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PART I: UNCHOSEN 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 
 

 

 

Moisture from the mist left Brock’s hair damp and the roof tiles 
slippery. He leaned against the brick chimney, ensuring his footing as 
he watched the shop across the street.  

Now nearly midnight, the only light was the pale blue aura 
emitted from the glowlamps at nearby intersections. With the shop 
positioned midway between the lamps, their light barely reached it 
through the gloom. The effect of the blue light upon the milky air 
gave an otherworldly feel.  

The door of the inn beneath him burst open and two men 
stumbled out, the ruckus they created disturbing the tranquility of 
the setting. One man helped the other to his feet, and they set-off 
down the street. Weaving as they walked, they bellowed a common 
tavern song, not caring that they were quite out-of-tune. The two 
drunken men turned the corner and disappeared as their sorry song 
faded into the night.  

When the street quieted, Brock heard another door open.  
Through the fog, he could just make out the shop owner pulling 

the door shut. The man locked the deadbolt and hurried down the 
street, heading the opposite direction of the two drunks. Brock 
watched him scurry past the glowlamp and fade into the foggy night.  

As soon as the street quieted, Brock shimmied over the edge of the 
eave and dropped to the balcony below. He stepped over the railing 
and lowered himself until he was hanging with arms fully extended 
before letting go and landing lightly on the wet cobblestones.  

With a furtive glance in each direction, Brock crossed the street 
and tested the handle, confirming that the door was locked. Reaching 
into a coat pocket, he withdrew a sheath containing a knife and bent 
needles. A moment later, the deadbolt clicked open and he slid inside.  

Brock gently closed the door and paused to listen for movement 
within the darkness. Deciding he was alone, he replaced the knife 
and needles in exchange for a glass tube from another pocket. After 



 

 

giving the tube a couple good shakes, it began to glow.  
The light revealed that he was standing in the front section of the 

store, divided from the rest of the building by a long service desk. He 
circled the desk, observing shelves lined with jars and canisters filled 
with liquids and powders. It appeared to be a typical apothecary 
shop, but after a week of spying, Brock knew that this was no 
ordinary shop.  

Creeping past the shelves, he focused on the dark doorway at the 
back of the room. The soft light from the glowstick ate away at the 
darkness as he advanced, giving shape to the room beyond.  

He stopped before the doorway, scanning the interior without 
crossing the threshold. If there were traps set against thieves, they 
would be within that back room, beyond the area of normal business.  

Brock knelt to examine the floor beyond the doorway. From the 
low angle, he noticed one floorboard sticking above those around it. 
Perhaps the wood was swollen from moisture. Perhaps it was 
something else.  

Reaching into another pocket, he removed a pouch filled with 
coins, tossed the pouch toward the floorboard, and quickly spun from 
the doorway.  

The thump of the pouch landing was followed by a twang as two 
crossbow bolts flew through the doorway to impale the wooden shelf 
across from him. The thud from the impact of the bolts left Brock’s 
heart pounding and his stomach twisting. He stared at the shafts 
vibrating and thanked Issal that they were embedded in the shelf and 
not in his chest.  

Brock took a breath, calming himself. He hated this, but had no 
choice. Closing his eyes, he found his resolve and reopened them. He 
slid through the doorway, scooped up his coin purse, and stood to 
examine his surroundings.  

Mounted on a stand atop a workbench was an empty dual 
crossbow, pointed toward the door. Two similar workbenches, each 
covered in bowls, vials, jars, papers, and hand tools, aligned along the 
wall. A wooden stool sat before each bench while a large fireplace 
waited at the far end of the room.  

Brock approached the nearest workbench and began searching 
for a hidden compartment. Finding nothing of note, he turned to the 
next bench but the fireplace caught his attention. It seemed an ideal 
location to hide items of value. At least, that is where he would hide 



 

 

them.  
He started toward the fireplace, stopping when something made 

him hesitate. Feeling a slight pressure against one shin, he leapt 
backward. He heard a swoosh and felt a sharp pain below his eye.  

His hand went to his cheek as he looked up to see what had cut 
him.  

Two spinning blades, set at a height to decapitate an average man, 
were swinging on a pole that had dropped from the ceiling. Brock’s 
quick reaction when feeling the tripwire had saved him from a 
grizzly death. Again, he thanked Issal for the luck that he still lived.  

He grabbed a rag from the nearest bench and dabbed it on his 
wound, checking it to find that only a small streak of blood appeared 
on the cloth and that the cut was nothing of concern.  

Brock tossed the rag aside and ducked under the swinging blades, 
his eyes scanning the fireplace as he warily advanced toward his 
goal.  

Wider than Brock’s arm span and stretching from floor to ceiling, 
the fireplace was built with irregular stones the size of a man’s head. 
A large black kettle occupied the dark arched opening that stood 
eyelevel to Brock at its apex. He spit on the kettle to test if it was hot. 
When the saliva did not sizzle, he reached out and touched the cast-
iron body of the kettle, confirming that it felt cold.  

Brock held the glowstick inside the fireplace to inspect the 
interior. Looking up, he noticed one stone less soot-covered than the 
others. He nudged the stone with his hand, and discovered that it was 
loose. Twisting his body to grab it with both hands, he wiggled and 
pulled until the stone came free.  

He set it down and reached into the opening, immediately feeling 
something hard and smooth. Grasping it, he withdrew a small jar that 
he opened and sniffed to identify the contents. A bitter aroma 
attacked his senses, making his eyes water and leaving him light-
headed. It was Yellow Sky. The presence of the illegal drug confirmed 
his suspicions: the shop owner was abusing his vocation, creating the 
addictive drug to sell on the streets of Kantar.  

Holding the glowstick high, he peered into the hole to find a dark 
pouch among six similar jars. Brock replaced the jar and grabbed the 
pouch, which clinked with the sound of coins as he stepped from the 
fireplace. After loosening the drawstring at the top, Brock peeked 
inside and saw the sparkle of gold. A satisfied grin spread across his 



 

 

face as he examined his newfound wealth.  
A startled yelp escaped from his lips when something moved 

within the sack. He quickly dumped the contents of the pouch onto 
the nearest workbench. Gold and silver coins spilled-out, spreading 
on the benchtop along with something else. Brock’s eyes grew wide 
when a red scorpion emerged from the pile. The little critters were 
lethal, a single sting sending their victims into seizure, foaming at the 
mouth as paralysis set in, followed by a slow and painful death.  

