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For fans of David Gemmell, Robert E. Howard, Robert Jordan, and Raymond E. Feist, the DEMONSOULED saga continues in a new volume.
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has defeated the Malrags, and returned to the Grim Marches in triumph. Yet with no new enemies to conquer, his Demonsouled blood threatens to blaze out of control. When a deadly new foe attacks, will Mazael rally the Grim Marches to victory?

Or will he listen to the whispers in his blood and kill everyone who stands in his way?

RIOTHAMUS is the apprentice of the Guardian, the arcane defender of the barbarian Tervingi nation. Driven from their homes by the Malrag hordes, the Tervingi must find a new homeland. Will Riothamus help lead the Tervingi to safety?

Or will the Tervingi nation be destroyed to the last man, woman, and child?

LUCAN MANDRAGON has returned from the spirit world, his magic and his will stronger than ever. His purpose is now clear, and a great mission lies before him, a quest to rid the world of a terrible evil.

The utter destruction of the Demonsouled.
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Chapter 1 – Blood Thirst

Mazael Cravenlock awoke from a dream of blood and death.
He sat up, sweat trickling down his face. For a moment it seemed as if the bedchamber had been drenched in blood, that the corpses of the slain lay piled against the walls in ragged heaps. Mazael’s fists clenched in horror. He had killed them, he had enjoyed it…
Then the last shards of the dream faded, and his bedchamber was dark and quiet once more. Some moonlight leaked through the balcony door, throwing pale light over his bed. Romaria Greenshield lay on her side next to him, her dark hair a tangle around her head, her breathing slow and steady. 
Good. He hadn’t awakened her. 
Or done worse things.
The recollection of another dream flashed before his eyes, and he saw himself striding through Castle Cravenlock, sword in hand, killing and killing until the halls ran red with blood…
Mazael stood, walked barefoot across the room, and picked up a carafe of wine from the sideboard. A swallow of the wine felt bitter and hot against his tongue, helping to shock him back to lucidity.  
They were just dreams.
Only dreams.
But they came more and more often.
Mazael walked to the balcony, the autumn night cold against his bare skin,. His bedchamber occupied the highest level of the King’s Tower, and from here he had a fine view of Castle Cravenlock. He saw the sentries patrolling the curtain wall, crossbows in hand. Beyond the wall he saw the distant glow of torchlight in Cravenlock Town, throwing shadows over the new construction within the town’s walls. 
Everything was peaceful. With Ultorin and Corvad dead, the remaining Malrag warbands had fled into the caverns of the Great Mountains. No neighboring lords had taken advantage of the chaos to seize lands from the Grim Marches. One did not cross Lord Richard Mandragon the Dragonslayer, after all. 
So many people had perished in the Malrag attack, but now Mazael’s lands and people could rebuild, could grow fat and happy and prosperous over the years. It was everything he had wanted for his lands.
Peace and prosperity.
How it grated on him.
Mazael closed his eyes, hands gripping the balcony’s worn stone railing. His dreams had begun again after returning from Arylkrad. At first only a few fevered images, here and there. Then the nightmares. 
And now dreams of death and blood every night for the last five nights. 
His Demonsouled blood yearned to fight, to slay, and to kill. The dreams had not troubled him during the war against Ultorin’s Malrags, and Mazael had come to realize that the constant fighting had kept his Demonsouled nature sated, like a drunkard slaked by a constant flow of wine. 
But now peace had come, and his Demonsouled blood was hungry. 
Mazael gripped the railing, his knuckles white. He would not turn into a raving monster like Amalric Galbraith or Corvad. But it was so hard. It took so much effort to keep himself in check. 
And if his control slipped…
A gust of wind struck him, so cold that Mazael’s eyes popped open, and he began laughing. Yes, he was a child of the Old Demon, the destroyer of the Dominiar Order, the vanquisher of Malrags and dragons. It certainly would be amusing if he died of a chill caught while agonizing over his woes on a balcony. 
He went back into the bedchamber, closing the door behind him. 
“Mazael?” said Romaria, her voice thick with sleep. Her blue eyes opened in her pale face. “Is something amiss?”
“No, nothing’s amiss,” said Mazael. “I cannot sleep.” 
He had not told her of the dreams. He had almost killed her, years ago, caught in the grip of his Demonsouled madness, and he loathed the memory of his folly. Besides, she slept beside him almost every night. She knew already. 
“Go for a walk, then,” murmured Romaria, closing her eyes. “It will clear your head.” She curled up beneath the blankets and sighed, the movement almost wolfish.
Appropriate, really. 
Mazael dressed, pulling on a tunic, trousers, and boots. His sword, its pommel shaped like a golden lion’s head, went in a scabbard at his belt. Lion had been forged in the ancient world, created to fight things of dark magic, and its power had saved Mazael’s life more than once. 
He shrugged a heavy cloak over his shoulders and left, closing the door behind him. Rufus Highgate, Mazael’s squire, lay snoring on a cot in the anteroom. The boy could sleep through almost anything. Yet his weapons lay close at hand beside the cot.
He, too, had survived the Malrag war.
Mazael left the King’s Tower, went to the main keep, and began climbing. The castle was quiet, save for the rasp of boots and the clink of armor from the sentries. The smell of bread baking in the kitchens reached his nostrils. Mazael climbed the stairs and reached the roof of the keep, the cold wind tugging at his cloak. From here he saw the barbican and the stables, and…
A dark flicker from the corner of his eye.
Mazael whirled, his reflexes taking over, and yanked Lion from its scabbard. The blade glimmered with hints of azure fire. Steel flashed for his head, and Mazael parried once, twice, three times, Lion’s glow growing brighter. 
His attacker, a young woman of about twenty, stepped back. She was short and trim, her pale face made ghostly in Lion’s blue light. She wore trousers of dark wool, a leather jerkin, and a sword belt around her waist. Her cold gray eyes gleamed with a battle lust Mazael knew all too well. 
“Daughter,” said Mazael.
Molly Cravenlock smirked. “Father.”
Rage filled Mazael, and his blood screamed for him to attack, to cut her down. Yet he made himself hold back. He saw the same struggle reflected in Molly’s face, her eyes glinting like sword blades. 
At last they lowered their weapons. 
“You should probably put that away,” said Molly. “Else your guards will see the light and come running.” 
Mazael slid Lion back into its scabbard. “We’re jumping at each other like two rabid wolves. If we’re not careful we’re going to kill each other one day out of sheer reflex.”
“Yes,” said Molly. “And wouldn’t that be a tragedy. Two fewer Demonsouled to trouble the world.” 
They stood in silence for a moment.
“Ill dreams?” said Mazael at last.
Molly looked at him. “I always have ill dreams, Father. Ever since Corvad murdered Nicholas.” Her eyes tightened at the mention of her slain lover. “I used to dream about killing you, watching you suffer. But now that Corvad is dead, I simply dream about watching Nicholas die.” She shrugged. “I haven’t slept the night in a long time.” 
“I’m sorry,” said Mazael. “But those aren’t the kind of dreams I meant.”
“Ah.” Molly smirked. “Am I lonely, you mean? Those kinds of dreams? Well. Your armsmaster Sir Hagen is a bit large for my taste, but…”
“You know,” said Mazael, “what kind of dreams I mean.”
Molly looked away. The wind caught at her brown hair, the same color as his own.
“The dreams,” he said, “of blood and killing.”
“Yes,” she said. “You, too?”
Mazael nodded. “They…went away for a few years. I think it was because of the Malrags. I had enough killing to keep even my Demonsouled blood satisfied.”
Molly laughed. “Now you’ve got what you’ve always wanted. Peace for the Grim Marches, and it’s driving you mad. Nothing to kill, eh?”
“Yes,” said Mazael, voice quiet.
Molly grinned without a hint of mirth. “Romaria feels sorry for me, you know. When I tell her how the Skulls raised me after my mother died. How dreadful it must have been, raised by master assassins. Well.” She shook her head. “It was dreadful…but I liked the killing. I liked the hunting. The Skulls can burn for all I care, but, ah…I like to kill things, Father. And you do too.”
Mazael said nothing.
“We’re monsters, you and I,” said Molly. “The world would be better off without us.”
“And if we kill ourselves,” said Mazael, “who will stop your grandfather?” 
That kindled a harsh light in her eyes. Molly sometimes talked of killing herself. Yet Mazael need only mention the Old Demon and her rage returned. Corvad might have killed Nicholas Tormaud, but the Old Demon had given the command. 
Still, Mazael wished he could give her more. 
One could not live on hatred forever.
Molly looked into the courtyard. “What’s all that?”
“That?” Mazael gestured at the row of tents standing below the curtain wall. “Lord Toraine Mandragon will be arriving tomorrow, or possibly the day after.” 
Molly laughed. “Lord Richard’s mad dragon of a son. What does he want with you?”
Mazael already knew. Toraine wanted to kill Mazael and claim Castle Cravenlock for himself.
“To haggle,” said Mazael aloud. “I’m going to wed Romaria, and Lord Richard does not entirely approve.” 
“You’re going to marry Romaria?” said Molly. “I thought you loved her. Why inflict yourself upon her?”
He’d wondered that too, sometimes. Romaria would be better off without him. Yet their lives were bound together by blood and fate. She had helped him keep his Demonsouled nature at bay, and he had helped rescue her from the wild magic of the Elderborn half of her soul.
With Lucan’s help.
Mazael did not want to think about Lucan Mandragon just now.
“Because,” said Mazael. “I love her.”
Molly snorted. “You’re a lord. Lords marry for power and land, not love. Besides. You already have one Demonsouled daughter. Do you desire more?” 
“No,” said Mazael. “Romaria is a half-breed. Half human, and half Elderborn. She cannot have children.”
“Just as well,” said Molly. “I have no wish for any half-siblings. Given that my one full sibling tried to turn me into a monster.”
Mazael thought of Amalric and Morebeth. “I understand.”
“So why doesn’t Lord Richard approve?” said Molly.
“Because he knows Romaria won’t have children,” said Mazael.  “Which means when I die, Castle Cravenlock will pass to my sister.”
“Who is married to Gerald Roland,” said Molly. “And when she dies, her son Aldane will become Lord of Castle Cravenlock. Which means a Roland will be Lord of Castle Cravenlock.” She gave a nasty laugh. “Lord Richard will love that.”
“He won’t,” said Mazael. 
“He’ll probably try to kill you,” said Molly.
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. He had given Lord Richard good service, and Lord Richard would not turn on his sworn men. But Richard Mandragon would put the stability and safety of the Grim Marches before anything else, and if he felt Mazael’s death was necessary to secure the Grim Marches…
“Is that what you want?” said Molly. “A war with Lord Richard? Oh, but you’ll have plenty of killing then.” 
“No,” said Mazael.
“You shouldn’t lie to your daughter,” said Molly.
“Perhaps my blood does want a war,” said Mazael, “but it shall not have one. I will marry Romaria, and I will find a way to keep the piece with Lord Richard.”
He did not tell Molly that he intended to leave Castle Cravenlock to her, not to Rachel’s son. Molly would find out, soon enough. 
Molly’s smile was brittle. “Father, Father. These things have a way of coming to blood in the end.”
“I know,” said Mazael. 
They stood in silence for a while longer. The eastern sky began to brighten, painting the bleak plains of the Grim Marches with a pale glow. Mazael saw more lights flare in Cravenlock Town as the blacksmiths and the potters lit their forges and kilns. 
“Father,” said Molly.
He looked at her.
“Do you think,” she said, voice distant, “that something is wrong?” 
“What do you mean?” said Mazael. 
“With us.”
He burst out laughing. “Quite a bit is wrong with us.”
“That’s not what I meant,” said Molly, and Mazael stopped laughing. Before leaving the Skulls, she had spent years as assassin. More specifically, she had survived for years as an assassin, which meant her instincts for trouble were invariably correct. “All these dreams, so suddenly. Like something is happening. Something’s going on, but I don’t know what.” 
“Yes,” said Mazael. “I think…I think something is about to happen.”
“Do you know what?”
He gave an irritated shake of his head. “No.”
His sword hand balled into a fist.
But whatever it was, he would be ready for it.







Chapter 2 – The Pact Fulfilled

Lucan Mandragon opened the door to his tower room.
He regretted the loss of his workshop below Castle Cravenlock, but he knew better than to challenge Lord Mazael over it. Losing the books looted from the San-keth temple was inconvenient, but Lucan could live without them. He would have to find a new space to work. Master Othar’s old tower, perhaps.
He shut the door, turned, and froze in place.
A scream threatened to rise in his throat.
The Old Demon stood in the corner, watching him.
All at once Lucan remembered everything. The dead forest. The reapers and the hooded shadows. The manifestation wearing his father’s guise. The black city and the fight with the manifestation’s dragon form.
And the bargain he had made with the Old Demon.
“Lucan,” said the Old Demon, grinning. “You owe me a favor.” 
“No,” said Lucan, backing toward the door.
“Yes,” said the Old Demon. He stepped forward, the hem of his black robe rustling against the stone floor. A smile danced on his thin lips, and a faint red gleam flickered within his gray eyes. “Oh, don’t bother running.” He crooked a finger, and Lucan felt a surge of magical power. “You won’t be able to get the door open.” 
Lucan looked at the door, looked at the window, and back at the Old Demon 
“Ah,” said the Old Demon. “You’re thinking about attacking me, aren’t you? Perhaps striking hard enough that you can hammer through my wards and escape?” He spread his hands, grinning. “You’re a strong wizard, Lucan. Even stronger, now that I’ve grafted that stolen Demonsouled power to your soul. If you hit me hard enough, you might just escape.”
“No,” said Lucan. His mouth had gone dry.
The Old Demon lifted an eyebrow. “And why not?” 
“You can’t hurt me,” said Lucan, “because you’re half-spirit, and so bound by the laws of the spirit world. Which means you cannot attack me unless I first attack you. Which means you cannot hurt me.”
The Old Demon smiled. “Yes. Good. Very good. I chose you well, Lucan.” 
“Chose me for what?” said Lucan.
“You were almost correct,” said the Old Demon. “I can’t hurt you unless you attack me first.” He grinned, and for an instant his teeth looked very sharp. “Or…unless you make a deal with me.” 
Lucan said nothing.
“Which, I remind you,” said the Old Demon, “that you did.” 
“So what do you want?” said Lucan.
“Nothing too onerous,” said the Old Demon. “Merely that which is rightfully mine. You remember, I trust?”
“My conscience,” said Lucan. “You want my conscience.”
The Old Demon gave a slight nod.
“Why?” said Lucan. “What possible use could you have for it?”
The Old Demon blinked. “A use for it? You think I have a use for your conscience? Lucan. What would I do with it? Sell it? Eat it? Hardly.”
“Then why do you want it?” said Lucan. 
“Because,” said the Old Demon. “You’re not going to need it any longer.”
“Why not?” said Lucan. 
“You’re going to do some work for me,” said the Old Demon.
“I will not,” said Lucan.
“You will,” said the Old Demon, smiling. “And do you know what the best part is? I won’t have to make you do it. You’ll do it freely, of your own will.” He stepped closer. “You’ll harvest for me, Lucan, you’ll reap for me…and you’ll do it cheerfully. Joyfully, even.” 
“Reap?” said Lucan. “Harvest? Harvest what?”
The Old Demon smiled. “Time to find out.”
He stepped forward, the hellish light in his eyes brightening, and his right hand darted forward. Claws, long black, filthy claws, sprouted from his fingertips. 
Lucan just had time to flinch, and then the Old Demon’s hand sank into his chest. 
He screamed in agony, every muscle in his body going rigid at once. He pawed at the wall, trying to keep his balance, but toppled to the floor. The Old Demon stooped over him, grinning. Somehow, impossibly, his arm had sunk to the elbow in Lucan’s chest. 
“This,” said the Old Demon, “is really going to hurt.”
Lucan felt the Old Demon’s fingers flex against his ribs, and pain erupted through him. His heels drummed against the floor, and his palms slapped against the rough stone. He felt the Old Demon’s fingers ripping through him, tearing through his mind.
Memories darted through his agonized thoughts. 
His long trek through the spirit world, fighting against the Demonsouled corruption devouring his soul.
The bloodstaff shattering in his hands, Malavost’s laughter filling his ears. 
Tymaen turning away from him in horror and fear.
Marstan trying to seize control of his mind.
The look of disgust on Richard Mandragon’s face when he realized his son could use magic.
“Yes,” murmured the Old Demon, his eyes like dying coals in his gaunt face. “Perfect. You, Lucan. You are the instrument I have sought for all these centuries.”
“No,” gasped Lucan.
Gods, how had it ever come to this? He had made so many bad choices. The desperate agreement with the Old Demon. Forging the bloodstaff from Mazael Cravenlock’s blood. Using the dark magic he had inherited from Marstan. 
Losing Tymaen.
“Ah,” said the Old Demon. “There it is.” 
Where had it gone all wrong? He had wanted to use his powers for good, to defend the people of the Grim Marches. But Marstan had twisted him, Marstan had corrupted him…
“Just a little tug,” murmured the Old Demon. 
Lucan screamed.
And Marstan had studied under Simonian of Briault.
An alias for the Old Demon.
“And here we are,” said the Old Demon.
He stood and ripped his hand free from Lucan’s chest in one fluid motion. 
Pain exploded through Lucan, and darkness swallowed him.
When his vision cleared, he found himself on the floor. He grabbed at his chest, expecting to feel blood and torn flesh, but his skin felt smooth and unbroken. He sat up, his heart hammering against his ribs.
The Old Demon stood in the corner, still watching him. A tiny sphere of pale blue light danced and flickered over his right palm. 
Lucan swallowed. “Is that…”
“Your conscience?” said the Old Demon. “It is. Tiny little thing, isn’t it?” He laughed. “Explains a lot, doesn’t it?” 
“You did this to me,” said Lucan.
“Oh?” said the Old Demon. 
“You taught Marstan,” said Lucan, “you twisted me, you turned my entire life into your puppet…”
“Do stop whining,” said the Old Demon, examining the tiny sphere of light. “It is most unbecoming.” He grinned. “But, yes. Remember this, Lucan. All your woes, all your pain…I did it to you. The Demonsouled did it to you. Remember that.” He titled his head to the side. “How do you feel?”
“I feel…” Lucan frowned. The horrible pain in his chest and limbs had vanished. “I don’t feel anything different.” 
In fact, he felt a little better. As if a burden had been taken off his shoulders. 
“You won’t,” said the Old Demon. “And that is entirely the point. Nothing will feel different. And you’ll even feel good as you do me a little favor.”
“I won’t do anything for you,” said Lucan. 
The Old Demon’s smile was indulgent. “I think not.”
He flicked a finger.
Invisible force seized Lucan, slammed him into the tower wall with terrific force. He would have screamed, would have fought, but he could not even draw breath. 
“You’re going to fall asleep now,” said the Old Demon, “and when you wake up, you will forget our little chat.” 
Lucan growled, trying to fight his way free from the spell. He reached for his magic, trying to summon arcane power, but the Old Demon’s magic was like a tower of iron. Lucan could no more have opposed the Old Demon’s strength than he could have tried to extinguish the sun. 
“But don’t forget,” said the Old Demon, “that the Demonsouled are the cause of your woes. Every ill that has befallen you, every last shred of pain…lay it at the doorstep of the Demonsouled.” He grinned. “Of me.”
He snapped his fingers. 
The pressure holding Lucan vanished, and he collapsed to the floor.
Darkness swallowed him.

###

Lucan blinked.
He felt the cold stone floor resting against his cheek.
Confused, he sat up, leaning against the wall. His tower room was deserted. 
Why the devil was he on the floor? 
He stood up, frowning.
He remembered walking through the door, considering a new location for a workroom. And then…and then…
Nothing.
Lucan turned in a circle, hand raised in the beginnings of a spell. Had he been drugged? Or had someone cast a spell upon him? He worked the spell to sense the presence of magic and felt nothing, save for the wards against the San-keth and the undead Timothy deBlanc had cast over the entire castle. 
There was no trace of any spell cast upon Lucan. And had he been drugged, there would have been other symptoms – dizziness, nausea, something.
So what had happened to him?
Tentatively he reached for the well of Demonsouled power within him, left behind by whatever strange ordeal he had suffered after the destruction of the bloodstaff. But the power was quiet, waiting for him to call upon it.
“Exhaustion,” muttered Lucan, shaking his head and sitting down upon the bed. That was it. His ordeal with the shattered bloodstaff and Corvad had drained him, and he hadn’t yet recovered. 
And yet…
He felt…better.
Lighter, somehow. As if some heavy burden had been lifted. Or if all his cares had been taken away. For a moment Lucan felt the absurd impulse to go enjoy himself, to get drunk and seduce the first willing woman he could find. Or why bother with willing? He knew enough spells to override the will of another, to force the victim to comply with his wishes…
He shook his head, annoyed. He had better things to do with his time than to debauch himself like a drunken caravan guard. He had sworn to fight dark magic, to keep others from suffering as he had suffered, and he would do it.
Lucan would do whatever was necessary.
He titled his head to the side, puzzled.
For the first time, the thought filled him with anticipation.

###

Darkness swirled, and the creature that some men called the Old Demon stepped out of the shadows and onto the ramparts of Castle Cravenlock’s curtain wall. 
He did not worry that anyone would see him. A hundred nations had risen and fallen in the centuries since he had mastered the spells of concealment and disguise. True, Mazael’s pet wizard had mantled the castle in warding spells, but those spells were like candle flames against the inferno of the Old Demon’s might. It required only a thought to bypass them. With the tiniest effort of will, he could have shattered the spells and left their caster a drooling idiot. He could have killed every last man, woman, and child within the walls, and reduced the castle itself to a pile of smoking slag. 
But only if they attacked him first.
His vast power carried limitations. 
So he had to use others as his tools, as his weapons. 
And he had become very good at it. 
His eyes fell over the dome of the castle’s chapel, and the rage in his mind stirred. Mazael had defied him in that chapel, and few of his children had ever done so. And with that cursed sword of his, Mazael could have hurt him, as the ancients had foretold so very long ago. Mazael could even have killed him.
Mazael could still kill him with it.
But Mazael was going to die soon enough.
The Old Demon had no wish to face Mazael himself…but he was very good at using others as his weapons.
He smiled.
It was time to begin.
He made his way to the courtyard. He could have traveled the shadows to his destination, as his rebellious granddaughter could, but the walk amused him. Castle Cravenlock was old, but the Old Demon was older. He remembered when the Cravenlocks had been the liege lords of the Grim Marches, when the San-keth (at his suggestion) had built their secret temple below the castle, converting the first Lord of Castle Cravenlock to the worship of the serpent god. And he remembered when this castle had been nothing more than one of the outer fortresses of Old Dracaryl, ruled by one of their necromancer-lords.
The high lords of Old Dracaryl, so eager to learn the secrets of necromancy, had been some of his most useful tools. A pity their own dark magic had devoured them. 
Though they had left behind weapons he could put to good use indeed. 
The castle’s gates stood closed, so he walked through the shadows and appeared outside the walls, unseen by the guards. He strode down the road leading from the castle’s gates, lost in his thoughts. How many times had he orchestrated the downfall of kingdoms and empires over the centuries? There had been so many. He could no longer remember them all.
His smile widened.
But this time…this time would be the last time.
It was already in motion. Nations stirred in the barbarian lands east of the Great Mountains. And Lucan and Mazael, between them, would do the rest of the work, whether they willed it or not.
And then, and then…
And then the Old Demon would have what he had sought for so very long. 
He stopped in the darkness below the castle’s craggy hill. Lucan Mandragon thought he knew all the secrets of Castle Cravenlock when he built his secret workshop in the abandoned San-keth temple. The San-keth thought they knew all the castle’s secrets when they constructed their hidden temple. But they were wrong. The Old Demon was ancient, and he knew secrets held by no other living creature. 
Including what the high lords of Dracaryl had left buried beneath the castle. 
The Old Demon lifted a finger, reaching out with his magical senses. He felt the cold, icy power of necromantic magic waiting beneath the rock of the hill. The high lords had left it there, intending to return. But their hubris had destroyed them, and now the power lay forgotten in its ancient vaults. 
Along with the creatures trapped inside. 
Now. How best to unleash them?
The Old Demon whispered a spell, summoning power with the ease of long centuries of practice. He thrust out his hands, focusing his will, and the magic sank into the very rock of the hill itself. He made a twisting gesture, binding the power to the rock, commanding it to wait.
But not very long.
The spell settled into the rock of the hill, latent. 
Mazael had survived the horrors the high lords had left behind in Arylkrad. 
Would he survive the horrors they had left beneath his own castle?
The Old Demon gazed at the hill for a long time.
“And so,” he said to himself, “the end comes at last.” 
He smiled, looking over the plains of the Grim Marches, over the world itself.
The world that would soon belong to him, forever. 
The Old Demon strode into the shadows and left Castle Cravenlock behind.







Chapter 3 – Dead Villages

In his dreams, Riothamus son of Rigotharic was always six years old again.
Riogotharic had been headman of his own hold, with over a hundred swordthains and spearthains sworn to him. Riothamus’s father had been a warrior of renown, tall and strong, his armor and sword fashioned from costly steel. All the clans of the Tervingi nation had respected him.
And none of that did any good when the Malrags came. 
Riothamus ran, screaming, as the hold burned around him, the beams and thatch of the roof vanishing in curtains of raging flame. His father’s thains lay strewn across the muddy ground, their armor ripped apart by the black axes and swords of the Malrags. A blast of green lighting screamed from the black sky, setting the roof of the granary ablaze. Riothamus stumbled from his father’s hall, weeping, and stopped. 
The Malrags ran at him. 
The creatures were gray-skinned, with six-fingered hands and white, colorless eyes. Yellowed fangs jutted from their lips, and their long fingers ended in ragged claws. Black chain mail jingled as they ran, and black axes and spears gleamed in their hands.
Riothamus sprinted, his legs churning at the muddy street beneath his feet. The Malrags surged after him, roaring with glee and bloodlust. 
Riothamus stumbled.
A hard hand closed about his shoulder, and he screamed…
“Riothamus!” 
Riothamus jerked awake, his heart pounding. 
A grim-faced man in chain mail stooped over him, face half-hidden behind a tangled yellow beard. The handle of a massive battle axe rose over his left shoulder, and a broadsword hung from his leather belt. A necklace of Malrag claws dangled from his neck, clicking against his mail. 
“Arnulf,” said Riothamus, blinking.
“You were screaming to wake the dead, witcher,” said Arnulf, his voice a raspy rumble. “Half the camp was up.” 
“Damnation,” said Riothamus. After twenty years, one would think the nightmares would stop. 
Of course, the Malrags hadn’t stopped, either. 
Arnulf snorted. “I’d heard that female demons visited witch-folk in the night for acts of unnatural congress. The way you were screaming, I think the rumors were true.” 
Despite everything, Riothamus burst out laughing. 
“No,” said Riothamus. “No such pleasure, I fear. Just…bad dreams.” 
Riothamus could never recall Arnulf smiling, though the older man’s scowl did fade somewhat. “Bad dreams. Well, you’re still alive. The dead don’t dream.” 
“No,” said Riothamus. “I suppose I’ve woken everyone.”
Arnulf grunted. “Aye. But it’s almost dawn. Past time we got moving.” He straightened up. “Up, lads! It’s a lovely day! And there are Malrags that need killing.” 
The thirty men encamped on the hilltop cursed and bellowed insults, but began climbing to their feet. The swordthains and the spearthains were sworn to the great hrould Athanaric, all veterans of the long wars against the Malrag ravagers.
And all of them, these battle-scarred veterans, kept well away from Riothamus. 
He tried to ignore that.
Riothamus picked up his spear, stretching his sore legs. He walked to the edge of the hilltop. It was a cold, gray day, the sky the color of hammered steel. Steep hills stretched away to the south, their slopes lined with barren trees. The Iron River flowed to the north, almost a half-mile wide. The air was still and silent. 
A deceptive silence.
“Move, you sluggards!” roared Arnulf, pacing the crest of the hill. “Are you warriors or women? Move!” He stalked to Riothamus’s side. Unlike the others, he showed no fear of Riothamus. Of course, Arnulf showed no fear of anything. “Witcher. Any Malrags about?”
Riothamus shrugged. “No Malrags have been seen south of the Iron River since winter.”
Arnulf grunted. “You’re not that stupid. Check anyway.”
Riothamus nodded, drew in a deep breath, and cast the spell, just as the Guardian had taught him. He felt the power rise within him, obedient to his will, and he sent the magic out, soaking into the earth and air around him. For an instant he sensed the wind blowing against his face and the rock beneath his boots, the flow of the Iron River and the rustling of the barren trees.
He sensed no Malrags. A Malrag would have felt like a shadow against his senses, a corruption eating its way through the earth and wind.
The spell faded away.
“Nothing,” said Riothamus. “No Malrags for five miles in any direction.” 
“Only five?” said Arnulf. 
Riothamus shook his head. “I can’t reach any farther. The Guardian can, but I cannot.”
“It will serve,” said Arnulf. “Get moving. I want to reach Skullbane by noon.”

###

They saw the first dead village an hour later.
A few years ago the banks of the Iron River had been lined with villages of the Tervingi. The prosperous villagers had fished the river and logged the trees, trading with the Tervingi clans in the hill country or the other nations further south. But the Malrags had annihilated the other nations and driven the Tervingi from the hills.
And now the village lay desolate.
It squatted by the river’s bank. The stone walls stood like dry bones, their roofs and interiors burned away. Some of the docks had collapsed into the Iron River’s gray waters, and a half-sunken fishing boat jutted from the debris. Bones littered the village’s street. Some were the misshapen skulls and clawed fingers of Malrags, but most were the bones of the men and women and children the Malrags had butchered. 
The hold of the village’s headman stood on a hill over the docks, now nothing more than a half-collapsed shell of loose stone. Riothamus saw the charring where the Malrag shamans’ lightning had ripped into the structure.
“Feasted there, once,” said Arnulf. “Old Eordric the Gray. Fat old bastard, but generous with his beer and his loot. Good man to follow into a fight. Suppose the Malrags did for him when they burned the village.” 
He shook his head, and kept walking. 
They passed three more burned villages, weeds growing in their fields and pens. Sometimes the Malrags preferred to amuse themselves with captives rather than slaughter them out of hand, and Riothamus saw ample evidence of that. In one village a row of empty skulls sat atop the loose stone wall of a sheepfold. In another a line of skeletons lay upon the earth, rusting iron stakes driven through the bones of their arms and legs. Every hour he cast the spell to detect the presence of Malrags, but he sensed nothing.

