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PROLOGUE

MASTER BROK WAS ABOUT TO GIVE UP his search for Jon and Saemus when he heard Captain Thrace Morden's voice echo through the narrow passageways of Lucian's Fury. He suspected the boys would be with the captain. Brok had been keeping a close eye on his Chosen ever since learning of Jon's ability to use the dark magic. The others wanted to know about this forbidden magic, and none more so than Saemus. His studious nature desired information, especially about things that weren't often found in books and scrolls.

Brok peered around the doorway and into the room. Jon and Saemus stared at a large map covering a wooden table, their heads nearly touching as they pointed to the location of Haunted Island. Captain Morden stood nearby, arms crossed over his chest, a sliver of wood jumping around between his lips.

“I thought anyone who visited the island never came back alive,” Jon said.

“Aye, ‘tis true lad, for the most part,” Morden said.

Jon and Saemus shared a glance. “So what did you see?” Jon asked.

Morden stared at the map, his eyes glazing over as the sliver of toothpick moved even more quickly. “Some things are better left unsaid.” The man turned and nearly ran into Brok, who'd still been lurking in the doorway.

“I guess we'll never find out what happened.” Jon sighed.

“Morden is right. Some things are better left unsaid.”

Jon and Saemus jumped at the sound of Brok's voice.

The old Mystic shooed Jon and Saemus out of the room, shaking his head when the two gazed back at the map longingly, as though they could see the secrets of the island in the charcoal drawings on the faded parchment.

Perhaps I should tell the boy.

Brok watched Jon as he made his way up the stairs to the deck. After all, what happened on the island had a direct connection to evildoings and dark magic.

Jon may know how to call on the forbidden power, but he has no ounce of evil in him
.

Brok walked to the quarters he shared with Jon and Saemus and rummaged through his knapsack; he pulled a thin book from the depths. Brok turned it over in his hands, remembering the first time he had come across this piece of history.

He was new to this world and diligently working to build his new identity. Brok had traveled to Vis Rellisa soon after arriving through the portal from Gentra. He needed to establish himself there for a short time before traveling to Heart Stone to meet his Chosen. His studies back home had made it possible for him to quickly blend in and become nothing more than another Mystic, another learned man waiting for the call to serve a village or town of his own.

The invitation to attend a banquet by Lord and Lady Stoneworth had given him the perfect excuse to mingle. Torches, cheerfully keeping the dark at bay, surrounded the manor house. Brok handed his invitation to a servant who then escorted him to the main hall.

“Lord and Lady Stoneworth will be here shortly. Please enjoy the refreshments.” The servant bowed and disappeared back to the front door.

Brok's hand dipped into the pockets of his robes and stroked his wooden pipe. He pursed his lips, wondering how long it would be before the Lord and Lady of the manor would make their appearance. He spotted a door at the back of the main hall.

Just a quick smoke is all I need
.

Brok shuffled quickly down the darkened hall, hoping to find an exit that led outside so he could have a few puffs on his pipe.

He passed a partially opened door and peered inside. He paused when he saw the shelves full of books, his love for them warring with his love of pipeweed. A quick glance in either direction showed
that he was alone. Brok darted inside and closed the door softly behind him.

The light from the single lamp was enough to reveal the luxury of the Lord's library: the warm glow of the honey-colored wood, the richness of the leather-bound volumes. Brok touched each one as he made his way slowly along the length of the shelves.

What's this?

Nestled between
Lady Arie
and
The Secrets of the Blasted Lands
was a thin book, shoved so far back as to be almost invisible. Brok pulled the volume out, brow furrowed when he was met with a blank leather front.

Curiosity not to be ignored, Brok opened the book and read. Within a few sentences, his hands began shaking and he slammed the book closed, eyes darting to the closed door, certain someone was about to come bursting into the room to take the book from him. In seconds, the book was tucked into a pocket sewn into the inside of his robes.

Brok left the library and wandered down the hall, feet taking him somewhere his conscious mind wasn't aware of. His hand reached out and opened a door, and Brok left the manor house, pipe and pipeweed forgotten.

