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THE FIRST

From the ocean they came; the first inhabitants.
They stared around in wonder at the land before
them and were compelled to run.
- The First
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FIRST STEPS
TOUCH OF INSANITY: BOOK 1

By Rosa Marchisella

PROLOGUE

H

is Majesty, King Quy Duw was dead and the
Calling went out. Every corner of the world saw
the flaming crown in the sky. Those who felt the Calling jour‐
neyed to the castle to take the Test of Kings.
The bard’s son entered the antechamber and hesitated.
Across the room, two somber guardians stood dutifully on
either side of the doorway to the Room of Decisions. Each bore
a golden mark under one eye which glowed faintly with holy
light. These were the Unknown Princes, secretly bound to the
king; identities unknown to the world until his death revealed
the sacred mark and transported them to the throne room.
The frail man on the left had the coarse hands and
hunched shoulders of a farmer. Despite his status of “prince,”
he spent his life toiling. Long white hair tied at the nape of his
neck and soft gray clothes softened the angles of his lean body.
The platinum-haired youth on the right, a replacement
1
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chosen by the gods after the original Unknown Prince died,
drew whispers. The barbarian people of the Sorrowful Plains
rarely heard the Calling and this boy was the first to receive the
honor of being an Unknown.
Court ladies of all ages flirted shamelessly with the boy
and gifted him with sweet-scented ribbons. Already towering
well above most grown men, the young plains warrior ignored
both gossip and the attention showered on him. His frost-pale
eyes neither sought nor gave favor. His granite expression
never wavered during the two months he and the old man
ruled the world in unison.
That morning, the doors to the Room of Decisions glowed
with holy light. Everyone who received the Calling had arrived
within the castle walls. It was time for the candidates to gather
in the antechamber and end the temporary reign of the
Unknown Princes.
A dark-skinned woman from the desert lands of Karr
fiddled with the hem of her brightly colored sleeve. From
beneath thickly curled lashes, she watched a man with
cascading blond hair and full lips. He was handsome, with the
broad shoulders of a man accustomed to hard work and rowdy
play.
A red-haired teenager rocked on the balls of his feet,
betraying both combat training and youthful nerves. Freckles
and blemishes ravaged his face, giving him an unfortunate
countenance his catlike grace could not compensate for.
The other woman in the group dressed in layers of brocade
and silk from the Western side of the Great Divide. Delicately
2
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carved sticks pinned her shimmering black hair atop her head,
and she watched the room with dark, sloping eyes.
The bard’s son tugged absently at his ear. His father had
embarrassed the Western emissary the previous year with his
Ode to a Western Emissary.
“A-ah-HEM-ahem.” An older man with stringy gray hair
and the gaunt look of someone who hadn’t eaten in weeks
stood apart from the others. He cleared his throat again with a
quiet yet persistent noise, earning a murderous glare from a
richly dressed man with chunky gold rings on his fingers.
The bard’s son smiled at the divergent image the two men
posed. One was from great wealth while the other from painful
poverty. The test gave both these men an equal chance of
walking away with kingship.
He joined the other candidates and the glowing door
pulsed slowly. The group tensed with anticipation. They were
all here.
The freckled youth gave him a tight smile.
The wealthy man followed the boy’s gaze to the bard’s son.
His blunt nose wrinkled in disgust.
“Oh, really! This is too much!” The Unknown turned their
stony gazes toward the wealthy man. “We are here to select a
king! Am I to believe the gods would grant such a boon to a
child?”
Anger and humiliation burned his ears. The bard’s son felt
the Calling from the moment the flaming crown lit the sky.
Impatience for the test gnawed at him for two months while he
waited for the other candidates to arrive. He drove his parents
3
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and teachers to distraction. Child or not, he had every right to
be there.
The elder Unknown, a toddler during the last Test of
Kings, favored the wealthy man with a contemptuous sneer.
The man’s confidence withered.
The door to the Room of Decisions swung open with a
sigh. Silently, the seven candidates entered the glowing
chamber beyond.
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CHAPTER 1