###

At noon they reached the hold and village of Skullbane.
Unlike the others, the village sat atop a large hill, secure within a stout ringwall of rough stone. It looked prosperous – pigs grazed in vast pens around the base of the hill, and Riothamus even saw a pair of mammoths, their long, furry trunks reaching up to pluck the remaining leaves from the trees. Yet the signs of fighting were everywhere. The docks and fishing boats at the river’s bank had burned, and Riothamus saw that the earth had been churned to mud beneath many running boots. 
And a dozen fanged Malrag skulls hung over the ringwall’s gate. 
“They’ve had hard fighting,” said Arnulf. 
“Aye,” said Riothamus, looking over the hill. 
“A good place for a hold,” said Arnulf. “That ringwall is strong. With those pigs and a source of water, they could hold out for a long while.”
“But not much longer, I think,” said Riothamus. He pointed. “See those mounds?” The Tervingi buried their dead in mounds outside their villages, especially warriors who fell in battle, and dozens of fresh mounds lay at the base of the hill. “They’ve lost many men, and recently. I’ll wager the Malrags have been throwing themselves against the walls, over and over again. They’ll wear down Skullbane eventually.” 
Arnulf grunted. “Poor bastards. Well, maybe they’ll see reason and join Athanaric.” 
“They know we’re here,” said Riothamus. “I saw the swineherds take off running for the gate when we came out of the trees.” 
“Aye,” said Arnulf, scratching at his tangled beard. He lowered his voice. “Any Malrags?”
“A few,” said Riothamus. “Three or four, scattered in the trees around the hill. Scouts, I think.” 
Arnulf spat. “No use chasing them. Lone Malrags are stealthier than cats. Well, if the devils come looking for a fight, we’ll give them a fight. In the meantime, let’s see if the headman will listen to us.”
He gave orders, and the spearthains and swordthains positioned themselves at the base of the hill, while Arnulf and Riothamus trudged to the gate of the ringwall. The gates remained closed at their approach, and no one stirred atop the wall.
Yet Riothamus was sure that someone other than the Malrag skulls watched him.
“Hail!” roared Arnulf, looking up at the ringwall. “I am Arnulf son of Kaerwulf, a swordthain to the hrould Athanaric of the Tervingi nation! I wish to parley with Fritigern, the headman of Skullbane!” 
The echoes ran over the hillside. 
No answer came from the ringwall.
“Perhaps they fled when they saw our approach,” said Arnulf, fingering the hilt of his sword.
“No,” said Riothamus. “They’ve held out this long, even when every other village for fifty miles has been burned. We won’t scare them off.”
The gate, built of heavy logs, shuddered open a few feet.
A woman stepped into sight. 
She would have been pretty, thirty years ago, but despite her gray hair and wrinkles she still had an aura of vigor. She wore a diadem of polished bronze, and a golden torque around her right arm. The wife of a wealthy swordthain, or perhaps even the holdmistress herself. 
“You seek Fritigern?” said the woman. Her blue eyes were cold and hard. 
“Aye,” said Arnulf.
“You’ve come too late,” said the woman. “A Malrag spear took him in the chest seven days past. You’re Athanaric’s men, aye?”
“I am Arnulf son of Kaerwulf,” said Arnulf.
“I heard,” said the woman. “I am Ethringa daughter of Jordanic, the holdmistress of Skullbane. What is your business here?”
“I’ll be blunt,” said Arnulf. “The hrould Athanaric wishes you to join him.” 
“Why?” said Ethringa. “Does the mighty hrould wish me to hold his cups and scrub his floors?” 
“No,” said Arnulf. “He wishes you, and your clan, to come with us when we leave.”
“When we leave?” said Ethringa. “When who leaves?”
“The Tervingi,” said Riothamus. “Those of us who are left.” 
The wind moaned over the hilltop. 
“Why?” said Ethringa. “This is our home.”
“Our home is infested with Malrags,” said Arnulf.
Ethringa lifted her chin. “We are Tervingi. We have fought off the Malrags for generations beyond count.”
“So we have,” said Riothamus. “But we cannot fight them now. There are too many. Countless villages have burned. Thousands of warriors have fallen. If we stay, the Malrags will kill us all. No one will be left to sing the songs of the Tervingi nation.”
Ethringa gave him a disdainful look. “And just who are you, stripling?” 
“I am Riothamus, son of Rigotharic.”
Ethringa sneered. “The witch’s apprentice. Bah! Your kind has no place among the Tervingi.”
“Athanaric thinks otherwise,” said Riothamus. 
“Athanaric may be a great hrould and warrior,” said Ethringa, “but in this, he is a fool.”
Arnulf snorted. “You sound like Ragnachar.” 
Ethringa spat. “That is an insult, swordthain. Were you Ragnachar’s men, I would not even be speaking with you. I care nothing for Ragnachar, his orcragar pets, or the Urdmoloch he worships with such devotion.”
“Ragnachar,” said Riothamus, “agrees with Athanaric. He leads his clans from our lands.”
Ethringa blinked, once. “He does? And what do the other hroulds think?” 
“They think nothing,” said Arnulf. “They are dead.”
For the first time shock flickered over Ethringa’s face. “All of them?”
“Fallen in battle against the Malrags,” said Riothamus. “Athanaric and Ragnachar are the only hroulds left.”
“And if Athanaric said the sun rose in the east,” said Arnulf, “then Ragnachar would say it rose in the west. Yet they both agree the Tervingi must leave the middle lands and find a new homeland.” 
For a long moment Ethringa said nothing, her face blank.
“No,” she said at last. “This is homeland. The blood of my sons has been shed to defend it. I will not abandon the graves of my kin.”
“Then you will die here,” said Riothamus. 
“We will hold out,” said Ethringa.
“How many fighting men do you have left?” said Riothamus. “Or are all of them buried beneath these mounds? Do you have only old men and boys left to carry swords and spears?” 
“We shall endure,” said Ethringa. “We shall fight to the last.”
“Then you will die,” said Riothamus. “If you come with us, the children and the women might yet live. If you stay here you will die…”
“Then let us die,” said Ethringa.
“But…”
“If they want to die, let them,” said Arnulf. “Athanaric sent us to ask Fritigern to come, not to force his folk to march with us.” He looked at Riothamus. “The rest of the Tervingi will reach the fords of the Iron River in another five days. We’d best join them.” 
Ethringa hesitated. “Custom demands that you eat at the table of the hold for this evening.”
Arnulf shrugged. “You are kind, holdmistress. But we are leaving these lands, and you’ll need every scrap of food to hold out here. You may as well have full bellies when the Malrags butcher you.” He turned. “Come. I want to get as far west as we can before night falls.”
Riothamus said nothing, staring at Ethringa, and she looked at him with disdainful contempt. He could argue with her, plead with her, try to sway her to see reason. But she would ignore everything he said simply because he could use magic, because he was the apprentice of the Guardian. 
He turned to go and stumbled, catching himself on the shaft of his spear for balance.
An icy chill washed through him.
Ethringa scoffed. “Are you drunk, witcher? Or have your pet demons begun devouring your flesh?”
Arnulf knew better than to mock him. “What is it?”
“I sense something,” muttered Riothamus, straightening up. Dread tightened in his gut.
“What?” said Arnulf.
“I don’t know,” said Riothamus.
But he did, deep down. 
He cast the seeking spell, his magical senses reaching out. 
And he sensed the corruption in the forest, a black mass like a rotten tumor. 
A black mass moving closer to the ringwall of Skullbane. 
His eyes opened widened. “Malrags. At least eighty. Heading for us.” 
Ethringa grabbed Arnulf’s arm. “Call your men and come inside my walls. If you stay out here, the Malrag devils will butcher you all.”
Riothamus knew Arnulf wanted to go blade to blade against the Malrags. Yet Arnulf was no fool, and he only had thirty men to stand against eighty or more Malrags. 
But if they retreated within the walls of Skullbane, they would be trapped here until they starved to death or the Malrags slew them all.
“No,” said Riothamus. “Listen to me. We must face them outside the wall. I can help.”
“Do not listen to him!” said Ethringa. “He is a witcher, a wielder of dark arts. Perhaps he is even in league with the Malrag devils! Come into the walls, before…”
“No,” said Arnulf. “We are Tervingi, and all men must die. And if this is our day to die, we shall do it as men, rather than hiding like rats in a hole. Come!” 
He strode down the hill, Riothamus following, as Ethringa slipped back into Skullbane’s ringwall. A dolorous iron bell rang from Skullbane, the clanging echoing off the hillside, the pigs squealing in terror in their pens. An alarm bell, summoning the men of Skullbane to arms.
What few of them were left. 
“Get in line!” roared Arnulf, his massive axe in his right hand, his shield on his left arm. “A wall of shields! Facing the trees, now! Let’s show those Malrag devils how men of the Tervingi fight!” The swordthains and spearthains hastened to obey, forming themselves into a wall of shields and spears and swords. 
Yet there were only thirty of them. 
A moment later the Malrags emerged from the trees.
Dozens of Malrags, clad in ragged black chain mail, black axes and spears waiting in their hands. Black veins threaded their leathery gray hides like the roots of a dead tree, and their blank white eyes focused on the Tervingi warriors. Riothamus saw no Ogrags among their numbers, which was a relief, nor any balekhans or shamans. 
But still more Malrags than they could face.
They rushed forward, gray lips peeling back from their yellowed fangs. 
Arnulf stepped forward from the shield line. “You have a plan?” he said, voice low.
“Aye,” said Riothamus, eyes fixed on the Malrag warband. 
“Better do it, witcher,” said Arnulf. 
The Malrags roared and surged forward, charging for the shield wall.
Arnulf bellowed a war cry and slammed the flat of his axe against his shield. He began to shout a song in his raspy voice, bellowing one of the ancient songs repeated by the loresingers of the Tervingi throughout the generations. It told of Tervingar, the great hero of old, and his rebellion against the cruel tyranny of the Dark Elderborn. The swordthains and the spearthains took up the song, and soon their shouts echoed over the hills, louder even than the Malrags’ howling war cries. 
Riothamus stared at the creatures. For a moment he was six years old again, his father’s hold burning around him, and the Malrags howled for his blood…
But he was not six years old any longer, and he had other weapons. 
Riothamus closed his eyes and concentrated, hands wrapped around the oak shaft of his spear. The magic welled up in him, drawn from the bones of the earth beneath his boots, the wind moaning overhead, even the tangled roots of the trees threading through the ground. The power flooded through him, almost more than he could contain. Yet he channeled and focused it, as the Guardian had taught him, and cast a spell. 
He threw out his hands, fingers hooked into claws, and glared at the sky.
Lightning ripped down from the gray clouds.
Arcs of blue-white fire stabbed into the charging Malrags with a deafening thunderclap, and the blast incinerated a dozen Malrags, and threw a score more to the ground. The Malrag charge came to a confused halt as the creatures tripped over each other, and the thains’ war song trailed off in shock.
But Riothamus was not done. 
He began another spell, arms trembling with fatigue. He didn’t have enough strength left to manage something so dramatic again, but as the Guardian had so often told him, subtlety often defeated brute force. 
He swung his right hand in an arc, and his will drove magical power into the earth beneath the Malrags’ armored boots.
A ripple went through the ground. 
And the Malrags began to sink as the earth beneath them turned to quicksand.
The burnt corpses sank at once, along with the Malrags stunned by Riothamus’s lightning blast. Dozens more found themselves caught in the quicksand, roaring in fury as they tried to pull themselves free. The remaining Malrags charged at the shield wall, weapons drawn back to strike.
But Riothamus’s spells had destroyed fully half of the creatures.
“Fight, men of the Tervingi!” roared Arnulf, and the Malrags crashed into the shield wall.

###

After the battle, Riothamus leaned on his spear, watching the black blood of the Malrags soak into the earth.
Two swordthains and one spearthain had been killed, yet every last one of the Malrags had been slain. The survivors had high spirits as they cleaned their weapons and claimed trophies from the corpses of the Malrags. 
Riothamus wished he could share their enthusiasm.
For every Malrag that lay dead below the ringwall of Skullbane, a hundred more could take its place.
Perhaps even a thousand more. 
He saw Ethringa making her way from the gates of Skullbane. Other women of the hold followed her, along with men in chain mail. Yet the men were either too old or boys too young for war. 
Skullbane’s fighting men rested beneath the burial mounds. 
Arnulf grunted and rested his hands upon the handle of his massive axe.
“You have shamed us this day, Arnulf son of Kaerwulf, swordthain of the hrould Athanaric,” said Ethringa. She did not look at Riothamus. “You shed blood in defense of our homes.”
Arnulf shrugged. “Your attackers were Malrags. I go out of my way to kill Malrags. Even if I were not defending Tervingi.” 
“They will not stop,” said Ethringa, “will they?”
Riothamus shook his head. “No, holdmistress. Great hordes of Malrags stir in the northern lands, and more come south every day. And too many of our people have been slain at their hands.”
“The graves of our fathers are here,” said Ethringa, looking at the mounds, “and those of our fathers’ fathers, as well. Shall we abandon them?”
“If you stay here,” said Riothamus, “they shall be forgotten anyway. The Malrags will come for you and kill every last man, woman, and child in Skullbane. And when you are dead, who then will remember your fathers?”
Ethringa gazed at the dead Malrags for a long moment. “And so Athanaric and Ragnachar agree that the Tervingi must leave these lands?”
“Aye,” said Riothamus.
“Where, then?” said Ethringa. “Where can we go? We dwell in the middle lands, between the east and the west, and we are surrounded by perils. Other nations, the serpent people, the Dark Elderborn, the dragons, the Malrags…all have realms of their own in the middle lands. Where can we live free, and not perish or know the slaver’s lash?”
“A new homeland,” said Riothamus. “In the mountains, south of here. A harsh land, true, but farmland enough to support those Tervingi who remain. There we can be safe against our foes.” 
“And what do you think, swordthain?” said Ethringa. “Does it not gall you to leave our home?”
“It does,” said Arnulf, “but if we stay, the Malrags will kill us all.” He shrugged, his hard face impassive. “Once we had a score of great hroulds, mighty warriors of renown. Now only Athanaric and Ragnachar are left. Perhaps it would be better if we stayed and fought to the end. But if we stay, we shall die, and none will be left to remember the Tervingi.”
It was perhaps the longest speech Riothamus had ever heard Arnulf make.
Ethringa bowed her head. “So be it.”

###

They left the next morning.
Arnulf’s swordthains took the lead, while the spearthains screened the columns’ flanks. Behind them came the remaining folk of Skullbane, their possessions and foodstuffs strapped to their backs. Herdsmen tended the pigs, and the two remaining mammoths lumbered at the end of the column, laden with baggage and food. Ethringa marched up and down the line, exhorting her people to greater speed. 
“Too many women and children,” said Arnulf.
Riothamus walked at his side, the ground shaking a bit every time one of the mammoths took a step.
“Skullbane still had some of old Fritigern’s thains,” said Riothamus. “Older men, but they know how to wield a spear.”
“Aye,” said Arnulf, “but not nearly enough of them. If a Malrag warband of any size finds us, half the folk of Skullbane will be dead before we can stop them. You’ll have to keep watch for any Malrags, witcher. Best to avoid them until we rejoin Athanaric.” 
Riothamus took a deep breath. He had still not recovered from the battle, and every use of the sensing spell wore him out a little more.
But he had no wish to see anyone else fall to the Malrags’ blades.
“Aye,” he said.
The column marched on, and Riothamus cast the seeking spell again and again, forcing it through his weariness.







Chapter 4 – Tremors

"Your new armor, my lord," said Rufus Highgate. 
Mazael doubted that anyone in the Grim Marches had ever seen anything quite like it. 
It began with a coat of gleaming steel chain mail. That, it itself, was not remarkable. Most knights and armsmen wore chain mail.
But no other knight wore a coat of golden dragon's scales over the mail. The larger scales provided plates for his shoulders and elbows, while the coat of smaller scales hung to his knees. The dragon's scales were far lighter than any armor Mazael had ever worn, and more flexible.
Yet the scales were much stronger than steel, and impervious to heat and flame. 
“Your armor looks magnificent, my lord,” said Rufus, stepping back. When his father, Lord Robert of Castle Highgate, had sent Rufus to serve as squire, the boy had been arrogant and haughty. A year of fighting Malrag warbands had rubbed away most of his hard edges. 
Mazael grunted. “It’s too light.”
Rufus smirked. “Not many knights say that about their armor, my lord.”
A stab of rage shot through Mazael’s skull as the boy’s tone, and for a moment he considered snatching his dagger from the table and driving it through Rufus’s throat…
He shook aside the thought, disgusted at himself. 
He could not indulge his Demonsouled nature, not even for a moment. 
Rufus buckled a sword belt around Mazael’s waist. Lion hung on the right side, and an ornate curved dagger, fashioned from a dragon's fang, on the left. Then a black cloak adorned with the sigil of the House of Cravenlock, three crossed silver swords, went over his shoulders. 
“I think that is everything,” said Rufus.
“It is,” said Mazael. “Thank you. Come.” 
He left the King’s Tower, Rufus following, and went to the courtyard below the barbican, his armor and cloak keeping the autumn chill at bay. Many of Mazael’s knights and vassals waited before the gates, their armor polished, their surcoats and tabards crisp and clean. Sir Hagen Bridgebane, Mazael’s armsmaster, stood before the waiting armsmen, grim and tall in his black and silver surcoat. Timothy deBlanc, Mazael’s court wizard, fidgeted in his long black coat. 
Romaria stood near the wizard, clad in a long blue gown that matched her eyes, a silver diadem on her black hair. She preferred a leather jerkin, trousers, and a worn green cloak, but since she had agreed to wed him and become the lady of Castle Cravenlock, she had begun wearing gowns more and more. 
Though she still wore a short sword and a dragon’s tooth dagger at her belt. 
There was no sign of Lucan. 
Not surprising, considering how well he got along with his older brother. 
“Mazael,” Romaria said with a smile, and kissed his cheek. “That armor is splendid.”
Mazael snorted, the golden scales flashing as they reflected the sun. “Aye, and it will draw the eye of every archer on the field of battle.”
Another voice laughed. “And it would turn every arrow that hit you.”
Molly stood behind Romaria. Unlike Romaria, she refused to don gowns. Her only concession to formality was a black cloak over her usual dark clothes, her sword and dagger riding in her belt. 
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. 
Molly’s smile had an edge. “And it will send every foe on the battlefield running to come cut you down and claim that armor. Though…I don’t think you’d mind that very much.” 
Mazael didn’t answer. But the prospect of standing alone in battle, and cutting down every foe who came at him…the thought pleased him. Very much. He would butcher his way through his foes, and…
He pushed aside the dark musings. He needed to keep his wits about him. If today went wrong, the Grim Marches might fall into war before winter. His Demonsouled blood wanted war, but his mind knew better. For the sake of his lands, for the sake of his knights and vassals and the peasants who dwelled on their estates, he would keep the peace. 
A blast of trumpets rang out below the walls. 
Mazael’s sword hand closed into a fist. 
Assuming, of course, that Toraine Mandragon even wanted peace. 
Molly stepped to his shoulder. “You know, your armor isn’t completely unique.”
Mazael said nothing. Through the open gates he saw a band of horsemen riding for the castle’s barbican. They flew two banners from their lances. One was a black dragon on a crimson field, the sigil of Richard the Dragonslayer of House Mandragon, Lord of Swordgrim and the liege lord of the Grim Marches. The second showed a sigil of a stone tower, a corpse hanging from its battlements.
The personal sigil of Toraine Mandragon, Lord of Hanging Tower and Lord Richard’s heir. Lord Richard was known for his open-handed generosity. Yet if one of his vassals rebelled, Lord Richard sent Toraine to settle matters.
And Toraine was not known for mercy. 
“Lord Richard and Toraine both have suits of dragon scale armor,” said Molly, “don’t they?”
“Aye,” said Mazael. “Richard ventured into the Great Mountains as a young man and a slew a dragon with his own hand. Twenty years later Toraine repeated the feat.”
Molly smiled that nasty smile of hers. “And now you're wearing dragon scale armor. One might think you were planning to overthrow Richard.”
“I’m not,” said Mazael. The first of the horsemen rode through the gate. “And we’re about to find out just what Lord Richard thinks.” 
He took a deep breath, and Toraine of House Mandragon, Lord of Hanging Tower, rode through the gate.
The Black Dragon was in his late twenties, with black hair, black eyes, and the lean build of a master swordsman. A curved sword hung at his belt, and he wore armor fashioned from black chain mail and black dragon scales. Toraine was young, but had a fearsome reputation. One that was deserved, too – Mazael had seen him in battle against the Malrags. 
Toraine looked Mazael over. His lip curled in something between a sneer and a smirk. 
Then he vaulted from his saddle in a single smooth motion and sketched a shallow bow. “Lord Mazael.” 
Mazael responded with a bow of the exact same depth. “Lord Toraine. Welcome to Castle Cravenlock.” 
“Indeed,” said Toraine. “I am sure you are as pleased to receive me as I am to visit.” 
“Truly,” said Mazael. “Your insight is keen, my lord.”
Toraine’s eyes narrowed. A pair of pages hastened forward and took his horse, and Toraine's eyes fell on Romaria. A mocking smile flickered over his lips. It made him look a great deal like Lucan.
“My lady Romaria,” said Toraine. “Wearing proper women’s clothing? I never thought I would see it. Perhaps the prophesied end of days is upon us, and the Destroyer has come with a burning sword to lay waste to the realms of men.” 
Romaria laughed. “Why should we need the Destroyer to destroy anything? We have you, my lord.”
Toraine scowled, and looked at Molly. “And who is this?” He looked at Mazael, and back at Molly, and Mazael saw him understand.
“This is Molly of House Cravenlock,” said Mazael. “My daughter.” He paused. “And my heir.”
Molly’s mouth fell open, just a bit.
“Your heir?” said Toraine. “Some bastard whelp you fathered on a roadside whore twenty years ago? She will be the heir to Castle Cravenlock?” He snorted. “Not surprising, given that your half-breed wife will be sterile as a mule. So when you’re dead, the whore’s daughter will rule Castle Cravenlock? How splendid.”
Molly’s eyes narrowed, her hand twitching toward her sword hilt, and Mazael put his hand on her shoulder. She glared up at him.
“My lord Toraine,” said Mazael, his voice soft, the fire in his blood pounding in his ears like a war drum. “You should apologize and withdraw your comments about my betrothed and daughter.”
A dead silence fell over the surrounding knights and armsmen. Mazael saw hands inching towards swords and shields.
“Or?” said Toraine, amused.
“Or I will name you a craven in front of your men,” said Mazael, “the sort of cringing dog who prefers to insult women rather than wield a sword and face a foe. You can decline, proving that you are in fact a coward. Or you can fight, and I’ll cut you to pieces. The choice, my lord Toraine, is yours.”
Toraine’s sword hand balled into a fist. For a moment Mazael saw a future painted in blood before his eyes. Toraine would accept, and Mazael would kill Lord Richard’s eldest son and heir. And then Lord Richard would declare war in vengeance, and the Grim Marches would drown in blood. 
Mazael wanted to stop it, even as his Demonsouled nature yearned for blood. But no lord could accept such insults without answer, even insults from the son of his liege lord.
Mazael saw the same calculations pass over Toraine’s face, and some of the anger passed.
“Perhaps I spoke in…haste,” said Toraine. “I withdraw my remarks, and offer my apologies.”
Mazael felt a wave of relief. “My lord is gracious.” 
But also some disappointment. He badly wanted to kill Toraine.
“I am,” said Toraine. “Now, come, Lord Mazael. We must speak privately. My lord father has…thoughts about your betrothal to Lady Romaria, and he dispatched me to speak in his name.” 
“Of course,” said Mazael. “This way.”

###

Lucan watched the confrontation from his tower window.
He had no wish to meet his brother. Lucan detested Toraine He wanted nothing more than to walk down to the courtyard, conjure his most powerful spell, and rend the flesh from Toraine’s bones. 
So why not do it?
Why not butcher Toraine where he stood, repay him for all the pain he had inflicted on Lucan over the years?
He blinked.
Lucan could not think of a single reason why not.
Yet he hesitated.
Consequences. 
If he slew Toraine now, there would be consequences. His father would blame Mazael, and the Grim Marches would erupt into civil war. The San-keth would take advantage of the situation, and the gods only know how the Old Demon would exploit a war between Mazael and Richard. Lucan could hardly protect the Grim Marches from dark magic then.
He closed his eyes, shivering…and something brushed against his magical senses.
He opened his eyes and scanned the crowd in the courtyard, wondering if Toraine had brought a wizard in his retinue. But no one in the courtyard was casting a spell. Lucan cast the spell to detect the presence of magic. He felt the wards Timothy had worked over the castle, the potent magical power in Mazael’s sword, the warded vault in the heart of the castle Timothy had built to guard the dangerous artifacts taken from Arylkrad…
Yet he felt nothing else.
Wait. 
There. The faintest of hint of power, coming from beneath the castle itself. 
Something left over from the San-keth temple? That seemed unlikely. The San-keth temple had been destroyed, and Mazael had ordered Lucan’s secret workshop purged. 
Besides, the power was coming from even lower than the temple, from the base of the hill.
Lucan frowned and focused his spell.

###

“His heir?” said Molly, disgusted. “Has he lost his mind?”
She stood with Romaria atop the curtain wall, watching the pages and squires lead Toraine’s knights and armsmen to their lodgings. Mazael had disappeared with Toraine into the keep. No doubt they were shouting at each other even now. 
She wondered if Mazael would kill Toraine. She hoped so – Toraine was the sort of man she would have enjoyed killing when she had still been a Skull.
She would enjoy killing him now.
“You are Mazael’s heir,” said Romaria, unruffled by Molly’s irritation. Molly had yet to find a way to annoy the older woman. “You are his only living child, and the only living child he will ever have. That makes you the heir of Castle Cravenlock.” 
“Idiocy,” said Molly. “I don’t want Castle Cravenlock.”
“Then what do you want?” said Romaria.
Molly opened her mouth and found she did not have an answer.
She wanted Nicholas Tormaud back, to lie in his arms again, but Corvad and her grandfather had killed him. She wanted to be free of her Demonsouled blood, but the only way to be free of it was to kill herself, and she wasn’t ready to die quite yet. She wanted revenge on her grandfather, but the Old Demon would crush her like a gnat in a direct confrontation, and anyway she had no idea where to find him. 
“I want to get very drunk,” said Molly.
“I doubt that,” said Romaria. “The sort of discipline the Skulls teach is not easily discarded.”
That was true enough. Molly felt uneasy if she did not practice with her weapons at least an hour every day. 
“Then it doesn’t matter what I want,” said Molly. “Life goes around in circles. Corvad killed Nicholas, and then Mazael killed Corvad. Mazael will kill Toraine, or Toraine will kill him. Or Mazael will kill Toraine, and then Lord Richard will kill him in vengeance. It’s just one bloody circle. That’s all life is. Misery and struggle and then death.” Her face tugged into something like a grin. “Misery and death and nothing else.” 
“You don’t believe that,” said Romaria. “Else you would have felt no grief when Nicholas was slain.”
“I am done talking about this,” said Molly. Let Mazael kill Toraine, or let Toraine murder her father, it was all the same to her.
She took a step and stumbled. 
Molly blinked.
She never stumbled. Not since the training the Skulls had beaten into her.
She stared at the rampart, her anger and pain drowned in sudden confusion.
“Did you trip?” said Romaria, walking to her side.
“I…think the ground just moved,” said Molly.

###

“My father,” said Toraine, “does not approve of your impending marriage.” 
Mazael and Toraine stood in a small room behind the castle’s Great Hall, where Mitor and his advisors had once sat in council. A long wooden table ran the length of the room, and sunlight shone through the narrow windows, throwing the chamber into light and shadow. A carafe of wine and a row of goblets sat on the table, and Toraine helped himself. 
“Don’t you fear,” said Mazael, “that I might have poisoned the wine?”
“Of course not,” said Toraine, taking a long swallow. “Your brother Mitor kissed the serpent, and he would have poisoned the wine. But not you, my lord Mazael. When you kill a man, you like to feel your sword in his gut, look him in the eye as he dies.” He smiled. “Like me.” 
Mazael had no answer for that, so instead he said, “Why does Lord Richard oppose the marriage? Romaria fought valiantly against both the San-keth and the Malrags. And if not for her valor, Ultorin would have never been brought to justice.”
“Oh, no one doubts your half-breed’s valor,” said Toraine, swirling his wine in the goblet. “And I confess, even I would prefer not to face her in a fair fight. But that’s just it, my lord Mazael. She’s a half-breed, and my father’s pet scholars and tame wizards have assured him that an half-human, half-Elderborn woman cannot bear children. So. If I lose my temper in the next few minutes and kill you, who inherits Castle Cravenlock?”
“Molly,” said Mazael.
Toraine scowled. “Pretend your bastard doesn’t exist. Who inherits Castle Cravenlock?”
“My sister Rachel,” said Mazael. 
“Who is married to Sir Gerald Roland,” said Toraine, “the son of my father’s greatest enemy, Lord Malden Roland. Even worse, your sister has a son, and she’s apparently pregnant with another brat. So her husband would rule Castle Cravenlock in her name, and when she dies, a grandson of Malden Roland takes Castle Cravenlock. Do you think my father would permit such a travesty?” 
“Lord Malden does not want a war,” said Mazael.
“Lord Malden is old and tired,” said Toraine, “and the rumors coming out of Knightcastle say he has grown sick. How much longer does he have left? A year? Two? And when he dies, Sir Tobias Roland will become Lord Tobias. How long until he takes the war to my father?” 
“There is a way around the difficulty,” said Mazael.
Toraine smiled. “I kill you and claim Castle Cravenlock for myself?”
“No, a way that doesn’t involve my sword splitting your skull,” said Mazael. “Molly.”
Toraine laughed. “Yes, your whore’s get.”
“Her mother,” said Mazael, “was the Lady Elizabeth of Barellion. A minor noble, true, but still noble. When I die, Molly will inherit Castle Cravenlock.” 
“Unlikely,” said Toraine. “A bastard cannot inherit.”
“A bastard can,” said Mazael, “if there are no trueborn children. Which there will not be.” 
“The other lords will not accept her,” said Toraine.
“The other lords will,” said Mazael. “A bastard can inherit if there are no legitimate children.” He smiled. “As I recall, if you look back into the history of the Mandragons far enough, a bastard inherited Swordgrim once or twice.” 
“That was the past,” said Toraine. “And it is hardly relevant to matters now.”
“And just why not?” said Mazael.
“My father has two goals,” said Toraine, finishing off his goblet of wine. “The first is to ensure the security and prosperity of the Grim Marches. And the second is to secure the power and prestige of the House of Mandragon.” He pointed at Mazael. “And you stand directly in the way.” 
“If Molly inherits…”
“If,” said Toraine. “If, if, if. If your bastard inherits. If Lord Malden decides to permit your bastard to inherit, rather than his daughter-in-law or his grandson. If Lord Tobias decides not to overthrow your bastard and claim Castle Cravenlock in the name of his sister-in-law. Of if one of the neighboring lords decides to assert himself and claim Castle Cravenlock.”
“You’ll have peace so long as I am alive,” said Mazael. “I will not start a war with Lord Richard.” 
Toraine grinned. “Your death will also bring peace, my lord Mazael.”
“Oh?” said Mazael. His hand twitched toward Lion’s hilt. “Is that a threat?”
“Merely a…how did you put it? Merely an if,” said Toraine. “If I were to kill you, Romaria, and your bastard, there would be no direct heirs left. My father would then be within his rights to reclaim Castle Cravenlock and its lands, and bestow them upon a...worthier vassal.”
“I doubt your father,” said Mazael, “would attack one of his vassals without cause.” 
“I think that my father has ample cause,” said Toraine. He stepped forward, his black eyes fixed on Mazael. “And I have urged him to make war upon you.”
“Have you, now?” said Mazael, voice soft.
His Demonsouled blood demanded that he kill Toraine…and it was getting harder and harder to ignore it.
“I have,” said Toraine. “You’re a threat to the House of Mandragon, my lord Mazael. And my father does not tolerate threats. Nor do I.” 
“I do not threaten,” said Mazael, “but I respond to threats. As your father understands.” 
“My father,” said Toraine, “will not live forever.”
“You’re planning to kill him, too?” said Mazael.
“Of course not,” said Toraine. “But not even Lord Richard the Dragonslayer will not live forever. When he dies, I will be the Lord of Swordgrim and the liege lord of the Grim Marches. And when I am the liege lord of the Grim Marches, I will purge myself of any disloyal vassals.”
“What have I done,” said Mazael, keeping his voice calm despite the rage that pulsed inside his skull, “to make you my enemy?” 
“The Grim Marches are mine,” said Toraine. “Mine by birth, mine by right. Neither you, nor the San-keth, nor my damned wizard brother, nor the Malrags, nor any other power under the sun shall take them from me.” He smirked. “And if I have to butcher you in front of your precious half-breed and your bastard, well, so be it.”
That was it.
Mazael’s rage focused into something crystalline and sharp. 
His hand opened, intending to draw Lion and ram it through Toraine’s throat...
He stopped, frowning.
“What the devil is that noise?” he said. 
Toraine started to say something mocking, then stopped as he heard the sound.
The carafe and goblets on the table trembled, rattling against the polished wood.
The floor was shaking.

###

“There,” said Molly, grabbing at a battlement for balance. “It happened again.”
“I felt it,” said Romaria, her face grim. “Earthquake.” She lifted her “Everyone! Away from the walls and the towers! Now! Now!”
The ground jolted again.

###

Lucan’s eyes narrowed, and then they opened wide.
He felt the surge of power against his magical senses. A simple spell, but one beyond Lucan’s strength – a spell to make the earth itself shake. Had the San-keth decided to abandon subtlety for brute force? Did they have a wizard strong enough to simply bring the castle crashing down upon their heads?
Then the sound of the explosion washed over his ears.

###

“What the hell was that?” said Molly, sword and dagger in hand.
Romaria didn’t know.
The last echoes of the explosion faded away, and the ground stopped trembling. Earthquakes were rare in the lands west of the Great Mountains, but Romaria had spent years traveling in the lands east of the mountains, in the lands of the Tervingi and the Greuthungi and the Jutai and the other barbarian nations. There earthquakes were common, and Romaria had seen the devastation they could wreak. For a terrible moment she feared Castle Cravenlock would collapse into a pile of splintered ruin.
But the shaking stopped, and the castle remained undamaged.
“Look,” said Molly, pointing with her sword.
Romaria looked over the rampart. A plume of rock dust rose from the base of the hill, dissipating as the breeze blew it away. As it thinned, Romaria saw a black space in the rock.
The entrance to a cavern. 
“A cave?” said Molly. “It must open to the old San-keth temple under the castle.”
Romaria shook her head. “The temple is beneath the castle. That cave, whatever it is, is too low. It’s something else.”
She took a breath, and the smell of dead flesh filled her nostrils.
In her human form, Romaria’s senses were not as keen as when she became the wolf, but they were still far sharper than normal. And now she smelled the dusty, dry odor of long-dead flesh and bone coming from that cave.
“It’s a tomb,” said Romaria.
More knights and armsmen crowded onto the walls, looking around, and green light flared in the depths of the cave.
Molly cursed.
“What?” said Romaria.
“That light,” said Molly. “It’s the exact same kind of light we saw inside Arylkrad.” 
Romaria’s hands twitched toward her weapons. If Molly was right, that would mean the cave had been built by the high lords of Old Dracaryl. Or that they had sealed something within the cave. 
“We had best…” began Romaria.
Dark shapes emerged from the cavern. They looked like men, albeit men with leathery, chalk-white skin and the scent of ancient corpses. Every last one of the figures wore black chain mail, and carried a black sword in hand. 
Upon each of their foreheads blazed a sigil written in green flame, the light reflecting in their empty eyes.
“Undead,” hissed Molly. “Like the ebony dead in Arylkrad, or Corvad’s pet zuvembies.” 
But Romaria had fought both the ebony dead and the zuvembies, and these undead creatures looked far more dangerous. 
“They must have been sealed up since Dracaryl fell,” said Romaria. “Go get Mazael, right now. We…”
A terrible voice, like the clanging of iron doors, rose from the mass of undead.
“The Glamdaigyr! The Glamdaigyr is within the castle! Take it, my thralls, and Dracaryl shall be mine forever!”
As one the undead turned and charged up the road to the castle.
And dozens more, hundreds more, poured from the yawning mouth of the cave.