The upset scorpion scuttled across the bench and crawled into a 
leather glove. Brock scooped the coins back into the pouch, 
wondering if the creature would sting the shop owner when he next 
used those gloves. If the man was willing to deal with a scorpion, 
Brock mused, it was at his own risk.  

Retracing his steps through the store, he slid his glowstick into his 
coat and peeked out the window. With nobody in sight, he slipped 
out the door and faded into the foggy night.  



 

 

 
 
 

CHAPTER 2 
 
 
 
Light from the rising sun crept westward toward the province of 
Kantaria. For some time, the peaks of the Brimstone Mountains kept 
the capital city of Kantar in shadow. Once the sun crested those 
peaks, the heat from its rays began to burn away the marine layer 
that had covered the city after nightfall. As if retreating in fear of the 
light, the wall of white mist slowly faded back toward the ocean.  

South of the city, the dissipating fog revealed farmers already 
tending their crops. Water from the Alitus River flowed from the 
nearby mountains as it wound its way past the southern outskirts of 
the city. Sluice gates lining the banks of the river provided a steady 
flow for irrigation ducts that fed the fields and orchards that 
stretched toward the southern horizon.  

The morning bell tolled, marking the start of a new day. The gates 
of the city opened to welcome locals and travelers who had gathered 
in the early morning hours. Some had arrived from the east via 
Glowridge Pass, while those coming from the south had crossed the 
bridge over the Alitus River.  

To the west was Kantar Bay, the largest harbor on the Indigo 
Ocean. Two ships were sailing into port while dockworkers lined up 
with wagons, ready to unload the ships and deliver cargo to the 
holding yard for distribution. Other ships that had docked overnight 
were being loaded with fresh cargo to be delivered to distant ports for 
sale or trade. The slips closer to shore, where the smaller watercraft 
docked, sat empty with the local fishermen already off in search of 
the day’s catch.  

Inside the walls of Kantar, the streets were coming alive. One of 
these streets housed businesses tucked along the eastern wall in the 
district of Lower Kantar. This particular street was least desirable in 
the city because of the pungent smells coming from the fisheries, 
tanneries, and metal smelters that operated there. The predominant 
west winds pushed the unpleasant smells away from the city, toward 



 

 

the mountains to the East. Someone with a flair for ironic humor had 
named it Flower Street long ago.  

As the rising sun crested the eastern wall, a ray of sunlight 
streamed into the second story loft of one of the tanneries. The 
sunlight crept down the wall until it shined on a pallet where a 
brown-haired teen was sleeping. The warmth and light from the 
incoming sunbeam caused him to stir. Opening his eyes, he rubbed 
them to work the sleep away and sat up to look toward the pallid-
skinned woman on the nearby bed.  

He leaned over, gently shaking her frail body. After a moment, 
her eyes flickered open. She blinked as she turned to face him. 
Although she had seen only twenty-nine summers, she appeared 
much older.  

Her heavy eyes looked at him, focused on the intense green eyes 
staring back. His disheveled brown hair enhanced his engaging smile.  

“G ‘morning Ellie,” he said softly. “How are you feeling?”  
“Brock,” Ellie mumbled, “I’m so tired…” Her weak breath 

emanated the fetid stench of the disease that racked her body.  
Brock reached for a cup resting on the nightstand. “Here. Drink 

some water.”  
He lifted her head with one hand while holding the cup to her 

mouth. She slowly took a sip, her gaze never leaving him. After 
swallowing, she spoke again.  

“You’ve got to get out, Brock. The life of an Unchosen is no life to 
live,” she pleaded. “I want so much more for you. Your mother did 
too.”  

“What choice do I have, Ellie? It’s not like I have options,” he 
replied.  

Ellie began to cough, clutching her stomach in pain. When the 
coughing subsided, she spoke again.  

“No, there’s a way. I’ve heard about this man named Alonzo.” She 
paused for a breath. “He can be found at the Aspen Inn, near the 
Lower Wall gate. He’ll need to be paid, but they say he can help you 
start a new life.”  

She lifted her arm, her hand shaking as it reached out to touch his 
face. Her eyes locked on his, pleading.  

“Promise me that when I’m gone, you’ll do this.”  
Ellie’s eyes remained on Brock, waiting for his response. Another 

round of coughing spoiled the moment.  



 

 

When she quieted, he responded, “Nothing’s going to happen to 
you Ellie. I had a good night. I now have enough money to pay a 
medicus to come see you.”  

Her eyes had fallen closed while he spoke. He tried to get her to 
take another drink but found her unresponsive. If not for the slight 
movement of her chest rising and falling, she could be a corpse.  

She wasn’t doing well, but he could save her. Nobody had saved 
his mother years ago and Brock couldn’t let that happen again. He 
now had the money he needed, but he didn’t have much time. She 
was getting worse every day. After kissing her forehead, he began to 
dress.  

Brock slipped into his worn brown trousers and his over-sized 
leather boots. Grabbing a light-brown shirt with torn armpits, he 
pulled it over his head and climbed to his feet. From a hook on the 
wall, he grabbed the thigh-length leather coat that held his knife, 
glowstick, and lock picks. He pulled the coat on as he ran to the 
stairwell.  

When he descended into the tannery, Brock saw his father busy 
treating a hide. As usual, the man was well into his work before 
Brock woke. Despite the pungent smell filling the room, Brock was 
unaffected after living with it for seventeen years.  

His father was of average height with a sparsely populated head 
of short brown hair. He wore heavy leather gloves and a tanner’s 
smock to protect him from the tanning chemicals. The man glanced 
up from his work, noticing Brock.  

“It’s about time you got up, boy.” His father always called him boy.  
“I thought you were going to sleep the whole day away.”  
Brock knew enough not to be confrontational, instead focusing on 

what was important.  
“She’s not doing well, Pa. She needs help.”  
His father glanced toward him again. His brow furrowed, 

distorting the Artifex Humis rune that marked his forehead. “Well, be 
that as it may, I’ve no means to help your aunt Ellie. If it’s her time, 
hopefully she’s done enough good in this life that Issal will bless her 
in the next.” He turned back to the hide he was treating.  