T

anned skin slick with sweat, Clem’s firm muscles
trembled under my hand. Years of working on our
sheep farm transformed him from a gangly boy into an oaksolid man. Locked in his arms, the heat of his body radiated
like an open oven. Our hoarse panting carried through the
afternoon air.
“Give it . . . up! I’ve got . . . you beat,” I gasped through
clenched teeth.
“In a sheep’s eye.” Clem grunted and groped for a better
hold. The farmhand fought better than anyone I knew, but I
held my own. A lifetime on the farm, sparring and wrestling
with him made us equals in skill and strength.
Jack barked and danced around us.
I braced my knee against the water trough for better
leverage, preparing to topple Clem headlong into the trough
and claim victory. In this case, “victory” was the right to pass
5
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off an onerous task to the loser. If I won, Clem would spend
the next day checking the western fence for rot.
Clem shifted his weight to counter my ploy and flashed a
wide smile. Most girls went weak in the knees at Clem’s
charm. Our familiarity helped me resist the typical swoon he
induced in other girls.
“Kharee!”
I jerked in response to my name and lost my tenuous
advantage. With a quick and merciless motion, Clem flipped
me through the air. I landed in the trough with a harpy shriek
and swallowed a mouthful of sun-warmed water.
I sputtered and turned a wrathful glare toward my father.
“I almost had him!”
A haunted look in Father’s eyes stopped me with the
solidity of an ice wall. The lines etched into his tanned face
from years of laughter and sun made him look frightfully old.
Before I could understand the odd expression, Father blinked
and it was gone.
A shock of black hair fell across Clem’s eyes as he offered
his arm. “At least we’ve washed some of the stink off you.”
Jack nosed his way between us. I shoved the dog aside as
Clem hauled me out of the trough.
“What do sheep care if I smell as bad as they do?” I
wrung out my vest.
“It’s not the sheep I worry about,” Father said. “It’s your
mother. If she saw you right now, it’d take a hundred years off
her life.”
“It’s her own fault,” Clem admonished. “Elf blood makes
Kharee this way.”
6
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I glared at Clem. “What way?”
“This way!” Clem rumpled my dripping hair. “You tear
around like the autumn wind!”
“I’ll have to work on that.” I grumbled and poured water
out of my boots. “Perhaps I need to be more like a winter gale
to land you in the trough.”
“The gods preserve us!” Clem replied. “Then you’d take
after your father!”
Father’s brown eyes twinkled as he clapped Clem on the
shoulder. “Truer words have never been spoken, lad.”
I stiffened. “What’s wrong with being like you?”
“Not a thing, Kharee.” Father pulled me into a one-armed
hug and kissed my wet temple. “Not a single thing.”
I leaned into the embrace, safe and secure against his
broad chest. I heaved a contented sigh. By the triple-gods, I
loved my simple life.
After dinner, I curled up in a large living room chair with
A Dragon’s Tale. It was my favorite book. I reverently flipped
through the gold-edged pages of the old book and admired the
carefully painted pictures. Although I couldn’t read, I knew
the story by heart. Mother read it to me so often her fingers
had worn marks in the red leather cover.
Mother returned from putting my younger sisters to bed
and I held the book out to her. “Will you read to me tonight?”
“Perhaps another night, Kharee. I need to speak with you
about an important matter.” She perched on the edge of the
chair with the same haunted look Father wore earlier. “You
are seventeen now. Old enough. It is time for you to marry.”
“Marry?” I put the book aside. “To Clem?”
7
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“No, not Clem.”
I heaved a sigh of relief. Although a great farm hand, I
never considered spending my life with Clem or bearing his
children. In fact, I hadn’t given my future any thought. I
enjoyed living one day at a time.
“Who? Someone I know?” Most of the men in Felton
were married or getting old.
“You do not know him.” Mother put her arms around me
and I leaned against her to seek comfort from her touch. “His
name is Lord Erik of the House Perfan’Lex.”
My stomach lurched. Elven. I didn’t know Lord Erik, but
I knew of him. The ruling reeve of the lands around Felton,
he upheld the King’s Law, collected taxes, and cared for the
people.
What does an Elf lord want with a half-breed peasant?
“Before you were born, your father and I made a promise.
It is time to keep that promise.”
I sat upright. “You promised me to a stranger? Why?”
Mother avoided my gaze. “He is very wealthy.”
I snorted. The husband-to-be usually gave the bride’s