Chapter 5 – The Dead Walk

The echoes died away. 
“What the devil was that?” said Toraine. 
“An earthquake, I would guess,” said Mazael. 
“Don’t be absurd,” said Toraine. “There aren’t any earthquakes in the Grim Marches.”
“The floor didn’t shake itself,” said Mazael. He strode toward the door, intending to find out what had happened.
“Do not walk away from me!” said Toraine. “I am your liege lord.”
“Not yet,” said Mazael.
A column of darkness swirled, and Molly appeared before him.
Her sword and dagger were in hand.
“Father,” she said. “You need to come, now. The earthquake opened a cave at the base of the hill. Some sort of undead came out, and they’re attacking the castle. Go!”
She disappeared in a swirl of inky blackness.
“How the hell did she do that?” said Toraine. 
“She has some magical ability,” said Mazael, repeating the story they had concocted to explain Molly’s Demonsouled ability to travel through the shadows. “Not enough to join the wizard’s brotherhood, but enough to do that little…trick.” 
Something trembled against his hip, and Mazael drew Lion from its scabbard.
The blade had been forged in ancient times to fight dark power, and it burned with an azure flame when confronting creatures and wielders of dark magic. Now threads of blue light glimmered in the steel, and tiny blue flames danced at the edges of the blade.
Toraine had his own sword in hand. His curved saber had been made from one of the talons of the dragon he had slain, and its black edge glittered with deadly light. “You draw steel against me?”
“Don’t be a fool,” said Mazael, voice hard. For a moment the impulse to kill Toraine was almost overpowering. But, no, not now. These undead were threatening his castle, his people.
And Romaria was out there. 
“The castle is under attack,” said Mazael. “I doubt those undead will discriminate between your men and mine. If we don’t fight, we’ll be butchered.”
Toraine’s hard expression did not change, but he gave a sharp nod.
Mazael hurried from the chamber, Lion glowing brighter in his fist. Dread and eagerness stirred in him with equal intensity. What new horror had been unleashed upon his lands? Hadn’t the San-keth and the Malrags already brought enough suffering?
Yet how Mazael had yearned to fight, to slay.
Another chance had come, it seemed.

###

Romaria lifted her bow.
She had left her composite bow, a mixture of horn and yew fashioned by the skilled bowyers of the Elderborn, in her bedchamber. She cursed herself as a fool, but the short bow she had taken from one of the armsmen should serve well enough.
“Close the gate!” roared Sir Hagen, pacing before the barbican. “Close the gate, now! Don’t let those damned things in to the castle!” The armsmen hastened to obey. "Bows to the ramparts, now! Move, damn you! Move!"
The portcullis slammed down with a clang, and armsmen hastened to the walls, crossbows and short bows in hand. Romaria hoped the walls could stop the pale undead. Corvad's zuvembies had been able to scramble up stone walls, using their talons to climb...
Then the charging undead were in range, and Romaria's musings fled as her focus narrowed.
The front rank of the pale undead drew closer. Romaria saw each link of their black chain mail, the pulse and flicker of the sigils of green light upon their foreheads. The creatures had no eyes, she saw, only pits filled with swirling green flame. 
She drew and released in one smooth motion, and around her the armsmen loosed their arrows and bolts. Romaria's arrow drove into a pale throat, and the undead creature staggered. The creature stopped and looked up at her, its bloodless face empty of any expression.
It reached up, yanked the arrow from its throat, and kept going. 
"Damn it," muttered Romaria. Just like the zuvembies, the pale undead were immune to weapons of steel. She remembered standing atop the walls of Morsen Village, trying to hold back the waves of zuvembies boiling up the hill. Without the azure fire from Mazael's sword, the zuvembies would have killed them all.
And without Mazael's sword, it looked like these pale undead would do the same.
The undead paused as they plucked arrows and quarrels from their flesh, and then that awful voice rang over the castle's walls.
"Take the castle, my thralls!" thundered the voice. "Kill the defenders, and bring me the Glamdaigyr!" 
Romaria grimaced. The Glamdaigyr had been forged by the high lords of Old Dracaryl, and the sword bestowed tremendous power over the undead upon its wielder. It also had the ability to suck away life force, transferring the stolen power upon its master. Mazael had taken the sword after killing Corvad, and it lay locked in a warded vault in the heart of the castle. 
Whoever had the power to command the undead was already dangerous. The Glamdaigyr would make him infinitely more so. 
"Kill them all!" roared the voice. 
The undead raced to the base of the castle's wall. 
Besides Romaria, one of the armsmen laughed. "I'd like to see those devils get through the walls."
The sigils upon their foreheads pulsed, and the undead changed. 
Their flesh and armor dissolved into green mist and ghostly light, and the undead became wraiths of pale smoke. They walked to the walls, and then through the walls and the portcullis, passing through the stone and steel as if the gates were not there. 
Dozens of the wraiths walked into the courtyard. 
And then they shifted back into their corporeal forms, and the killing began. 

###

Lucan stared at the melee in the courtyard.
He had never seen undead like that before. But Marstan had known what they were, and Marstan's memories belonged to Lucan now.
"Runedead," said Lucan, looking at the sigils of green fire upon their brows. The zuvembies and the ebony dead were bad enough, but the runedead were far more dangerous. Lucan had thought the knowledge to create them lost, destroyed in the cataclysm of dark magic that devoured Dracaryl. 
Apparently, he had been wrong. 
Or these runedead had survived all these centuries. 
He could figure it out later. Castle Cravenlock might fall without his aid.
Lucan pushed away from the window and sprinted for the stairs.

###

The pale undead waded into the massed knights and armsmen, black swords flying. A dozen men perished in the first press. Sir Hagen bellowed commands, and the men reformed themselves into a shield wall, striking with their swords. But the black chain mail turned aside most of their blows, and even when blades struck the undead flesh, they did no damage. 
Unless Mazael intervened with Lion, or Timothy or Lucan used their magic, those men were doomed.
Romaria shot a glance to the side, saw Timothy yank a copper tube from his black wizard's coat, saw him start to cast one of his battle-spells. Yet it would take time, and the undead might well have ripped their way through the men before he finished the spell.
Unless Romaria distracted them first.
She returned her weapons to their sheaths and reached within herself. 
Her father had been human, and her mother Elderborn. For most of her life, the human and Elderborn halves of her soul had battled. But she had faced herself, faced the beast within, and now the two halves of her soul existed in harmony. 
Romaria leapt from the rampart, her skirts billowing around her legs, and changed as she fell.
Her flesh flowed, her bones reshaping, her muscles thickening, her limbs growing longer and stronger. 
When she struck the ground, she wore the form of a great black wolf with gleaming white fangs and icy blue eyes. Her senses sharpened until she smelled the sweat and terror of the men, the dusty stench of the undead, heard every scream and cry and shout. 
Romaria flung herself into the fray. 
She crashed into the undead, her sheer speed and power throwing them aside. Her claws and fangs could not destroy the creatures. But she could throw them to the ground, bull through them as if they were made of straw, and throw their attack into chaos. 
Then green light and mist rippled behind her, and another rank of pale undead materialized between her and the wall, swords drawn back to stab. 

###

Molly stepped out of the shadows and saw Romaria take the form of the wolf and leap into the ranks of the undead. The creatures scattered, their attack thrown into disarray, but it would not matter for long. The armsmen and knights had no weapons that would hurt the undead, at least until Mazael arrived with Lion. 
She saw Timothy standing atop the rampart, pointing a copper tube at the undead and working a spell. 
Fire might harm the undead, if Timothy could cast his spell in time. 
A flare of green light and mist appeared at the base of the curtain wall, and another row of pale undead materialized in the courtyard.
Trapping Romaria. 
Molly's Demonsouled rage rose up inside her, making her stronger and faster. But the demon-tainted blood she had inherited from Mazael gave her powers other than superhuman strength and speed. She reached for the burning power within and stepped into the shadows.
The world disappeared into darkness, and Molly reappeared next to Romaria.
Molly darted forward, her sword and dagger a blur. Her weapons would not touch the undead, but her blows distracted the creatures. She sent one of the undead sprawling to the floor, spun, and knocked a second creature crashing into two more. Romaria growled and tore through the undead, driving them back, and Molly covered her flank, sword and dagger flying. 
The pale undead bunched up beneath the closed gate. 
Right in the path of Timothy's spell.
The wizard thrust out his hand, and flames exploded from his copper tube. The cone of fire washed through the mass of the undead. Their ancient, bloodless flesh went up like dry grass, the sigils of green fire upon their foreheads drowning in raging yellow-orange flame. 
Dozens of them collapsed. 
But more kept walking through the curtain wall.
Molly spun in a circle. There were too many of the undead, and more kept coming. They could not hope to hold out. Not without...
A flash of blue light caught her eye.
A man in golden armor attacked the undead, a sword of blue fire blazing in his fist. 

###

Mazael charged the pale undead. 
The creatures wore black chain mail, but no helms, and Lion's burning blade ripped through their necks like a scythe through stalks of wheat. He struck down one, two, three, and then wheeled, clanging his blade against the swords of his men and Toraine's men. 
Lion's fire spread to the other blades, and the men attacked with renewed vigor, the weapons biting into the undead flesh. 
Darkness swirled beside him, and Molly appeared, her weapons in hand. 
"Father," she said, slapping her sword and dagger against Lion, "you're late." 
Toraine touched his curved blade to Lion, and the dragon's talon crackled with ghostly blue fire. 
"I beg your forgiveness, daughter. I was wasting time with something unimportant," said Mazael. 
Toraine sneered and went on the attack. 
Mazael raced through the melee, striking down undead after undead. And as he did, he touched Lion to sword after sword, until the courtyard flickered with blue light. His men formed ranks with Toraine's armsmen, and step by step they drove the undead toward the wall. 
Then Mazael saw a man in a black cloak and wizard’s coat moving along the ramparts over the gate. 
Lucan Mandragon.
Lucan lifted his hands, face tight with concentration. Gray mist swirled below the portcullis, and a dozen beasts leapt from the mist, creatures that looked like the offspring of a hunting lion and a squid. Spirit creatures, dragged into the mortal world by the force of Lucan's will. The beasts attacked the undead, their misty claws and fangs rending undead flesh. Next to Lucan, Timothy reached into his coat and produced another one of his copper tubes.
The undead put up a tremendous fight. The creatures had the strength of the zuvembies, and yet wielded weapons like the ebony dead of Arylkrad. Even worse, unlike the zuvembies or the ebony dead, the pale undead did not seem mindless. They fought with skill and cunning, and some appeared more skilled than the others. 
Yet in the end, their skill and strength could not match Lion's fire and the wizards' spells.
Mazael hacked down the last undead and looked around. At least thirty of his men and Toraine's lay upon the ground. And as he looked out the portcullis, he saw green light flaring at the base of the castle's hill. 
More of the damned things were coming. 
Timothy hurried over, followed by Molly and Romaria in her human shape once more. 
"Your arrival was timely, my lord," said Timothy, wiping soot from his brow. His face was tight with strain, and sweat plastered his brown hair to his head. Just one of his fire spells seemed to take as much stamina as an hour's fighting, and he had cast three of them. 
"Not timely enough," said Mazael, looking at the dead. Toraine joined them, the blue fire still dancing around his curved blade. Molly gave him a look dripping with disdain, but the Lord of Hanging Tower ignored her.
"What are these things?" said Romaria. "I've never seen undead like them."
"I know not, my lady," said Timothy.
"I know," said a man's voice.
Cold contempt flashed over Toraine's face. 
Lucan Mandragon walked toward them, the smoldering coals of the destroyed undead crunching beneath his boots. 
Toraine lifted his sword.
"So," he said. "The mighty wizard deigns to join us at last."
Lucan looked at his older brother, his face cold. Usually, when Lucan spoke of Toraine, both hatred and fear colored his expression. But now Mazael saw nothing but an icy emptiness. 
"What are they, Lucan?" said Mazael.
"They're called runedead," said Lucan. "A powerful form of undead created by the necromancers of Dracaryl. The zuvembies and the ebony dead are simply mindless puppets. The runedead are something more. Far stronger, far faster, and they retain the skills they possessed in life."
"So some necromancer learned how to create them," said Mazael.
"No," said Molly. "Their swords and mail are made in the style of Dracaryl."
"And that earthquake opened a cave in the hill," said Romaria. "They came from there."
"Gods," said Mazael. "We’ve been sitting atop a ruin of Old Dracaryl for all these years?" The San-keth temple had been bad enough. How many more secrets did the castle hold?
"There's worse news," said Lucan. "It takes a necromancer of power to control runedead. I suspect something worse than the runedead was sealed in that cave." 
"We heard a voice," said Molly. "Commanding the runedead and telling them to seize the Glamdaigyr."  
Lucan blinked as if an idea had just occurred to him.
"Yes," he said. "If whatever was in that cave claims both the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem...that would be very bad.” 
"Well," said Mazael. "Then we find the thing that's commanding the runedead and kill it." 
"My lord!" Hagen hurried over, sword in hand, blood trickling from a cut in his temple. "More of those corpses are coming up the hill!"
"Open the gate," said Mazael. 
"My lord?"
"Do it," said Mazael. "The runedead can walk through the damned wall anyway. If we stay in here, they'll wear us down. So instead we shall march out and kill whatever is controlling the corpses." 
Hagen nodded and shouted orders. Mazael's knights and armsmen arranged themselves in formation before the gate, spearmen in front, swordsmen behind. Mazael walked before their ranks, slapping Lion against every blade, until it looked like a forest of blue flame crackled in their midst. 
Toraine's men formed up on the left, Toraine himself at their head. 
"I hope you'll join us, my lord," said Mazael. Perhaps a runedead would split Toraine's skull with a black blade and solve several of Mazael’s problems. 
Or perhaps, in the chaos of battle, Lion might accidentally plunge into Toraine's neck...
No. 
Mazael pushed aside the thought, and slapped Lion against the blades of Toraine's men. 
Then the portcullis rattled open, and the men marched out. 
A mass of runedead waited, their black blades glinting, their foreheads ablaze with sigils of green fire. 
A terrible voice, like rusted iron plates rasping over each other, rang out.
"Kill them all!" said the voice. "Leave none alive! Kill them all, take the castle, and bring the Glamdaigyr to me!" 
"Take them!" shouted Mazael. "Drive them from our lands!" 
The knights and armsmen shouted and charged. 
The men crashed into the undead, burning swords rises and falling. Mazael charged into the melee, Lion a blue of azure light in his hand. The battle rage of his Demonsouled blood filled him, making him faster and stronger. He cut down one runedead, and then another. Darkness flickered through the runedead, and Molly appeared and disappeared, never staying in one place for longer than a few heartbeats. 
She left a trail of destroyed runedead in her wake. 
Then they broke through the runedead, and Mazael saw the dark figure waiting at the base of the hill. 
For a terrible moment Mazael thought that Corvad had returned from the dead. The figure wore the elaborate black plate armor of Old Dracaryl, just as Corvad had in the end. Intricate reliefs of dragons marked the cuirass, and a black helm hid the figure's face, wings rising from its side. In its right hand the armored figure held a black sword, a sigil of green fire blazing on the blade near the crosspiece. 
How had Corvad returned? 
And had he already claimed the Glamdaigyr? 
Then Mazael's mind recovered from the shock. The figure's armor was similar to Corvad’s, but less elaborate. And the sword looked like the Glamdaigyr, but was smaller and had only one sigil carved into its blade. 
The last of the runedead fell, and Mazael stepped forward, Lucan, Romaria, Toraine, Molly, and Timothy at his side.
"Stay back, the rest of you!" he shouted.
He suspected the armored figure could mow through his men like wheat. 
The black helm turned to regard Mazael, and he saw a glimmer of green light within its depths.
"Who are you?" said Mazael. 
"In life," hissed the armored figure, "I was Ardasan Mouraen, a knight and vassal of the High Lord Randur Maendrag of Arylkrad." 
Beside Mazael, Lucan flinched. Did he recognize the name? 
"In life?" said Mazael. "What are you now?"
"A revenant," said Lucan. 
Mazael glanced at the wizard. 
"The most powerful form of undead the necromancers of Old Dracaryl could create," said Lucan, watching Ardasan. "And only wizards of considerable skill could transform themselves into revenants." 
"Yes," said Ardasan. "Long I served the great high lord Randur. And in repayment for my loyalty, he transformed me into this undying form and my men into runedead. He bade me to stand watch over Dracaryl's southern march for all time, to guard our realm from the barbarian nations on the far side of the Great Mountains."
"In other words," said Lucan, "he sealed you up in that cave and forgot about you. Or he perished before he could return and free you."
"Dracaryl fell centuries ago," said Mazael. "You now guard the southern march of nothing."
"These are my lands now, rotting thing," said Toraine, pointing his sword. "And I command you to leave them and never return!"
"Silence!" said Ardasan, lifting his black blade. "Dracaryl may have fallen. But I sense the presence of the Glamdaigyr, the great weapon the high lords forged to steal the might of the Demonsouled! With it, I shall rebuild Dracaryl, and rule an empire of the undead that stretches from sea to sea."  
Mazael lifted Lion. "You'll have to kill me first."
"Easily accomplished, little mortal," said Ardasan. "I ground my foes beneath my boot centuries before you were born, I..."
"Oh, shut up," said Molly. "Were all the nobles of Dracaryl such utter windbags? Little wonder your miserable realm fell, if you wasted all your time making pompous speeches."
"Impudent child!" roared Ardasan. "I shall tear the..."
Molly disappeared in a swirl of darkness and reappeared behind Ardasan. She plunged both her sword and dagger into a gap in the undead knight's armor. Ardasan bellowed in pain and whirled to face her, his sword trailing green flame, but she vanished again. 
Mazael sprinted forward, Toraine at his side. Romaria blurred into the shape of the great black wolf, fangs bared, eyes blazing like blue stars. Lucan and Timothy lifted their hands and began casting spells. 
Ardasan roared and plunged his sword into the earth. The sigil of fire near the hilt blazed bright, and a globe of green light appeared around him. The globe expanded, and a wall of green light slammed into Mazael. He staggered, a deathly chill spreading through him, and he felt the light draining strength and warmth from his body. 
"Perish!" said Ardasan, "and rise again as my thralls!" 
Lucan growled and thrust his hand. A symbol written in lines of crimson fire blazed on his palm, and red light strained against green. The globe of green light shattered and vanished, and the horrible chill faded away. 
Mazael dashed forward and swung Lion for Ardasan's head. But the undead knight whipped his sword up with superhuman speed, and Lion clanged off the blade. Ardasan stabbed for Mazael, but he dodged and struck back, Lion leaving a groove in the ornamented black breastplate. Darkness flickered, and Molly reappeared behind Ardasan, driving her blades through the gaps in his armor. Toraine drew closer, and Lucan began another spell. Ardasan howled and flung out his arms. Invisible force erupted from him in all directions, throwing both Mazael and Molly into the air. He struck the ground hard, armor clattering. He saw Molly tumble over the grass and slam into a rock at the base of the hill.
She did not get up again. 
Mazael staggered back to his feet as Toraine dueled Ardasan. The heir to Swordgrim was a capable swordsman, and his blade danced and darted around Ardasan. Yet the undead knight drove Toraine back step by step. 
Mazael hesitated. Wouldn't it be so much easier, so much better, if Ardasan cut down Toraine?
Mazael growled and threw himself forward. He would not leave any man to the mercies of an undead horror.
Besides, Mazael wanted to kill Toraine himself, if it came down to it. 
He attacked Ardasan, Lion leaving a dent in the revenant's shoulder plates. Ardasan wheeled with terrific speed, his sword picking off both Toraine's and Mazael's attacks.
A black blur shot past Mazael, and Romaria slammed into Ardasan's legs. Her claws could not penetrate his armor, but her size and strength knocked him off balance, and he staggered. Ardasan roared and brought his sword up for an overhand chop, and Mazael darted forward and plunged Lion's tip into the revenant's exposed armpit. Ardasan growled and ripped free, and Toraine’s curved blade whirled to bite into the back of the revenant's knee. 
Yet Ardasan was not slowing at all. Lion's fire hurt him, but did him no lasting injury. Ardasan was already dead, so Mazael had to find some way to destroy the spells animating the revenant. Usually Lion's fire was enough, but with an undead creature of such power...
Timothy thrust out his hand, and a blue spark leapt from his palm and slammed into Ardasan. The revenant flinched, but the spell did little damage.
But the creature's attention focused on Timothy, which gave Lucan the chance to strike.
A ribbon of crimson flame shot from Lucan's fingertips and hammered into the revenant. The spell threw Ardasan back, fingers of crimson lighting crawling up and down his armored limbs. Ardasan bellowed in fury and pointed his sword at Lucan, the sigil of green fire brightening. A sphere of rippling darkness shot from the blade and flew at Lucan. Lucan made a chopping gesture, and a shell of blue light flashed around him and unraveled the dark sphere. 
"His sword!" shouted Lucan. "Lord Mazael, his sword! Get it away from him, and he won't be able to recover from his wounds!" 
Mazael nodded and looked at Romaria. The black wolf's blue eyes met his, and he understood what she intended. 
"Perish!" roared Ardasan, charging with sword raised. 
Mazael blocked, backing away. Toraine joined him, and the revenant's fury increased, the creature driving them back step after step. Lion shuddered in Mazael's hands as he parried attack after attack. Ardasan simply moved too fast for him to land any blows...
Then Romaria crashed into the revenant's legs. 
Ardasan fell with a clang of black armor, Romaria's jaws clamped around his throat. The revenant roared and began to stand, grabbing at Romaria’s head. 
Mazael's right boot slammed into the wrist of Ardasan's sword hand, pinning it to the ground. His left kicked the crosspiece of the black sword, ripping it from the undead knight's hand.
"No!" screamed Ardasan, throwing Romaria off with a single powerful punch.
Too late.
Lion plunged deep into Ardasan's helm. Mazael caught a brief glimpse of the revenant's face, gaunt and bloodless, and Lion erupted with blue flame. Ardasan shrieked, every limb going rigid. Azure fire snarled around the joints of his armor, seeped from the fingers of his black gauntlets. 
A flash of blue light, and Ardasan crumpled against the ground, dissolving into a pile of smoking ash, charred bones, and black armor. 
Mazael let out a long breath and yanked Lion free. 







Chapter 6 - What We Are

Lucan closed his eyes as the undead knight fell.
The Demonsouled power he had stolen from Mazael raged in his mind, demanding that he unleash it, that he kill everyone in sight. He had used the power to augment his spells, permitting him to hammer past Ardasan Mouraen's wards. But now the Demonsouled power filled his mind, cajoling and tempting.
He didn't care. 
Before his ordeal in Arylkrad, he might have succumbed. The temptation now seemed like a distant, tepid thing. It still bothered him that he could remember nothing of what had happened in Arylkrad. But that was in the past. 
He forced the Demonsouled power back into its well.
It wasn't even particularly hard.
"Lucan?" said Timothy. "Is something amiss?"
Lucan laughed. "Other than that a horde of undead warriors emerging from beneath the castle? No, fear not, I am uninjured." Timothy was a good man and a loyal friend, though he would never wield the power Lucan commanded.
Of course, that meant he would never make mistakes on the scale Lucan had. 
"Lady Molly is injured," said Timothy as Mazael wrenched Lion from the destroyed revenant's head. "I should see to her."
"I'm sure," said Lucan, "that Lady Molly will be fine." He felt his lip curl in disdain. 'Lady' Molly, indeed. The woman was unstable and dangerous. Mazael should have simply killed her.
His gaze shifted to Mazael. Romaria blurred back into her human form and joined her, her gown torn and stained from the battle. Both began talking to Toraine.
Lucan flexed his hands, considering the killing spells that he knew.
Why not kill Toraine then and there? 
He had caused Lucan so much pain. He deserved to die, and Lucan would enjoy killing him. 
Why not do it now?
"Lucan?" said Timothy.
"Later," said Lucan.
"What?"
"Nothing." Lucan shook his head, made himself smile. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Molly sit up, rubbing her side with a scowl. "Perhaps you should see to Lady Molly." 
Killing Toraine now would be counterproductive. It would almost certainly start a war between Mazael and Lucan's father. And such a war would make it difficult to defend the Grim Marches.
And Lucan would do whatever was necessary to defend the Grim Marches from dark magic.
As Ardasan Mouraen had just found out.

###

"Perhaps I should reconsider," said Toraine.
"Reconsider what?" said Mazael.
He glanced in Molly's direction and felt a wave of relief as she sat up. He had been afraid that Ardasan had hit her hard enough to kill her. But if she was still alive, her Demonsouled nature would heal any wounds she had taken. 
Hopefully Toraine wouldn't notice.
"My opinion on your marriage," said Toraine. "War between the House of Mandragon and the House of Cravenlock would benefit only our enemies." He smiled. "Why risk the hardship of war, when we can enjoy the blessings of peace?"
Mazael did not believe it for a second. 
What had changed Toraine's mind? He had been so eager for battle before.
The battle. He had seen Mazael and his allies in battle. Toraine must have concluded that a direct fight was too risky. Mazael had not the slightest doubt that Toraine would try to kill him by other means, assassination or an alliance with a more powerful lord. But at least he would not attack Mazael and his lands directly.
The Grim Marches would have peace.
Mazael only wished that it did not disappoint him so. 
And he still wanted to ram Lion through Toraine's heart. 
"Truly," said Mazael, "I am pleased to have your approval, my lord." 
"No doubt," said Toraine.
"Sir Hagen!" said Mazael. Hagen approached from the waiting armsmen, eyeing the smoking remains of Ardasan. "Return the men to the castle and see to the wounded. Take Lady Romaria and Lord Toraine with you."
Romaria lifted an eyebrow. "And just where will you be going?"
Mazael pointed at the dark opening of the cave in the hillside. "I'm going to make sure there's nothing else unpleasant waiting under the castle."
"You shouldn't go alone," said Romaria. 
"I won't," said Mazael. "Molly will come with me, to watch my back. And Lucan, to check for any wards or magical traps." 
And he and Molly possessed the ability to recover from wounds quickly. Even Romaria, with all the strength and speed granted by her wolf form, could not heal injuries with such speed. If any more runedead lurked in the cave, Mazael and Molly were the best choices to face it. 
And his Demonsouled blood wanted another fight, another foe to destroy. 
"Timothy," said Mazael, pointing at Ardasan's fallen sword. "Find a way to destroy that. If not, then lock it in the vault with the Glamdaigyr."
"My lord." Timothy pulled off his coat and wrapped it around the sword, taking care not to let his skin touch the weapon. 
Molly walked closer, her clothing dirty and torn, but otherwise none the worse for wear. "Ah, Father. I understand you plan another adventure for us?"
"Aye," said Mazael.
"How delightful," said Molly. "I'm sure peasant girls who wish they were the daughters of a lord do not fantasize about crawling into dark holes to fight animated corpses."
"I wouldn't know," said Mazael. "Lucan."
Lucan stared at the knights and armsmen. That empty, icy expression was on his face again. He was looking at Toraine, and for a moment Mazael was sure that Lucan was going to kill his older brother.
"Lucan," said Mazael again.
Lucan blinked, looked away from Toraine.
"Yes," he said. "Of course. Let's go." 

###

Molly squinted into the darkness of the cave's entrance.
"You should have sent for torches, Father," she said. 
"No need," said Lucan, lifting his hand. A shimmering globe of blue light appeared over his palm. With his other hand he waved over the mouth of the cave, face tight with concentration. 
“Anything?” said Mazael. 
“Residual power,” said Lucan. “The cave was quite heavily warded. Which explains why I never detected Ardasan and his pets. Or why no one else ever did.” He laughed. “They were right under the scaled bellies of the San-keth for all these centuries, and the serpents never had any idea.”
“Just as well,” said Mazael. “Ardasan might have thought the San-keth would make useful allies.”
“Or slaves,” said Molly, remembering her own dealings with the San-keth. “The serpents are clever, but they prefer to slink in the shadows and play with their puppets. They couldn’t control something like Ardasan.” 
“The wards are fading,” said Lucan. “Ardasan probably broke them when he left the cave.” He frowned. “And…there’s something else. I sensed it before, in the tower. I think someone used a spell to cause the earthquake, to open the cave.” 
“The San-keth?” said Mazael. “Some renegade like Malavost?” He hesitated. “The Old Demon?”
But Molly wondered why would the Old Demon bother with earthquakes and undead warriors? He had more effective weapons at his disposal. 
“I…” Lucan shook his head, as if trying to remember something. “I don’t know. The spell to create an earthquake like that is potent, but simple. It would beyond me, even with the bloodstaff.”
“Without your stolen power, you mean,” said Molly.
Lucan glared at her, his expression so cold that Molly reached for her weapons. 
“Even with the bloodstaff,” said Lucan, his expression calming. “Nevertheless. It took a great deal of power to open this cave.” 
“So why go to the effort?” said Molly, watching the wizard. She didn't understand why Mazael trusted him. Romaria thought it because Lucan alone had known Mazael’s secret for some time, and had not betrayed him. Yet Romaria did not trust Lucan Mandragon, and neither did Molly. “Why dig up some old undead from Dracaryl? Whoever conjured the earthquake didn’t try to take command of them.”
“Perhaps there was something else in the cave,” said Lucan.
Mazael pointed with Lion. “Let’s find out.”
He walked into the cave. Molly waited until Lucan entered, and then walked after him.
She was not going to turn her back on him. 
Lucan’s blue light cast wild shadows over the cave's ragged walls. Mazael walked in the lead, Lion ready. Molly kept her sword and dagger raised, watching for any sign of more undead.
She also kept an eye on Lucan.
The cavern opened into a large corridor of black stone. The walls and floor gleamed, reflecting the light in Lucan’s hand, and Molly saw her ghostly reflection in the dark stone. 
“This looks like the inside of Arylkrad,” said Molly. 
“Unsurprising,” said Lucan, “given that the high lords of Dracaryl built both.” 
The corridor ended in a large domed chamber, a smaller replica of the vast space that had held the Glamdaigyr. An empty throne sat beneath the dome, and stone benches lined the base of the wall. 
“Ardasan sat there, I warrant,” said Mazael, pointing at the throne, “and the runedead waited on those benches.”
“Gods,” muttered Molly. “They waited here for all these centuries? For what?”
“For the high lord Randur Maendrag,” said Lucan. “I suspect he left Ardasan and the runedead in the cave, intending to return for them. Instead he perished in whatever cataclysm of dark magic devoured Dracaryl. So Ardasan was forgotten.”
“You seemed like you recognized the name,” said Mazael. “Randur Maendrag. Did you know of him?”
“Aye,” said Lucan. “In some old books. He was one of the last high lords of Dracaryl. And I think he may have been my ancestor.” 
“Your ancestor?” said Molly.
Lucan shrugged. “According to the account of my family’s history, one of Randur Maendrag’s sons escaped the ruin of Dracaryl and came to the Grim Marches. He was the first Lord of Swordgrim.” 
“A pity he didn’t recognize you as his old lord’s heir,” said Mazael. “You could have commanded him to lay down his arms and saved us a lot of trouble.”
Lucan blinked, as if an idea had just come to him. “Commanded. Yes.”
“Is there anything else here?” said Mazael. “Any other undead, any other sources of magical power?” 
Lucan muttered a spell. 
“No,” he said after a moment. “Nothing. Only the wards are left, and those are fading. Seal off the entrance to the cave, and no one will ever trouble this place again.”
Mazael nodded and returned Lion to its scabbard. “Good.”
“Is something amiss?” said Lucan.
“No,” said Mazael.
“You look disappointed,” said Molly. 
“A bit,” said Mazael. He sighed. “My mind has been torn in two of late. I wanted peace for the Grim Marches, peace and prosperity. And yet…”
“And yet,” said Molly. “You want to fight. You want to kill. Your blood demands it of you.”
Her own blood did the same. 
Mazael closed his eyes. “Aye.” 
“I understand,” said Molly.
“Understand what?” said Lucan.
“Our Demonsouled blood,” said Mazael. “I had hoped for peace once the Malrags were driven back. We may have it now. And yet…my blood yearns for battle, for war. I want to fight and to kill. Sometimes it is all I can do to stop myself.” 
Lucan said nothing.
“It is the same with me,” said Molly. “I was an assassin of the Skulls. I hated that life…yet I loved the killing. Sometimes I dream about returning to the Skulls. Not that they would have me – no one leaves the Skulls and lives. I’m surprised they haven’t sent assassins after me yet. And I don’t want to go back. And yet…”
“Part of you wants to,” said Mazael. “Your blood wants to.”
Molly closed her eyes. “Aye.”
“I hoped there were more undead to fight,” said Mazael. He grimaced. “But it’s just as well. Too many of my men have fallen, and I will not have more innocent blood spilled.”
“Despite,” said Lucan, voice soft, “however much you want to spill it?”
“Aye,” said Mazael. “You do understand.” 
“Did you want to kill Toraine?” said Lucan. 
“Very badly,” said Mazael.
Something like a smile flickered over Lucan’s thin lips. “I commiserate. I’ve wanted to kill him since I was old enough to walk. So why didn’t you kill him?” 
“Because it would have been wrong,” said Mazael.
Lucan tilted his head to the side. “Wrong? What do you mean?”
“It would have been murder,” said Mazael. “And if I had killed him…Lord Richard would have made war on me and drowned the Grim Marches in blood. Once your father dies and Toraine becomes liege lord, he’ll be my enemy. Hopefully that will not be for long years yet, and I can find a way to keep the peace.”
“Yet for all that,” said Lucan, “you still wanted to kill him, badly.”
Mazael shrugged. “I am Demonsouled.”
“Yes,” said Lucan. “I suppose you are, at that.” 
“If we are going to have a philosophical discussion,” said Molly, “I suggest we have it in the castle. It is cold and dark down here, and I could use something hot to eat and drink.” 
“You’re right,” said Mazael. “Lucan, let’s go. I’ll send some stonemasons to seal this place off, but there doesn’t seem to be any need to rush.”
“A day or two shouldn’t hurt,” said Lucan. “But you’ll want to seal it off eventually. Otherwise you’ll draw every renegade fool with a few spells and dreams of Old Dracaryl.” 
“Wisely said,” said Mazael. “Let’s go home.”

