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Chapter 1

The tribesman would die before another night passed. Of that Alack felt certain.

He closed his eyes in misery, listening to the man’s groans and occasional yells. 

The women and children gathered around the wounded man remained eerily silent, 

watching him die—or peering up at Kol Abaddon, edging closer to him, watching the 

prophet until he scowled at them and sent them scuttling back to the wounded warrior’s 

side.

Every bone and muscle in Alack’s body ached. If riding on a ship’s deck had been 

unpleasant, it was far worse riding belowdecks with his hands bound and his back 

against the curving wooden hull, sticky with pitch, that rose and fell and threw him with 

the waves, crammed in amongst the other captives for days and nights without number, 

listening to a man die by degrees—

Worse, he thought, than anything he could have imagined when he apprenticed 

himself to Kol Abbadon.

The slavers descended into the murky light of the hold twice a day to feed them 

gruel and water. With their hands bound and the ship tossing, the gruel slopped, and the



mess added to the misery.

The former merchant captain, now bundled in beside Alack and Kol Abaddon like

one more sack of meal, spent most of his time with his eyes closed and his head resting 

against the hull. He did not even twitch a muscle when the dying man went into a raving

fit. 

The captain seemed impervious to the tossing of the ship; perhaps ability to move

with the water was bred into him. It was not at all bred into the shepherd boy from the 

Sacred Land, the prophet-in-training who had never felt so far from home.

Kol Abaddon had not said two words since their capture. Alack itched with 

questions and fears, but the prophet was surlier than ever. He glared at the tribespeople 

who seemed to expect something from him and ignored Alack entirely.

Though day and night were alike beneath the ship’s deck, Alack estimated by the 

frequency of feedings that they had been three days at sea since the slavers took them 

captive in the tribal village. His heart ached for the women and children and the few 

men in the hold with them. He could not speak their language, but he understood their 

voices and their eyes as they whispered to each other, as they glanced at him and at the 

prophet. It seemed especially cruel that they should be attacked and enslaved after Kol 

Abaddon had restored them all to each other such a short time ago. He reminded 

himself that these same tribesmen had attacked and meant to kill them, and their lives 

had been saved only by Kol Abaddon’s intervention—but their wives? Their little ones?

Slavery was not always the worst of lives—great poverty with freedom was 

generally worse. And yet . . .

He glanced at the prophet. Kol Abaddon rested his shaggy head against the hull 

in the murky shadows; he seemed to be asleep. Or else he was just ignoring the 



tribespeople.

The prophet had worked miracles on the island. Could he truly do nothing now?

Alack’s bruised head ached, and he did his best to dismiss his thoughts and 

concentrate on stilling his stomach and protecting his sea-battered body from being 

battered yet again.

The dying man let out a long, protracted groan that made Alack’s skin crawl.

“We’ll be nearly there,” the captain said.

Alack squirmed to a straighter posture. “What did you say?”

The captain’s accent was thick, and he spoke in the merchant pidgin familiar to 

all the nations that ringed the Great Sea. “We’ve been three and a half days at sea. If they

are headed for the slave market in Avia, we’ll be in port by sundown tonight.”

Alack’s stomach tightened at the news. “And then what will happen to us?” he 

asked.

“We’ll be sold into slavery. Unless you have friends to help you.”

“Not in Avia, no,” Alack said. He eyed Kol Abaddon and was about to add, 

“Unless he knows someone,” but he shut his mouth. If the prophet knew anyone in the 

Westland, he hadn’t said so. As far as Alack knew, Kol Abaddon still intended to speak to

the king—present circumstances notwithstanding.

The captain closed his eyes again. “The gods have been against us all this voyage,”

he said.

“Our God has not,” Alack said. “He blinded the eyes of the attackers.”

“True. But he’s gone absent now, hasn’t he?” the captain said. “That’s the gods for

you. Fickle.”

Alack leaned his head on his knees, ignoring the ache in the small of his back and 



his tailbone from sitting in this posture for so long, and told himself the captain was 

wrong and the Great God was not absent.

He was merely inactive for the moment—inactive and silent.

Much like his prophet, Kol Abaddon.

Keeping his voice too low for anyone else to hear, Alack finally dared address his 

mentor.

“What are we going to do?” he asked.

To his surprise, Kol Abaddon didn’t ignore the question. “We are going to give the

king a message,” he said.

“We are on our way to a slave market,” Alack pointed out.

“Just a stepping stone.”

Lowering his voice even further, Alack said, “But how do you know? Why is this 

the Great God’s plan? Why not just let us go with the captain all the way?”

“He meant to double-cross us,” Kol Abaddon said, his voice barely discernible. 

“He would have held us for ransom or sold us and done us greater harm than these men 

will do.”