family animals or goods to replace the loss of daughter. A
wealthy lord like Erik would pay in gold. “Money? For me?”
I could not sew, weave, or even cook a decent meal. What
kind of man would find me worth marrying? Surely he did
not have sheep to tend.
“He will have no other. Now come along.” Mother took
my hand and stood. “Lord Erik will be expecting a proper
young lady. I have filled a tub for you.”
Marriage and a bath? I shuddered.
8
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Mother led me to the kitchen where the tub sat in a
curtained off area. She snatched the feathered cap from my
head. I protested, but she refused to budge. “It is past time to
grow out your hair.”
I fought back tears. Father gave me the cap on my thir‐
teenth birthday. It was the same soft green as our lush rolling
fields and he’d found the white feather the day I was born.
Father said white feathers are a good omen. It reminded me
of birds flying free over our lands which seemed like a good
omen, too.
Mother brusquely stripped me like I was still a child.
Becoming a proper young lady meant no more romping
through the fields with Jack. And gods forbid I carry my
hunting knives! My days of wrestling and running wild came
to an abrupt halt with a squeal and a tub of jasmine scented
water.
“Scrub!” Mother handed me a piece of soap root. She
tucked a golden strand of hair behind a pointed ear, picked
up my discarded clothes, and held them at arm’s length. “You
better be clean by the time I come back.”
She stalked out the back door, hands too full to close the
door behind herself.
“So unfair,” I grumbled.
Jack poked his nose around the curtain and sat next to the
tub. His tongue lolled in an unbearable doggy smile which
mocked me for landing in water twice in one day.
I growled. “Think it’s funny, do you?”
I splashed the dog with water. Jack shook himself,
spraying the water right back at me. I groaned in defeat.
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“Please, Elaine!” Father’s voice drifted through the back
door. “Do we really have to do this?”
The misery in his voice wrenched my heart. I leaned out
of the tub to pull back the corner of the curtain. I could see
my parents shadowed in the night beyond the door.
Mother dumped my clothes on the rubbish pile. “Yes.”
“Without Kharee to help with the flock, I’ll have to hire
someone else. We can’t afford it.”
“You know perfectly well her bride price will pay for ten
hired hands.”
“But it wouldn’t be the same.”
Mother’s lips drooped, marring the serenity of her porce‐
lain face. “You are right. We would be rich and happy instead
of barely managing to clothe and feed five children. With
another on the way . . .”
Father stared in distress at Mother’s expanding abdomen.
After taxes, the money brought in by our sheep barely
provided for all of us. A new baby meant things would be
extremely tight.
Father grabbed her by the arms. “Speak to him, Elaine.
Get him to change his mind. He can have Ni-Anne. What’s a
few more years to an Elf? Please. He’ll listen to you.”
“Once, maybe. Any claim of friendship I had was lost
when I married you. You know this, Albert. You were there.”
Tears sprang to her eyes and she choked back a sob. Father
put his arms around her with tears of his own.
Ashamed to be spying on their grief, I let the curtain fall
back into place. I scrubbed in silence while contemplating
what I’d overheard.
10
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“Are you scrubbing?” Mother asked from the other side of
the curtain.
“Every inch.”
“Good girl.” She left a pile of new clothes on the nearby
chair and left the kitchen.
I stared at the pile and mourned the loss of my snug
breeches and comfortable vest. Drafty skirts and starched lace
made me twitch. My beloved boots! Cast aside for me to step
into dainty slippers. I gazed toward the door with longing. If I
rescued a few items from the rubbish pile . . .
I grabbed the towel and wrapped the towel around myself
as I stepped from the tub. I padded out the back door and
stopped, uncertain.
Father leaned against the trough and stared at the night
sky with red-rimmed eyes. Tears left glittering trails down his
face. Our eyes met briefly before he dropped his gaze.
I stiffened in shock. The Code of Honesty centered on
the philosophy of letting others see the intent in your eyes.
Father lived by the code and I’d never seen him avert his gaze
in my entire life. He’d never been ashamed of anything.
A greasy knot of apprehension squirmed in my gut.
“Father?”
Father did another first; he turned his back on me and
walked away. He entered the tool shed. The sound of slam‐
ming and smashing filled the night.
Sickened, I fled to my room.
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CHAPTER 2