###

Lucan stopped at the mouth of the cave, watching as Mazael and Molly made their way to the road leading to the castle’s gates.
Molly shot a look over her shoulder at him.
She did not trust him.
But that was just as well, since he intended to kill her.
Both her and Mazael. Mazael had been Lucan’s friend, but he, too, needed to die.
He had made the decision while listening to them discuss their Demonsouled nature. They would never change. They might struggle against their blood, perhaps even keep their murderous impulses at bay for years. But sooner or later their dark nature would assert itself, and they would become the monsters they were truly destined to be. 
Lucan had sworn to guard the Grim Marches from dark magic, and both Mazael and Molly were creatures of dark magic. 
How he hated the Demonsouled.
They were, he realized, the source of most of his pain.
The idea came to him full-formed, almost as if he had heard it from someone else. Marstan had been a student of the Old Demon, and he had tried to possess Lucan. Lucan had been victorious, had gained the necromancer's knowledge and power, but the resultant personality changes had driven his betrothed Tymaen away. If not for Marstan, Lucan could have been wed to Tymaen.
He could have been happy.
If not for the Demonsouled. 
They would pay for that. 
He would find a way to make all the Demonsouled pay, to rid the world of them forever.
And the answer lay within his grasp.
Ardasan had said the high lords had forged the Glamdaigyr as a weapon to steal the might of the Demonsouled. What had the revenant meant?
Lucan didn’t know, but he knew how to find out.
“Lucan!” said Mazael. “Are you coming?”
For a moment Lucan considered killing both Mazael and Molly where they stood. He dismissed the idea as too risky. Both father and daughter possessed the ability to heal quickly, and Lucan doubted he could kill both of them at once. 
He would regret killing Mazael, true. But he was a thing of dark magic, and Lucan had sworn to defend the Grim Marches from dark magic.
“Of course,” said Lucan, making himself smile. “I’m coming, never fear.”







Chapter 7 – Sanctuary

“At last,” said Riothamus, leaning upon his spear. 
Arnulf grunted. “At least they didn’t move south without us.”
The countryside had grown hillier as they traveled south from Skullbane, the forest thicker. Their progress had slowed considerably, and it had taken a great deal of time to steer the oxen and pigs around every obstacle.
The two mammoths, of course, had simply plowed their way through anything in their path. 
But after nine days of hard travel, they stood upon the lip of a wide valley. A narrow river flowed through the valley, heading north for the Iron River itself. Thick forests lined the valley’s slopes, though many of the trees had been cut down by now.
The Tervingi nation filled the valley.
Or what was left of it. 
Great masses of tents lined the river, and Riothamus saw thousands of people going about their business. Plumes of smoke rose from countless campfires, and hundreds of mammoths wandered the trees, stripping the branches of any remaining leaves. A dozen tiny black dots circled overhead – skythains, riding their griffin mounts. No Malrags would come within twenty miles of the Tervingi host without the knowledge of the keen-eyed skythains. 
“Merciful gods,” said Ethringa, surprise on her lined face. “How many?”
Arnulf squinted. “About ninety thousand, I’d deem. Perhaps fifteen or twenty thousand men fit to fight.”
“So great a host,” said Ethringa.
“Aye,” said Arnulf. “If we meet the Malrags, they’ll regret it sorely.”
But he shared a look with Riothamus. Both men knew that the Tervingi had once been far more numerous. 
Now this valley held all that remained. 
“Come,” said Arnulf, pointing. “Athanaric has his camp near the river.”
The swordthain led the folk of Skullbane down the hillside and towards the great camp. Hundreds of banners floated in the autumn wind over the tents of the warriors. Once, an encampment of Tervingi warriors would have flown the banners of a dozen different hroulds. Now, only two different banners remained. One was green with a white horseman, the banner and sigil of the hrould Athanaric. The second was black, with a red eye in the center.
The sigil of Ragnachar and his demon-worshipping orcragar. 
Arnulf made sure to keep well away from Ragnachar’s banners. 
They entered the camp. Spearthains kept watch on the edges, keeping an eye out for any Malrag raiders that eluded the vigilance of the skythains. The women went about their business, carrying water from the river, tending to the children, or herding the chickens and the sheep. Parts of the camp could have been mistaken for any other Tervingi hold and village. 
But there were no Tervingi villages left.
A pavilion stood at the edge of the water, a massive green-and-white banner hanging over it. Arnulf spoke with the spearthains on guard, and one of them disappeared into the tent.
A short time later the hrould Athanaric emerged. 
He was in his late fifties, still strong and vigorous despite his age, his hair and beard the color of gray iron. His green cloak stirred in the wind, revealing the chain mail beneath it, and the broadsword and dagger hanging at his belt. He looked over the assembled refugees, face solemn, and then he smiled.
“Arnulf,” he said, voice deep.
“Hrould,” said Arnulf, bowing. “I bring you honored guests, and I speak on their behalf.”
Ethringa stepped forward and bowed. “I am Ethringa daughter of Jordanic, the holdmistress of Skullbane.”
Athanaric bowed in return. “And I am Athanaric son of Athaulf, a hrould of the Tervingi nation. I bid you welcome, and pledge you the protection of my sword and the hospitality of my roof.” He beckoned, and one of his bondsmen hurried forward, bearing a golden goblet of wine. Athanaric offered it to Ethringa, and she drank and handed it back to him. He drank from it in turn, completing the ritual of host and guest. 
“Thank you for the welcome, hrould,” said Ethringa.
“You are indeed welcome,” said Athanaric. “So few of us are left that it is good you have come. Is Fritigern here?”
“Alas,” said Ethringa. “He fell in battle against the Malrags, a week ere your emissary reached me. 
Athanaric sighed. “That is ill news, indeed. Still, we must press on. Arnulf!”
“Aye?” said Arnulf.
“Take the holdmistress to my seneschal, and find her folk and beasts a place in the order of march,” said Athanaric. “We break camp and leave on the morrow.”
“So soon?” said Riothamus.
Athanaric nodded. “Aye, witcher.” Like Arnulf, he showed no fear of Riothamus. No doubt his long association with the Guardian had inured him to magic. “All those who can be gathered have been gathered. It is past time that we marched for our new homeland.” 
“If we are to leave the graves of our fathers,” said Ethringa, “best we get it over with at once.”
“Indeed,” said Athanaric. “Yet if we linger, the whole Tervingi nation shall dwell in one great grave.”
“This way, holdmistress,” said Arnulf.
“Witcher,” said Athanaric. “The Guardian thought you might return today. She bade you to meet her at the usual place by the river.”
“Hrould,” said Riothamus. He bowed and left the pavilion. 
Riothamus threaded his way through the camp, dodging women carrying jars of water, children playing at being swordthains and spearthains, and the occasional renegade chicken. Most of the Tervingi got out of his way with fearful glances, some making the ritual signs to ward off evil. The Dark Elderborn had been wizards of great power, and the Tervingi did not tolerate wizards. Only the fact that Riothamus was the apprentice of the Guardian kept the Tervingi from dragging him outside the camp and stoning him to death.
Riothamus ignored their fearful glances. He was used to them, after all.
Then he encountered some men who did not get out of his way. 
There were four of them, swordthains in mail, their expressions cold and stern. Over their armor they wore the ragged black cloaks favored by Ragnachar’s thains. And unlike most of Ragnachar’s thains, these men had scars on their foreheads and cheeks – an eye, cut into their skin in imitation of Ragnachar’s sigil.
Orcragars. Worshipers of the Urdmoloch, like Ragnachar himself. The orcragars believed that the Urdmoloch blessed them with demonic power, giving them strength and speed beyond that of ordinary men. And perhaps they were correct – the orcragars fought with a brutal ferocity unlike the other Tervingi, and recovered from wounds and illness faster. 
Riothamus wanted nothing to do with them. But both Athanaric and the Guardian agreed that the Tervingi needed every sword. 
“The witch’s errand boy,” rumbled the lead orcragar. “Off to wipe the drool from her chin?”
The orcragars laughed. 
“I am carrying out the errands of the hrould Athanaric,” said Riothamus, keeping his voice calm. Neither the Guardian nor the Guardian’s apprentice could use magic to kill mortal men, but he might be able to elude the men with a spell. Or they would cut him to pieces. But he did not think the orcragars would kill in the middle of the camp.
He hoped.
“Athanaric is a feeble old man,” said the orcragar. “Ragnachar is mighty and battle. He should lead the Tervingi, not that cringing old man! If he led the Tervingi, we would conquer new lands for ourselves.”
“Which explains how the Malrags drove Ragnachar from his hold,” said Riothamus.
The lead orcragar stepped closer. “Do not think to hide behind the Guardian’s skirts, worm. Her power is pathetic, and her strength wanes. She cannot save you.”
Riothamus smiled. “If you think so, then tell her that yourself. Surely you have nothing to fear from a feeble old woman.”
The orcragars did not move.
“Ah,” said Riothamus. “I thought not. Good day, noble thains.”
He stepped around the orcragars and walked calmly away, though his back itched in anticipation of a sword until the orcragars were out of sight.
The Guardian awaited him at the edge of the water.
She was an old woman, quite possibly the oldest man or woman he had ever seen. Her white hair hung in a thick braid down her back, and she wore strange amulets of bones and polished stones over her loose clothes of wool and leather. A peculiar cloak, fashioned entirely of ravens’ feathers, hung from her narrow shoulders. 
She leaned upon a long wooden staff in her right hand. It gleamed like burnished bronze in the pale light, and a line of runes had been cut into its length. 
The Guardian looked at him, her eyes like pale discs of blue ice in her lined face. 
“You’ve returned,” she said, her voice strong despite her withered frame.
“I have, Guardian,” said Riothamus with a bow.
She snorted. “I told you to call me Aegidia. We’ve known each other long enough for that, boy.”
“As you wish, Guardian Aegidia,” said Riothamus, and he hid his smile. It was an old game between them.
“Impudent boy,” said Aegidia, but the words had no sting. “Come. Walk with me.”
She headed into the camp, moving at a good pace despite her limp and need to lean upon the staff. Riothamus followed, watching the Tervingi react to her. They feared her, as they feared him. But there was respect as well. Aegidia had been the Guardian of the Tervingi for decades, for as long as anyone living could remember. For all those years she had wandered among the Tervingi, protecting them from dark magic, acting as judge and arbiter between them.
And when she died, the bronze staff would pass to him. 
He did not want to think about that burden.
“The Sight came upon me as I meditated,” said Aegidia. “I saw you, standing alone atop a broken skull. A black cloud came upon you, filled with rot and corruption. Yet you called out to the heavens, and a storm drove the black cloud away.”
“Malrags,” said Riothamus. “They attacked Skullbane while we were there, but Arnulf was able to drive them off with my help.”
“Ah,” said Aegidia. “I thought as much.” She snorted. “The Sight would be more useful if it were not so damnably metaphorical.”
“It has served you well,” said Riothamus. The “Sight”, the peculiar mixture of prophecy and farseeing that Aegidia could use, let her see far-off events and warned her of impending danger. Yet it showed what it willed, and the answers it offered did not always please her. 
She had never tried to teach it to Riothamus. Perhaps the power came from the Guardian’s staff of office. 
“You did well, convincing Ethringa,” said Aegidia. “I knew her as a child. She was stubborn then, and has grown into a stubborn woman.”
“I did nothing but fight the Malrags,” said Riothamus. 
“And that was enough,” said Aegidia. “Ethringa had put her trust in steel swords and strong arms. That is not enough to save our people. If you had not been there, the Malrags would have overwhelmed Arnulf and seized Skullbane. Ethringa saw that she had no choice but to join the rest of the Tervingi.” 
They stopped to let a mammoth pass. The Tervingi feared Aegidia, but the great elephantine beasts feared nothing. The mammoth lumbered to the water and lowered its trunk to drink. 
“Will we truly leave tomorrow?” said Riothamus.
“We shall,” said Aegidia. “It is past time. The lands north of the Iron River have fallen to the Malrag hordes. We are safe here, but not for long. Malrag warbands have been seen crossing the river. Including the one you saw at Skullbane.”
Riothamus frowned. “That warband came from the south. Not from the north.”
“Perhaps it circled through the hills,” said Aegidia. “The land north of Skullbane is unsuitable for attack, which is why Fritigern built his hold there.”
“Not that it matters,” said Riothamus. “No Tervingi will ever return to Skullbane.” 
He felt a pang. He had grown up here. The wooded hills and deep valleys were his home. He had spent his life wandering through them, first with Aegidia as she traveled, and then on his own as he carried out her errands. 
But his mother and father had died here. 
He remembered the burning hold, remembered the howling Malrags. 
Perhaps it was better to leave. 
But the memories would never leave him, he knew.
“We must be ready,” said Aegidia. 
“To leave?” said Riothamus, shaking away the memories. 
“Yes,” said Aegidia. “But more. The Sight is…unclear. Our future is clouded.”
“Do you think we’ll be safe?” said Riothamus. “Or shall we all die on the march?” 
Aegidia sighed and rested her forehead against the staff.
“I know not,” she said after a moment. “Perhaps we will. Perhaps we will not. The future is nothing but a changing shadow.” She took a deep breath. “We may reach our new homeland, or we may not. But I know there will be strife. There will be fighting and death, before the end.”
They walked in silence for a while.
“There is a question,” said Aegidia, “that I must ask you.”
“I know,” said Riothamus. 
“A man in golden armor, with a sword of blue fire in his right fist,” said Aegidia. “Did you see him?” 
It had been the very first question she had asked him, all those years ago.
She had stopped the Malrags from killing him in the burning wreckage of Rigotharic’s hold, the lightning falling and the earth rising at her command to kill them all. She had tended to his wounds and taken him as an apprentice. 
And then she had asked him that question, as she asked it of everyone.
Riothamus shook away the memories.
“No,” he said. “No, I did not see him. I’m sorry.” 
Aegidia nodded, unruffled. “I will see him before I die. I first saw him when I took up the staff of the Guardian, when the Sight came upon me in power. The fate of the Tervingi people is in his hands, and I must find him.”
“As you say,” said Riothamus. 
“Get some rest,” said Aegidia. “We have a long journey ahead of us.” A sad smile flickered over her face. “And who know what will happen before we reach our destination?”

###

The next morning the Tervingi nation broke camp and marched south. 
Athanaric marched at the front, surrounded by his thains and bondsmen. His mammoths and oxen lumbered after him, laden down by food and supplies. Ragnachar and his thains marched at Athanaric’s left. Ragnachar himself wore elaborate black plate armor, his face hidden beneath a helm wrought in the likeness of a snarling dragon. Rumor claimed he had braved a tomb of Old Dracaryl, defeated an ancient wizard-shade and claimed the devil’s armor for his own. 
His orcragars followed, glaring at anyone who strayed too close. 
The great mass of Tervingi commoners followed, the bondsmen, the hold farmers, the blacksmiths and the craftsmen and the artisans, each following their holdmistress or headman. 
Aegidia walked between Ragnachar’s and Athanaric’s bands, straight and strong despite her limp and staff. Riothamus suspected she did it to keep the peace between Athanaric’s and Ragnachar’s men. The last thing he Tervingi needed was a war between the final two hroulds – they would destroy each other, and the Malrags would devour whatever was left. 
The skythains on their griffins wheeled overhead as the long column of men and women and beasts marched south. Carts rumbled along, pulled by snorting oxen, and bondsmen labored with axe and spade to smooth the path. From time to time Riothamus saw ruins atop the steep hills, delicate spires and pillars of white stone rising from the earth. Other ruins were black, their stone dark and reflective, adorned with reliefs of dragons and men in robes with staffs in their hands.
The Tervingi gave both sorts of ruins a wide berth.
“The middle lands are old lands,” said Aegidia, gazing up at the pale bulk of a Dark Elderborn ruin. “Many nations have lived here before the Tervingi. The High Elderborn, before the advent of the Urdmoloch. The Dark Elderborn and their empire. The dragons and their kingdoms. The horsemen of the south. The San-keth and their secret temples. Now gone, forgotten, swept away.”  
“If the Tervingi do not leave,” said Riothamus, “we shall be swept away and forgotten as well.” 
“Perhaps,” said Aegidia. “The Tervingi will find a new homeland. But even the Sight has not shown me where it shall be.”
She spoke no more on the topic.
After two and a half weeks of marching, Riothamus saw the mountains in the south.

###

“We are going into the mountains?” said Ethringa, hands on her hips. 

The prospect did not please the holdmistress.
“We are,” said Riothamus. 
The Tervingi camped at the base of the mountains’ foothills, spread out among a dozen small valleys. Ethringa’s folk, and the folk of a few other holds, had taken this valley for their own. Riothamus disliked having the Tervingi so spread out, but it was the only way to ensure enough water and pasture for all the animals. 
The mountains loomed over them like silent gray giants. Riothamus had seen the Great Mountains once, years ago, when Aegidia had journeyed far to the west, and these mountains were far smaller.
But they were still large enough.  
Ethringa shook her head. “A fool’s plan. Perhaps we could hide from the Malrags in the mountains. But we cannot grow crops on hard rock, and sheep and goats cannot graze on ice and snow. We shall all starve once our supplies run out.”
“No,” said Riothamus, glancing at Aegidia. The Guardian stood with her eyes closed, her forehead leaning against her staff. He wished she would intervene. One word from her would quell Ethringa’s ire.
“Then we are traveling to the other side of the mountains?” said Ethringa. “No man of the Tervingi has ever traveled south of these mountains. Even in the wildest tales of the loresingers, no Tervingi has ever traveled so far.”
“No,” said Riothamus. “The skythains have found a valley in the midst of the mountains. Broad and deep, but with enough arable land to support us. The only entrance is a narrow pass. We can easily fortify it and hold out the Malrags. Our people can shelter there for generations, until the Malrag hordes destroy each other or leave the middle lands.”
At least, that was what Athanaric and Ragnachar and Aegidia said, but Riothamus wasn’t sure he believed it.
The memory of fire and screams danced behind his eyes.
Was anywhere safe from the Malrags? 
“Very well,” said Ethringa, though she sounded unconvinced. “What does the Guardian say? Does this valley in the mountains exist?”
“It does,” said Aegidia, her eyes still closed. “The Sight has shown it to me. Though what awaits us in the valley, I cannot say.”
Ethringa snorted. “How reassuring.”
The lines of Aegidia’s face deepened.
“Is something amiss?” said Riothamus.
“Stride softly,” whispered Aegidia. 
“I don’t understand,” said Riothamus, looking around the valley. The sun had begun to fade away to the west, long shadows stretching across the ground. A few of the women had already lit campfires. “Are we making too much noise here?”
“No,” murmured Aegidia. “I sense…something. As if someone is talking care to walk without noise.”
Her frown deepened.
And then her pale eyes shot open. 
“Malrags!” she hissed.
“What?” said Ethringa. 
“How did they elude your senses?” said Riothamus.
“Ah, the devils have a shaman with them,” said Aegidia. “One clever enough to use a masking spell. Or maybe more than one.” She raised her staff and shouted, and Riothamus felt the immense surge of power as the Guardian unleashed her spell.
A bolt of lightning ripped out of the darkening sky and exploded against the crest of a nearby hill. 
And in the glare of the lightning blast Riothamus saw Malrags.
Hundreds of them, pouring down the hillside in a black tide. Even worse, Riothamus saw three gaunt Malrags in robes of black leather, a third eye glowing with green light in their foreheads. Malrag shamans, able to call down blasts of dark magic. And at the head of the Malrags strode a massive figure in black armor, a two-handed greatsword in its right fist.
A Malrag balekhan, larger and more powerful than most Malrags. A balekhan could command hundreds, even thousands, of Malrags, and lead them into battle with far greater coordination than a typical Malrag warband. 
“To arms!” shouted Aegidia, her voice ringing like the thunder of her lightning. “Men of the Tervingi, to arms! We are attacked! To arms!” 
The Malrags roared their terrible battle cries and surged forward, racing toward the camp. They would overrun the valley in a matter of moments. The camp held enough men to repulse the Malrag assault, but they were scattered throughout the tents. By the time they armed and assembled themselves for battle, it would be too late. 
“Ethringa!” said Aegidia, a pale white light flaring in the sigils of her staff. “Gather the women and children in the center of the camp, and bid the men to make haste. Quickly, girl. Go!” Ethringa grabbed her skirts in both hands and ran. “Riothamus, with me! Keep the shamans from killing me while I slow down the Malrags.”
She lifted her staff, pointing it at the Malrags, and began to chant. Riothamus hurried to her side. He saw the Malrags charging towards them, felt the weight of the balekhan’s malevolent gaze.
He saw the three shamans standing atop the hill, working spells of their own. 
Riothamus reversed his grip on his spear, plunged the steel point into the earth, and began casting a spell. 
The shamans thrust out their hands, and three blasts of green lightning roared out of the sky, screaming toward Aegidia. Riothamus had faced Malrag shamans in battle before, and what they lacked in subtlety they made up in raw power. Their lightning blasts could slay a score of men in a heartbeat, and could tear through any warding spells Riothamus raised.
So he didn’t even try to block the lightning.
His spell twisted the lightning bolts away from Aegidia. The blasts struck his spear, surged down a thin strip of metal along the weapon’s shaft, and disappeared into the buried head.
Dissipating harmlessly into the earth. 
The shamans turned toward him, and Riothamus cast another spell, drawing more magical power. He gestured, and blue-white lighting thundered out of the sky. The shamans cast a warding spell, and Riothamus’s lightning bounced away from their magical defenses. 
Yet the distraction kept them from striking at Aegidia. 
Then the black tide of Malrags reached them. 
Riothamus cursed, yanked his spear from the earth, and began spinning it like a staff. He knocked the legs from beneath one Malrag, whirled, and drove his spear’s point through the eye of the next creature. Riothamus ripped the weapon away, gaining just enough time to work a quick spell. The earth near his feet trembled, knocking the nearby Malrags to the ground, and Riothamus managed to kill two before the others recovered.
The balekhan stalked towards him, its helm a faceless mask, its greatsword raised. Riothamus spun to meet the creature, spear raised, but the massive greatsword would cut through his spear like a twig. Could he work a spell in time to slow it? Or…
Aegidia shouted and slammed her staff against the earth.
A wall of mist, twenty feet high, sprang up before her. It divided the entire valley, blocking the Malrags from sight. 
Yet it would not hide the Tervingi for long.
Then Aegidia swept her staff before her, and the wall of mist hardened into gleaming ice. It caught the final rays of the setting sun, shining with the color of blood. Riothamus heard the Malrags bellow in fury, heard the noise as they began hammering at the ice with their weapons. 
Aegidia limped forward and gave the ice a gentle tap with the head of her staff.
The wall of ice exploded.
Riothamus threw up a hand to shield his face, but wall exploded toward the Malrags, driven by the force of Aegidia’s magic. Thousands of razor-edged shards tore into the Malrags, and the entire front rank of the creatures disappeared in a flash of black blood. The Malrag attack faltered, the creatures stumbling over the corpses of the slain.
Aegidia slumped against her staff, sweat glistening on her brow, thin shoulders trembling beneath the cloak of raven feathers. 
But her voice was still strong. 
“Forward!” she shouted. “Strike, men of the Tervingi!” 
Ragged bands of spearthains and swordthains charged the Malrag lines. Groups of men sprinted over the nearby hills – the other camps must have heard the fighting. Ragnachar himself descended upon the Malrags, followed by his orcragars. The shamans began another spell, only to meet the charge of Athanaric’s spearthains. 
“Are you all right?” said Riothamus, voice low.
“Not particularly,” said Aegidia. “Ah, by all the gods above and below, that drained my strength. But it was necessary.”
“Had you not acted, the Malrags would have slain us all,” said Riothamus.
“Aye,” said Aegidia. She glanced toward the dark shape of the mountains. “As they still might.”
Riothamus looked up just in time to see Ragnachar cut down the balekhan.

###

The next morning a griffin dropped from the sky and landed in the center of the camp.
Riothamus walked toward the beast, unable to hide his grin. The griffins had always fascinated him, and as a child he had dreamed of becoming a skythain and soaring among the clouds to hunt the wyverns and manticores and other winged beasts that preyed upon the Tervingi. 
Then Rigotharic’s hold had burned, and Riothamus had become the Guardian’s apprentice.
The griffin was a magnificent beast. Its golden fur ruffled in the wind, and its beak and claws looked sharper than any razor. The griffin turned its head, like an eagle’s but many times larger, and regarded him with a gold-rimmed black eye. 
A man dressed in ragged leather dropped from the harness on the griffin’s back. He was short and slim, like most skythains, with a weathered face and watery green eyes. A sword and dagger hung at his belt, and a short bow and a quiver rested in his shoulder harness. 
“Toric,” said Riothamus. “Welcome.” He knew the skythain reasonably well – he often carried messages from the hroulds to the Guardian. And unlike most of the Tervingi, he showed no fear of magic. 
Flying a thousand feet over the ground on a griffin’s back seemed to boil most of the fear out of a man. 
“Witcher,” said Toric. His face was grim. “Where is the Guardian? I must speak with her at once.”
“This way,” said Riothamus. He led the skythain through the camp. Enormous pyres crackled far from the tents as the bondsmen burned the dead Malrags. 
“You’ve had trouble with the Malrags,” said Toric.
“Aye,” said Riothamus. “A warband ambushed us. Their shamans used their spells to hide from the Guardian’s Sight, but she found them in the end.”
“Did they come from the south?” said Toric.
“They did,” said Riothamus. “How did you know?”
“Toric!”
Aegidia walked around a tent, leaning on her staff. Her limp seemed worse than yesterday, and her face had a gray tinge. The battle had taken more out of her than she wanted to show.
“Aye, Guardian,” said Toric.
“And from your face,” said Aegidia, “I think you have ill news.”
Toric gave a sharp nod. “I do. I wanted to tell you first. I’m Athanaric’s man, I tell you true. But if I tell him first, half the camp will know before the sun goes down. And the gods only know what Ragnachar and his lot will do.”
“What did you see?” said Aegidia.
“Athanaric bade me to scout the mountains,” said Toric. “To make sure no Malrag warbands waited to ambush us in the pass. And on the way back, I flew over the valley.” His face grew grimmer. “The one where we hope to settle.”
Dread gripped Riothamus’s heart.
Aegidia closed her eyes. “And what did you see in the valley?”
“Malrags, Guardian. A great horde of the devils. At least a hundred thousand of them.”







Chapter 8 – A Knight of Old Dracaryl

Castle Cravenlock slept, but Lucan Mandragon did not. 
He slipped through the corridors, taking care to remain unseen. From time to time he encountered a servant performing a late errand, and a simple spell kept him unnoticed until the servant moved on. 
Briefly, Lucan wondered why he bothered. He was fighting to defend the Grim Marches from dark magic. Anything he did to further that goal was justified. So why conceal his actions?
He rebuked himself for carelessness. If Mazael knew, he would do his best to stop Lucan. Lucan intended to rid the world of the Demonsouled, now and forever. But Mazael Cravenlock was a dangerous man, and confronting him prematurely would be suicidal.
So Lucan remained unseen as he made his way to the castle’s cellar. 
The cellar was a gloomy expanse below the great hall, the ceiling supported by thick pillars of rough stone. Sacks and barrels stood stacked throughout the cellar, and a massive steel door rested in one wall. Lucan supposed it was strange that the castle’s food and artifacts of dark magic were stored next to each other, but it wasn’t as if the servants could get into the vault.
Lucan wasn’t sure he could get into the vault.
He stopped before the steel door and took a deep breath, probing the wards that lay over the door. Timothy was not Lucan’s match in power, but the man was certainly not a fool, and building an alarm ward was not that difficult. Attempting to force the locks and open the door would unleash a blast of flame. Even if Lucan disabled that ward and entered the vault, the alarm spells woven into the door would activate and alert Timothy of an intrusion. 
Unless the wards did not see Lucan.
He remembered the runedead walking through the walls, transformed into wraiths of mist and green light, and began casting the spell.
Marstan had always known the spell, which meant Lucan knew, but he had never possessed the power to cast it. He drew upon the well of Demonsouled power in his mind, and poured it into the spell.
The world went misty before Lucan’s eyes, and he saw his hands transform into pale shapes of swirling green light as he took the form of a wraith. 
A form he could maintain for only a few moments.
Lucan strode through the steel door, passing through it like it was not there, and entered the vault. The stone room held only a rough wooden table. Upon that table sat a massive black greatsword, the runes in its blade flickering with green light, and a black diadem fashioned in the shape of a dragon cradling a massive emerald.
The Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem. 
And in the grips of his wraith-spell, Lucan saw the raw power woven into the steel of the Glamdaigyr. The sword offered tremendous power over the undead, and the ability to drain the energy of his foes. Combined with the Banurdem, he could…
No. Too dangerous. 
The black sword of Ardasan Mouraen leaned against the wall, looking like a small copy of the Glamdaigyr. 
Lucan reached for the sword, focusing his will upon it. The blade turned into a shaft of green haze when he touched it, his wraith-spell extending over it. Lucan felt his grip on the spell tremble, and he turned and strode through the steel door.
A moment later he became corporeal once more, the undead knight’s sword in his fist. 
Lucan waved his free hand over the door, probing the vault's wards. He extended his magical senses, watching for any sign that Timothy's magical alarms were about to activate.
Nothing.
Lucan let out a long breath, wrapped the sword in a canvas sack to conceal its glowing sigil, and left the cellar.