He reached the dormitory and walked to his rooms, ignoring the greetings from fellow Mystics. He grabbed his belongings and left that same night, heading for the village that was to be his home until the signs appeared that would lead him home.

*   *   *

Brok shook his head and gripped the book until his knuckles turned white. The events of that night were surreal, as though they had happened in a dream or to someone else and he had only witnessed it. Something else had been at work, something that needed him to find that book and take it.

It's for the boy.

He took the tiny volume and headed on deck to find Jon. It was time the lad learned the truth of what the dark magic could do. It was time to tell him the true tale of the Mad Lord Lucian.

ONE

“MYSTIC ANALI HAS ARRIVED.”

“So soon?” Lord Lucian's manservant shook his head sharply. “Show him to his rooms and I will ready Lord Lucian. And please have some food sent up.”

The messenger bowed his head and turned on his heel.

Senda closed the heavy wooden doors to Lucian's personal chambers. He padded to the large fireplace and added more logs to throw off the early morning chill. The curtains were dragged open to let in some sun. All this room had seen of late was the pale light of a few tallow candles.

Senda moved to the wardrobe to find something fitting for his Lord to wear to greet the Mystic. It wouldn't do to have one of the most powerful men of Astra going to a meeting in naught but his nightclothes.

The maroon doublet will do nicely
. He laid out the clothing before knocking softly on his Master's bedchamber door. Not expecting an answer, Senda pushed the doors open.

Lord Lucian lay in his enormous four-poster canopy bed. The tops of the posts bore the carved likenesses of shadowcats. Their claws held the pale blue curtains in place.

Senda tried to hide the bitter disappointment as he gazed at the Lord.
Why do I hide it? He isn't even aware I am here.

The once strong and powerful, the Lord had been reduced to a twitching, pale, skeletal remnant of his former self. His decline had
been rapid and frightening, his body succumbing to the brain sickness. However, there was no cure for the disease, and none of the potions or poultices seemed to bring him any relief. Lord Lucian's faculties slipped day by day until it was decided that his most trusted advisor, Lord Suasor, should take over the running of the kingdom.

Lord Lucian's wife Malorie had died in childbirth many months ago. They had been deeply in love; her death snatched all of the light from his once merry, grey eyes and weighed heavily on his shoulders. He managed to get through the tedious details of running a kingdom, but he took no joy in anything.

The smattering of Lords and Ladies who shared his island kingdom had tried to subtly mention the need for an heir. Several widows positioned themselves at his elbow day and night, trying to wheedle their way into a throne.

Lord Lucian would have none of it. He was polite but distant, his tone and posture speaking volumes to these old vultures. His heart and soul still belonged to Malorie. He confided in Senda that he could still feel her spirit wandering the stone halls of the castle.

“How can I marry another when she is near?”

Senda had tried to get his Lord to see reason, but the man refused to hear any talk of marriage.

“If something happens to me, Suasor will rule in my stead. He is a good man and will treat you well.”

Senda sighed as he stared at the mere shadow of the man he served. It broke his heart to see him lying in the bed, eyes open and staring at nothing, a fine line of spittle hanging from his open mouth. His breath rattled in his chest.

While he gave his Lord a quick cloth bath, a servant arrived with some boiled eggs, bread, and cheese. Senda sent the man to bring Mystic Anali to the main audience chamber. “Wait for a bit to give me time to get Lucian situated.”

“Yes, Senda.” The servant nodded and scurried off.

Senda dressed his Lord with as much dignity as he could muster. This man was still the King of Lucian Island and would be until the day he stopped drawing breath. Senda prayed to the good spirits that the day would be far off. The arrival of the Mystic gave him hope, hope he dared not feel for quite some time.

He fetched the special chair the blacksmith had constructed for Lucian when he could no longer walk on his own. It had wheels, thus allowing someone to push the Lord wherever he needed to go.

Senda could not say why he did not wish the Mystic to come examine Lucian in his own bedchamber. He felt as though it would diminish the man somehow. Lord Lucian never held audiences in his private quarters. He'd always chosen to talk with people in the main audience chamber.
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