M

other brushed my sandy hair with my new
silver hairbrush. The goal was one hundred
strokes a day. Between her counts, she whispered, “Grow
faster, please.”
“My face hurts from smiling so much,” I muttered.
“You are pinching your lips too tightly,” she replied. “Try
to look more as though you are enjoying yourself and less like
you have bitten into a sour apple.”
“I feel so fake!”
Mother coached me on how to clean and cook until I was
able to make the family meals. She tutored me in the art of
lords and ladies; how to glide when I walked, sway my hips,
curtsy, and flirt without seeming to. She taught me how to
articulate properly, when to speak and to whom, and how to
eat with my fork just so.
I despised every moment of it and while Mother brushed,
13
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I stared into her mirror and practiced how to smile as though I
hadn’t been doing it since birth.
I rubbed my sore cheeks. “No one could possibly be this
contrived.”
Mother blushed. Even burdened with pregnancy, she was
more graceful and refined than other Elves I met. How does
she know these things? How did she flutter her eyelashes
without it looking like a nervous tick? Or make her voice ice
cold one moment and as warm as fresh baked pie the next?
Why were her phony laughs so believable?
Compared to her, I felt like a clod with no right to be seen
in society. I did not inherit her tall frame or delicate features.
Her tilted blue eyes were more exotic than my plain brown
ones. The only resemblance to prove she was my mother was
the point on my ears and the ability to see at night.
Mother put the hairbrush aside. “Let us have dinner with
the king tonight.”
I groaned. As if I’ll ever see the king in my life!
I managed to keep from embarrassing myself in front of
an imaginary court and surprised everybody with an edible
dinner.
Father taught me the basic dances while Mother sang and
my sisters beat pots with spoons. It was a racket, but fortu‐
nately my sisters have a better ear for music than I do.
Father moved with surprising poise despite the number of
times I stomped his toes. I tugged at my pantaloons to
dislodge them from where they crept up my crotch. My stock‐
ings bunched around my ankles, but I preferred it over my
bare legs brushing against each other.
14
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I ached to be as elegant as my parents. They resembled
finely crafted bookends as they danced around the living
room. Will I ever look so beautiful or happy in a man’s arms?
I curled in my favorite chair and wrapped my arms
around my knees as I watched them. I didn’t know anything
about my parents’ past. How did an obvious high class Elf
become the wife of a sheepherder? Where did father learned
to be gentlemanly? The people I loved most were strangers to
me. It made me both curious and sad.