Brock tried again. “If you don’t have anything pressing for me 
right now, I want to see if I can find someone to help her.”  

His father continued to work the hide as if he hadn’t heard a 
word. After a minute, he sighed. “Go on and do what you think you 



 

 

need to do.”  
Brock hurried out the door before his father changed his mind. 



 

 

 
 
 

CHAPTER 3 
 
 
 
Weaving through the crowd, Brock’s feet moved him as quickly as 
possible without attracting the attention of the city guards, not with 
all the gold he was carrying.  

He turned from Alistair Avenue onto Center Street and the foot 
traffic thickened, the smell from the bakery he passed causing his 
stomach to rumble and reminding him that he had yet to break his 
fast. Continuing upward as the street’s slope increased, he passed 
numerous shops and vendors including farmers selling fruit and 
vegetables off the back of wagons, butchers offering their best cuts of 
meat, and tailors displaying garments for sale.  

Melvin, who often purchased hides from Brock’s father, was 
placing a pair of black leather boots in his shop window. Brock 
paused to stare through the glass, longing for a new pair of boots to 
replace the oversized pair he wore now.  

A fast-approaching rumble broke him from his reverie. Turning 
his head, Brock saw a steam carriage roaring toward him. He dodged 
to the side as it sped past and continued down the hill toward 
Southgate.  

Staring at the rear of the coach as it rolled on, he wondered what 
it would be like to ride in such an amazing contraption. He would 
never know, since only the wealthy could hope to afford one. He 
turned as a man rudely ran into him, knocking him back.  

“Watch where you’re going, you filthy Unchosen,” the man 
grumbled. 

Not wanting to draw trouble, Brock gave a small bow. “Sorry, sir. 
It was my fault. Won’t happen again.”  

The man sneered at him as he walked away. Brock stared at the 
man’s back for a moment before moving along. He soon approached 
the wall that separated Lower Kantar from Upper Kantar, glancing up 
at the brick barrier towering above as he passed through the gate. 
The other side of the wall revealed a district far different from the 



 

 

one below.  
The wide clean streets and elegant buildings of Upper Kantar 

were a stark contrast to the dirty streets and dilapidated buildings 
that prevailed in lower portion of the city. Within Lower Kantar, only 
Center Street and Alistair Avenue largely escaped these issues.  

His gaze landed on the Citadel, looming above the city. The bright 
sun made the stone towers appear like pale sentinels watching over 
the people of Kantar. Light reflected off the stained glass panels of the 
Citadel Temple’s domed roof. With the backdrop of vertical rock 
walls behind the citadel, the image was impressive.  

The idea of living in Upper Kantar seemed like a dream, but living 
in the Citadel was unimaginable.  

He passed a blacksmith shop, slowing to admire a beautiful 
longsword and dagger displayed in the window. Turning at the next 
intersection, he approached the second door on the right, knocked, 
and stepped back to wait. Glancing up, he read the sign above the 
door, engraved with the words Miguel Guyenne, Medicus.  

A young man, a few years older than Brock, opened the door. He 
was tall and thin with well-kept black hair combed to one side. Bangs 
hanging on his forehead partly obscured the Medicus rune that 
marked him for his vocation. Brock assumed the young man to be 
Guyenne’s apprentice.  

“I’m here with a commission for Medicus Guyenne,” Brock said.  
The apprentice looked him up and down with a doubtful 

expression. “Medicus Guyenne is far too busy for jokes. You should 
run along to wherever you came from, boy,” he said with a sneer.  

Taking a breath to keep his cool, Brock reached into his coat and 
removed a leather pouch, the coins inside clinking distinctively.  

“I met with the medicus last week and he told me he’d heal my 
aunt if I could pay the commission,” Brock explained. “Inside this 
pouch are four gold Imperials, which is the rate he quoted. She’s very 
ill and needs attention as soon as possible.”  

The apprentice grimaced, hesitating before retreating into the 
building.  

Brock stepped into the same room he had waited in a week 
earlier, closing the door behind him. The waiting room had a glossy 
wooden floor, a high ceiling, and wood-paneled walls. Six chairs ran 
along two of the walls, between the two entrances to the room.  

He heard footsteps approaching. The interior door opened and a 



 

 

man with silver-peppered black hair emerged, followed by the 
apprentice.  

“I understand that you have funds for a commission,” the man 
stated, looking Brock in the eye. A heavy brow and piercing brown 
eyes gave a serious weight to the man’s gaze.  

“Yes, sir. I have the four gold Imperials you require to come heal 
my aunt.”  

He handed the pouch to Guyenne, waiting anxiously as the 
medicus examined the contents. Guyenne’s eyebrows lifted in 
surprise as he looked at Brock in a moment of consideration. The 
medicus handed the pouch to his apprentice and then turned to 
Brock.  

“Let me gather my supplies, and we’ll be on our way.”  
Pushing past his apprentice, the man stepped through the interior 

doorway. The apprentice grimaced at Brock before turning to follow 
his master through the door. 
 .   .   . 
 
Brock ignored the look of disgust that Guyenne’s apprentice flashed 
toward him. He was used to others treating him with contempt. That 
is, if they bothered to acknowledge him at all. When they approached 
Flower Street, the apprentice pinched his face, further souring his 
disposition.  

“What’s that horrible smell? Do we really have to be here?” the 
young man complained. 

Guyenne nodded. “That’s the aroma of Flower Street. I’m sure 
you’ve heard of it. And, yes, we do have to be here. I promised this 
boy that I’d come and help his aunt if he paid the commission.”  

They turned onto Flower Street and approached the tannery.  
Brock opened the door, holding it for Guyenne and his apprentice 

to enter. He couldn’t help but smile after they passed him. If the 
apprentice didn’t like the smell before, he really wasn’t going to like 
the smell inside the tannery.  

Brock’s father glanced up from his work, startled to see the well-
dressed medicus and his apprentice. Dropping his tools, he removed 
his gloves and greeted the two men.  

“Hello good sirs. I’m Milan Tannerson, owner of this shop. What 
can I do for you?” Brock’s father extended his hand.  