Alack blinked. “What? How do you know that?”

“The Great God showed me.”

“When?”

“Before we boarded his ship.”

“Then why did we board it?” Alack said, now fighting to keep his voice down.

Kol Abaddon’s lips twitched. “It was going to the Westland.”

His mentor was laughing at him, and somehow that made Alack feel better.

He peered down the row at the captain, who still looked like he was sleeping but 



was most likely not. Would the man really have double-crossed them?

Yes, he thought, he would have.

The wounded tribesman’s groaning rose in pitch and intensity, and the women 

sitting around him joined in, their voices a high, unnerving wail. 

The captain sat up suddenly and pounded the side of the ship with his bound 

hands. “Would you all shut up!” he yelled. “Shut up before I find a way to beat you all 

senseless!”

His threats only sent a group of the children crying, and then the entire hold was 

filled with wailing, crying, screaming, and under it all, the dying man’s groans. Alack’s 

nerves had never known such a sound. Nor had his heart ever heard such despair. 

But then—the eyes glancing their way again. With expectation. With hope.

He scooted closer to Kol Abaddon and said in a low voice, “We should help them.”

Kol Abaddon did not even open his eyes. “Hush,” he said. “You speak trouble. 

You want the captain to hear you? He’ll be ransomed in Avia; he can still make trouble 

for us. We have a mission.”

“But these people—”

“We owe them nothing.”

Alack scooted back to his original spot, thought for a moment longer, and then, 

unable to stand the sound of the tribespeople’s despair, lurched back to Kol Abaddon’s 

side. “You are the Great God’s prophet!” he said. “You blinded eyes for their sake. 

Helped them. Why can’t you do it again?”

At the prophet’s silence, Alack followed the captain’s example and thumped his 

hands against the hull. Ignoring the self-inflicted pain, he said angrily, “You’re the one 

who told me I might be a savior, not just a prophet.”



“Then you help them,” Kol Abaddon said. “But keep us out of trouble in doing it.” 

He opened his eyes and trained them—intense and dark—on his apprentice. “It’s not 

magic, the power of the Great God. We owe these people nothing. And yes, you may 

have some . . . special role. In the Sacred Land. That doesn’t make you a god. Or me.”

Alack shut his eyes and leaned against the hull, breathing hard through his nose 

to calm his anger—an emotion which, he was beginning to realize, was at least nine parts

panic. He begged the Great God to do something, or at least to quiet the wailing.

Moments later, two slave traders descended from above and dealt out threats, 

blows, and orders for silence. The wailing stilled.

Alack closed his eyes and rested his head on his knees, banging bone against bone

as the ship pitched in the waves once again. The murk of the hold returned to a 

miserable quiet, broken only by one man’s uncontrollable groans.

* * *

True to the captain’s estimation, the ship docked in Avia that same evening as the sun 

was setting in the west, its rays spilling over the land onto the eastern sea.

“Up! Out! Single file, all of you!” the slavers shouted. Alack stood awkwardly. The 

movement of forty-some captives trying to stand at once created a shuffling, 

overcrowded tangle of bumping and nudging and throwing one another off-balance. 

Every muscle and bone protested as Alack stretched his legs for the first time in three 

days.

Following the ship’s captain and Kol Abaddon, and leading the way for the 

women and children who did not seem to know quite how to stand in a line, he shuffled 



above deck. The light hurt his eyes and lifted his heart all at once.

The last he saw of the hold was several of the stronger women trying to lift the 

dying man with their hands tied.

They had docked in the midst of a bustling port, and the city lined the banks of 

the inlet on every side, plastered brick buildings clustered as far and deep as Alack could

see. People were everywhere, shouting, carrying, fighting, laughing. Cattle and donkeys 

weaved in and out of the crowds, some led by their owners or slaves, some wandering 

free. He expected camels but saw none; this was not his desert home. 

This was Avia, capital city of the Westland. The shepherd boy had crossed the sea.

The port smelled of the flesh of man and beast, mingled with the stronger scents 

of salt and spices and fish and the acrid waste of too many people in one place. On a 

street corner not far from the docks, four boys played reedy flutes and clashed cymbals 

wildly, and bystanders danced. Soldiers stood in threatening clusters everywhere Alack 

looked. Was there an entire army in this city?

Moments after Alack’s feet touched the dock, the slavers called a halt. He stood in

the light of the setting sun with a frightened line of women and children behind him, all 

of them chattering and calling to one another in low voices. The slavers conversed with 

men by the shipside for a long time.

When Alack had begun to fidget with impatience, he heard a voice hailing them. 

He turned his head and saw two men in merchant’s robes approaching, hands raised in 

greeting.