###

A few hours later Lucan sat upon the stone throne in the tomb below the castle.
Ardasan’s sword lay upon the gleaming black floor. Around it Lucan had drawn an intricate series of circles and sigils in white chalk, now glimmering with a faint green glow. Thirteen candles stood in a circle around the sword, placed on specific sigils. 
The spell was ready.
Lucan stood, cleared his mind, and began to chant. 
The air in the tomb grew chilly. The candles flickered and danced, and the green luminescence around the chalked circles flashed brighter. A shadowy darkness rippled above the sword, a breach into the spirit world. Ardasan’s spirit was gone, of course. Lion’s fire had destroyed its house of undead flesh and sent the spirit howling to hell or oblivion or whatever other fate awaited. Yet every man left echoes of himself in the spirit world. A man could cast a long shadow over the spirit world, and the shadow of an ancient undead like Ardasan Mouraen would indeed be long and black. 
Lucan finished the spell and clapped his hands. 
A cold wind blew through the tomb, making the candle flames dance. The darkness hanging over the sword rippled, and then seem to twist sideways. A ghostly, translucent shape appeared within the circles, the image of a strong man of middle years, clad in gleaming black plate armor.
Ardasan Mouraen, no doubt as he had appeared in life. 
“Who dares call me forth?” said the shade. 
Lucan titled his head to the side. “You do not recall me?”
“I do not…ah.” Ardasan’s face twisted with contempt. “The little wizard who hindered my spells. I shall crush you like a gnat!”
“You could have,” said Lucan, “but Mazael destroyed your corporeal form, and your soul has gone screaming down to the abyss. All that remains is this tattered shade, trapped by chalk and candles and a simple spell.” 
“Why have you conjured me?” said Ardasan. “To gloat?”
“No,” said Lucan. “For information.” 
Ardasan laughed. “You shall wring none from me, little wizard. Perhaps you have skill enough to blunt my spells and to conjure me safely. Yet I wielded the arts of necromancy centuries ere you were born. You cannot compel me.”
“I need not compel you,” said Lucan. “Your obedience is mine by right.” 
“Oh?” said Ardasan. “And what right is that?”
“By your oath of loyalty to Randur Maendrag, a high lord of Dracaryl,” said Lucan.
“The High Lord Randur has been dead for centuries,” said Ardasan. “Else he would have collected me from this tomb.”
“You are correct,” said Lucan. “And I am his heir.”
Technically, he supposed, his father would have been Randur’s heir, but Ardasan didn’t need to know that. 
“What folly is this?” said Ardasan. 
“When Randur perished in the cataclysm that destroyed Dracaryl,” said Lucan, “one of his sons fled here, to the Grim Marches. He built a castle at Swordgrim, and as the language of Dracaryl decayed over the centuries, his name changed from Maendrag to Mandragon. I am of his blood, and therefore I am his heir. Your obedience belongs to me, shade.” 
Ardasan said nothing for a long moment.
“Why not?” said the shade at last. “Dracaryl has fallen into ruin, I see that now. And the last remnants of High Lord Randur’s once-proud blood squat in the crude castles of barbarians, playing at lordship. Why should I not answer your questions, little wizard? The results might well be amusing. Like giving an ill-tempered child a poisoned sword.”
Lucan suspected that Ardasan had more than that in mind. Shades were notoriously malicious. 
Yet he was prepared for that.
“Before we fought,” said Lucan, “you spoke of the Glamdaigyr.” 
“I did.”
“Why did you desire to claim it?”
Ardasan laughed. “Because it has great power, little wizard. With that blade in my hand, I would have wielded strength to match the magic of the mightiest high lord. Who would not desire to command such power? With the Glamdaigyr I could have raised armies of the undead. With the Banurdem I could have enslaved the dragons of the mountains and brought fire upon my enemies. I could have become the tyrant of a new Dracaryl.”
“Yet you did none of those things,” said Lucan, “and now you are nothing more than a shadow trapped in a spell.”
Ardasan’s lips pulled back from his teeth.
“And when you spoke of the Glamdaigyr,” said Lucan, “you said that it had been forged to steal the power of the Demonsouled. Explain.”
Ardasan said nothing, face expressionless.
“I command you to explain,” said Lucan.
“It was the great work, the Great Rising,” said Ardasan. “The High Lord Randur conceived it.” 
“And just what was the Great Rising?” said Lucan.
“To transform the high lords into gods,” said Ardasan, “by killing every last Demonsouled and stealing their power.”
Lucan blinked, once. He had stolen a small portion of Mazael’s blood to create the bloodstaff, and even that had vastly augmented Lucan’s magical power. The amount of power generated by killing every Demonsouled in the world at once…
“Tell me more,” said Lucan at last.
“A great spell of the highest necromancy,” said Ardasan. “Randur planned the Great Rising, a mighty spell to raise thousands of runedead across the entire world. The runedead have the ability to sense the presence of magic, and Randur would command them to slay every Demonsouled they could find. Once they were slain, he would trap their power and transfer it to the high lords.”
“How could he achieve this?” said Lucan. “Even a high lord of Dracaryl could never wield such power unaided.” 
“Randur forged three artifacts of might to aid his efforts,” said Ardasan. “To drain the power from the Demonsouled, the Glamdaigyr. To command the runedead, the Banurdem. And to raise the runedead, the Wraithaldr.”
Lucan nodded. Mazael had taken the Glamdaigyr from Corvad's corpse in Arylkrad. Corvad had carried the Banurdem, though Molly claimed he had found it in an ancient ruin near Castle Arminius. This Wraithaldr, though…Lucan had never heard of it.
“What was the Wraithaldr?” said Lucan.
“A staff of black crystal, six feet long,” said Ardasan. “It increased the raw magical power of its bearer.”
“Where is it?” said Lucan.
Ardasan smirked. “I know not.” 
“Then speculate,” said Lucan.
“Mostly likely Morvyrkrad,” said Ardasan.
Another name Lucan did not recognize. “What is Morvyrkrad?”
For the first time a flicker of fear went over Ardasan’s face.
“A tomb,” said the shade. “A crypt for the ancient high lords of Dracaryl, buried deep in the caverns of the Great Mountains. Often the high lords raised themselves as immortal revenants. Yet when their immortality grew wearisome, they withdrew to Morvyrkrad to sleep away the centuries. The High Lord Randur went to Morvyrkrad to cast the Great Rising, surrounded by all the high lords living and dead.”
“And what happened then?” said Lucan.
“I know not,” said Ardasan. “Randur left me here to guard the southern border of our realm, to wait until he returned. He never did.”
“Dracaryl was destroyed in a cataclysm of dark magic,” said Lucan. “No one knows the details, not precisely.” Had Randur’s Great Rising destroyed Old Dracaryl? 
“Perhaps,” said Ardasan. “I know not their fate.”
“The spell itself, the Great Rising,” said Lucan. “Do you know it?”
“No,” said Ardasan. “Only Randur knew it. He kept it written in a great tome, bound in black leather, that he kept with him at all times.”
Lucan nodded. Maybe that tome still lay in Morvyrkrad alongside the Wraithaldr and Randur's bones.  
“Do you know,” he said at last, “the way to Morvyrkrad?”
“Yes,” said the shade. “I have been there three times. Twice, for the great procession to convey an undead high lord to his resting place in the crypts.” Again that flicker of fear went over Ardasan’s face. “And the third time, when I became a revenant.” 
“You will tell me the way,” said Lucan.
“You think to go to Morvyrkrad?” said Ardasan. “You desire to take Randur’s Great Rising for yourself, little wizard? Fool. If you are lucky, you will return from Morvyrkrad with only your sanity lost. If you are unlucky…far worse things could happen to you.”
“That is not your concern, shade,” said Lucan. “I am the blood of a high lord, and I have the right to visit Morvyrkrad. Tell me where it is.”
“Deep in the darkness beneath the Great Mountains,” said Ardasan. “You must first go to Red Valley and enter Arylkrad. Enter the throne chamber, and find the entrance to the caverns in the far wall. Then you must navigate the caverns until you reach Morvyrkrad. Malrags infest those passages, waiting for a Demonsouled to lead them into the daylight. The high lords could command the Malrags, little wizard, but I doubt you have the strength. And there are other horrors in the darkness under the mountains, things even older than the Elderborn.”
“How picturesque,” said Lucan. “But any poet could tell me as much. Give me precise directions to Morvyrkrad. Every twist in the tunnel, every bump in the path. Now.”
“As you command, blood of Randur Maendrag,” said Ardasan, a mocking note in his voice. “The safe path through the tunnels is long and intricate. It would be better if I could give you the memory itself.”
Lucan suppressed a smile.
“Oh?” he said. “I’ve never heard of such a spell. How would you accomplish this?”
“A brief touch of your mind,” said Ardasan. “Harmless, and then I would fade back into the shadows of the spirit world.”
“Proceed,” said Lucan. “I give you permission.” 
The final word left his lips, and Ardasan surged forward with a howl of glee.
The shade’s hands reached for Lucan’s temples.
“Mine!” shrieked Ardasan with glee, his pale fingers plunging into Lucan’s head. “You are mine, little wizard! I will live again in your flesh! Oh, what shall I accomplish, once I claim the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem and wield them with your hands...”
His ghostly hands sank to the wrist into Lucan’s head, and he felt a deathly chill. Ardasan’s thoughts and memories, dark and heavy with ancient blood, brushed against Lucan’s mind, threatening to overwhelm him, to conquer him…
Lucan smiled and opened the well of Demonsouled power within him.
Magic like burning iron flooded into his mind, driving back Ardasan’s cold touch.
Ardasan staggered back, eyes growing wide.
Threads of crimson fire crawled up the shade’s arms.
Ardasan tried to flee, but Lucan gestured, and the shade froze in place.
“Come, then,” said Lucan, grinning. “You’re a knight of Old Dracaryl, and I am merely a ragged little barbarian wizard. Claim my flesh.” The threads of fire dug into Ardasan’s chest. “Surely it is within your power.”
“Let me go!” screamed Ardasan. 
The threads reached Ardasan’s head, and the sword upon the floor blazed with blood-colored fire. 
And Ardasan’s memories poured into Lucan’s mind.
He shifted through them like paging through a book. Most of them were worthless to him, and he discarded them into nothingness. An image of the Glamdaigyr flashed before his eyes, and Lucan dug deeper into Ardasan’s fracturing mind, sifting through more and more memories. Arylkrad floated before his thoughts, and then a dark cavern below the mountains…
There. The way to Morvyrkrad. 
Lucan seized the memory, ripped it from the unraveling threads of Ardasan’s mind, and stored it deep within his thoughts.
“Mercy,” whispered Ardasan.
“You’re just a shade. You’re not even a soul. You’re only the remnants of Ardasan,” said Lucan. “So, no.”
He summoned more Demonsouled power. 
The sigil in the black sword blazed like an inferno, and the weapon shattered. The shards melted into pools of molten metal, and then crumbled into ash.
Ardasan’s shade wailed once more, dissolved into wisps of smoke, and ceased to exist.
Lucan sighed, stepped over the candles, and walked for the exit. He cast a spell as he strode, unleashing flames over the floor of the chamber. It would leave no trace of his activities behind. 
The map to Morvyrkrad shone in his head like a torch. 
It would take preparations. He could hardly undertake such a journey alone. But once he was prepared, once he had equipped himself, he would go to Morvyrkrad and claim both the Wraithaldr and the spell of the Great Rising.
And then he would rid the world of the Demonsouled forever.







Chapter 9 – The Moot

The entire Tervingi nation gathered in a hollow at the foot of the mountain. 
Thousands of men, women, and children lined the slopes of the surrounding hills, and thousands more filled the floor of the hollow. The steady murmur of conversation filled Riothamus's ears, rising and falling against the sides of the mountain. A few spearthains and swordthains patrolled the outer camps, making sure the baggage and the animals did not fall prey to Malrags or other predators.
But most of the Tervingi had gathered here, and they would decide the fate of the nation.
Though Riothamus wondered if they would simply decide how the Tervingi nation would die. 
He stood at the edge of the hollow with Aegidia, the old woman’s fingers drumming against her staff. Nearby waited Athanaric himself, with Arnulf and his other chief headmen and thains. 
“Are you certain this is a good idea?” said Aegidia.
Athanaric shook his head. “I am not. But we have little choice. We cannot enter the valley. So we must decide upon a new course.”
“And suppose the nation makes a poor choice?” said Aegidia.
“We are Tervingi,” said Athanaric. “We have no kings. By tradition the assembled nation must make a decision of this importance. And this may be the most important decision we ever make.”
Or the last.
“So be it,” said Aegidia.
She strode to a fallen boulder, climbed atop it, and lifted her staff. She struck it against the boulder once, twice, three times, and her magic made the sound of a thunderclap roll over the hollow. 
Silence fell over the Tervingi. 
“Hear me!” said Aegidia, her magic carrying her voice over the hollow. “Hear me, headmen steeped in renown! Hear me, holdmistresses wise and prudent! Hear me, ye valiant thains of sword and spear! Hear me, ye daring thains of the sky! Hear me, freeborn warriors bold and freeborn women valiant! Hear me, sons of Tervingar! I am Aegidia, the Guardian of the Tervingi nation, the bearer of the bronze staff, a trust that extends back to the dawn of ages! By my office, by my rights as Guardian, I call the Tervingi nation to moot!” 
The echoes rolled off the mountains. 
“Athanaric son of Athaulf has called for this moot,” said Aegidia.
Athanaric stepped forward. He wore his finest armor, his green cloak streaming from his shoulders, a torque and diadem of gold glittering on his arm and brow. He looked like the very image of a mighty Tervingi hrould, victorious in battle and generous to his thains and headmen. 
“I would address the moot, Guardian!” said Athanaric. 
Aegidia pointed her staff at Athanaric. “Speak.”
Athanaric climbed to the top of the boulder, his cloak rippling in the cold wind. His voice rose over the assembly, amplified by Aegidia’s spell.
“I am Athanaric son of Athaulf,” said Athanaric. “I have held a sword since the age of nine, when my father fell in battle and I took up his blade. I have fought many foes since then, and never have I shown my back to the enemy once battle was joined! Now a choice lies before us. We hoped to take sanctuary in the mountain valley, yet the Malrag devils wait for us there. I have never shown my back to the enemy once battle was joined, but if we try to take that valley, we shall perish.” 
No one answered him. 
“I propose we return north, to the graves of our fathers!” said Athanaric.
A murmur went through the crowds, and a frown spread over Aegidia’s face. 
“Yes, the Malrags have overrun our lands,” said Athanaric. “Yes, the Malrags have slain many of our kin, have scoured the land like locusts devouring a harvest. But we are fewer now, with fewer mouths to feed. Let us return to the northern hills and fortify them. If we raise strong walls, we may yet reclaim our lands.”
That was folly. The Tervingi could not build fortifications strong enough to stop the Malrags. Even if some of the holds managed to survive, it would be only a matter of time before the Malrags wore them down. Athanaric had to know that.
“And even if we fall, even if the Malrags overwhelm us,” said Athanaric, “then we shall die as warriors. We shall die as true sons of Tervingar! If the Tervingi are to perish, then let us perish gloriously, and our bones shall lie with our fathers’ forevermore!” 
Perhaps Athanaric already knew how his plan would end. 
“Let us retake our homeland and die as warriors!” bellowed Arnulf, ever loyal, from the front ranks of Athanaric’s thains. 
“We will drive the Malrags away at the point of our swords!” shouted another. More voices rose in approval.
But not very many. 
The rest of the Tervingi remained silent. They had seen the Malrag hordes descending upon their homeland. They knew how many holds had been razed, how many farms burned. Every last man, woman, and child had lost kin to the Malrags. 
If they returned to their homelands, they would die on the axes and spears of the Malrags. 
Athanaric climbed down from the boulder, and other thains approached Aegidia. One suggested that the Tervingi attack the valley and drive out the Malrags. Only a few people thought such a course possible. Another proposed that they build ships and rafts, and float down the Iron River until it reached the sea in the distant east. This plan generated some enthusiasm, but support vanished when a bondsman pointed out that they would have to leave behind their mammoths, oxen, and other animals. 
Without their animals, the Tervingi would starve in short order. 
“Guardian!” Toric the skythain approached the boulder, his leather armor creaking. “I beg leave to speak.”
“You may address the moot,” said Aegidia.
“I am Toric son of Torvmund,” said Toric, climbing to the top of the boulder, “a skythain sworn to the service of the hrould Athanaric. And in his service I have flown griffins from one end of the middle lands to the other, from the Great Mountains in the west to the Endless Forest in the east. I have seen that the world is a large place, full of many lands. Let us not march north to die upon Malrag blades, or south to spill our blood upon the slopes of the mountains. Instead, let us go east, to the lands beyond the Endless Forest. If we travel by land, we need not abandon our cattle.”
Aegidia frowned. “The journey through the Endless Forest would be long and perilous. And the eastern grasslands and jungles are ruled by many kings and princes.”
“This is true,” said Toric. “Yet they are minor kings and petty princes. One of them cannot overcome the assembled Tervingi nation, and they quarrel amongst each other too much to unite against us. We can seize a new homeland there, and live among the grasslands and jungles of the east. Aye, it would be a different land than this, a different life. But it would still be life, not death upon the blades of the Malrags.” 
“I doubt not your boldness, Toric,” said Athanaric, “and you have won great renown in my service. Skythains can fly over the Endless Forest, but the Tervingi nation must march through it. And few have ever entered the Endless Forest and returned to tell the tale, thanks to the spider-devils among the trees.”
“Forget both the north and the east!” shouted a thain Riothamus did not know. “Let us circle around the mountains to the south. There are lands yet unclaimed there, far from the reach of the Malrags.”
Aegidia shook her head. “We dare not. The Dark Elderborn yet linger south of the mountains. Were we to return to their lands, the sons of Tervingar might find themselves enslaved once more.”  
“There are risks on whatever path we take,” said Toric. “But the least risks and the greatest rewards are to the east.”
“And we might perish in a distant land, far from the graves of our fathers,” said Athanaric. “If we are die fighting, then let us do it upon our ancient lands.” 
“Why shall we die at all?” shouted another thain. “Let us go around the mountains! Surely we can…”
“No!” said still another man.
The moot dissolved into chaos. Thains shouted at each other, and a few even drew weapons. Athanaric sprang back about the boulder, shouting for order, but the moot was too far gone for that. Aegidia closed her eyes and leaned her forehead upon her staff. 
Then her eyes popped wide open, and she stared hard into the crowds, her expression grim.
A ripple went through the moot. Some men fell silent, and others lowered their weapons. The silence spread, and an aisle formed through the crowds. A large man in elaborate black plate armor strode through the aisle, the hilt of a two-handed greatsword rising over his right shoulder. None of the Tervingi dared to meet his gaze. A dozen of his orcragars trailed after him, keeping a safe distance.
Even his own orcragars feared Ragnachar. 
Ragnachar stopped before the boulder, gazing up at Aegidia and Athanaric. Aegidia stared back, her expression flat.
“Guardian.” Ragnachar’s voice was deep and calm. “I wish to address the moot.” 
“Why?” said Aegidia. “To convert the Tervingi to the worship of your precious Urdmoloch?”
Ragnachar’s black helm, wrought in the shape of a snarling dragon, did not move. “Many of the Tervingi already worship the Urdmoloch, Guardian. But that is not my business today. I am a hrould of the Tervingi nation, and I have the right to address the moot on this matter.” 
“He does have that right, Guardian,” said Athanaric. 
Aegidia stared at Ragnachar. To Riothamus’s astonishment, she looked…trapped. Perhaps even frightened. He hadn’t thought anything could frighten Aegidia.
“Very well,” said Aegidia. 
Ragnachar climbed to the top of the boulder and removed his helm. He had a lean, hawkish face, marked with deep lines. A curtain of ragged gray hair fell over his temples and brow, and a close-cropped gray beard shaded his jaw. Eyes the color of steel glinted as he looked over the assembled Tervingi.
Utter silence hung over the moot.
“I am Ragnachar, the son of no one, a hrould of this nation. I have slain every foe I ever faced, and everything I have, I claimed at the point of my sword.” He drew his sword, the steel glimmering, and grounded the blade, his hands wrapped around the hilt. “You have heard many words tonight. Noble Athanaric suggests we return to our homes and drive out the Malrags. Bold Toric argues that we should travel east and claim a new homeland in the grasslands.” 
He lifted his massive sword with one hand, swept it over the crowds. 
“But we can do neither,” said Ragnachar. “If we return north, the Malrags shall slaughter us to the last child. If we go east, many of us will die on the journey, or perish in the webs of the Endless Forest. Only a few will survive to reach the east, and will live their miserable lives as slaves in the courts of the eastern princes. And if we go south, the Dark Elderborn will overwhelm us, and raise us as zuvembies to serve in the ranks of their hosts.”
“So what will we do?” shouted a thain. 
“We shall not go north to die on Malrag blades,” said Ragnachar. “Nor will we go east to perish in the webs of the Endless Forest, or south to die in the ruins of the Dark Elderborn. We shall go west.”
Puzzled silence answered his pronouncement. 
“West?” said Aegidia. “What is west, save for the Great Mountains and the ruins of Old Dracaryl?”
“There are lands beyond the Great Mountains and the wreckage of Dracaryl,” said Ragnachar.
“You speak of the realm of the knights,” said Aegidia.
Athanaric snorted. “A tale of the loresingers.” 
“No,” said Ragnachar. “It is real. I traveled there in my youth, long ago. The land of the knights is a rich land, filled with farm and pasture. And the people dwelling there are weak. They are fat and well-fed, used to living in comfort. This, sons of Tervingar, is what I propose. Let us march west, cross the Great Mountains, and leave the Malrags and the Dark Elderborn behind forever. Let us claim the land of the knights, and take a new homeland from them.”
“Shall we make war against men we have never met?” said Athanaric. 
“Yes,” said Ragnachar. “For they are only men. We cannot stand against the Malrags and the Dark Elderborn. But we are Tervingi! No mortal man can stand against the valor of our nation! Do we fear any man?”
“No!” shouted one of the orcragars. A dozen more thains took up the cry. Some of them were sworn to Athanaric.
“Shall we die here while other men live fat and happy upon their lands?” said Ragnachar. “Shall you watch your sons bleed upon the earth and the Malrags feast upon the flesh of your daughters while the sons and daughters of other men live in safety and plenty?”
A thousand voices answered him. “No!”
“Then let us claim a new homeland, far from the Malrags!” said Ragnachar. “Perhaps the hroulds of the knights will see wisdom, will allow our nation to settle peacefully. But if they do not, then we will take what is ours by right! A new homeland!”
The moot roared back at him.
“A homeland free of the Malrags, a homeland where we can live in peace and plenty!” said Ragnachar. “A homeland where your sons and daughters can grow up free of fear! A homeland where we can dwell secure from all our foes! Let us go west!”
“West!” roared the moot. “West! West! West!”
Riothamus looked at Aegidia, wondering if she would intervene. But the Guardian’s eyes were closed, both hands clenched around her staff. Athanaric stood with his hand on his sword hilt, face drawn. Ragnachar looked over the Tervingi, and for an instant Riothamus thought he saw a glimmer of red light in his gray eyes.
But he looked again, and the red light vanished. 
One of the orcragars began to sing in a deep, bellowing voice, singing the song of Tervingar leading the escaped slaves from the shattered empire of the Dark Elderborn. The other orcragars took up the song, and then the thains, and the bondsmen, and soon the entire moot roared the song, the words louder than a storm.
The moot had made its decision.
The Tervingi nation would go west.

###

“This is madness,” said Athanaric.
Riothamus stood with Aegidia and the hrould as the moot dispersed to the camps. Ragnachar and his headmen had taken charge. Tomorrow, the Tervingi would begin the long march west to the Great Mountains.
And, possibly, to a new homeland. 
“A march of a thousand miles through forests, swamps, and hills?” said Athanaric. “Many will perish. And Malrags and dragons and horrors left over from Old Dracaryl haunt the Great Mountains. Madness, rank madness.”
“It is,” said Aegidia. “But Ragnachar may be right.”
Athanaric scowled. “Surely you do not believe that Ragnachar acts for the good of the Tervingi nation?”
“Of course not,” said Aegidia. She sighed. “I know him too well. No, he is doing this for the glory of his vile Urdmoloch. But even a devil can inadvertently speak the truth. We truly have no other choice, my friend. North, east, and south all hold death for the Tervingi. The west…the west might hold a chance of our survival.” 
“Perhaps,” said Athanaric. “I will not act against the decision of the moot. But I will do what I must to keep Ragnachar from destroying the Tervingi in his pride.”
“As will I,” said Aegidia. “I will see you on the march tomorrow.”
Athanaric nodded and strode off. 
“That’s not the real reason,” said Riothamus when the hrould was out of earshot.
“Oh?” said Aegidia.
“I saw you while Ragnachar was speaking,” said Riothamus. “The Sight came upon you.”
“Aye,” said Aegidia. “In the vision I stood upon a mountain, looking over the world. To the north I saw death. To the east I saw death. To the south I saw death.”
“And to the west?” said Riothamus.
“Mist,” said Aegidia. “Fog. An unknowable future. If we go north, south, or east, we shall certainly die. If we go west, we shall certainly face terrible danger. Yet we may yet prevail.” Her voice dropped. “And I saw him in the mist.”
“Who?” said Riothamus.
“The man in golden armor with the sword of fire,” said Aegidia. “I have sought him for many years. The destiny of the Tervingi nation lies in his hands. And, I think, the final discharge of the Guardian’s responsibility.” 
“What responsibility is that?” said Riothamus. “You’ve never spoken of it before.”
“You will learn, when your time comes,” said Aegidia. She closed her eyes. “I have failed badly, in a fashion worse than you can know. But you will understand when my years are done and the time comes for you to take up the Guardian's staff.”
“Not for many long years, I hope,” said Riothamus.
Her smile was eerie. “We shall see.”

###

The Tervingi broke camp and marched west the next day. 
Ragnachar strode at their head, surrounded by a guard of his orcragars and swordthains. Riothamus kept a wary eye on the hrould. Ragnachar’s reputation for brutality was well-deserved. When a rival hold had attacked his thains, Ragnachar had defeated them and killed every last man, woman, and child, mounting their heads on wooden stakes as a warning to others. When other nations attacked the Tervingi, Ragnachar struck back with deadly force, killing every man and keeping the women and children as slaves. 
Yet Riothamus could not help but have a grudging admiration for Ragnachar’s skill as a leader. He kept the Tervingi march ordered and disciplined, with Ragnachar’s men herding the great throng along. Ragnachar himself had inexhaustible energy, giving orders as he strode up and down the column, his icy calm never wavering.
And when thieves were found, when a man was caught stealing oxen, or a woman taking her neighbor's bread, Ragnachar had them executed on the spot.
He was the sort of leader men feared, but would follow into battle.

###

The Malrags attacked from the mountains the next day.
Three massive warbands, each a thousand strong, accompanied by shamans and led by balekhans. They crashed into the column, howling their war cries, tearing into the terrified bondsmen and farmers. Whatever dark force controlled the Malrags of the mountains wanted to test the strength of the Tervingi, to see if they would make easy prey or not. 
Ragnachar and his orcragars met the charge. The orcragars bellowed with glee of their own, cutting into the Malrags. Ragnachar himself led the defense, a pillar of black steel among the black-armored Malrags, his sword a blur of steel and dark blood. 
Athanaric and his thains hastened to Ragnachar’s relief, accompanied by Aegidia and Riothamus. The thains joined Ragnachar’s men, driving the Malrags back step by step. Aegidia and Riothamus struggled against the shamans, green lightning and bolts of jagged ice dueling in the sky overhead. The shamans were no match for the raw power of the Guardian, and Riothamus defended Aegidia as she brought her wrath down upon them.
In the end, the Malrags were repulsed, the few survivors fleeing back to the mountains. Six hundred Tervingi, both warriors and bondsmen caught in the attack, lay dead upon the field.
But the Malrags did not attack from the mountains again.

###

A month later they entered the territory of another nation, the Jutai.
Like the Tervingi, the Jutai had suffered from Malrag attacks. Unlike the Tervingi, the Jutai had refused to run, and so had been driven to the edge of annihilation. Now only a few hundred warriors remained, holed up in several hilltop fortresses.
“We should take those fortresses and drive out the Jutai,” said Ragnachar. The two hroulds, the chief headmen, and the Guardian met every morning, to discuss the business of the march and plan for the route ahead. 
“Why?” said Athanaric. “These Jutai have done us no harm. I say we leave them in peace.”
“From the ruined villages and farms we have passed,” said Ragnachar, “it seems the Jutai were once prosperous. When the survivors withdrew into their fortress, they took their supplies with them. Our own supplies are running thin. We should take the fortresses, put the Jutai to the sword, and claim their supplies for our own.”
“That is rank murder and dishonorable theft!” said Athanaric, scowling.
Ragnachar shrugged. No matter how angry Athanaric grew, he always remained icy calm. “It is necessary for survival. And are we not planning to do the same thing when we claim the land of the knights?”
“We are claiming the land of the knights to ensure the survival of our people!” said Athanaric, his voice a snarl. “We do not need to destroy the remnants of the Jutai to do so!”
“I think we do,” said Ragnachar. 
“Gods and devils, man,” said Athanaric. “Does your lust for war know no bounds?” 
“I will do what I think best,” said Ragnachar. “If need be, I will seize the Jutai stronghold myself, with my own men. Every one of my orcragars is worth three of your thains. And then I will keep the supplies for myself and my men. Perhaps you will remember this day in a few months time when your bondsmen are starving to death.” 
“So you will let your fellow Tervingi starve?” said Athanaric, his hand twitching toward his sword hilt.
Ragnachar drew himself up, grim and fierce in his elaborate black plate.
Riothamus looked at Aegidia, wondering why she didn’t intervene. Yet she stared at Ragnachar, her hands trembling against her staff. For a moment she reminded Riothamus of a mouse caught by the gaze of a hawk.
What was wrong with her? He had seen her call down the storm, had seen the earth rise up at her command to rip apart Malrags. Why did she fear Ragnachar so much?
“Perhaps there’s a third way,” said Riothamus, thinking fast. 
Athanaric, Ragnachar, and Aegidia all looked at him.
“Well?” said Athanaric.
“Parley with the Jutai,” said Riothamus.
“For what?” said Ragnachar. “Permission? They are not strong enough to stop us.”
Riothamus took a deep breath. “No, they’re not. The Malrags broke them, just as they did us. They’re hiding behind their walls and waiting to die. But if we can give them hope…”
“You want them to join us,” said Aegidia.
“Aye,” said Riothamus. “Invite the Jutai to come with us, to claim a new homeland with us. They’ll jump at the chance, I think.”
“And if they refuse?” said Ragnachar.
Riothamus sighed. “Then you fight.”
“So be it,” said Ragnachar. “And since you thought up this plan, witcher, you can serve as our herald to the Jutai.” 

###

It went better than Riothamus expected.
Two of the three Jutai strongholds agreed to his offer, and opened their gates. Their men marched out, ragged and exhausted, their women and children carrying their supplies. The men of one stronghold swore as thains to Ragnachar, the second to Athanaric. 
The men of the final stronghold shot arrows from their walls, and Riothamus only just managed to block them with a spell. 
Ragnachar attacked before the arrows finished falling. 
His orcragars stormed the walls, carrying ladders, while the rest of his thains wielded a battering ram. The gates gave way, and Ragnachar stormed into the stronghold, his sword running red with blood.
The Jutai inside were slaughtered to a man, and their supplies seized.
The Tervingi resumed their march soon after.

###

Months wore on, and the long march continued. 
The Tervingi passed through a vast swamp, the fens stinking with foul gases. The pale ruins of the Dark Elderborn jutted from the water like ancient bones. Moving corpses lurked in the swamp, and attacked those who wandered too far from the column. 
After that they traveled through a forest of thin, ragged pine trees. Massive spiderwebs hung between the trees, and crimson spider-devils lurked in the shadows. They were not as large as the spider-devils of the Endless Forest, but just as aggressive and cruel. 
The images of trapped Tervingi children hanging from the webs, all the blood drained from their flesh, haunted Riothamus’s dreams. 
More and more of the Jutai marched with Ragnachar’s thains. Many of them went to Ragnachar’s secret gatherings at night, where they sacrificed animals to the glory of the Urdmoloch. 
And a few of the Jutai had the bloody eye of the orcragars carved into their forehead. 
That made Riothamus uneasy. 
But the new Jutai orcragars fought well against the spider-devils and the occasional Malrag warband. 

###

A month after leaving the forest of spiders, Riothamus glimpsed the massive dark wall of the Great Mountains. 
He had never seen anything so huge. The mountains rose like the pillars of heaven. According to the songs of the loresingers, the dread necromancers of Old Dracaryl had once ruled from their black castles atop those snow-capped peaks, conquering vast lands on either side of the Great Mountains. 
Then the rulers of Old Dracaryl had been consumed by their own dark magic. 
“We have to go through that?” said Riothamus, walking beside Aegidia. 
“Yes,” said Aegidia. “And the destiny of the Tervingi awaits on the other side.”
The skythains found a pass leading into the mountains, and the Tervingi made for the foothills. 

###

The brutal march through the pass took nearly seven weeks.
The Tervingi and their animals struggled through the narrow path. Sometimes they made no more than three or four miles in a day. An icy wind howled down from the peaks, tugging at their cloaks. 
One of the mammoths lost its footing and slipped from a cliff, trumpeting in fear as it plummeted a thousand feet to its death.
From time to time Malrag warbands emerged from caves in the mountains, launching raids upon the Tervingi column. Again and again the thains fought them off, Ragnachar and his orcragars in the front. 
And still the Tervingi climbed higher. 

###

Then the path sloped downward, and Riothamus saw the lands beyond the Great Mountains.
A vast green forest, stretching to the west and to the south as far as his eye could see. To the north of the forest he saw plains, wide grasslands, rolling away to the horizon.
“What is this place?” said Riothamus. 
He heard a creak of armor, and Ragnachar stepped beside Aegidia. 
“Those who dwell here call it the Great Southern Forest,” said Ragnachar, voice quiet. “And to the north is our new homeland, the plain called the Grim Marches.”