 

 

Guyenne responded, “I’ve accepted a commission to treat this 
young man’s aunt. Where can I find her?”  

Confusion crossed Milan’s face. “You…I…well…she’s upstairs.”  
Milan’s brow furrowed. “But I don’t understand. Who paid the 

commission? Are you aware that she’s Unchosen?”  
With his apprentice in tow, Guyenne headed for the staircase. He 

turned his head to respond over his shoulder.  
“The boy paid the sum required.”  
The medicus ascended the stairs without looking back. Milan 

turned toward Brock, his face red with anger. Brock hesitated for a 
moment before bolting up the stairs.  

Arriving in the loft, he noticed that his aunt hadn’t moved since 
he had left. The medicus approached Ellie, setting his case down. He 
pressed his fingers to the side of her neck and then bent to put his ear 
to her chest. After a moment, he picked up his bag and turned to 
Brock.  

“I’m sorry, but I cannot help this woman,” Guyenne said, his voice 
reflecting regret. 

Brock was stunned. “But sir, you promised you’d heal her if I paid 
you.”  

Guyenne retreated to the stairwell, pausing at the top to share a 
sympathetic look.  

“I cannot heal the dead, young man. Nobody can. Not even the 
most skilled healer within the Ministry.” The man and his apprentice 
quickly descended the stairwell.   

Brock was in shock. She was alive just an hour earlier. He rushed 
to her, kneeling at the bedside. Calling her name, he shook the 
woman as he tried desperately to wake her. He patted her cheek 
while tears tracked down his. He couldn’t lose her like he lost his 
mother.  

“Ellie! Ellie! Please wake up! The medicus is here to heal you! 
Ellie!”  

Her skin felt cold and clammy. How could she die when he was so 
close to saving her? He rested his cheek on her forehead and sobbed.  

“It was her time, boy,” his father said. “Like your mother, she’s 
moved on from this life. We just have to pray that she lived well so 
Issal will bless her with a better station in the next life.”  

Through a blur of tears, Brock looked up at his father.  
“Ellie filled the hole in my heart when mom died. What am I 



 

 

going to do without her?” Using his sleeve, he wiped the tears from 
his face.  

After a moment, his father responded, “Here’s what you’re going 
to do. You will fill that hole with honest work, boy.” His voice took on 
an edge of anger. “I don’t know how you came up with the gold 
needed for a medicus to break the law and come to heal your aunt, 
but I do know it was nothing honest.”  

His voice rose to shouting. “First, you will take a batch of hides out 
in the yard and clean them up. Then you’re going to march over to 
the stockyards for another batch. And that’s only the beginning.” He 
paused, pointing at Brock. “See, your hole will be filled with work 
because you won’t have time for anything else.”  

His father turned and stormed down the stairs, leaving Brock with 
his dead aunt in his arms. 



 

 

 
 
 

CHAPTER 4 
 
 
 
The days seemed a blur. Brock’s father worked him relentlessly from 
dawn to well past sunset. Exhausted at the end of each day, Brock 
would drag himself up to the loft and fall into bed. His lone break 
was on the second day to attend Ellie’s funeral and then it was right 
back to work.  

Three weeks and two days into this grueling schedule, Milan 
relented and began to wrap-up the day’s work while the sun was still 
above the horizon. Brock ran out into the tannery yard and washed to 
remove the grime and smell from the day’s efforts. Entering the rear 
apartment, he quickly ate dinner before rushing upstairs to change.  

Once in his street clothes, he grabbed his coat and returned 
downstairs.  

He stopped back in the apartment and grabbed two extra biscuits 
while his father was cleaning the table. With a wave to Milan, he ran 
out the door with one biscuit in his mouth and the other in his 
pocket.  

Emerging outside, he squinted as his eyes adjusted to the sunlight. 
It was still warm, so he carried his coat under one arm, expecting 
that he would need it after the sun set.  

Brock hurried down Alistair Avenue, turning south when he 
reached Center Street. Just prior to reaching Southgate, he spotted a 
teenage boy sitting on the ground, leaning against the outer wall of a 
butcher’s shop. The boy had unkempt blonde hair and a dirty face. 
His blue eyes looked forlorn as he begged passers-by for coin or food. 
Long, thin fingers shook as the boy held out a dented pewter cup. A 
dirty gray blanket covered the unmoving legs stretched-out before 
him. It was a pitiful sight.  

Brock walked up to the boy, who happened to be facing the other 
direction, and gave him a swift kick.  



 

 

“Ouch!” The boy yelled as he grabbed his leg.   
“I guess you can feel those legs,” Brock said with a smile. “I’ll try to 

be more careful.”  
“Brock!” the beggar exclaimed. “Where’ve you been? I was afraid 

you’d gotten yourself thrown into jail.”  
Brock smiled. “Sorry, Tipper. My pa figured I’d been stealing 

again, and he set me to a grueling work schedule. I think he finally 
got tired of it himself after three weeks. I’m sure he thinks I’ve 
learned my lesson, so he let me off early today.”  

Tipper smiled. “You got here just in time. I was about to close up 
shop and head over to Sally’s. That is, unless you’ve got other ideas.”  

Brock tossed the biscuit to Tipper, who snatched it with his free 
hand. “I’d rather sit and talk for a bit. How about up on the wall?”  

Tipper put the biscuit in his mouth, grabbed his blanket, and 
stood to dust the dirt off of his pants. Standing a half-head taller than 
Brock, Tipper smiled down at his friend while he chewed. While 
Brock was thin, his short frame carried a fair amount of muscle from 
many hours of carrying hides. Tipper was just thin, with long wiry 
limbs.  

Tipper darted down the adjacent alley as he yelled, “Let me put 
my stuff away, and we can head up there.”  

After a minute, Tipper re-appeared while stuffing the last bite of 
the biscuit into his mouth.  

They headed toward Southgate, turning west just before the wall.  
Looping around a guardhouse along the wall, they climbed onto 

an old crate. Tipper grunted as he hoisted Brock up until he could 
reach the eave of the guardhouse. Brock pulled himself onto the roof 
and then crossed to a ladder standing beside the trap door to the 
guardhouse below. He lowered the ladder to the ground for Tipper to 
climb, and then he lifted it and placed the ladder back against the 
wall. Without hesitation, Brock scaled the ladder with Tipper 
following close behind.  

