal looked at his back before once more looking at
the map. The Queen must already know about the theft.
He imagined her mobilizing and rallying her legions. He
clutched the hilt of his cavalry saber and was reassured by
the familiar touch. This time, it was a fight to the death.
“So it begins again,” he murmured.
But there was nobody to hear him.
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Varren

Chapter 1
The Arrival of Black Hawk

ibent over the boar I’d just shot. It was nice, a young one.

It must’ve been lost, too, judging that there was no parent
nearby.
The arrow was lodged in the middle of the boar’s ribs, a
good shot. The boar was still twitching. I pulled out my dagger
and chopped off the animal’s head in one smooth motion.
The boar’s head hit the grass with a wet thump, blood
splattering everywhere, including a bit on my hunting
boots. I dragged the corpse of the animal to a large flat
rock jutting from the ground, where I sat down and laid
the body of the boar in front of the rock. There was no
point to wait until I was home to clean the boar. I pulled
out my hunting knife again and went to work on skinning
the boar.
After a few minutes, I’d managed to skin the boar, remove
the organs and hooves from the animal, and chop the meat
into slivers so they could be eaten or traded for later. I
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wrapped the hide around the meat and stuck it into my
hunting pack, where I also stashed the owl-snake eggs I
found earlier.
I rose from the rock and put the pack, my bow, and my
quiver of arrows onto my back. Burying the hooves and
organs under some leaves and sheathing my hunting knife,
I began walking to the path that led from the forest to my
village of Elne.
The sunlight shone from the leaves of the trees onto the
path as I was heading back to Elne, warming me up. But
as I was walking, I had a sudden, very strange urge to look
behind me.
I put my hand on the hilt of my knife as I slowly turned
around. Then I saw . . .
Nothing. Nothing at all. The trees to the left of the path
were quivering, though I attributed that to the wind. Only later
did it occur to me that there was no wind to move the trees.
I shook my head as I turned back to the path. My nerves
must’ve been worked up after tracking that boar for three
hours. I began humming to get rid of the feeling, and soon
I felt better, looking forward to seeing my sister Alexis and
grandfather Icarus.
Then I felt something on my shoulder. I hardly jumped
at all—only about ten feet. I looked behind me, and what I
saw shocked me.
It was a man, probably only thirty, but he had more wrinkles
on his face than Icarus did. He was wearing faded clothes,
stained with old and dried blood, and wore a sword on his belt
and had a ratty black cloak on, which was pitted with holes.
I stumbled back, drew my bow, and nocked an arrow,
pointing the arrow right at the man’s face. The man smiled,
and I saw about half his teeth were knocked out.
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“Don’t bother with the bow, lad.” The man’s voice was
deep and rumbled, but it seemed like he hadn’t talked in a
long while.
The man raised his hand and flicked his finger, and my
bow flew out of my hands and landed twelve feet down the
path. Now I was even more scared. I was facing a wizard who
could kill me with any number of ways. Still, I wasn’t going
down without a fight. I pulled out my knife and hurled it at
the man. It flew straight and would’ve nailed the guy right
in the middle of the skull, but the man moved with blinding
speed, drew his sword, and deflected the knife with his blade
with a terrible screeching sound. The man sheathed his
sword and surveyed me from top to bottom.
“The grandson of Icarus,” he mused. “I would have
expected you to be persistent.” But then he waved his hand.
“Well, no worries on that. Here you go.”
The man produced a book out of his cloak and held it
up. The book was very thick, at least eight hundred pages,
and was bound with an intricate leather cover. I somehow
sensed the book was important but wasn’t sure in what way.
“Take this book to your grandfather, Icarus,” the man
said. “Tell him . . . tell him Black Hawk sent you. Say that
it is beginning again, the Uighers are coming, and he needs
to be at Karakorum as soon as possible. He’ll know what I
mean.”
Then the man (I suppose that it was Black Hawk) snapped
his fingers and was enveloped by a thick, river blue, cold mist.
When it was gone, the man was gone. All that remained was
the book in my hands and a slight tinge of frost in the air.
But then the man came back.
“Oh, and by the way,” he said. “Don’t open that book, or
you’ll be in for a fight for your life.”
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And then he disappeared again.
This time for good.
It took me another thirty minutes to reach Elne, which was a
valley situated between the Jasmine and Kuris Rivers, where
the soil was fertile and the woods were filled with game, if
you were smart enough to catch it.
During the way back, I thought about Black Hawk and
checked my traps and snares I’d set some time before, and
was rewarded with a rabbit and two birds. I quickly wrung
their necks and stuck them in my hunting pack, reset the
snares, and continued on my way.
As I reached the outskirts of Elne, I came across the
first house, the house of Actaeon. Back in his day, he was a
very skilled archer, and it was rumored that he’d even won
a hunting contest with a god. In fact, he was the one who’d
taught me to hunt, and in return, I always gave him a fraction
of the day’s bounty.
I left my rabbit at Actaeon’s doorstep and continued on
my way. As always, he’d left some copper coins for payment.
Deeper into Elne, I came across the village square, where
children were playing and wrestling. The children ran over to
me, and I stuffed the book into my bag to hide it.
“Any spare berries, Varren?” one girl, Anna, asked me,
since I usually gave the kids berries if I collected any.
I shrugged.
“Sorry.”
The kids seemed disappointed for a few seconds but
just as quickly went back to their games. I smiled at them
as I headed to the tanner, where I traded in the boar skin
for four silvers. After that, I headed for the best clothing
store and jewelry store in the village, Golden Stars. I usually
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never go near there, as I hear that the wares are ridiculously
expensive. But I needed something for Alexis’ birthday. She
was turning sixteen, after all; it’s not like I could give her
another present that I made myself.
A bell rang as I opened the door. A blonde, petite woman
rushed over to assist me, and she pointed out the perfect
piece of jade jewelry for Alexis. I gulped when I saw the price.
But when I left the store, I was carrying it anyway, and
I’d lightened my weight by ten silvers. My savings for the past
year were officially gone.
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