Chapter 10 – Tournament

Six months after the strange earthquake, Mazael walked the ramparts of Castle Cravenlock. 
It was a fine spring day, and the banners of his guests billowed from the poles atop the keep. The dragon of Lord Richard. The dragon-headed man of Lord Jonaril Mandrake. The black crow on green of Sir Tanam Crowley. The castle-and-mountain sigil of Lord Robert Highgate, and a dozen others. Guests filled Castle Cravenlock to overflowing, with the lesser knights and armsmen bedding down on cots in the great hall. Outside the walls stood the camps of his guests, their banners flying. Tempers had flared in such close quarters, and Mazael’s men had locked up a dozen visiting armsmen to sleep off an excess of beer and wine.
Yet Mazael found himself in a fine mood.
It was, after all, the day after his wedding. 
A man stood on the ramparts, gazing at the camps. He was in his early sixties, still strong and vigorous, with white-streaked red hair and beard. It made it look as if raging flames wreathed his head. He wore armor fashioned from crimson chain mail and the scales of a red dragon, and his eyes were black and hard.
Rather like Lucan’s, in fact.
“Lord Mazael,” said Richard Mandragon, Lord of Swordgrim and liege lord of the Grim Marches. 
“Lord Richard,” said Mazael. 
“An auspicious day, the first of your marriage,” said Richard. “Traditionally a day when great good or great evil begins.” 
“I was hoping for great good,” said Mazael. 
Richard looked over the plains. “Great evil is more likely.”
Mazael shifted his weight. Lion hung in its scabbard at his belt, and he felt his hand twitch toward it. For an instant he saw himself drawing the sword and taking off Richard’s head, then hunting down Toraine…
No. 
He made himself rest his hands on the battlement.
“Great evil, my lord?” said Mazael. “I hope that is not a criticism of the wedding feast. My cooks shall be crushed.”
Richard ignored the joke. “The civil war that tears the Grim Marches apart might begin today.” 
“If it does,” said Mazael, “I will not be the one who begins it.” 
“Nor will I,” said Richard. “But we are mortal. Our desire for peace is for naught if those who follow us desire war.”
“There is no need for our successors to desire war,” said Mazael. “You fear that Lord Malden or Lord Tobias will try to claim Castle Cravenlock on behalf of my sister’s son. But they cannot if Molly inherits Castle Cravenlock after my death.”
“Your daughter is a bastard,” said Richard, “and Aldane Roland the legitimate son of your sister. Lord Malden hates me, and will use any excuse he can to launch a war against me.”
“Lord Malden is old and sick,” said Mazael. “From what Rachel and Gerald have said in their letters, he might not live out the year.”
“Lord Tobias, then,” said Richard, “when Lord Malden dies. Tobias is young and eager for war.”
“He also must hold his new lands in Mastaria,” said Mazael. “Knightcastle claimed the lion’s share after the Dominiar Order collapsed, and Tobias will have his hands full holding Mastaria. I doubt he’ll try to attack Castle Cravenlock in his nephew’s name.”
“Once Toraine is liege lord,” said Richard, “he may try to kill your daughter and claim Castle Cravenlock. Or he may try to simply kill you. You will likely outlive me, my lord Mazael, unless some mischance strikes. When Toraine is liege lord, he might try to kill both you and your daughter.”
Mazael laughed. “Let him try. I’ve faced Malrags, San-keth, and Demonsouled, my lord Richard. I’ve faced a dragon.” He gestured at the golden scales glimmering over his chain mail. “Your son the Black Dragon does not scare me at all.” 
Richard was silent for a long moment.
“Why her?” he said at last.
“Molly?” said Mazael. “She is the only child I am likely to have. And…”
Richard frowned. “Not her. Lady Romaria. Why wed her?”
Mazael blinked, surprised.
“Her brother is lord of Deepforest Keep,” said Richard, “yet she brings you no lands, no advantages. She has no powerful allies, and Deepforest Keep is too far to intervene on your behalf in any war. Why then wed her?”
“Because I love her,” said Mazael. 
Richard scoffed. “Love? Love is a word, Lord Mazael. Love does not put food in a man’s stomach. Neither does it keep the peace or bring victory in war.”
It was not hard to see why Toraine and Lucan had become the sort of men that they were.
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. “But she has saved my life more times than I can remember, has stood by me in some very dark times.” And she knew the truth about his demon-tainted soul, had kept it from corrupting him at a terrible cost to herself.
And still she had not fled from him.  
“So be it,” said Richard.
“Besides,” said Mazael, voice quiet. “Nothing we can do will guarantee peace. War is in the very nature of man.” And Demonsouled, too. “And even if the lords of the Grim Marches lived in perfect amity…a threat would come, one that no one foresaw. Like the Malrags. Or the San-keth. Or some other invader.”
“Nevertheless,” said Richard, “until my strength fails, I will fight to maintain the peace and security of my lands.”
“As will I,” said Mazael.
“Then we are in accord,” said Richard. “Enough of this talk. You mean to ride in the tournament?”
“I do,” said Mazael. 
Richard lifted an eyebrow. “A tournament in your own honor, and you ride in it?”
“It would be churlish not to,” said Mazael. “And Romaria will shoot for the archery prize.”
Richard shook his head. “I doubt not her valor, having seen it in the fight against Ultorin’s Malrags, but your wife is a peculiar woman, my lord Mazael.”
Mazael grinned. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 

###

The tournament grounds sprawled outside Cravenlock Town’s walls. 
Neville, the town’s mayor, had been busy for weeks, flattening the ground for the jousting lists, erecting wooden stands to hold spectators, and fencing off areas for visiting nobles and merchants. The tournament had turned into something of a merchant fair, and peddlers and hawkers from across the realm had gathered outside the lists, selling a vast array of goods. Crowds milled through the tents – it seemed that every village for a week’s journey in all directions had come to watch the tournament. 
Mazael rode through the press atop his horse, an ill-tempered destrier named Hauberk. Rufus and several pages followed on their horses, bearing his arms and armor. A raised box had been built for the chief nobles and their wives, and Mazael rode for it.
He dropped out of the saddle. “Take Hauberk to the end of the lists,” said Mazael. “I’ll join you before the heralds call my name.”
“Aye, my lord,” said Rufus. He led Hauberk and the pages toward the lists. 
Romaria waited for Mazael in the box, clad in leather and wool, a quiver of arrows on her hip and her composite bow slung over her back. She grinned when she saw him, and he walked over and kissed her. 
“Lord husband,” she said.
Mazael smiled. “Lady wife.” 
He took her arm in his and went to greet the chief nobles of the Grim Marches. 
“Congratulations, my lord and lady,” said Sir Tanam Crowley, a middle-aged knight with a hatchet-shaped face and a shock of black hair. Men nicknamed him the Old Crow, and he had served as Lord Richard’s chief scout for years. There was no finer commander of horsemen in the Grim Marches. “I never expected you to wed.”
“Oh?” said Romaria. “You thought Mazael would spend the rest of his life taking up with mistresses and whores?”
Tanam laughed. “No, I expected we’d all be dead years ago. So watching you wed – and eating your food and drinking your wine – is much preferable.” 
Lord Robert Highgate intercepted Mazael next. He looked like an older, balder, and considerably fatter version of his son Rufus. 
His wife Tymaen waited at his side, eyes downcast. She was beautiful, with long blonde hair and large blue eyes in a pale face. Robert’s first wife had died after Rufus had been born, and Robert had married Tymaen a few years later.
She had once been betrothed to Lucan Mandragon. Perhaps that was why Lucan had not come to the tournament. 
Though Mazael had not seen much of Lucan lately. The wizard had seemed subdued, and spent most of his time alone in the libraries of the castle’s chapel and the town’s church. Perhaps his experiences in Arylkrad had drained his strength. 
“Congratulations, my lord Mazael,” said Robert, slapping him on the back. “I feel I should give you a broken leg, to celebrate the occasion.”
Mazael groaned. “That was twenty-five years ago.” He and Robert had been squires together, and Mazael had broken Robert’s leg during a vigorous session of sword practice. 
“And you’ll have to go through me,” said Romaria.
“Ha!” said Robert. “I’m not so foolish. I’ve seen you in battle, my lady. You’re a feisty one, and I like my women quieter.”
Tymaen said nothing.
“Will you ride today, my lord?” said Romaria.
“Bah!” said Robert. “I’m too old and fat. I’ll watch the younger men bash each other over the head, and I’ll drink myself silly on your wine. A proper way for a man my age to celebrate a wedding, I say.” 
Mazael and Romaria passed through the lords, greeting them one by one. A flourish of trumpets rang out, and the poorer knights and the armsmen departed for the melee. 
“I’ll need to go to the archery butts,” said Romaria.
Mazael nodded. “I’ll see you there.”
She kissed him and left, and Mazael found himself standing by Molly, who stood in the corner of the nobles’ box, watching the proceedings with crossed arms and an amused glint to her eye. 
“I shall never understand these spectacles,” said Molly. “All these nobles dressing up in polished armor and playing at war. War is about killing, not playing a game.”
“So there’s no young knight riding to win your favor?” said Mazael.
Molly smiled, faintly. “Nicholas would have. Gods, but he loved tournaments. I told him he’d be liable to get his purse cut. I guarantee there are a score of pickpockets among the crowd, and they’ll all go home richer tonight. Nicholas didn’t care. He…”
She sighed and closed her eyes. 
“You could always fight in the melee,” said Mazael. 
Molly opened one eye and snorted. “Truly? Your tedious noble peers are already scandalized that Romaria is shooting in the archery competition. If they hadn’t seen her put a hundred arrows through a hundred Malrags’ eyes, they’d probably complain about it. Besides, if I fight in the melee, we’ll never hear the end of stories about Mazael Cravenlock’s wild womenfolk.” 
“As if that would trouble you,” said Mazael.
Molly barked out a short laugh. “It wouldn’t. And I might like the melee. I might like it…a little too much.”
Mazael nodded. 
“And it’s not as if the other fighters can walk through the shadows,” said Molly. Her grin showed teeth. “I would have too much of an advantage over them, the poor dears. And it would look scandalous if your wife won the archery display, your daughter won the melee, and you won the tournament.”
“I might not win the tournament,” said Mazael.
Molly rolled her eyes.

###

Romaria won the archery competition handily. For anyone else, Mazael knew, there would have been grumbling. Rumors that the lord had paid the other archers to throw the contest in favor of his wife. But the herdsmen of the Grim Marches produced skilled archers, and the final ten archers were all bowmen of surpassing skill, their arrows landing with precision.
Romaria was simply better. The combination of Elderborn senses and years of experience made her an archer without peer. 
The heralds blew the trumpets to announce the beginning of the tournament, and Mazael went to the lists. 
His first ride was against Sir Tanam Crowley. Mazael broke his first lance against Tanam’s shield. On the next pass, he struck Sir Tanam square in the breastplate and knocked him to the ground. 
“Gods,” coughed Tanam as his squires helped him to his feet. “That hit hard. Reminds me of the first time we met. Though at least we didn’t set any bridges on fire this time.” 
Mazael returned to the nobles’ box to watch the next few rides. Lord Jonaril rode against a knight of Toraine’s household and beat him handily. Jonaril faced Toraine himself on the next ride, and Toraine unseated him on the first pass. Toraine rode back to the end of the lists, a slim dark figure atop his black horse. 
“He’s doing rather well,” Molly observed. 
“The tournament isn’t over yet,” said Mazael.
Molly smirked. She knew that Toraine wanted both her and Mazael dead. 
She knew that Mazael wanted to kill Toraine.
Mazael rode in two more matches, first against one of Lord Richard’s knights, and then a minor lord from the western shore of the Lake of Swords. He defeated the knight easily. The minor lord put up a greater challenge, and Mazael broke three lances against him, but in the end he threw the noble from his saddle. 
Romaria grinned as he returned to the box. “My lord husband rides well.”
“He’s had quite a bit of practice,” said Mazael, sitting beside her. “Though unhorsing a knight is easier than spearing a Malrag.”
“Less messy, too,” she said, and kissed his cheek.
Mazael remembered the last time he had ridden in a joust, during the great tournament Lord Malden had held to celebrate the marriage of his son Gerald to Mazael’s sister Rachel. Mazael had won that tournament and defeated the Dominiar commander Amalric Galbraith, much to the delight of Amalric’s estranged sister Morebeth. But both Amalric and Morebeth had been Demonsouled, children of the Old Demon himself, and Morebeth had seduced Mazael and tried to twist him into a monster. 
He looked at Romaria and smiled.
“What?” said Romaria.
“It is a good day,” said Mazael.
She smiled back. “It is.”
Rufus and the pages brought cups of wine, and Mazael sat back to watch the tournament. Sir Hagen Bridgebane did well, winning victory after victory until Lord Astor Hawking defeated him. Lord Astor then found himself unhorsed by Toraine on the first pass. 
Then the heralds called Mazael, and he rode again. He faced four opponents, and defeated them all. His Demonsouled strength and power gave him an edge they could not match, and his healing allowed him to recover from the battering of their lances. 
He realized that he might well face Toraine. 
The thought filled him with both concern and anticipation. If Toraine lost, he would not take it well, and add the defeat to his growing grudge against Mazael. 
And if Mazael’s hand slipped, if he drove the broken end of a jousting lance through Toraine’s throat…
He pushed aside the thought.
He rode to the end of the lists, where Rufus and the pages stood, waiting to take Mazael’s shield and lance. 
Lucan Mandragon stood there, wrapped in his cloak, gazing at the blue sky. 
Mazael swung from his saddle, handed his lance and shield to the pages, and walked to Lucan’s side.
“I thought you didn’t care for tournaments,” said Mazael.
“I do not,” said Lucan, voice distant. “When I was a boy, I wanted to be a knight, not a wizard. They remind me too much of what could have been.” 
“So why are you here?” said Mazael. “Is something amiss?”
“Possibly,” said Lucan.
Mazael looked around the crowds, his mind racing through the possibilities. San-keth changelings among the spectators, waiting to strike? A Malrag warband raiding from the Great Mountains? A renegade necromancer?
“What is it?” said Mazael.
“I’m not sure,” murmured Lucan. “Something to the east. I think…a wizard of great power cast a spell near the Great Mountains.”
“Necromancy?” said Mazael.
“No,” said Lucan. “Not even dark magic. Just a spell of great power.”
“It might have nothing to do with us,” said Mazael.
Lucan snorted. “Yes, that’s terribly likely.”
He fell silent, gazing at the nobles’ box, and Mazael followed his gaze.
Lucan was staring at Tymaen Highgate.
“Why did I let her go?” said Lucan. He sounded almost bewildered. 
“I’m sorry?” said Mazael. 
“I let her go,” said Lucan. Growing anger entered his voice. “I let her go to that fat fool Highgate. Why? Why didn’t I take her? She was rightfully mine. Why did I let her go?”
“Because she left you and accepted Robert Highgate’s proposal,” said Mazael. “She rejected you, because of the changes Marstan’s memories wrought in you. You told me that.”
“I did,” said Lucan. “But I could have won her back. What stopped me? Something stopped me from taking her…but I cannot remember what.” He shook his head, confusion on his gaunt face. “I fear I have lost something, but I cannot remember what it was.” 
“Lucan,” said Mazael, “you have always been a good friend. You’ve made some foolish mistakes, yes. But so have I. Without your help Morebeth would have killed me and the Malrags would have overrun the Grim Marches.”
The confusion vanished from Lucan’s face, replaced by cold, sharp clarity. “I did it to defend the Grim Marches from dark magic, as I swore to do. And I will do whatever is necessary to do it.”
“Just don’t destroy yourself in the process,” said Mazael, “as I have almost done. And as you almost did.”
Lucan walked away without another word.
Mazael shook his head. He was not sure what had happened to Lucan after the bloodstaff had broken. It had left scars upon him, though, deep scars. A man would never recover from scars like that, but he could learn to live with them.
But would Lucan learn to live with them?
Toraine won ride after ride, and Mazael was almost certain he would face Toraine in the final match of the tournament. And it would be so easy to kill Toraine during the ride. If Mazael’s lance wavered just for a moment, or if his blow struck Toraine’s horse, he could ensure that the Grim Marches would have peace. No one would blame Mazael for a jousting accident. And then Lucan would become the liege lord of the Grim Marches when Lord Richard died.
For some reason that thought unsettled Mazael almost as much as the prospect of Toraine becoming liege lord.
He shook aside his doubts and walked to the nobles’ box, trying to ignore the whisperings of his Demonsouled blood. Molly stood at the railing, watching the jousting, while Romaria peered up the sky, her hand shielding her eyes. 
“Well, Father,” said Molly. “It looks like you get to ride against Toraine. Try to make it look like an accident.” 
Her words chilled him.
“It’s a joust, not battle,” said Mazael. “The goal is not to kill anyone.” He looked at Romaria. “What is it?” He her followed her gaze and saw a tiny dark speck far overhead. “Not a dragon, I hope?”
She said nothing.
“Romaria?” said Mazael.
“I think,” she said, voice quiet, “that’s a griffin.”
“A griffin?” said Mazael. “Aren’t they legendary?”
“No,” said Romaria. “They’re extinct here, but still numerous on the eastern side of the Great Mountains. The barbarian nations of the middle lands tame them and use them as mounts.” She took a deep breath. “Mazael…I think someone’s riding that griffin.” 
“A barbarian with wanderlust?” said Mazael. A darker thought occurred to him. “Or a scout for a raiding party?”
Romaria didn’t answer.
The trumpets rang out, and a herald strode into the lists, proclaiming that the final match of the day would be Lord Mazael Cravenlock of Castle Cravenlock against Lord Toraine Mandragon of Hanging Tower. Mazael turned, steeling himself…
At that exact moment a horseman galloped onto the lists, the horse sweaty and exhausted, the rider dusty and haggard.
“My lord Mazael!” shouted the rider, a young man dressed the leather armor of the militia. “Is Lord Mazael here? I have dire news for him! I must speak with him at once!”
A murmur went through the spectators.
“I am here!” said Mazael, descending from the nobles’ box. “What news?”
“I come with grim tidings,” said the rider. “Warbands are raiding the eastern villages. Dozens have already fallen, and the castles are sore pressed. We need aid, badly.”
“Warbands?” said Mazael. “Malrags?” A stab of dread went through him. Gods, had they fought off Ultorin’s horde only to have another wave descend from the Great Mountains?
The rider shook his head. 
“No, my lord,” he said. “Not Malrags. Barbarians."







Chapter 11 – Followers of the Urdmoloch

The little village put up a ferocious fight. 
According to the herdsmen Athanaric’s thains had captured, the village was named Iron Fall. Which was a strange name, since the village had neither a waterfall nor an iron mine. But an earthwork wall surrounded the village, topped with sharpened wooden stakes, and the villagers wielded their short bows and spears with skill. For a moment Riothamus wondered if Athanaric’s raiders could take the village.
Then the mammoths lumbered into the fray.
The Tervingi had labored for days in the Great Southern Forest, cutting down trees to create war towers for the mammoths’ backs. Now three mammoths strode toward the village, their faces and head veiled in chain mail. Swordthains and spearthains crouched in the towers, shields raised to ward off the arrows. 
“Should we use our spells?” said Riothamus.
“No,” said Aegidia. “The Guardian’s power must be used to defend the Tervingi nation. Not to slaughter defenseless men and women. Even in circumstances as desperate as this.” 
The mammoths reached the wall, and the thains leapt from the towers, shouting battle songs. Riothamus saw Athanaric in their midst, his steel sword a blur. The thains on the mammoths threw down rope ladders, and the rest of Athanaric’s raiding party scrambled up to join the fight.
The struggle was soon over.

###

After the battle Riothamus stood with Aegidia in Iron Fall’s square.
Athanaric’s thains scoured the village and its barns, claimed any food and cattle they found, and loaded it onto wagons outside the village. At Athanaric’s order, they only took half of the food, and did not touch the villagers’ seed stock. He claimed this would keep the villagers from turning against the Tervingi.
Riothamus doubted it. He saw the angry glances the villagers threw at the Tervingi, heard the women of the slain defenders wailing in their homes. These people would turn on the Tervingi at the first opportunity. 
After the food was secured, Athanaric ordered all the villagers herded into the square.
“People of Iron Fall!” he shouted. The language used by the folk of the Grim Marches it was similar to the tongue of the Jutai. “I am Athanaric, a hrould of the Tervingi nation.” 
Silence answered his pronouncement. 
“We are now your hroulds,” said Athanaric. “The Tervingi need a new homeland, and we have chosen to settle here. Your hroulds cannot stop us, and if they face us, we will defeat them in battle. So I urge you to return to your farms and workshops, and to go about your work with diligence. We shall protect you from all attackers, and in return, you shall feed us.” 
Still the villagers said nothing.
“Be loyal to us,” said Athanaric, “and we shall be generous. But rebel against us, and we will crush you utterly.” 
He left without another word.

###

“They will turn on us,” said Aegidia, “at the first opportunity.”
“I know,” said Athanaric.
Riothamus walked with the Guardian and the hrould as the warband left Iron Fall. Ragnachar and Athanaric had agreed on a strategy for the conquest of the Grim Marches. The women, children, and those too weak or sick to fight would remain with the wagons near the foothills of the mountains, at a ruined village called Gray Pillar. Meanwhile Ragnachar’s and Athanaric’s thains would split into dozens of raiding parties, striking as many villages and securing as much food as possible. They would draw the attention of the lords of the Grim Marches, who would summon their knights to drive out the Tervingi. Then Ragnachar and Athanaric would gather their forces, crush the knights, and claim lordship over the Grim Marches. 
It was a good plan.
It might even work.
“Aye,” said Athanaric. “They’ll rebel against us as soon as they get their nerve up. Which means we have to defeat their lords as soon as possible. Once we break their lords, they’ll see that it is useless to fight against us. They will settle down then, especially if we rule with a light hand.” 
“Assuming we can defeat their lords,” said Riothamus.
Athanaric glanced at him. “You think we cannot, witcher?”
“I think the folk of the Grim Marches are not as soft and weak as Ragnachar made them out to be,” said Riothamus. “You saw all those ruined villages near the mountains. All those Malrag bones. I think the Malrags attacked them.” 
“Then they are weakened enough that we can defeat them,” said Athanaric.
“Perhaps,” said Aegidia, thin fingers drumming against the bronze wood of her staff. “But there are no Malrags here. The lords of the Grim Marches were victorious. They are battle-hardened, and know how to fight. A battle against them would be risky.”
“I know,” said Athanaric, “yet I see no better option.”
“Maybe we can make peace with the lords of the Grim Marches,” said Aegidia.
Athanaric barked out a laugh. “Forgive me, Guardian, but that’s not likely. We have invaded their homes and raided their villages. If these lords were strong enough to fight the Malrags, they won’t hesitate to fight us.”
“Yet maybe they will see wisdom,” said Riothamus. “We have seen so many empty villages. The Malrags seem to have killed most of the people in the entire southeastern quarter of the Grim Marches. We could easily settle there without disturbing the rest of the villages.”
“Settle there as what?” said Athanaric. “As the thralls of the lords? Have we escaped from the Malrags and the Dark Elderborn only to end as slaves to the lords of the Grim Marches?” 
“We could negotiate from a position of strength,” said Aegidia. 
“To do that, we must first have a position of strength, Guardian,” said Athanaric. “And to gain that position of strength, we must win victories. I hope you are right, that we can find a way to live in peace with the folk of the Grim Marches. I am weary of killing. But until the Tervingi are safe, I will fight.”
They marched on.

###

The next day they found a village Ragnachar’s thains had raided. 
Unlike Athanaric, Ragnachar’s men had made no effort to be merciful. 
Every house in the village had burned, smoke still rising from the charred stone walls. Corpses lay scattered down its main street – the defenders, Riothamus realized, slain as they fought to protect their homes. 
A much larger pile of corpses lay in the center of the village.
The women and children.
Riothamus’s hands curled into fists, his breath hissing through his clenched teeth. This village looked no different than dozens of Tervingi holds he had seen, holds where the Malrags had slaughtered the bondsmen and burned the houses. It looked no different than his father’s hold, after the Malrags had come. 
“Why?” demanded Riothamus, as Aegidia and Athanaric looked over the wreckage. “Why did he do this?”
Athanaric shook his head, face grim. “Probably because they defied him. Ragnachar was never one to show mercy, not for any reason.” 
“He is no better than a Malrag!” said Riothamus.
“He is a hrould of the Tervingi,” said Aegidia.
“To hell with him!” said Riothamus, turning away from the piled dead. “We fled our homeland because the Malrags did this to us! And now we do the same thing to the folk of the Grim Marches. How are we any better than the Malrags?” 
“We did what was necessary…” began Athanaric.
“You did what was necessary,” said Riothamus. “I was not happy about taking the villagers’ food, aye, but you left them enough that they will not starve, and you did not slaughter them.” He shook his head, the anger building within him. He wanted to scream, to hit something, to draw on his magic and rip lightning down from the sky. “He did the same with the Jutai. And now he does the same to the folk of the Grim Marches.”
“It is deplorable, yes, but he is still Tervingi,” said Aegidia. 
“And you countenance this?” said Riothamus, glaring at her.
Aegidia would not meet his gaze. Riothamus was stunned. She was the Guardian of the Tervingi nation, the mightiest wielder of magic he had ever encountered…and she could not meet his gaze when he spoke of Ragnachar. 
“What is it?” said Riothamus. “What hold does he have over you? You never confront him, never challenge him.”
“Enough!” said Athanaric. “This quarreling achieves us nothing. Yes, I do not care for Ragnachar. But if we fight amongst ourselves now, the lords of the Grim Marches will crush us utterly. We must move on.”
Athanaric and his men left the dead village behind.
But the images of the slain burned in Riothamus’s mind.

###

They came across Ragnachar’s camp later that day.
The sun touched the western horizon, turning the endless plains the color of blood. Ragnachar’s warband, four hundred warriors and twenty mammoths, camped on the bank of a creek. A dozen orcragars patrolled the boundaries of the camp, their ragged black cloaks fluttering in the breeze.
Athanaric grunted. “Best we camp separately. Ragnachar’s pet orcragars are ill-tempered, and will kill a man for looking at them the wrong away.”
Riothamus stared at the camp. No doubt the orcragars and thains rested from their slaughter at the village. He heard laughter and carousing from within the camp, along with an occasional Tervingi war song. They were celebrating what they had done…
Something inside his mind snapped. 
He found himself stalking toward the camp, ignoring Aegidia’s shouts. One of the orcragars blocked his way, sneering. The setting sun painted the scars on the man’s cheeks and forehead with bloody light.
“One Athanaric’s dogs?” said the orcragar. “Go slinking back to your master.”
“I will see Ragnachar now,” said Riothamus. 
The orcragar laughed. “You will not, fool. Ragnachar is making his devotions to the mighty Urdmoloch. A craven woman like you is not welcome. Go crawl back to Athanaric and lick the feeble old fool’s boots.”
“I am Riothamus son of Rigotharic,” said Riothamus, “the apprentice of the Guardian, and I will speak with Ragnachar.”
The orcragar growled. “The old hag’s pet? Run off, now, before I get angry.”
“You will let me through,” said Riothamus, “or you’ll see what a witcher can do when he gets angry.” 
They stared at each other for a moment, but the orcragar blinked first. 
“Fine,” he said, stepping aside. “You want to see Ragnachar, go. I’ll laugh when he tears your heart out.” 
Riothamus stalked past without another word.
And as the orcragar had promised, he found Ragnachar in the midst of a ceremony. 
The sight was so bizarre that Riothamus froze, his rage forgotten. 
A score of orcragars stood in a ring at the center of the camp, Ragnachar at their head. A swordthain knelt before Ragnachar, one of the Jutai men who had sworn to the hrould. Ragnachar held up his left hand, blood glimmering in his palm. 
“Do you pledge yourself to the Urdmoloch?” said Ragnachar. “Do you give your soul to him?”
“I so swear,” said the swordthain.
“Then receive his gift and his blessing,” said Ragnachar, “in this blood.”
And he turned his hand and let the blood drip into the swordthain’s opened mouth. 
The swordthain screamed and collapsed to the ground, thrashing as if poisoned. Two of the orcragars seized him, pinned his arms and legs in place. Ragnachar knelt, drew a dagger from his belt, and carved the image of an eye onto the trembling man’s forehead and cheeks. 
“Rise, then,” said Ragnachar, “as a wielder of demon power and rage, as an orcragar.”
The new-made orcragar climbed to his feet. And as Riothamus watched, the bleeding cuts on his brow and forehead healed, leaving only the livid scars of an orcragar.
How was that even possible?
Then Riothamus remembered his fury, and dismissed the question for later.
“Ragnachar!” he shouted.
The cold eyes of the orcragars fell upon him, like a pack of wolves considering a sheep.
But Riothamus was no sheep.
He stalked closer. Ragnachar gazed at him without expression, a statue of black metal in his armor. 
“What did you wish?” said the hrould.
“That village,” said Riothamus.
“What about it?” said Ragnachar.
“You murdered everyone there,” said Riothamus.
“I did not,” said Ragnachar.
“You deny that you killed them?”
“Of course not,” said Ragnachar. “I deny that I murdered them. Murder is an unlawful killing, and there is no such thing as unlawful killing. There are only the strong and the weak. The strong may take what they like from the weak. Including their lives, if necessary.”
“Spare me the ravings of your damned Urdmoloch,” said Riothamus.
An angry rumble went through the orcragars, and some of them reached for their weapons, but Ragnachar himself remained calm. 
“That is the truth of life itself,” said Ragnachar. “If you are too weak to see it, that is not my concern.” 
“Why did you kill those villagers?” said Riothamus.
“Because I said I would,” said Ragnachar. “I told the villagers that if they did not surrender, I would kill every living thing within their walls. They did not surrender, and so I killed them all. I do not make threats unless I intend to fulfill them. Perhaps the next village will think twice before refusing to yield to me.” 
“You’re a fool, and a murderous one,” said Riothamus. Again an angry mutter went through the orcragars. “You’ve slain innocent people, and ruined any chance that we might have peace with the lords of the Grim Marches…”
Ragnachar’s lip twitched in a sneer of contempt. “Peace? There is no such thing. Life is endless struggle. The strong do what they like, and the weak suffer what they must. We shall either destroy the lords of the Grim Marches, or they will destroy us. Such is the way of the world.”
“This is madness,” said Riothamus. “Do you want to destroy the Tervingi? With this butchery, you are well on your way…”
“Stop taking,” said Ragnachar.
The hrould moved in a blur.
One moment he stood on the far side of the ring of orcragars. The next he stood before Riothamus, his hand clamped around Riothamus’s throat. Riothamus clawed at Ragnachar’s wrist, but the hrould’s arm was like a bar of iron. 
And through it all Ragnachar’s calm expression never changed.
“The Guardian is fond of you,” said Ragnachar. “She can always find another pet. I think I’ll enjoy watching you die.”
Riothamus tried to summon power for a spell, but his vision was going black, a horrible rushing noise filling his ears…
The world white went as a lightning blast screamed out of the sky and exploded against the ground. 
When his sight cleared, Riothamus found himself on the ground, coughing and wheezing. The orcragars likewise lay scattered like dry leaves. Only Ragnachar remained standing, his greatsword in his right hand.
Aegidia stood facing him, the staff of the Guardian extended. 
“You will let him go, Ragnachar,” said Aegidia.
“Will I, old woman?” said Ragnachar. 
“You will,” said Aegidia.
Ragnachar smiled. “Or?”
“You know what will happen,” said Aegidia. 
“Are you so certain you can defeat me?” said Ragnachar. “I have grown stronger, while you have become old and feeble.”
“I am not at all certain I could defeat you,” said Aegidia. “Nevertheless. If you don’t let him go, you will face me. So the question is whether or not you are certain that you can defeat me.”
For a long moment they stared at each other, the Guardian and the hrould.
“Take him and go,” said Ragnachar. 
“Riothamus,” said Aegidia. “Get up.”
Riothamus scrambled to his feet and joined Aegidia. 
“Let’s go,” she said. 
“Riothamus son of Rigotharic,” said Ragnachar, voice quiet.
Riothamus hesitated, turned. Ragnachar gazed at him, face expressionless.
“Remember what I said about threats,” said Ragnachar. 
Riothamus shivered and followed Aegidia out of the camp.

###

“Your courage shames me,” said Aegidia, voice quiet. 
They stood halfway between Ragnachar’s and Athanaric’s camps. Riothamus had expected the orcragars to attack them, but no one had followed. 
Even the orcragars knew better than to challenge the Guardian. 
“I do not question Ragnachar as much as I should,” said Aegidia.
“Why not?” said Riothamus, rubbing his sore throat. Aegidia had recited one of her healing spells over him, repairing the damage Ragnachar had done. He suspected the ache would take days to fade, though. 
“Perhaps it is time,” said Aegidia. “There are secrets that only the Guardian knows, secrets that you must know, one day, when you take up my staff.” She leaned against the staff for a moment, gazing at the night sky. “Tell me of the Urdmoloch.”
“The Urdmoloch?” Riothamus shrugged. “I know only what you have told me. He was the ancient demon who destroyed the realm of the High Elderborn. He still wanders the world today, working evil. Or so the stories say. Ragnachar and his thugs worship him, believing that he will bestow power upon them if they work his will.” 
“The stories say it true,” said Aegidia. “The Urdmoloch does wander the world, sowing evil as a farmer sows seeds. And Ragnachar is of his blood.”
Riothamus blinked. “You mean…Ragnachar has a demon’s blood?”
“He does,” said Aegidia. “He is the Urdmoloch’s son. His strength, his speed, his prowess in battle, all come from the demon’s blood that fills his veins.”
“Why do you not denounce him to the moot?” said Riothamus. “Some of the greatest heroes of the Tervingi have had demon’s blood, aye. But so have some of our blackest villains.”
“Because no one would believe me,” said Aegidia. “Or, rather, the Tervingi who follow the old gods would not believe that Ragnachar has demon’s blood. Those who worship the Urdmoloch would hold it a point in his favor. And if I pushed the matter, it would come to civil war among the Tervingi. That would destroy us, especially now.” 
“And if it came to a fight,” said Riothamus, thinking it over, “you don’t think you could win against him.” He shook his head. “Even with all your power?”
“I am the Guaridan, and I will not use my power to kill. I might be able to overcome him,” said Aegidia. “But his demon blood grants him tremendous speed and power, and the ability to heal even fatal wounds almost instantaneously.” She sighed. “How I have failed. Even more than you know, boy. Even more that you know.”
“What do you mean?” said Riothamus.
“What is the purpose of the Guardian?” said Aegidia.
“To defend the Tervingi from dark magic,” said Riothamus.
“Yes,” said Aegidia. “But that is secondary. The main duty of the Guardian is twofold. To defend against the Urdmoloch.” She hefted her staff. “And to hold this staff in trust, until the Guardian finds the one destined to face the Urdmoloch.”
“I don’t understand,” said Riothamus.
“This staff,” said Aegidia, “is ancient. The Tervingi nation is only a few centuries old, after all, born when Tervingar freed the slaves and led them north. The High Elderborn who opposed the Urdmoloch made this staff and created the office of Guardian. And so the staff has been passed down from Guardian to Guardian for centuries beyond count.” 
“Until you find the one destined to defeat the Urdmoloch,” said Riothamus. A flash of insight came to him. “The man in golden armor with the sword of blue flame! He is the one destined to defeat the Urdmoloch?”
“Yes,” said Aegidia. “But he is destined to face the Urdmoloch. Whether he defeats the Urdmoloch or not…that is in his hands, not ours.”
“This man is in the Grim Marches?” said Riothamus.
“Yes,” said Aegidia. “The destiny of the Tervingi rests in the Grim Marches, in the hands of the man in golden armor. We must find him. We must keep the Tervingi safe, both from our enemies and from Ragnachar.” Her thin hands clutched the bronze staff. “I have made many failures, Riothamus. But in this…in this we must not fail.” 