The wall, which surrounded three sides of the city, was about 
four strides deep. The outer rim of the wall was waist-high at the low 
points with merlons lining it such that the top of them stood just 
above Brock’s head.  



 

 

Brock and Tipper turned and walked toward the bay. At the 
midpoint between the gate and the western wall, they each climbed 
onto neighboring merlons. They sat with their legs dangling three 
stories above the ground.  

Palms swayed in the wind, their movement synchronized as if 
dancing to the slow song of the ocean. The cool breeze ruffled Brock’s 
hair, causing him to squint and blink as it dried his eyes. Looking to 
the west, Brock saw the last rays of the sun reflecting on the water at 
the distant horizon, the low evening sun casting a red hue on the 
clouds above. In mere minutes, the ocean would swallow the sun 
completely.  

The last ship of the day was nearing the docks, its sails down as it 
drifted into port. Workers scurried around the docks in an effort to 
finish the day’s business before the last remnants of light gave way to 
the black of night.  

To the south was the majesty of the Southgate Bridge, rising over 
the Alitus River. The blue stone bridge appeared purple in the reddish 
hue of the fading sunlight. One lonely wagon rolled over the peak of 
the bridge before disappearing from sight on the downslope. The 
straight lines of farm fields stretching into the hazy distance, beyond 
the river.  

Brock sat in quiet, relishing the peaceful view as the light of the 
setting sun continued to fade. He tried to internalize the tranquility of 
the moment, hoping to mend his broken heart. After ten minutes of 
silence, he finally spoke.  

“Ellie died,” he said without looking at Tipper.  
Tipper knew how much Brock’s aunt meant to him. He also knew 

she was quite ill.  
“I’m sorry, Brock.”  
Brock turned to look at his friend. “Tip, I had the gold needed to 

pay a medicus to come help her. I got the last bit I needed from that 
dirty apothecary and I went straight to the medicus the next 
morning.” He looked down as emotion welled up inside. “But when 
we got back to my pa’s place, she was already dead.” He paused as a 
tear dropped off his cheek, carried away by the breeze. “Why couldn’t 
she hang on a little longer? Why did she have to die?”  



 

 

A quiet moment passed before Tipper spoke. “You did your best, 
Brock. She was very ill. What else could you do?”  

He turned toward Tipper and shouted. “I could have saved her if I 
knew how!”  

Tipper glanced around. “Quiet! Do you want them to catch us up 
here?”  

Brock turned toward the ocean. His mind drifted back to his last 
conversation with Ellie. After a minute, he spoke again.  

“I can’t live this way, Tipper. I want to make a difference. I need to 
do something.”  

Tipper responded, “What can you do? We’re stuck with the lot 
we’re dealt. We just have to ride this life out and hope for a better 
one in the next life. That’s what the Ministry tells us, right?”  

Brock turned toward Tipper. “I’ve decided I won’t accept that line 
of thinking any longer. I want to do something more. I need to try to 
make my own life, a better life. I don’t want to live like this.”  

Tipper stared back intently, nodding. “Okay. I assume you have a 
plan. I know you don’t do anything without a plan.”  

Spinning around, Brock jumped off the merlon onto the wall. He 
waved Tipper down as he started toward the gate.  

“Let’s go. We have to visit a man at the Aspen Inn.”  
 .   .   . 
 
Stars began appearing through the dim light of dusk as dockworkers 
and sailors streamed through the gate. Like two leaves caught in a 
swift stream, Brock and Tipper were swept along with the crowd.  

The glowlamps lining Center Street provided an inviting path 
through the heart of the city. The further they walked, the thinner the 
crowd became as groups peeled off to their evening destination. By 
the time they neared the Lower Wall, only a few stragglers remained.  

Brock continually scanned the signs of the shops and inns as they 
passed. Spotting a sign with a single tree carved into it, he and Tipper 
broke from the crowd and entered the inn.  

The common room was buzzing with loud conversation, while 
the air carried the aroma of spiced lamb. Some patrons were eagerly 



 

 

consuming bowls of stew but most of them simply had a tankard of 
ale in hand.  

Brock stepped to the bar and signaled for the barkeep, a man had 
a round face and bushy black mustache. With sleeves pushed up to 
his elbows, he wore a dirty apron around his portly mid-section. 
After handing a fresh ale to a patron, the barkeep slid over and gave 
them a stare.  

“What do you boys want?” the man grumbled.  
Brock addressed the large man. “We’re looking for a fellow 

named Alonzo.”  
The barkeep snorted. “Is that so? Well, you’re in luck ‘cause he’s 

right over there.”  
He nodded toward a man at the end of the bar, whose balding 

head sporting less hair than his beard-covered face. The barkeep 
stepped away to help another customer.  

Brock traversed the bar, claiming the stool next to the man as 
Tipper sat at another.  

“I’m looking for Alonzo. I hear he can help me with something. 
Are you the man I’m looking for?”  

The man glanced over, squinting to assess Brock before 
responding. Brock noted the rune of Mercator on the man’s forehead, 
marking him as a trader.  

“Might be. It depends on why you’re asking,” the man responded.  
He took a long swig of his ale, his eyes remaining on Brock 

throughout the process.  
Brock replied, “My aunt suggested I seek out Alonzo at this inn. 

She said he could help improve my situation.”  
Brock brought his hand up to his forehead to ensure Alonzo 

understood his meaning. Alonzo’s eyes followed his hand, obviously 
noting the lack of a rune.  

“Might be that I can be of assistance, but it ain’t free.” Alonzo took 
another drink, setting the mug back on the bar. “I’ll be needin’ five 
Imperials.”  

Brock sighed. He only had two Imperials and nine silver marks 
left. The rest had gone to pay the medicus for Ellie.  

Brock responded, “Okay, but I need a little time to pull that much 



 

 

together. Where can I find you?”  
Alonzo smiled. “I’m right here every night. When you get the 

gold, come see me and we’ll do business.”  
Brock slid off the barstool, motioning for Tipper to follow as he 

headed out the door. Once outside, he began walking back toward 
Southgate.  