Mother sewed my dresses herself. She bought bolts of mate‐
rial I knew we could not afford. Although she was the best
seamstress in Felton, things did not go smoothly.
I shifted restlessly while Mother measured, tucked, and
hemmed.
“Stop flexing your muscles,” Mother demanded around a
mouthful of pins.
“I’m not.” I concentrated on being perfectly still.
“Well, these sleeves are coming undone!”
“I can’t help it,” I whimpered. “This dress is smushing my
shoulders toward my throat. I can’t breathe and this collar is
too high. I’m choking on the ruffles. If they get any higher, I
won’t be able to hear a thing through their rustling!”
Mother took a deep calming breath. “Very well, Kharee.”
She put aside her sewing equipment and kissed my forehead.
“I will find a less traditional style.”
She sent to practice applying makeup. I had yet to master
15
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the trick of putting it on without looking like a mask and a
carnival freak stared back at me from Mother’s mirror when
she entered with a dress folded over her arm.
“Try this on, if you please.” She placed it on the bed and
left again with barely a glance in my direction.
I scrambled for the dress, eager for a break from the
makeup. My heart plummeted as I put it on. Oh no. I looked
at myself in the mirror. The off-the-shoulder dress had a neck‐
line so low it nearly reached my navel. Oh gods, no!!
The dress clung too tightly for petticoats or pantaloons
and I could barely move my legs as I shuffle-stormed into the
living room. “Mother! I can’t possibly wear this in public!”
Father averted his eyes while my younger sisters giggled
behind their hands. Kerri-Lynn, Tamyan, Ni-Anne, and Deni
were small reflections of Mother; hopelessly beautiful and
completely unsympathetic of my plight.
I flapped helplessly at the skirt. “If I breathe too deeply,
I’ll fall right out of this damned thing!”
“Watch your language, Kharee.” Mother sniffed. “It is the
style at His Majesty’s court this year. Besides, the material
has been removed already. I cannot put it back.
“I think it becomes you. Do you not agree, Albert?”
Father jumped like a startled rabbit. “Uh . . .” His eyes
flickered to the dip in my bodice. “Becoming . . . Yes. Just the
word I would have used.”
I shot him a glare, but his gaze was on his boots.
“I think your hair is coming along nicely. It almost
reaches your shoulders.”
I opened my mouth to tell Mother my hair could fall out
16
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for all I cared. The sound of the front door opening stopped
me. A chill wisped around me and kissed my bare skin.
Clem entered, arms loaded with kindling and nose runny
from the cold. His eyes locked on my dress and the wood
crashed to the floor as the strength left his arms. His ears
turned bright red and his mouth flapped like a banner in the
wind, though not a sound escaped him.
I tried to cover myself to escape his eyes, but it was
useless.
“You will have all the boys flocking to you,” Kerri-Lynn
proclaimed in her preteen wisdom. “The way your boobies
are heaving, I don’t think anyone will even notice your hair.”
I ran from the room with a wail of despair.
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CHAPTER 3

T

he bard’s son sat up in horror. He reeked of
animalistic terror and he fought to control himself.
The smothering darkness of the room pressed against him in a
futile attempt to erase the images burned into his mind’s eye.
His heart raced like a panicked doe spooked by the wind . . . If
only it were the wind which frightened him.
Thirteen years since he felt the icy hand of terror ripping at
his mind during the Test of Kings. The door to the Room of
Decisions closed behind him and both the Karrish woman and
the wealthy man crumbled like powdered clay before his eyes.
False seekers of glory. Only those who received the Calling
were permitted within the Room of Decisions.
His memories scattered into flashes of hellish visions,
intense sound, and disturbing emotion. He remembered
clearest the deep voice which spoke in his mind. “Free the
19
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Healer from false ties with a bloodless pass of the blade. Bind
the Healer to us with your heart.”
Madness. Or rather, visions of madness much like the
vision he just woke from. The nightmares prophesied during
the Test of Kings were finally in motion.
The bard’s son climbed out of bed, wrapped a brightly
patched cloak around his shoulders, and left his chamber. The
corridors glowed softly with magical light as he made his way
through the castle to the king’s private room.
His lungs labored against the persistent fear which clung
to him as he hurried through the empty corridor. The gods
must be desperate to entrust me with this task. If he failed to
find the Healer – if the Healer refused to help – all would be
lost. Every life depended on him . . . but only if these things
came to pass. Perhaps the king would dismiss his vision as
nothing more than a troublesome dream caused by late night
snacking.
Without pausing to knock, he pushed the ornate oak door
open and entered the private room beyond. Two men waited.
Teenage blemishes overcome, the fiery-haired youth trans‐
formed into a battle-hardened man. He paced the room, right
hand on the hilt of the sword at his hip while his left hand
pulled at his bottom lip.
The other occupant ran a hand through his mop of blond
hair and leaned against the table with the stooped posture of a
man who had just received grievous news.
Their tormented expressions mirrored his own. Foss
gripped the door frame with white-knuckled terror as his king
uttered his dreadful proclamation.
20
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“It is time.”
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