The old ship’s captain shouted a hail back. In minutes the slavers cut his bonds, a 

bag of money changed hands, and the captain was released to his friends. He spoke with 

them in low voices for a moment, and all three turned, trained their eyes on Alack and 



Kol Abaddon, and stared hard.

A second later, they were gone—vanished into the crowds and the quickly fading 

light. Shadows stretched over the city and the harbor, where torches were just beginning

to flicker to light, and Alack strained his eyes in vain to see where the captain had gone.

One of the slavers shoved Kol Abaddon forward. “Keep moving.”

He did, leading a bewildered line of slaves the rest of the way down the gangplank

to the dock and from there to the shore. When Alack’s feet touched solid ground, it 

heaved under him and nearly threw him off balance. He yelped with surprise and 

indignation—after all this time, that land should feel like sea was a nasty trick.

To his surprise, Kol Abaddon turned his head. “Don’t be afraid,” he said.

The lights of oil lamps and braziers were coming on all over the city as the sun 

sank, lighting up the banks and the gentle hills beyond them. The noise of Avia only 

intensified as the slavers pushed their line of captives into the thick of the crowds, along 

the shoreline and then up the narrow streets into the city. Headed for the slave market, 

Alack supposed.

Slavery was not foreign to him. His people, the Holy People, practiced it just like 

everyone else in the world, even though they had a self-righteous tendency to turn their 

noses up at mention of the trade—like if they didn’t talk about it, it wouldn’t matter that 

they practiced it. 

Alack’s father, Naam, had told him that long ago, the People refused to enslave 

one another—they had owned servants of other races only, and even then, had 

considered it better that all men should be free. On top of that, the Great God had given 

laws of release that limited any slave’s term of service. But even the People rarely 

practiced those distinctions anymore, and Alack had little hope that the Westlanders 



would hold to any similar ideals.

Inspired by Kol Abaddon’s example, he turned his head and said, “Don’t be 

afraid” to the woman behind him. Likely she couldn’t understand his words, but she 

seemed to take comfort from his tone, and he heard murmurs from the others behind 

him. He turned his head forward again as he walked, satisfied.

The crowds in the city were so thick and so boisterous that they threatened to cut 

the captives off from one another. The slavers kept up a constant stream of shouts and 

violence, cuffing and clubbing slaves, cattle, and passersby alike anytime the line 

threatened to break. Alack entertained a brief hope of getting away in the confusion, but 

the slavers knew their business and managed to keep their captives together and moving

forward. He stumbled over something in the street, and a blow to his shoulder kept him 

going before he’d even had time to figure out what was tripping him. At least the ground 

was starting to settle down—it had been pitching under him every minute since he 

stepped off the boat.

The journey took them up a meandering path through close-built, three-story 

apartment buildings, all of them with people peering out, waving hands, dropping 

things. Water stains ran down the sides of every building from waste tossed out the open

windows. Smoke from braziers filled the air, and Alack fought to keep his senses attuned

as his head swam.

Their drivers turned them up another side street, this one climbing a steep slope, 

and then the captives nearly fell, one by one, into a square pit dug out before them. 

Alack climbed down gingerly, as carefully as he could with his hands bound. There was 

barely enough room for them all, and they packed in shoulder to shoulder and back to 

back. He watched his feet, afraid of trampling one of the smaller children.



The dying man was lowered down by three of the women and one of the two other

tribesmen who had been taken alive. Then a heavy iron grate was pulled over the pit, the

rings of a chain fastened it to the ground, and guards took their places where their 

shadows fell over the pit in the confused light of torches.

They had arrived.

The newcomers shuffled and turned, trying to make more room. They managed 

to open a few inches here and there, and Alack let out a breath he hadn’t known he was 

holding. If stars shone overhead, they could not be seen from here. They were crowded 

out by the tall buildings, the smoke, the city lights.

Kol Abaddon’s hand came down on Alack’s shoulder, clamped hard, and dragged 

him several feet through the tightly packed group into a corner. It seemed miraculous 

that he had even found a way through the press. But somehow he had, and in the corner 

it was a little easier to breathe, a little more private, with earthen walls behind Alack’s 

back and to one side of him. He gazed out at the shuffling, moaning mass of shadows, 

and he heard himself groan.

Kol Abaddon grunted and said, “Do you feel for yourself or for them?”

“For them,” Alack said.

“Why not for yourself?”

He turned and looked at his mentor, struggling to make out his familiar features 

in the shadows. “Because I am not afraid. We have a mission from the Great God. Like 

you, I know we will fulfill it.”

Kol Abaddon nodded with a grunt. “Good.”

“What will happen to them?” Alack asked.

“I don’t know.”