Tipper caught up to him. “What was that about? What did you 
mean when you said he has a way to improve your situation? What 
situation?”  

“This life, Tipper,” Brock said. “The situation of this dead-end life.”  



 

 

 
 
 

CHAPTER 5 
 
 
 
Brock needed more gold and only knew one way to get it.  

Halfway to Southgate, he and Tipper ducked into a dark alley. 
Once beyond the mouth of the narrow corridor, they put their backs 
to a wall and watched the alley entrance. Confirming they weren’t 
followed, Brock tugged on Tipper’s sleeve and continued.  

They crossed a dark intersection, circling around the trash and 
old barrels that had been discarded there. The alley soon terminated 
at a wall made of stones, creating a dead end. Brock put his hands on 
the wall and began feeling the stones. He could barely see the wall in 
the darkness, but that was irrelevant. Even in the light of day, you 
needed to feel with your hands to find the trigger. After a bit, he 
found a stone with a pattern of five shallow dimples.  

He leaned against the stone and it sank into the wall. A distinct 
click sounded as a section of the wall began to move, revealing a 
hidden door that slowly swung open. The rank stench of human 
waste wafted from the pitch-black space within.  

Brock stepped inside and removed his glowstick. Once activated, 
the blue light illuminated the upper portion of a stairwell that led 
into inky darkness. Brock began his descent with Tipper close behind. 
In the dim light of the glowstick, they could barely see the far wall of 
the sewer tunnel, fifteen feet away. A thud sounded when the stone 
door behind them closed, echoing in the quiet tunnels.  

Upon reaching the bottom of the stairs, they continued down the 
tunnel, carefully navigating the narrow brick ledge that ran along the 
wall. They soon heard a dull roar ahead, the noise growing louder as 
they drew closer. When they reached a recessed door in the side of 
the tunnel, Brock knocked five times. After a couple seconds, he 
opened the door and light poured into the tunnel.  

The dull roar instantly transformed to the rumble of loud 
conversation. Big Ed nodded as they entered, setting his cudgel back 
on the floor and leaning it against the wall near his stool. The 



 

 

bouncer crossed his beefy arms and resumed monitoring the crowd.  
Patrons occupied tables, chatting, eating, and drinking. A man in 

one corner celebrated a winning dice throw, hooting and jumping 
around. Two intoxicated men were harassing a pretty waitress as she 
deftly swatted groping hands. All were common traits found in any 
taproom in Lower Kantar. However, this was no ordinary taproom.  

For one thing, nobody in the room was marked with rune on his 
or her forehead. This place was a secret refuge for Unchosen, the one 
place in Kantar where they felt welcome and were treated as equals. 
Treated like humans.  

The second unique aspect of the taproom was Sally.  
She was an attractive middle-aged woman with long brown hair. 

Although a bit plump, her weight was distributed in all the right 
places, giving her a voluptuous figure that the male patrons admired. 
However, those men soon learned that Sally was to be respected. 
Unwanted attention would likely to earn them a cracked head and 
see them tossed into the sewer outside.  

As Brock approached the bar, Sally’s eyes met his. A smile spread 
across her face and he gave a broad smile in return. It was difficult 
not to smile when Sally smiled at you.  

She finished pouring a tankard of ale, set it before a man at the 
bar, and pocketed his copper. Brock and Tipper grabbed two open 
stools as Sally walked over to greet them.  

“Brock, Tipper. How are my favorite boys?” She smiled at Brock. 
“Where’ve you been? I haven’t seen you for weeks.”  

Brock flashed a smile. “Hi, Sally. Sorry I haven’t been around. I 
ran into a bit of trouble with my pa and was on lockdown for a 
while.” He paused and the smile slid off his face. “Ellie died, Sally. 
She’s gone.”  

Sally’s face clouded with sympathy. She reached across the bar 
and held her hand to Brock’s cheek. “I’m so sorry to hear that dear. 
She was a good woman. I know how much she meant to you after 
your momma died.”  

Tipper cleared his throat, breaking the somber moment. “Sally, 
can we get something to drink? I was on the street all day, and Brock 
has been running me around ever since. I’m parched.”  

Sally stepped away, returning a moment later with two mugs. 
“Here you go. It’s on the house.”  

They both took a big drink of the cider. Brock set his mug on the 



 

 

bar and smacked his lips before speaking.  
“Sally, I need another mark. Same rules apply. It needs to be 

someone who is crooked. If I’m going to steal, I’m not targeting 
anyone who’s honest, regardless of his station.”  

While she had looks, personality, and compassion, what made 
Sally special was being the ultimate source of information within the 
city. People often ignored Unchosen, which allowed them to overhear 
things normally kept secret. Those secrets inevitably found their way 
to Sally.  

She stared back a moment before releasing a sigh. “You seem 
determined. I suppose I do have a mark that suits your needs. If the 
rumor proves true, what he’s doing is horrible. It might be 
particularly dangerous though.”  

She stepped away to help another customer.  
Tipper leaned close. “I have a bad feeling about this. She wouldn’t 

warn you unless there was a problem.”  
Brock turned toward Tipper, speaking with determination. “I have 

to do this, Tip. I’m willing to take a few risks.”  
“Okay, Brock.” Tipper shrugged. “If you’re sure you want to do 

this, I’m here to help.”  
Sally returned, holding a piece of paper toward Brock. He 

grabbed it, but she held it tight, looking him in the eyes as she spoke. 
“Be careful.”  

Releasing the note, she stepped away to help another patron. He 
opened it and read the contents.  

Tipper peeked at the paper. “What’s it say?”  
Like most Unchosen, Tipper couldn’t read. Brock was a rare 

exception.  
Brock took one last swig of cider and slid off the stool. “C’mon. I’ll 

tell you after we’re out of here.” 



 

 

 
 
 

CHAPTER 6 
 
 
 
After a long day of working hides, Brock headed out to meet Tipper, 
concern occupying his mind as he passed through the streets of 
Lower Kantar.  

What he was planning was dangerous and held life-altering 
implications. Crimes against members of the Ministry were treated 
harshly in all cases. Brock being Unchosen, only made it worse.  