###

A skythain landed at dawn the next morning. 
Both Athanaric’s and Ragnchar’s skythains had flown all over the Grim Marches, scouting and mapping the land. 
And the skythains bore dire news. 
The Tervingi had taken the Grim Marches by surprise, but the lords had gathered for war. Great masses of horsemen and infantry had assembled, and marched east to face the invaders. 
“They are coming for us,” said Athanaric. “This battle shall decide our fate. We shall either claim a new homeland here, or they shall destroy us.”
Both he and Ragnachar sent out messages with the skythains, ordering the host of the Tervingi to assemble for war.







Chapter 12 – Swordthains

The day after the tournament, Mazael rode east. 
Most of his knights and vassals had gathered for the tournament, so it had been easy enough to prepare them for war. He rode at the head of four hundred knights and armsmen, all them armored in chain or plate and equipped with maces and swords and lances. Behind them rode four hundred mounted archers from Cravenlock Town’s militia, equipped with swords and short bows. Sir Tanam Crowley’s two hundred raiders screened the main column, scouting for the enemy. Every last man had fought against the Malrags, and many wore necklaces made of Malrag fangs. 
Romaria rode at Mazael’s side, bastard sword slung over her back. Behind her came Timothy and Lucan, wrapped in their black wizards’ coats, and Molly, a black shadow in her own dark clothing. Sir Hagen commanded the armsmen, and Sir Aulus Hirtan, Mazael’s herald, carried the black Cravenlock banner with its three crossed swords. 
A strong force, veteran and well-equipped, capable of dealing with most enemies. Though Mazael didn't know what sort of enemy they faced. Some scouts spoke of black-armored raiders, killing everything in their path. Others described ragged barbarians who stole food and moved on to the next target. Still others claimed to have seen giant beasts that crushed anything in their path. 
The barbarian invaders must have split into multiple groups, rampaging through the countryside. Mazael planned to hit them one by one, overwhelming the warbands before they could regroup. Sooner or later word would spread, and the barbarian attackers would gather their forces.
And then Lord Richard would crush them. 
The lords of the Grim Marches had rushed back to their castles, calling out their knights. The assembled host of the Grim Marches would gather at Swordgrim and march forth to smash the barbarians. 
Until then, Mazael would hunt their warbands one by one. 
He found himself looking forward to it.
The Demonsouled rage burned his chest, pulsing in his temples. He had yearned for a fight, and one had come to him. And here, at last, he could pour out his Demonsouled wrath. In this fight to defend his people and his lands, just as in the struggle against the Malrags, he would need not hold back.
He would make these barbarians wish they had never set foot upon the Grim Marches.

###

The next morning they arrived at the village of Bloody Ridge.
The village had once been the manor of Sir Roger Gravesend. Yet Sir Roger had been a proselyte of the San-keth, a worshipper of the serpent god, so Mazael had dispossessed him and claimed Bloody Ridge for himself. He had left a peasant bailiff, a man named Wat, in charge of the village. Wat had proven to be a good choice – his militia had held against the Malrag raiders, and looked as if they had done the same against the barbarians. 
“Aye,” said Wat, a stout man in leather armor, “we’ve seen the barbarians, my lord.”
Mazael met with Wat outside the stockade encircling Bloody Ridge. A few arrow-ridden corpses lay outside the walls, all that remained of the barbarian party that had attacked the village. 
“A band of about a hundred,” said Wat, gesturing at the corpses. “They tried rushing the walls with grappling hooks. Well, my lads stood fast against Malrags, so it will take more than mob of savages to scare us. We greeted them with a few volleys of arrows, and the rest ran off.” 
“You did well,” said Mazael.
“We were lucky, my lord,” said Wat. “We have some refugees from the other villages the barbarians hit. They say the barbarians have great hulking beasts that can batter down gates and trample spearmen. We didn't see any here.”
"Any horsemen?" said Mazael.
Wat shook his head. 
“Good,” said Mazael. “If we catch them in the open, we can ride them down. And the horse archers can pepper these ‘great beasts’ with arrows, as we did with the Ogrags.” 
He turned Hauberk around and rode to the barbarian corpses. Romaria stooped over them, examining the dead. From time to time she bent close and sniffed. 
“Do you recognize them?” said Mazael.
Romaria straightened up. “No. They could belong to any one of a dozen different barbarian nations from the other side of the Great Mountains. Sometimes barbarian warbands raid over the mountains, but not often. The Malrags and the dragons make the journey too dangerous. And Castle Highgate seals off the northern pass.”
“And the southern pass opens into the Great Southern Forest,” said Mazael. “Except the Malrags decimated the Elderborn tribes of the Forest. So any number of barbarians could have reached the Grim Marches undetected.” 
“Most likely,” said Romaria.
Mazael nodded. “Timothy!”
Timothy approached, holding a wire-wrapped quartz crystal in his hand. His eyelids fluttered, and the crystal flickered with pale light. “There are no enemies within five miles, my lord.”
Mazael turned back to Romaria. “Can you track the warband?”
Romaria laughed. “Easily. They left a trail a blind man could follow.” 
“Then let’s find them,” said Mazael.

###

“Look,” said Romaria.
Mazael looked up, wondering if Romaria had spotted the barbarians. But he saw nothing but the rolling plains and Sir Tanam's distant outriders.
“There,” said Romaria, pointing up.
Mazael squinted into the blue sky. Far overhead, he glimpsed two dark specks circling.
“Griffins,” said Romaria. “With riders.”
Mazael grunted. “Barbarian scouts.” He thought for a moment. “Can you shoot them down?”
“No. They’re at least three hundred yards up, maybe more. Not even an Elderborn bow can shoot that high.”  
“Timothy?” said Mazael.
Timothy shook his head.
“I could try to strike them,” said Lucan, voice quiet. He seemed distracted, as if his mind were somewhere else. “But not with any degree of accuracy, not at this distance. And if I miss, they’ll have a better idea of our capabilities. Better to save my spells for the actual battle, when they will have the greatest impact.” 
“Molly?” said Mazael.
Molly looked up at the griffins and laughed. “I could try. Two or three strides through the shadows might get me up there. But if I lose my concentration, I’ll make quite a mess when I hit the ground.”
“So,” said Mazael. “They know we're coming. Best to use that to our advantage, then.” He scratched his beard, thinking. “Timothy. Lucan. How much effort would it be to maintain some spells of illusion?”
Timothy blinked. “Not hard, my lord.”
“Could you create the image of a few hundred extra horsemen?” said Mazael.
“Easily enough,” said Timothy, “but we could not maintain the necessary level of detail long enough to fool the riders.”
“We don't need to,” said Lucan. “They’re a thousand feet up, and I doubt they have Lady Romaria’s keen eyes. All we need do is throw up some images of dust clouds and silhouetted horsemen.”
“And if you change the number from time to time,” said Hagen, “it will throw the enemy into confusion, and they may make an error we can exploit.”
“Do it,” said Mazael. 
Timothy and Lucan nodded and got to work.
“Which way is this warband going?” said Mazael.
“North,” said Romaria. 
Mazael grunted. “The nearest village that way is Redcrest. Stone wall around it. I doubt the barbarians will be able to take it.”
“There may be others,” said Romaria. “This trail links up with the path of another warband. At least five or six hundred strong, with some strange footprints. Mazael, I think these ‘great beasts’ we’ve heard about are mammoths.”
“Mammoths?” said Mazael. To his right the air shimmered, and the pale images of horsemen appeared, wreathed in billowing dust. “What the devil is a mammoth?” 
“Like an elephant, but much larger,” said Romaria, “and covered in thick fur. The barbarians use them as beasts of burden, and some of them train their mammoths for battle.”
“Like a war elephant,” said Mazael. “I suppose you could use the thing as a living siege tower, too.” Romaria nodded. “Well, a mammoth is flesh and blood, which means it can be killed like anything else. How far are we behind them?”
“No more than three or four hours. Five at the most,” said Romaria.
Mazael cursed. “They’ll reach Redcrest before we do. Sir Aulus!” 
Aulus nodded and blew his horn. Mazael’s men formed up and rode for Redcrest, Lucan’s and Timothy’s illusions surrounding them. 

###

Romaria straightened up in her saddle, sniffing at the air.
A dozen different odors filled her nostrils. The smell of the horses, and the men sweating inside their armor. The oil coating both sword blades and chain mail. The bruised grass beneath the horses’ steel-shod hooves. The smoke from a distant fire. 
And a musky, oily smell. It had not touched her nose for years, but she remembered it well enough.
Mammoth fur.
“They’re not far ahead,” she said.
Beside her, Mazael nodded. One hand gripped the reins of his ill-tempered horse, while the other dropped to the hilt of Lion. “We’re almost to Redcrest. We’ll see them soon.”
They saw the village before the enemy.
Few hills stood in this part of the Grim Marches, and Redcrest filled the crown of one. Walls of red sandstone surrounded the village, strong enough to keep out the Malrags during Ultorin's invasion. 
The barbarians waited against the south slope of the hill.
There were at least eight hundred men, maybe nine hundred, lined up in a shield wall bristling with spears. Most of the barbarians had ragged red or blond hair, and wore chain mail or black armor taken from slain Malrags. They had put their backs to the hill, keeping Mazael’s men from circling behind them.
And to guard their flanks, they had the mammoths.
Four of the massive beasts stood on either side of the barbarian shield wall. The creatures looked like massive, misshapen elephants, each one standing about twenty feet tall. Massive curling tusks rose from their brown-furred heads. Wooden platforms rested upon their backs, and a dozen barbarian archers stood on each platform, bows in hand. 
Mazael called for a halt. He gazed at the barbarian ranks, his expression grim. 
“Our horsemen can sweep aside their footmen, once we break their lines,” said Hagen.
“Aye,” said Mazael, “and then we’ll find ourselves trapped between those mammoths.”
“The beasts aren’t armored,” said Hagen. “If get close enough, we can hew their legs out from under them.”
“Perhaps not,” said Mazael. “I doubt the horses are used to the smell of those things. If we get too close, the horses might panic. And if the horses panic, the mammoths can smash through us.”
“Wouldn’t that be lovely?” said Molly. “To survive the San-keth, the Malrags, a dragon, and my brother, only to get squashed like an ant underneath some great damn ugly elephant.” 
Lucan gave her a dark look.
“It would hardly be a death worthy of song,” said Tanam. “But better not to die at all, whether upon a sword or beneath a great damn ugly elephant.”
“So, Father,” said Molly. “You’re the great general who threw down the Dominiars and drove back the Malrags. How do we fight those things?” 
Mazael said nothing, his head bowed. On another man, such a posture would have meant despair, or perhaps panic, but Romaria knew better. Her husband waged war, commanded men in battle, the way a masterful painter wielded a brush. 
It was a thing both beautiful and horrifying to watch. 
“This is what we’ll do,” said Mazael, and he told them.

###

Mazael drew Lion.
The blade glimmered in the afternoon sun, but did not burst into blue flames. Whatever else these barbarians were, they were not creatures of dark magic. They were only men.
And if his plan worked, he was going to kill quite a lot of them in the next few minutes. 
Part of his mind recoiled in horror at the thought. 
But his Demonsouled blood sang in anticipation, yearning to see the men die beneath his blade, to see their blood spill in crimson arcs upon the ground…
He forced aside the thought. He had a battle to win.
“Aulus,” said Mazael, his voice calm. “Now.” 
Aulus lifted his horn to his lips and blew a series of blasts.
The barbarians stirred, bracing themselves for the attack.
Thee militia archers galloped forward. Many peasants of the Grim Marches were herdsmen, and learned how to ride and wield a horse bow from a young age, lest lions make off with the sheep. Those herdsmen had honed their skills in the peasant militias during the Malrag war, and Mazael had made sure that they continued to drill. 
Now two groups of horse archers rode for the barbarians, heading for the mammoths on the shield wall's wings. 
As one they drew their bows and fired.
A storm of arrows flew at the mammoths. The beasts’ thick coats of fur deflected most of the missiles, but some struck home. One of the barbarian archers fell with a gurgling shriek, and the mammoths growled and stamped their feet, their long trunks lashing the air.
The horse archers wheeled and galloped away. Mazael saw a wave of relief go through the barbarians. He realized they were not used to fighting horsemen, and would not know how to handle what came next.
A wicked grin crossed his face.
The horse archers began to gallop in a wheel before the shield wall and the mammoths. And as they did, they loosed arrow after arrow. The mammoths roared in annoyance, and a pair of archers fell screaming from the platforms. One of the barbarians in the shield wall began roaring out a song in a hoarse voice, and the rest of the spearmen and swordsmen followed suit. Soon all of them sang, striking their weapons against their shields in an ominous drumbeat. 
Mazael didn’t recognize the language, but he saw Romaria frown.
“You know what they’re saying?” said Mazael.
“Aye,” said Romaria. “They’re speaking a dialect of Dark Elderborn. I think…”
With a roar the mammoths surged forward. 
“Molly!” said Mazael. “Now!”

###

Molly dropped from her saddle, relieved.
She detested horses. She was only a mediocre rider at best, and she loathed fighting from horseback. 
She couldn’t walk through the shadows when she sat atop a horse.
The mammoths thundered towards Mazael’s lines, and she felt a thrill of terror. Gods, but those things were huge. How could she possibly face them? 
Then the Demonsouled rage filled her, and she welcomed it. 
Molly sprinted forward, sword in her right hand, dagger in her left. The growling hymn of the barbarians thundered in her ears, and the archers on the mammoths looked toward her.
She saw them raise their bows.
Molly took another two steps and sprang into the shadows.
Darkness swallowed her.
She reappeared atop the nearest mammoth, standing on the edge of the platform. The archers turned towards her, stunned. The driver sat below her, perched on a leather saddle between the mammoth’s broad back and its enormous head. 
The archers raised their bows, and Molly stepped off the platform. She landed behind the driver, plunging her sword and dagger into his back. The man stiffened, eyes bulging, and Molly kicked him off her blades and sent him plummeting to the ground. 
The reins fell, and the mammoth continued its course.
The archers drew their bows, and Molly whirled and stepped into the shadows. 
She reappeared atop the next mammoth, perhaps twenty yards from the first beast. Again Molly jumped from the platform, her blade ripping into the mammoth’s driver. The man fell dead, taking the reins with him. The archers bellowed and aimed at her, and Molly sprang back into the shadows.
She reappeared atop the back of a third mammoth and killed another driver.
And another. And still another.

###

Romaria watched the shadows flicker atop the mammoths as Molly jumped from beast to beast, cutting down driver after driver. The woman’s training at the hands of the Skulls, coupled with her Demonsouled strength and ability to walk through the shadows, made her into an brutally efficient killer. In a matter of moments, Molly had killed all eight drivers. 
Not that it mattered, since the mammoths continued their plodding charge at Mazael’s lines.
Darkness swirled in front of their horses, and Molly reappeared, blood dripping from her weapons.
“Done,” she said.
Mazael nodded. “Aulus.”
Aulus lifted his war horn and blew a long blast. In one smooth motion, the horse archers broke offer their attacks and galloped back.
The mammoths lumbered after them.
“Romaria,” said Mazael.
She nodded, dropped from her saddle, and changed even before she struck the ground.
She reached into herself, into the raw earth magic of the Elderborn half of her soul, and took the shape of the great black wolf. The nearby horses nickered and shifted in sudden fear, and Romaria darted forward, racing across the plains. 
She made straight for the nearest group of mammoths.
The great beasts outweighed her by many tons, and could crush her with a single stamp of their massive legs. Yet they were still herd animals, and a wolf was a predator. Romaria raced past the mammoths, growling, and the beasts reacted with fear. Their trunks curled in alarm, and they reared up on their hind legs, trumpeting. The archers on the platforms scrambled for balance, and a few tumbled to the ground. 
And with the drivers dead, the barbarians could not steer the mammoths. 
Romaria darted close enough to sink her fangs into a mammoth’s hind leg, the musky taste of its fur filling her mouth. The beast bellowed in rage, trying to catch her, but she was already moving. The mammoths veered in circles, two attempting to trample her, while the other two fled. 
Romaria ran in front of the shield wall, making for the second group of mammoths. As she did, she saw brilliant flashes of light. Lucan and Timothy had unleashed their magic, throwing bursts of light into the air before the mammoths’ eyes. A simple spell, but the mammoths reacted with panic. Romaria darted through the second group of mammoths, and the beasts trumpeted with terror.
One mammoth turned to flee and forced its way through the barbarian shield wall, the ranks dissolving in sudden panic. 
The barbarians’ song faltered. 

###

Mazael watched the mammoths wheel in terror.
“Sir Aulus,” he said, pointing Lion.
Aulus nodded and blew his war horn. 
The horse archers turned, riding towards the panicking mammoths. Fires flared among the militiamen as they lit torches. Only fire and magic harmed the undead, so Mazael had commanded that all the men in his service carry the means to set their weapons ablaze. The men grumbled at that, but had soon come to see the wisdom of it.
The archers raised their bows and loosed a storm of flaming arrows at the mammoths. 
The panicked mammoths screamed in fear and stampeded in all directions. Some took off for the open plains, a few archers still clinging to the platforms. One thundered towards Mazael’s men. Sir Hagen shouted orders, and the horsemen parted to let the enraged mammoth through. The beast passed through untouched, and kept running once it passed Mazael’s lines. 
The rest stampeded into the barbarian shield wall.
A yell of panic went up from the barbarians, their formation dissolving into chaos. The men scrambled to get out of the mammoths’ paths, falling into each other. Some were not fast enough, and found themselves crushed beneath the mammoths’ massive feet.
Mazael’s blood thundered in anticipation.
“Now, Aulus,” he said, his voice icy calm.
Aulus blew a long, ringing blast on his horn. 
The knights and armsmen surged forward, the horse archers veering off. Mazael rode at their head, a shield on his left arm, Lion gleaming in his right. Behind him galloped the knights, their lances lowered to present a solid wall of razor steel. 
The barbarians, to their credit, tried to recover. Some of them began shouting commands in their tongue, and the spearmen tried to form themselves into a semblance of a line. 
But it was too late.
The horsemen crashed into the barbarians, trampling them beneath steel-shod hooves. A ragged-haired barbarian in chain mail thrust a spear at Mazael. He caught the point on his shield, twisted, and brought Lion around in an underhanded slash. The sword’s point tore open the barbarian’s throat, and the man fell beneath the churning hooves of the horses. 
The entire barbarian formation collapsed, the men fleeing. Mazael struck again and again, Lion a gleaming blur in his fist, his arm running red with blood. Some of the barbarians charged at him, but his Demonsouled blood filled him with strength and power. Even those who managed to land blows found their weapons turned by the golden dragon scales of his armor. Mazael slew and slew, his blood singing with dark joy.
Eventually, he forced himself to stop. 
“Hold!” roared Mazael. He galloped to his banners, to Sir Aulus and Sir Hagen. “Hold! Aulus! Call formation.”
Aulus obeyed, blasting out the call to reform on his war horn. Reluctantly, Mazael’s men returned, organizing themselves back into formation at the foot of Redcrest’s hill. The remaining barbarians fled in all directions, desperate to get away from the horsemen. 
“We should ride them down and destroy them utterly, my lord,” said Hagen.
“We could,” said Mazael, “but we won’t. They’ll go running back to their chieftains, spreading terror and fear. Perhaps that will make them think twice before raiding again.” Or, more likely, it would inspire their leaders to gather their forces, giving Lord Richard the chance to smash them utterly. 
“A solid victory, my lord,” said Hagen.
Mazael looked over the battlefield. A few of his men had fallen in the fighting, but hundreds of the barbarians lay dead, their bodies torn and trampled by blade and hoof. A wave of nausea went through Mazael. 
He had done this. 
Aye, the barbarians had attacked his lands and people, and deserved nothing but destruction – and Mazael had destroyed them. And he had enjoyed destroying them, had reveled in it.
Molly was right. He was a monster. 
He shook aside the thought. He could brood later. He had a duty to defend his lands and people. 
“Sir Hagen,” said Mazael. “Detail some men to see to the bodies. I’d prefer not to have plague spreading through my lands. Send some of Sir Tanam's lads to keep an eye on the fleeing barbarians. If they try to reform and make mischief, I want to know.” 
“My lord,” said Hagen, turning to carry out his commands.
Mazael dropped from the saddle and walked to Molly and Romaria, who had resumed her human form. In her wolf shape, Romaria had terrorized the mammoths, while Molly had danced through the barbarians, flickering in and out of the shadows. 
“So much for the barbarians,” said Molly. “For such big fellows they don’t fight very well.”
“They put too much faith in their mammoths,” said Mazael. “If they had handled the beasts better, we might be fleeing now instead of them. Sir Tanam! Join us!”
Mazael walked through the field of the slain, the stench of blood and death filling his nostrils, until he found what he sought. A dying barbarian lay upon the ground, pinned by a spear through his gut. He looked up, hate and terror twisting his face, and snarled something.
“You said you know their tongue?” said Mazael.
“Aye,” said Romaria, voice quiet. “They’re speaking a dialect of Dark Elderborn. A corrupt dialect, I think, but I can understand it.” 
“The Dark Elderborn?” said Mazael. “I’ve never heard of them.”
“When the empire of the High Elderborn collapsed,” said Romaria, gazing at the dying barbarian, “some of them turned to the worship of the Old Demon, whom they called the Urdmoloch. The Dark Elderborn built an empire of their own in the middle lands for centuries, but they fought against each other constantly, and their empire collapsed when their slaves revolted. There are a few minor kingdoms left, but little else. Most of the barbarian nations beyond the Great Mountains were once the slaves of the Dark Elderborn, and speak a form of their language.” 
The barbarian snarled at Mazael, spitting words in the tongue of the Dark Elderborn.
“What is he saying?” said Mazael.
“He says he is a swordthain of Athanaric, a hrould of the Tervingi nation.”
Molly frowned. “A hrould?”
“Sort of a…chieftain, a warlord,” said Romaria. “Something like a liege lord. A thain is a free man who swears his weapon in service to a hrould. Much like a knight sworn to a lord.” 
“Ask him why the Tervingi came here,” said Mazael.
Romaria spoke the question, and the Tervingi growled a response. 
“He says the Tervingi have come to claim a new homeland, far from the Malrags,” said Romaria. The barbarian kept speaking. “The Tervingi warriors will gather in a great host, and their mammoths will sweep aside your horsemen like chaff. He says that the Tervingi nation will claim your lands, your fields, and your women. He says that you are too weak to stop him.”
Mazael leaned closer, locking eyes with the dying Tervingi.
“Tell him,” he said, “that the Tervingi are welcome to try.”
Romaria translated, and the Tervingi shivered and spoke something else.
“He asked if you are kin to someone named Ragnachar,” said Romaria. “A hrould and warrior of renown among the Tervingi, I gather.”
Mazael nodded. “Tell him that I thank him for his information. And tell him that he has fought valiantly, and I will not leave him to die slowly.”
Romaria repeated his words in Dark Elderborn. 
The Tervingi blinked, sighed, and nodded. He leaned back, exposing his throat.
Mazael ended it in one short, sharp sweep of Lion. And as he promised, the Tervingi died quickly. 
He cleaned the blade, expression grim.
“Sir Tanam,” he said at last. The Old Crow stepped to his side. “Send a messenger to Lord Richard at once. Tell him what we have learned. And tell him that these Tervingi are going to gather their host and attack in strength soon.”
Tanam grunted. “How can you be certain?”
Mazael pointed up.
A pair of dark specks circled in the sky, far overhead. 
“The surviving Tervingi will carry the tale,” said Mazael, “and those griffins will spread news faster than a horse can run. Once the Tervingi realize that we are fighting back, this Athanaric and the other hroulds will gather their men. Lord Richard needs to be ready to meet them.”
Tanam nodded. “It will be done.” 
“In the meantime,” said Mazael, “we’ll make camp here, once we’ve dealt with the slain. Hagen! Send someone to find Timothy and Lucan. I want them to raise wards around the camp, lest the Tervingi try to slit our throats in the night.”
His men obeyed. Mazael strode among them as they dealt with the dead Tervingi and raised the tents, praising their courage and those who had shown particular valor. Men needed to know that their lord looked after them, that he took notice of their efforts. 
“My lord!” 
Timothy hurried over, his long black coat brushing against the grass.
“Ah, good,” said Mazael. “I’ll need you to put a ward around the camp…”
“My lord,” said Timothy, “there is a problem.”
“What is it?” said Mazael. He blinked. “Where’s Lucan?” 
“He’s gone,” said Timothy.
“Gone?” said Mazael, astonished. “One of the Tervingi killed him?” The thought stunned him. The idea that Lucan Mandragon, wizard of power, would fall to the spear of a ragged barbarian raider was preposterous.
“No, my lord. He took his horse and fled the battle. He said he had something more important to do.”







Chapter 13 – Sword and Crown

Lucan rode hard to the southwest. His horse wheezed beneath him, but Lucan drove the beast onward. The creature was only a tool, and he did not care if it lived or died. 
He had greater matters to consider.
The barbarians would keep Mazael occupied for the rest of the day. By the time Mazael crushed them, Lucan would have reached Castle Cravenlock. He would have time enough to do what he needed to do.
The first step in the great work to rid the world of Demonsouled. 
Eventually Mazael would pursue him. But the war against the barbarians would keep him occupied for weeks, perhaps even months. Lucan planned to be long gone from Castle Cravenlock by then.
Mazael would not find him until it was too late. 
Lucan rode on, mind filled with his purpose.

###

At dawn, Lucan’s horse refused to go any further. But he was only a few miles from the castle, so he walked the rest of the distance, leaving the horse to its own devices. Castle Cravenlock loomed over him, but Lucan veered towards the town.
And the remaining camps near the tournament grounds.
Most of the merchants and peddlers had vanished with the barbarian attacks, fleeing to safer venues in Knightcastle and the High Plain. Yet some had stayed. The armorers and the blacksmiths, who would turn a rich profit supplying arms and armor to the host of the Grim Marches. Many landless knights, hoping to rise to land and glory in the fighting.
And some of the mercenary companies, seeking neither land nor glory but gold.
Lucan headed for one of the mercenary camps, a well-ordered square of rough canvas tents surrounding a crimson pavilion. Two swordsmen in leather and chainmail stood before the camp, and blocked Lucan’s approach. 
“Aye, wizard?” said one. “What’s your business here?”
“Is this the mercenary company of Captain Malaric of Barellion?” said Lucan.  
“It is,” said the mercenary. The man lowered his voice. “If you’re a renegade, the captain could use your skills. And he won’t ask too many questions.”
Lucan smiled. “Tell Malaric that Lucan Mandragon wishes a moment of his time.”
That got the guards’ attention. 
A short time later Lucan found himself ushered into the crimson pavilion and into the presence of Malaric himself. 
Despite its coloring, the pavilion's interior was austere. A cot, a camp chair, and a table laden with maps were the only furniture. A pair of racks held a variety of weapons and armor, and three open chests stood against one wall of the pavilion, filled with books. Just as Lucan expected, the captain valued his literature. 
Malaric himself leaned against the table, watching Lucan.
The mercenary captain was a lean, fit man in his early thirties. He wore gleaming black boots, black pants, and a black leather vest over a spotless white shirt. His blond beard and mustache had been trimmed with razor precision, and a fine sword and dagger hung from his leather belt. The man looked like any one of the minor nobles infesting the city of Barellion. Yet he had the balance of a master swordsman, and his green eyes the cold glitter of a hardened killer. 
And Lucan sensed the aura of dark power that hung about him. Not as strong as Lucan’s magic, but still potent enough. 
“Lord Lucan,” said Malaric, executing a neat little bow. “You do me great honor. No son of the House of Mandragon has ever graced my humble tent.”
“Consider yourself fortunate,” said Lucan. “My father is a tedious bore, and my brother a murderous thug.”
Malaric gave a polite laugh. “Does your lord father wish to hire my swords? My men are all capable veterans.”
“What you mean,” said Lucan, “is that your men are practiced killers, and not overburdened with scruples.”
Malaric gave a lazy shrug. “Twelve in one hand and a dozen in the other. War is coming, my lord Lucan. And wars boil down to killing, in the end.” He smiled. “My men and I are very good killers.”
“Not surprising,” said Lucan, “given that you are an assassin of the Skulls, sent here to kill Lady Molly Cravenlock.”
Malaric’s easy smile froze in place. Lucan watched him, intrigued. He wondered if Malaric would deny it. He wondered if Malaric would try to kill him. He watched the gears turning behind Malaric’s eyes.
At last the mercenary captain sighed and leaned against the table. 
“What gave me away?” he said.
“Nothing,” said Lucan. “But I know all about you, Malaric of Barellion. I know you are the bastard son of the Prince of Barellion. I know you studied at the wizard’s brotherhood, only to have them sentence you to death when you practiced dark magic. I know you took refuge with the Skulls of Barellion, and have served as a wizard and an enforcer for them ever since. And the only reason for you to be here is to kill Molly Cravenlock, who turned her back on your brotherhood.” 
Malaric frowned. “I see the reputation of the Dragon's Shadow is quite deserved. How did you know all this?”
“You knew Marstan, the necromancer?”
Malaric nodded.
Lucan smiled. “I killed him and claimed his powers for my own.”
That was mostly true, anyway.
Lucan watched Malaric mull this over.
“I assume,” said the mercenary captain at last, “that you are not telling me this for my personal edification. And that you have something in mind other than hiring me to fight against the barbarians.”
“Correct,” said Lucan. “I am going on an expedition.”
“To where, if I may ask?” said Malaric.
“To a ruin of Dracaryl, untouched since the old high lords destroyed themselves,” said Lucan. “The journey will be dangerous. Hence, I wish to hire capable assistance.”
“And why,” said Malaric, a glint in his eye, “do you wish to find this ruin of Old Dracaryl? Such places are dangerous. The high lords were not hospitable.”
“Within the ruin are some relics I require,” said Lucan. No need for Malaric to know what kind of relics. 
Malaric smirked. “A treasure hunt, then.”
“You will be richly repaid,” said Lucan. “I do not lack for gold. And save for the relics, anything we find within the ruin is yours.”
Most likely, the only thing that Malaric and his men would find within Morvyrkrad was an agonizing death. But Lucan planned to rid the world of the Demonsouled, and Malaric and his men were expendable tools to reach that goal.
“No,” said Malaric.
Lucan blinked. He had expected some negotiation, but not so flat a refusal. 
“Why not?” he said. “Are you so adverse to gold?”
“Gold is nice,” said Malaric. “But some things are better. My life, for one.”
“I came to hire you, not to kill you,” said Lucan.
“You might not kill me,” said Malaric, “but the Skulls certainly will. They frown on deserters. Which is why I am here to kill Molly Cravenlock.” He offered Lucan a thin smile. “And you, my lord Lucan, do not seem the sort of man to worry unduly about the welfare of his hirelings. In fact, I am quite sure you would kill us all if you thought it expedient.”
He was smarter than Lucan had expected.
But Lucan had something more enticing than gold to offer.
“I can pay you,” said Lucan, “in more than gold.”
Malaric snorted. “In relics? Only a fool goes digging through the ruins of Old Dracaryl. However tantalizing their secrets, they’re best left alone.”
Lucan smiled. “Secrets? Is that how you wish to be paid?”
Malaric opened his mouth to speak…and then fell silent.
“I know what you really want,” said Lucan. “Secrets. The forbidden knowledge of the arcane, magical spells forgotten by any other living man. That’s why you studied dark magic until the wizards’ brotherhood declared you a renegade. That’s why you joined the Skulls – to learn the secret spells of their wizards. And that is what I can offer you.”
Malaric said nothing, but his eyes glinted with interest. No, it was more than mere interest – it was the lust for knowledge, for forbidden magical secrets. 
“And I know secrets,” said Lucan. “Marstan studied under Simonian of Briault, once of the great necromancers of our age.” A false identity for the Old Demon, but Malaric didn't need to know that, either. “And Marstan spent decades delving into necromancy, plumbing ever deeper into its secrets. And all his skills and knowledge belong to me now.”
“Ah,” said Malaric. “So is that what you’re offering me? Secrets?”
“To teach you,” said Lucan. “I know spells you can find nowhere else. And I will be willing to teach you.”
Not enough to threaten Lucan, of course. Still, he doubted Malaric could muster the arcane power to threaten him. Not with the well of stolen Demonsouled power in Lucan’s mind. 
“I shall require gold for my men,” said Malaric, “and a good deal of it. I am willing to be paid in spells of dark magic, but they are not.”
“Understandable,” said Lucan. “They shall be paid, generously.”
“And you will share your knowledge with me?” said Malaric. “Freely, and without compulsion?”
“I shall,” said Lucan.
If necessary, he could always kill Malaric later. 
Malaric held out his right hand. “Then we have an accord.” 
Lucan gripped it. Malaric had the cold, hard hand of a killer. 
“When do you wish to set out?” said Malaric.
“Today.”
Malaric frowned. “That will be difficult. We will need to gather supplies.”
Lucan snorted. “I suspect a man like you is always ready to leave at a moment’s notice.”
Malaric grinned. “I cannot argue with that.”
“I want to leave by midday,” said Lucan. “I shall have sufficient funds that we can purchase supplies along the way. But I want to be well away from Castle Cravenlock by nightfall.”
Malaric looked at him sidelong. “Why? You have some mischief planned?”
“Not at all,” said Lucan, stepping toward the pavilion’s entrance. “I merely need to take some tools with me. Have your men waiting north of Castle Cravenlock. I will meet you there by midday.”
He left without another word.