And you don’t care, Alack thought. He wasn’t even sure Kol Abaddon cared about

their own people and the terrible threat of judgment they were under. But then—did 

Alack? If he really cared, why was he here? Miles and miles from home in a land he had 

never imagined seeing, preparing to give a message from the Great God to a foreign king

he cared nothing about?

He leaned against the wall, grateful that it did not buck and pitch like the ship. 

After the voyage and now this, even being sold might feel like a relief.

He held onto that thought until he recognized some of the moving shadows as 

children and heard an infant crying. For many, or most, of these families, being sold 

would mean losing everyone they loved.

His heart sank, and tears pricked at his eyes. He didn’t bother fighting them 

away. Though these people were strangers, and not one of them from his own race or his

own city, down here in this pit they were all equals, all facing a future that was unsure, 

all facing the reshaping of who they were by forces not of their own choosing. With all 

his heart he wished he could take them all with him.

 As though he could read his thoughts, Kol Abaddon said quietly, “You cannot 

save the world. You can only be faithful to the Great God’s call, and watch him do what 

he will do through you, in whatever way he chooses to do it.”

The darkness above deepened to full night, and still no stars. The dying man had 

ceased groaning; he breathed now in a terrible, guttural rasp. Those who sat around him

—his family?—said nothing, did nothing.

Alack had wanted nothing for days so badly as to stretch his legs, but now his 

muscles ached, and he slid back down to the ground. It was damp, the earthen walls 

were damp, and he shivered. With the sea so close, the very air was wet. His body ached 



for the desert, and his heart did the same. For the desert and for freedom.

Alack slept, and he dreamed.

He saw the captives in the pit, crammed in next to each other, and each shone 

with varying light. Some were dim, like a lamp flame about to snuff out, others brighter, 

one or two brilliant. Something like a tendril of smoke or mist moved in their midst; he 

thought perhaps they were breathing it out—or in. It might be the fuel for the lights in 

them, or else the smoke of the same. He could not tell. He felt a sense of presence—a 

holiness, a nearness. They breathed something that was not mere air, something that 

lived around them.

His eyes shot open at the sound of the warrior in his death throes.

As though someone had opened a spigot, the horrible wailing of grief and despair 

began again.

And this time, the tribespeople begged.

As many as could reach him threw themselves at the prophet’s feet, begging in 

words Alack could not understand. Alack himself was forgotten, ignored. Kol Abaddon 

motioned with his hands for them to stop, to leave him be. His eyes flashed with anger. 

The slaves began to beat their chests; some pounded their heads against the side of the 

pit and the floor.

The warrior gave out one last gargled cry and died.

They all heard the sound of his breath leaving his body—sucked into a terrible, 

dark vacuum.

And then the mood in the pit shifted, from pleading to anger, from hope to threat.

Alack saw it clearly even in the deep shadows. Kol Abaddon had betrayed their 

last hope. 



He moved himself in front of the prophet, suddenly afraid. These were only 

women and children, but he knew them to be a violent people.

And yet he was angry with Kol Abaddon too.

When no immediate threat came against them—though the air filled with bitter 

murmurs amid the sobs and cries—he turned on the prophet and opened his mouth to 

accuse him.

Of letting a man die when he could have stopped it.

Of not even trying to help.

Kol Abaddon heard the accusation without words. “There is no power for it,” he 

snapped. “It isn’t magic, I tell you; I cannot call up the power of the Great God at will.”

“Maybe because you don’t want to,” Alack said, his eyes filling with tears. He tried

to shove his way to the dead man, to pay his respects somehow. To redeem himself, his 

mentor, and even his people in the eyes of these captives who had looked to him for 

hope. He heard himself calling into their grief, talking to it—“Don’t fear! Don’t be 

afraid!”

Even as he stumbled through the cramped crowd toward the dead man, his vision

shifted, and he saw not women and children, but sheep. Sheep, wooly and weary with 

dust and sand; sheep, limping and exhausted from the journey; sheep, their dark eyes 

desperate with thirst.

Sheep; and he, Alack, was a shepherd; and he wanted nothing more than to help 

them.

They moved for him. He knelt beside the dead man. In the faint light from 

torches above, he could make out the ugly, swollen wound that had killed him, a deep 

gash across his chest and shoulders. His tears fell. His helplessness, his total inability to 



make even the tiniest difference for the man, choked him.

“And what would you do if you could get them out of this pit?” Kol Abaddon 

called from the corner. “What would you do if you could save them? Would you become 

a chieftain? How would you feed them? Clothe them? Do you imagine you would pilot 

another ship to take them all home—where they no longer have husbands or fathers to 

care for them? Think your desires through, boy!”

Alack ignored him. Surrounded by the mourning tribe, he huddled down and 

prayed that the Great God would help him help these people.
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