Brock turned the corner, leaving Center Street behind as he 
approached the temple near the Southgate guardhouse. He stopped 
when he spotted Tipper seated with his back against the temple wall, 
begging to those passing by. Brock watched a score of people pass in 
and out of the temple over the next ten minutes, none offering a 
single copper.  

Finally noticing Brock, Tipper gathered his things and crossed the 
street to where Brock waited. A moment later, he had settled on the 
ground to resume his pose. Without looking at Brock, Tipper spoke.  

“Samson’s inside now. I followed him last night to a house along 
the West Wall. He seemed nervous and stopped to check if anyone 
followed, but I was careful to stay out of sight. I bet he goes there 
again tonight.”  

Brock listened to Tipper, working on a plan. After a moment, he 
responded, “When he leaves, you wait here for a bit. He may have 
noticed you by now, but he won’t be looking for me, so I’ll follow 
instead. After he’s been gone for fifteen minutes, you head over to 
that house. Let’s meet across the street from it. If you don’t see me 
within an hour, I’ll meet you at Sally’s.”  

“Will do,” Tipper replied before calling out to someone walking 
past. “Please ma’am. Can you spare a copper for a homeless 
Unchosen?”  

Without pause, the woman continued and entered the temple.  
Brock chuckled as he pulled an apple from his pocket and tossed 

it to Tipper. He then strolled down the street until he found a spot on 



 

 

a low wall where he could sit and still see the temple entrance.  
A half-hour later, the sky darkened as dusk set in. A junior 

minister emerged from the temple and grabbed the small glowlamp 
located near the door. After a few shakes, it came alive with soft blue 
light. He then placed it into the wall sconce and disappeared back 
inside.  

Ten minutes later, a man in a dark cloak emerged from the 
temple, heading directly toward Brock. As the man walked past, 
Brock stared hard at him. Even in the fading light, the spiked blonde 
hair made him easy to identify. It was Minister Samson.  

Brock watched the back of the man’s cloak as Samson continued 
westward. After a moment, he stood and followed along.  

Samson turned north at an intersection just short of the West 
Wall. Brock quickened his pace until he was close to the intersection 
before slowing to a casual walk. As he crossed the opening, he 
glanced right and spotted a shadow near a glowlamp two buildings 
down, realizing that Samson had stopped with his back to the light 
and was watching for anyone following. Brock continued his casual 
pace until he was clear of the intersection and beyond Samson’s 
vision.  

Brock leapt onto the rim of a full rain barrel, the extra height 
enabling him to jump and grab the edge of the second-story balcony. 
He pulled himself up and was soon standing on the balcony railing.  

With practiced balance, he leapt to grab the drainpipe anchored 
to the wall above the barrel. He scaled the pipe and pulled himself 
onto the second-story rooftop.  

He hurried across the tiled roof to the neighboring building, 
slowing once past the glowlamp on the street below. Lying on his 
stomach, he pulled himself to the edge of the eave and saw Samson 
standing near the lamp, still looking toward the street corner.  

Samson turned and hurried down the street, passing directly 
below Brock’s position. Brock stood and hurried along the rooftops as 
he followed the man.  

Brock came to a gap where a narrow alley crossed the street 
below. He paused to check if Samson turned, but the man continued 
on. Backing up two steps, Brock leapt over the span to the next 
rooftop, hurrying to catch his prey.  

Stopping to peek over the roof edge again, he spotted Samson 
turning left at the next intersection. Brock made his way across the 



 

 

roof until he was directly over that street. Samson passed below him, 
heading toward the West Wall.  

Brock ran along the roof edge, keeping Samson in sight. The 
Minister turned right onto the last street before the city wall. Brock 
felt a stab of panic, realizing that there was no way he could jump to 
the next rooftop. He needed to get down fast, before he lost the man.  

He began searching for a way down until he saw Samson enter a 
building not far from the intersection, realizing that he had 
successfully followed the man to his destination. Deciding his current 
location was an ideal place to stage his lookout, he settled in to wait 
for Tipper. 



 

 

 
 
 

CHAPTER 7 
 
 
 
The evening fog continued to thicken as Brock watched the house 
across the street from his rooftop perch. Located at the outer edge of 
town with no shops or inns nearby, the area was dark and quiet.  

After a half-hour, he began to worry about Tipper.  
“Where is he? He should be here by now,” Brock muttered to 

himself.  
Hearing a noise below, he leaned over the edge to see if it was 

Tipper.  
Two men were heading his direction, one with a bundle over his 

shoulder. As they passed below him, he could hear their conversation.  
“…was right. This one was even easier than the others.”  
The other man replied, “As long as he pays us the same, I don’t 

care.”  
The first man made a suggestion. “You wanna head over to 

Drake’s for a drink after this?”  
The response was too muffled to hear as they passed beyond 

earshot. Approaching the same house that Samson had entered, the 
unburdened man knocked. A moment later, the door opened and soft 
blue light bled into the street. The man entered with the other a step 
behind. As the second man neared the light, Brock noticed that the 
bundle was moving. There was a person wrapped in that bundle!  

The bundle began to squirm wildly. The man swung around and 
banged the bundle against the doorframe, producing a thud that 
Brock heard from his perch. The bundle fell limp and the door closed, 
leaving the street dark and quiet.  

Brock swallowed hard. Sally had been correct. The note said that 
Minister Samson was involved with a slavery ring, kidnapping 
Unchosen. Seeing those men smuggle somebody into the house 
confirmed the rumor.  

Unchosen disappearing was nothing new, but Brock had always 
assumed it was from them leaving the city or dying a natural death. 



 

 

Unchosen didn’t have much in the way of rights, but at least they 
were free. He was appalled at the thought of a life of slavery.  

There were three of them and he was alone, but he had to do 
something to help. Steeling himself, he began looking for a way 
down.  

When he spotted a balcony on the building next door, Brock crept 
across the wet roof until he was above it. He slid off the roof to hang 
by his hands before dropping feet-first onto the balcony. He climbed 
over the railing and hung from the edge again, landing on the street 
below.  

Darting across the street, he hugged his back against the building 
next to the one the men had entered. He remained still, listening for a 
minute as he considered his next move.  

Noise from a door opening startled him. Soft blue light poured 
into the street and the two thugs emerged, closing the door behind 
them.  

They turned north, walking away from where Brock now stood. 
One man elbowed the other.  

“You ready to grab that drink now?”  
“You know it,” the other man responded. “I hope that busty wench 

is working tonight. I think she likes me”  
“I’m sure she does, Mick. I heard she goes for big smelly guys 

who’re missing half their teeth.”  
Mick pushed the other man. “Funny, Wes. You’re just jealous 

because she ignores...”  
The sound of the two men faded and the street was again quiet.  
With the two thugs out of the house, Samson and his victim might 

be the only two remaining. Brock considered his options and decided 
it was a chance he was willing to take.  

Creeping to the front of the house, he peered in the window but 
couldn’t see beyond the closed drapes. He put his ear to the door and 
listened. Not hearing anything, he tested the door. It was unlocked so 
he turned the knob and stepped inside.  

Light from the glowlamp illuminated the first floor of the house. 
An empty sitting room with a brick fireplace was to his left, a small 
kitchen area with a dining table to his right. Other than the 
glowlamp, there was no sign of activity.  

He climbed the stairwell across from the front door, finding the 
second story empty other than dusty furniture.  



 

 

Brock crept back down to check the closet under the stairs. 
Finding it dark and completely empty, he returned to stand near the 
lamp.  

He had inspected the entire house. Where are they? They hadn’t 
left out the front door and he hadn’t found any other exits.  

Mentally retracing his steps, he tried to place anything odd and it 
occurred to him that the closet under the stairs was completely 
empty. Why is there nothing inside a closet?  

Brock opened the closet door again and drew his glowstick, 
activating it. With the added light, he spotted a small knothole in the 
floorboards. He put two fingers in the knothole and lifted. A trap door 
swung upward to expose steep wooden stairs leading into the 
darkness below. He drew his knife and descended into the cellar.  

Holding his glowstick high, he realized that the cellar was empty. 
He turned and noticed a dark opening cut into the far wall. Two 
heavy posts and a crossbeam framed the opening, holding the earth 
in place around it.  

As Brock approached the doorway, the light from the glowstick 
revealed a tunnel just wide enough for two men. The tunnel sloped 
downward, likely going under the wall and out of the city. He crept 
down the tunnel, pausing when he heard noises ahead.  

After stuffing the glowstick in his coat, Brock could see faint light 
coming from around the tunnel bend. He crept forward, peeing 
around the corner to find that the narrow tunnel opened to a larger 
gallery with another dark tunnel on the opposite end. A single 
glowlamp sat on the ground, lighting the cavern. Samson stood in the 
center of the cavern, his back to Brock as he spoke to his victim 
within the squirming bundle of cloth near his feet.  

“…and don’t worry. You won’t have to wait long. My friends will 
be here soon, and you’ll be safe on a ship before sunrise.” The 
Minister reached down with a knife. “Now don’t move or you might 
get cut.”  

The knife sliced the twine binding the blanket. Samson then 
grabbed one end of the blanket and gave it a hard yank. The person 
in the bundle rolled away from him, out of the blanket and onto the 
cave floor.  

Brock could see the poor soul lying face-down, his hands tied 
behind his back and gag tied around his head. The minister stepped 
closer and used his foot to roll the person onto his back. That’s when 



 

 

Brock realized it was Tipper.  
Emotion welled up in Brock’s chest. He charged the man, stabbing 

with his knife as he collided into the Minister’s back. They flew over 
Tipper and tumbled to the cave floor, their momentum causing the 
Minister to roll on top of Brock and roll again to end with Brock on 
top and Samson beneath him face-down.  

Brock regained his feet, ready to defend himself. When Samson 
didn’t move, Brock noticed the knife sticking from the back of the 
man’s neck. The man was dead.  

He spun and ran to Tipper, pulling the gag from his mouth, down 
to his neck.  

Tipper spat and coughed. “Boy am I glad to see you. I thought I 
was done for.”  

“Are you okay?” Brock asked.  
Tipper nodded. “I’ll live. Just cut me loose so we can get out of 

here.”  
Brock ran over to the Minister to reclaim his knife. When 

reaching for the blade, he noticed something at the base of the man’s 
hairline. Parting the hair with his fingers, he saw a mark in the shape 
of a hand.  

Shaking his head to refocus, he gripped the knife to pull it from 
the man’s neck, but it didn’t move. Using both hands for a better grip, 
he pulled harder and it came loose. As the knife slid out, it made a 
nasty slurping sound and blood spurted from the deep wound. Brock 
gagged, his stomach cramping as he turned to vomit. After emptying 
his stomach, he wiped the knife on the dead man’s cloak and ran 
back to cut Tipper loose, his hands shaking as he sliced the bonds.  

With his wrists free, Tipper sat up and rubbed them. He looked 
over at Samson’s body on the cave floor. “That bastard said I was 
taking a ship to go work in a mine for the rest of my life. I don’t know 
where, but it sounded horrible.”  

Tipper tried to stand, but stumbled. Brock leapt forward and 
grabbed his friend’s arm to steady him.  

“Are you sure you’re OK? You have a nasty lump on your head,” 
Brock said in concern.  

Tipper nodded. “My head is pounding something fierce alright. 
Whoever hauled me here must’ve knocked me out. I think I’ll be okay 
though. Let’s go. I just want to get out of here.”  

Brock helped Tipper to the tunnel leading back to the house. 



 

 

“Wait here.”  
Brock leaned Tipper against the tunnel wall and ran to where 

Samson lay on the cavern floor. Searching through the dead man’s 
clothes, he found a money pouch and cut it loose. He poured the 
contents into his palm, counting four gold imperials and seven 
silvers. It was more than enough.  

After replacing the coins, he slid the pouch into his coat pocket 
and ran back to where Tipper waited. “I almost forgot what I came 
for.”  

“I thought you came for me,” Tipper gave a weak smile.  
Brock grabbed his friend’s arm and hooked it over his shoulder. “I 

didn’t know it was you. I only knew it was some poor soul who 
needed help.”  

Tipper smiled again. “Well, it don’t matter to me. I’m just glad you 
showed up.”  

Brock nodded. “Me too, Tip. Now let’s go before Samson’s friends 
arrive.”  

The two boys disappeared into the narrow tunnel, leaving the 
dead Minister behind. 
 
 