###

The guards challenged him at the castle gate.
“Lord Lucan,” said the armsman atop the wall, a crossbow in hand. “What news from the east? Has Lord Mazael been victorious?”
“He has,” said Lucan. He had no doubt Mazael would crush that ragged warband. “There are more barbarian raiders abroad, and some of them have wizards in their midst.” The lie rolled easily off his lips. “Lord Mazael sent me here, lest the barbarian wizards infiltrate the castle.” 
“Damned savages,” said the armsman, waving Lucan inside. 
Lucan hurried through the courtyard and to the castle’s cellar. The stairs were deserted, and he sealed the door with a quick spell.
He had no wish to be disturbed during this business.
He walked to the vault's steel door and considered his options.
His power exceeded Timothy’s, but the older man had done an excellent job of preparing the wards over the vault. If Lucan simply blasted through the wards or tore open the door, Timothy would know at once. Nor could Lucan take the shape of a wraith and walk through the door, as he had done with Ardasan's sword. The Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem were far too powerful to take with him in wraith-shape. 
A subtler approach might succeed.
Lucan cast a spell of his own, blue light flaring around his fingertips. A shimmering blue shell appeared over the steel door. Lucan focused his will and gestured. For a moment the blue shell flickered and pulsed, fighting with the wards. And then it disappeared. It had been pulled into the wards, becoming part of them.
Altering the spell to Lucan’s will. 
He cast another spell, and the intricate locks sealing the door came loose. 
A deep breath, and Lucan pulled open the heavy steel door. He felt Timothy’s wards come to life, the power straining against his magical senses. Magical force gathered over the door, preparing to burn Lucan to ashes where he stood.
But the power crashed against his ward.
Lucan hesitated, probing the wards. Had Timothy been within the castle, he would have realized what was happening at once. Not even Lucan’s spells could have stopped the alarm. But Timothy was a day’s ride to the east, no doubt flinging blasts of fire at the barbarians. The minute Timothy set foot within Castle Cravenlock, the spells would alert him.
But by the time Timothy returned, Lucan would be long gone. 
Lucan strode into the vault. Flickering blue and green light crawled over the stone walls as his spells strained against Timothy's wards. The light fell over the rough wooden table filling most of the chamber.
Over the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem.
The Glamdaigyr was a two-handed greatsword of gleaming black metal. The pommel had been fashioned in the shape of a dragon’s skull, sigils of ghostly green fire burning in a row down the center of the blade. The Banurdem was a diadem of black metal, a glowing emerald set in its center. It had been shaped like a long serpentine dragon, the emerald cradled in its claws.
Lucan felt the power radiating from the diadem and the sword, power far greater than his own.
He took a deep breath, lifted the Banurdem, and set it upon his head. 
At once he felt its cold power fill him, like freezing water pouring into his heart. His magical senses extended, growing stronger and stronger, until he could sense every trembling thread of power in the clashing wards. With this diadem, he could sense every undead creature for miles, and take control of them with ease. He could even take control of dragons with the Banurdem.
His hands closed around the hilt of the Glamdaigyr.
And if the Banurdem's power was a fire, the Glamdaigyr was the sun itself. 
He shivered, his pulse pounding in time to the throbbing light of the Glamdaigyr’s sigils. The weapon felt like a shard of living ice in his hands, a spike of hungry darkness. And the sword was so hungry. It yearned for life and power and warmth, to drink them in and fill the endless ravening void…
On impulse, Lucan lifted the Glamdaigyr and touched the blade to the wall. At once the lights vanished, the wards drained into the sword. Lucan flinched as he felt the spells’ stolen power pour into him, the strength adding to his own. He felt stronger, and for a wonderful instant, a terrible instant, he wanted to march through the castle, killing everyone in sight, and feasting upon their lives…
Why not do it? With that stolen strength, he could destroy every creature of dark magic in the world. 
No. Too much of a risk. He was not invincible, and that sort of rampage might make Mazael turn his attention from the barbarians. 
Besides, once he had the Wraithaldr and the Great Rising, he would have the tools he needed to free the world of the Demonsouled forever. 
Lucan closed his eyes and whispered a spell. The Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem dissolved into green flames and vanished, shunted into the spirit world. Yet he still felt their presence, felt their power pouring into him. He could recall both relics to his hand with an act of will. The spell would keep the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem concealed until he needed them.
Which was useful, considering that Malaric might try to kill Lucan and claim the artifacts for himself. 
Lucan left the vault, closed the steel door behind him, and walked to the courtyard.
The armsman on the gate hailed him. “No barbarian wizards, my lord?”
Lucan smiled. “No. None at all. Castle Cravenlock is secure.”

###

Malaric and his men waited north of Castle Cravenlock. 
Lucan reined up the horse he had taken from the castle’s stables. 
“You’re early, my lord,” said Malaric. He sat atop a fine horse, his cloak thrown back to reveal gleaming chain mail and leather armor. 
“My business went well,” said Lucan. 
Malaric tilted his head to the side. “You look…different.”
“Different?” Lucan frowned. “How so?”
“Stronger,” said Malaric. The gloved fingers of his right hand fluttered, and Lucan felt the faint touch of a spell. “And your aura is…different. As if you were more powerful.”
“You shouldn’t assume too much about me, captain,” said Lucan.
The flicker of unease that passed over Malaric’s face was gratifying. 
“So,” said Malaric, “if I might inquire. Where is our little expedition going?”
“A place called the Red Valley, in the Great Mountains,” said Lucan. “But first, we’re going to make a brief stop at Castle Highgate.”
Malaric yelled a command, and his mercenaries rolled into motion, turning to face the northeast. 
“Why Castle Highgate?” said Malaric.
“There’s something there that belongs to me,” said Lucan. “And it is past time I claimed it.”
He had seen Tymaen, standing in the nobles’ box at the tournament, and could not remember why he had let her go, why he had not challenged Lord Robert for her hand. Something had stopped him. But what? 
No matter. 
It was well past time he rectified that mistake.
The mercenaries marched to the northeast, Lucan and Malaric riding at their head. 







Chapter 14 – Conquerors

“No,” said Aegidia.
The thains standing before the Guardian frowned, and Riothamus tightened his fingers around the shaft of his spear.
They stood on the outskirts of a ruined village. It had been ruined when they found it, no doubt a victim of the Malrags. Stone walls stood roofless along the streets, wind whistling through the empty doors. A massive round tower rose from the center of the village, standing nearly sixty feet tall. The tower’s roof and interior had burned away, but the stone walls still stood strong. Perhaps someday some future Tervingi hrould would rebuild the tower, and claim it as his hold.
Assuming the Tervingi held these lands. 
“But, Guardian,” rumbled a tall swordthain with a bushy red beard. “The lands I have claimed are broad and fertile, suitable for both wheat and grazing. If my bondsmen plant now, we may yet claim two harvests before…”
“No,” said Aegidia. 
“But I have won the land!” growled the swordthain.
“You have not,” said Aegidia. “The skythains report a great host of our enemies have massed in the west and march to find us. What do you think will happen if the knights defeat us, Marothic?”
Marothic shook his head. “The lands are…”
“If the lords of the knights defeat us here,” said Aegidia, “do you think we shall keep any land? Do you think you will keep yours, Marothic?”
Marothic scowled, but said nothing else.
“You see wisdom,” said Aegidia. “We must defeat our enemies. And to do that, you and your men must stay here, to lend your strength to Athanaric.”
“So be it,” said Marothic. “But once we prevail, I shall expect my fair share of lands!”
“And you shall have them,” said Aegidia. She didn’t lean upon the staff in her right hand, but Riothamus recognized the weariness in her voice. “Go quickly. The enemy approaches, and Athanaric shall need every man.”
Marothic bowed and departed. 
Aegidia let out a long sigh, her thin shoulders slumping with exhaustion beneath her cloak of black feathers.
“Come into the shade,” said Riothamus. “We’ve been in the sun too long.”
Aegidia snorted. “I spent all day in the sun decades before you were born, boy.”
But she let Riothamus lead her to the shade of a stone wall. 
“The Tervingi,” she said, taking a drink from a waterskin Riothamus handed her, “will stand in a burning house and argue what to do even as the roof crashes down upon them.” 
“Will Athanaric call for another moot?” said Riothamus.
“No,” said Aegidia. “The skythains say an army of twenty thousand men is coming to defeat us. There is no time for a moot, and even if there were, we can make only one decision. The Tervingi must fight or die. We have nowhere else to go.” 
“Athanaric thinks we can negotiate with the lord of the knights,” said Riothamus. “That our victories have given us a position of strength, and we can negotiate a truce.”
“I hope he is right,” said Aegidia. “But I fear he is not. Storms fill my sight, boy. I see the dead rising with words of fire upon their brow to slay the living. I see a man walking into darkness, a sword of poison in his hands, to claim a staff of frozen shadows. And I see a black dragon rising to strangle the Tervingi in its coils. And I do not know which of these futures will come to pass.”
The crunch of boot on stone caught Riothamus’s attention. 
Arnulf strode into sight, his necklace of Malrag claws clicking against his mail. He looked around with his customary sour grimace, his yellow beard stirring in the wind. Not even this strange new land had managed to ruffle him. 
“Arnulf,” said Riothamus.
Arnulf grunted. “Witcher. There you are.”
“Swordthain,” said Aegidia. “What do you make of our new home?”
Arnulf shrugged. “Too flat for my taste, but I grew up in the hills. If we live through the next few days, I think I’ll settle near the mountains, have my bondsmen dig iron out of the foothills.” He coughed, shook his head. “Guardian. Athanaric, Ragnachar, and their headmen are meeting at the foot of the stone tower.”
“They wish the Guardian to mediate?” said Riothamus.
Arnulf snorted. “The Guardian needs to keep Athanaric’s lads and Ragnachar’s lads from going at each other. Otherwise we’ll cut each other to pieces before the knights and their damned horses arrive.” 
Aegidia drew herself up. “Take me to them.”
Arnulf led them to the base of the stone tower. A large square lay before the tower, and thousands of swordthains and spearthains packed the space. Athanaric’s men occupied one side of the square, and Ragnachar’s the other, both groups of men glaring at each other. 
Athanaric and Ragnachar stood on the steps to the tower. Athanaric was agitated, almost angry, while Ragnachar retained his usual cold calm. 
“This is madness,” said Athanaric. “To face horsemen an open field is to invite defeat.”
“Our mammoths can counter their horses,” said Ragnachar. “Their scent will throw the horses into a frenzy, and we can sweep away their footmen.”
“Or they will use a cunning stratagem to make the mammoths panic, as they did before,” said Athanaric, “and we shall lose everything.”
Ragnachar shrugged. “War is risk.”
“And your folly will lead the Tervingi to destruction!” said Athanaric. 
Ragnachar had the right to challenge Athanaric to single combat over an insult like that. And if Ragnachar slew Athanaric, or Athanaric slew Ragnachar, the Tervingi would split apart into civil war, and the knights would smash them utterly…
Aegidia rapped the butt of her staff against the ground, and Riothamus felt the surge of magic power.
“Peace!” she said, her magic turning her voice to thunder. 
Athanaric and Ragnachar stopped bickering, and every eye in the square fell upon Aegidia. She strode towards the tower, her staff clicking against the flagstones, her posture betraying not a hint of the weariness Riothamus knew she felt. 
“Guardian,” said Ragnachar.
“Honorable hroulds,” said Aegidia, “have we so few foes that we must bicker amongst ourselves?” 
“Hardly,” said Athanaric. “The skythains have returned with their reports. A great host of the enemy is marching on us. At least fifteen thousand strong, probably more, with five thousand of those damned horsemen.”
“We have the numbers to match theirs,” said Ragnachar.
“In footmen, aye, but not in horsemen!” said Athanaric. “The knights will gallop right through our lines.”
“Our mammoths can counter the horsemen,” said Ragnachar, “and will trample through their footmen.”
“Are you blind as a stone?” said Athanaric. “They will make the mammoths panic! If they do, our swordthains and spearthains will be vulnerable to a cavalry charge, and we shall lose everything! We must…”
For the first time, a hint of anger entered Ragnachar’s icy voice. “You repeat the same tired arguments. Have the years unmanned you, Athanaric? Perhaps you should wrap yourself in a blanket and sit by the fire, and wait for your bondsmen to bring you some warm gruel.”
Athanaric’s eyes blazed, his hand flying to his sword hilt.
Thousands of thains followed suit. 
“Hold!” said Aegidia, her voice thundering over the square. “I said hold! If you or your men come to blows, I shall show you why I am the Guardian of the Tervingi.”
Athanaric eased his hand away from his sword, while Ragnachar stared at the old woman, his face unreadable behind the iron-gray beard.
“So, Ragnachar,” said Aegidia. “How do you propose we deal with our foes?”
“We destroy them,” said Ragnachar. “We gather the host of the Tervingi and march to face them. Our mammoths will overwhelm their horsemen, and our swordthains and spearthains shall stand fast against their footmen. The victory shall be ours.”
“Simplistic folly,” said Athanaric.
“And you, hrould?” said Aegidia. “What do you propose?”
“If we face the host of the knights in open battle, we very well could lose,” said Athanaric. “Only a fool faces horsemen on an open plain. If we march out, the knights will destroy our thains while their archers deal with the mammoths one by one.”
“And what is your plan instead?” said Ragnachar. “To flee?”
“Of course not!” said Athanaric.
“Or to crawl on your belly to the knights and beg them for mercy?” said Ragnachar. 
“Think, you damned fool!” said Athanaric. “You’ve seen the eastern Grim Marches. The Malrags wiped out most of the villages. There are empty lands waiting to be claimed.”
Ragnachar barked a harsh laugh. “And you think the knights will let us claim them?”
“They will,” said Athanaric, “if they can be made to see wisdom.” 
“You speak of capitulation,” said Ragnachar.
“I speak of reason,” said Athanaric, turning from Ragnachar to address the assembled thains. “Hear me! I propose we send an embassy to the overlords of the knights. They, too, have suffered grievously from the Malrags. You have seen the ruined villages near the mountains! I propose a treaty between the Tervingi nation and the knights. If they will allow us to settle in peace in the empty lands, we will offer them peace in return.”
“Capitulation,” repeated Ragnachar.
“It is not!” said Athanaric. “We will negotiate from a position of strength. The knights have called out their full might to face us in battle. They know that we are a danger. Would it not be preferable to gain everything we seek without a battle?” He spread his hands. “Every man here has seen a son, or a brother, or a father fall in battle against the Malrags. Have we not had our fill of war? Would it not be better to sow our fields and tend our crops in peace, to have our children grow free of terror in this new land?”
A murmur went through the thains, and Riothamus saw that Athanaric’s words had struck home.
“I would speak,” said Ragnachar. “It is my right as hrould.” 
Aegidia’s lips tightened, but she gave a short, sharp nod. 
“The honorable Athanaric,” said Ragnachar, his voice ringing over the square, “speaks of many fine things. Of rich crops. Of vast herds. Of strong sons. Of peace!”
“He told me he doesn’t believe in peace,” said Riothamus, voice low. “That life is an eternal battle, that the strong enslave the weak as they please.” 
“Of course he believes that,” said Aegidia, “but do you think he will speak of it bluntly to anyone but his orcragars?” 
“We can have peace,” said Ragnachar. “But do you think the knights will give it to you for asking? We have invaded their lands! We have fought their warriors! We have slain their people! Why would they share anything with us? Why not kill us all and take everything for themselves? The knights of the Grim Marches shall ever be our enemies! If they let us live, it will only be as slaves.”
“They are as weary of war as we are!” said Athanaric.
Ragnachar ignored the interruption. “We can have peace, sons of Tervingar. But only by becoming the strongest. By claiming this land with our blood, now and forever. By crushing anyone who would deny our right to it.” He drew his greatsword and swung it over the crowds. “We are warriors! Have we not eluded the Malrags? Have we not crossed countless miles and faced unending trials? A new homeland lies within our grasp! We need only to reach out and take it! And the Athanaric would have us step back and ask meekly ask for what us ours by right?”
“No!” roared most of the thains in answer. 
Aegidia’s smile was hard. “It seems he has sold them on the idea nonetheless.”
“Let us prove that we are the stronger!” said Ragnachar. “Our valiant thains shall smash their footmen. Our mammoths shall trample their knights. We shall claim their lands, their houses, and their castles for ourselves! And once we have broken their host, once we have defeated them, the Grim Marches shall belong to us forever!”
A cheer went up from the thains. Athanaric closed his eyes and bowed his head.
“If this is the will of the warriors of the Tervingi nation,” he said, “then I shall lend it my support. Though I think it will bring disaster upon us.” 
“Assemble outside the village!” said Ragnachar. “The enemy comes to us! We shall meet them here, on favorable ground.”
The thains marched out of the village. Aegidia made her way to the base of the tower, Riothamus and Arnulf trailing after. 
“So,” said Aegidia as she approached, “I see you are set upon this folly of yours.”
Ragnachar’s gray eyes fell upon her, and Riothamus saw the faint flinch that went through her. Gods, why was she so afraid of him? He worshipped the Urdmoloch, true, and he might even be of the Urdmoloch’s blood. But she was still the Guardian of the Tervingi nation. 
What hold did he have over her?
“In war,” said Ragnachar. “All plans seem folly. Until they become victories.” He slid his greatsword back into its scabbard. “Save your hectoring for later, Guardian. Until then, we have a battle to win.”
“I assume you have a plan?” said Athanaric. Arnulf took his place at his hrould’s side, gazing at Ragnachar with flat eyes. “Or shall we simply sing battle hymns and run as fast as we can at the enemy?”
“I have a plan,” said Ragnachar. If took offense at Athanaric’s mockery, he gave no sign. Most likely he didn’t care. “We shall array the bulk of our forces before the village, facing the enemy. Spearthains in front, archers behind. Before them we shall dig trenches to slow the charge of the enemy’s horsemen.”
“What is to keep the horsemen from flanking us?” said Riothamus.
Ragnachar’s eyes flicked to him, cold as frozen steel, and Riothamus remembered the feel of the hrould’s fist around his throat. “Nothing. Which is the point. Some swordthains will stand on either wing of the spearthains, unprotected by ditches. The enemy horsemen will see this and charge, while their footmen make their way over the ditches. The swordthains will withdraw, luring the knights around the village…”
The realization struck Riothamus. “Where you will have the mammoths waiting.”
Ragnachar’s eyes glinted. “Perhaps you have a modicum of wit after all, witcher. Guardian. You listen to the complaints of the bondsmen. How many mammoths remain fit for war?”
“Perhaps a hundred and twenty five,” said Aegidia. “Crossing the mountains was hard on them.”
“We shall divide them into two groups,” said Ragnachar, “and place them out of sight behind the village. Once the swordthains have lured out the knights, the mammoths will charge. We shall break the knights, and the spearthains will drive back the enemy’s footmen. The day shall be ours.” 
If everything went according to plan, of course.
“Guardian,” said Ragnachar. “Will you employ your arts in the battle?”
Aegidia lifted her chin. “The Guardian may not use her powers to take human life, Ragnachar. You know that.”
“As you have so often told me,” said Ragnachar. “But the enemy might have witchers among them. Will you use your spells to baffle their attacks?”
“I shall,” said Aegidia. 
“How splendid,” said Ragnachar. “It is good to know that you are useful for something, at least. Come, Athanaric. We must prepare our men for war.”
Ragnachar walked from the stairs without looking back. Athanaric glared after him for a moment, and then followed.

###

“His plan is a terrible risk,” said Riothamus. 
They stood atop the shell of the stone tower, looking over the ruined village. Aegidia's cloak of feathers stirred in the breeze, white strands of hair dancing around her lined face.
The host of the Tervingi labored to the west. Thousands of bondsmen dug, creating a maze of trenches before the village. The women and the children moved east, to take refuge in the foothills in case the battle went ill. Ragnachar had agreed without any argument.
Riothamus suspected that Ragnachar did not care what happened to the women and children. 
“It is,” said Aegidia. “Ragnachar is many things, but a craven is not one of them. If anyone can win this battle, he can.” 
“And if he cannot?” said Riothamus.
Golden-white shapes soared overhead, making for the west. The skythains, flying to watch the enemy host approach. At least the knights could not move without the Tervingi knowing. 
“Then he cannot,” said Aegidia. “The destiny of the Tervingi lies in this land. That much, the Sight has shown me. But whether or not the destiny is an ill one...even the Sight cannot reveal that.”
“Heartening,” muttered Riothamus. 
A smile flickered over her lips. “The Sight is rarely comforting. To see a dozen possible futures, many of them grim, and to know that you cannot escape them…that is a heavy burden.” She hefted the staff, the bronze wood gleaming in the sunlight. “You will bear this burden one day, along with this staff.”
“What shall we do?” said Riothamus.
“What we must,” said Aegidia. “Toric and the other skythains say the host of the Grim Marches will arrive in three days. The destiny of the Tervingi will be decided then. Meanwhile, we shall prepare. We will raise wards, to guard the village from magical observation.”
Riothamus nodded, and set to work alongside the Guardian.







Chapter 15 – The Battle of Stone Tower

The blast of the trumpets rang over the assembled host of the Grim Marches. 
Mazael rode with the other lords, passing rank after rank of halberdiers in the black and red of the House of Mandragon. Lord Richard rode before Mazael, his armor of crimson chain mail and dragon scales clattering. Toraine rode at his right hand, a dark shadow in his armor of black dragon scales. Besides the Mandragons rode Lord Jonaril Mandrake, Lord Astor Hawking, Lord Robert Highgate, Sir Tanam Crowley, and the other chief lords of the Grim Marches. Romaria and Molly followed Mazael, both in leather armor, bows and swords ready at hand. 
At last Sir Tanam reined up.
“And there they are, my lords,” said the Old Crow. 
The host of the Tervingi stood in ranks outside the ruined village.
The village of Stone Tower had once been famed for its round tower keep, home to one of Mazael’s vassal knights. Then the Malrags came, slew the knight, and burned the village. It had stood empty ever since, and Mazael had not yet found another vassal to take the manor. 
And now the Tervingi had claimed it. 
Thousands of barbarian spearmen waited before the village, guarded by a maze of trenches. Swordsmen waited on the wings, broadswords in their right hands, shields on their left arms. Griffins circled over the village, bows in their riders' hands.
No sign of any mammoths, though. 
“How many?” said Richard, his voice calm. 
“At least sixteen thousand, I’d say,” said Tanam. “Maybe even as many as twenty thousand.”
“Their numbers match our own,” said Lord Astor, his voice tight. 
“But they lack horsemen?” said Richard.
“Not a Tervingi rider in sight,” said Tanam. “Apparently the Tervingi do not use horses in war.”
Toraine laughed. “To their ruin, then. One charge of lances shall sweep them from the plains.”
“Unless their damned mammoths intervene,” grumbled Lord Jonaril. “I lost twelve good knights taking one of the beasts down.” 
“The mammoths are fearsome,” said Tanam, “but my lords should be more concerned about the trenches before the Tervingi spearmen. A horse with broken legs is useless.” 
“And I suspect there are archers waiting behind those spearmen,” said Richard. “If we bog down in the trenches, they will rain arrows upon us.”
Mazael stared at the Tervingi lines, frowning. Days of work must have gone into digging the trenches. Yet the swordsmen waiting upon the right and the left of the spearmen had no such protection. 
So why go to the trouble of digging the trenches, yet leave the swordsmen unprotected?

###

Riothamus took a deep breath, watching the steel-clad army approach.
“It begins,” murmured Aegidia. 
They stood on their perch atop the tower, watching the armies array themselves for battle. The Tervingi spearthains and swordthains stood in their ranks, the spearthains shielded by the trenches. Riothamus glimpsed Athanaric and Ragnachar striding up and down the ranks, Athanaric attended by his most trusted thains, Ragnachar by his orcragars. It was a great army, a mighty host of Tervingi warriors.
But the army of the knights was just as large.
And it had so many damned horsemen. 
Thousands of halberdiers waited, clad in crimson and black, and Riothamus saw lines of archers and crossbowmen behind them. Great masses of horsemen gathered on the wings of the enemy. Many were clad head to foot in steel chain or plate, and bore maces and swords and heavy lances. Others only wore light armor, and carried short bows and quivers of javelins. 
“They’ll send the horse archers to harass the spearthains,” said Riothamus. “Keep up the pressure until the thains grow weary and attack. Then the heavy horse will sweep us away.”
“You speak truly,” said Aegidia. “Unless Ragnachar’s stratagem with the mammoths works.”
Riothamus looked over his shoulder. The mammoths waited behind the village, out of sight of the advancing enemy. One hundred and sixteen mammoths, each carrying a tower and loaded with archers. If Ragnachar’s plan worked, the swordthains would withdraw past the village, luring the knights after them. Then the mammoths would charge and grind the horsemen to pulp.
If Ragnachar’s plan worked. 
“Be ready,” murmured Aegidia. “The enemy has wielders of magic among them.”
Riothamus frowned. “How many?”
If he concentrated, he could feel their presence against his spells. He and Aegidia had raised wards of power over the village, fashioned to scatter any spells of farseeing. With luck, that would keep the enemy from discovering the mammoths until it was too late.
“Several dozen, at least,” said Aegidia. “None possess significant power. But if they work together, they shall prove formidable. I will not use my power to take human life, but I doubt the knights’ wizards have the same restrictions. You must help me to turn aside their attacks.”
Riothamus nodded. “I will.” 
To his surprise, she smiled.
“What?” said Riothamus.
“You have grown,” said Aegidia. “Into a man, and a good and capable one.” Her eyes were distant, the wind tugging at strands of white hair. “You will be a good Guardian, Riothamus. A better one than I have been.”
“That is absurd,” said Riothamus. “It will take me decades to learn as much as you know. And hopefully I shall not become Guardian for long years yet.” 
Yet he could not help but notice how thin she looked, how weary and gaunt. The veins stood out beneath her pale skin like blue lines upon a map. She had not looked so tired before the Tervingi had crossed the Great Mountains. 
“Will we die today?” said Riothamus.
“Perhaps,” said Aegidia. “But how is that different than any other day?”
Then he felt the probe of divinatory spells. Aegidia began to strengthen the wards, and he added his power to hers.

###

“I cannot,” said Timothy, shaking his head.
He and the other court wizards stood in a clump, their black coats stark against the plains. Timothy held a wire-wrapped quartz crystal in his hand, as did the other wizards. 
“Wards?” said Mazael.
Timothy nodded. “I fear so, my lord. We cannot penetrate them. I suspect the Tervingi only have one wizard among their number, but he possesses tremendous power.”
For a brief moment Mazael wondered if Lucan had gone over to the Tervingi. But the notion was absurd. And if Lucan’s spells had warded the Tervingi army, then Timothy would have recognized it.
But where the devil had Lucan gone?
“So you are unable to sense the presence of foes?” said Lord Richard.
“We are not, my lord,” said Timothy. “We cannot tell you if any enemies hide within the village. The ward is simply too strong to penetrate. 
“Our course seems clear enough, Father,” said Toraine. “The barbarian fools failed to protect their flanks. We send the knights to smash them, and then encircle the spearmen. Victory will follow soon enough.”
“But where,” said Lord Jonaril, “are the mammoths? It seemed every Tervingi raiding party had at least one of the damned beasts.”
Lord Astor grunted “Perhaps we slew them all.” 
“That seems unlikely,” said Sir Tanam. 
“It’s a lure,” said Mazael.
The lords and knights looked at him. 
“If we assume these Tervingi are fools, then we are the fools,” said Mazael. Toraine’s dark eyes narrowed, but Mazael ignored him. “Those skythains tracked every step we took. They've known we were coming for days. They had ample time to dig trenches around the entire village, if they wished.” He took a deep breath. “They didn’t, because they want us to charge the swordsmen.”
“A trap, then,” said Tanam.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “They must have another force waiting behind the village. More swordsmen, or their own horsemen. Or all the mammoths massed into a single force. If we charge those swordsmen, they’ll give way, and we'll blunder into whatever trap the Tervingi have prepared for us.” 
“I agree with Lord Mazael,” said Lord Robert. His chain mail and plate armor, combined with his gut, made him look like a giant steel pear. Yet a string of Malrag claws dangled from his belt, and Robert had held Castle Highgate against a powerful Malrag force during Ultorin’s invasion. “Just because these Tervingi are barbarians doesn’t meant they’re idiots. If they have a war leader with a brain among them, they’ll know they cannot face heavy cavalry on an open field. So they will try to neutralize our knights and mounted armsmen.”
“Then we need more information, my lords,” said Romaria. “I can scout undetected around the village, and return with news.”
“As can I,” said Molly. A few of the knights edged away from her. Romaria scared them, but Molly had an even darker reputation. They already thought Mazael mad, and the fact that his wife could become a great black wolf and his bastard daughter could walk through the shadows had only enhanced that perception. 
Of course, if they knew what he really was, they would try to kill him.
“No,” said Lord Richard.
The knights and lords looked at their liege.
“No,” said Richard again. “No amount of scouting will confirm what we already know. Namely, that the Tervingi have laid a trap for us. The best way to spring a trap is to turn it upon our foes. Let him who digs a pit for another fall into it himself.” He turned his horse. “Lady Romaria and Sir Tanam?”
“My lord?” said Romaria.
“Kindly take command of the horse archers,” said Richard. “Target the swordsmen upon the wings. Let us see if we can draw them out.” 
Romaria nodded and galloped off, Tanam riding next to her. 
Mazael watched her go, trying to ignore the fear in his heart. She would be fine.
And if she was not, he would kill every last one of the Tervingi. 

###

The trumpets sounded again, and twin masses of horsemen sped from the enemy lines. Fop an instant Riothamus thought the knights had charged the Tervingi. But he saw that the riders bore leather armor and carried javelins and short bows instead of chain mail and heavy lances. 
Skirmishers, then. 
“Pinpricks,” said Aegidia.
Riothamus nodded. “They’re going to harass the swordthains until they charge.” 
In the tales of the loresingers, he had heard stories of the ancient armies of the Dark Elderborn, so disciplined they would stand immobile until ordered to charge, no matter the provocation. But not even the Guardian could make the Tervingi act as she wished, and if the skirmishers enraged the swordthains enough…
“They’re trying to lure out the swordthains,” said Riothamus. “And if they do, the knights will ride them down.”

###

The horse thundered underneath her, but the short bow remained steady in Romaria’s hands. 
She had taken command of the horse archers on the left, while Sir Tanam had taken command of the raiders on the right. Romaria signaled, and her riders veered past the trenches in front of the spearmen, toward the swordsmen on their right. The Tervingi banged the flats of their blades against their shields, and began to bellow a song in the Dark Elderborn tongue, a song of defiance and valor.
It was terribly brave.
But bravery alone could not save a man.
Romaria signaled, and the horse archers raised their bows.
In one smooth motion she dropped the reins, lifted her bow, and released.
An arrow hissed through the air, flying to bury itself in the throat of a Tervingi swordsman. The man fell with a gurgle, his blood spilling into the soil of the Grim Marches. 
The other horse archers followed suit, loosing a volley of arrows at the Tervingi. Most thudded against heavy shields, but some hurtled past to bury themselves in Tervingi flesh. The Tervingi roared their song in fury, keeping their shields raised. No doubt they expected the horse archers to loose their arrows and then withdraw back to Lord Richard’s lines. 
Instead the riders began to gallop in a wheel, a maneuver they had practiced over and over again against the Malrags, a maneuver they had used to great effect against the Tervingi outside of Redcrest. They loosed a constant stream of arrows into the Tervingi, and as Romaria rode in the circle, she saw Tanam’s horsemen doing the same. 
The Tervingi shouted their rage, and Romaria saw their lines ripple.

###

“Gods,” said Riothamus. “I didn’t know horses could do that.”
The raiders had formed into two spinning wheels before the swordthains, peppering them with arrows. He hear the enraged song of the swordthains, and even from this distance, he heard the hoarse bellow of Athanaric’s commands, ordering the swordthains to hold fast.
But the swordthains ignored him, and charged at the wheeling riders, shields raised, swords drawn back to stab. 

###

Molly watched the Tervingi swordsmen rush at the horse archers.
To her surprise, she felt a twinge of fear. Not for herself – she had long ago lost her fear of death, and sometimes thought it would be a welcome release from the endless rage of her Demonsouled blood. And she doubted a single one of those wretched Tervingi could come close to killing her. 
They couldn’t kill her…but they might be able to kill Romaria. 
Romaria, who alone did not fear Molly. Mazael’s men and servants regarded her with terror, the peasants held her in fear, and the lords and knights of the Grim Marches thought she was a half-mad witch woman. Not that Molly cared what anyone thought. 
But it was nice to have someone look at her without fear.
“Good,” said Lord Richard, watching the horse archers. “Now.”
His standardbearer nodded, and the trumpets blew a series of blasts.
A massive shout rang out, and the horse archers split into smaller groups, opening a path for the knights and the mounted armsmen on the wings. Another blast of the trumpets, and the heavy horsemen surged forward, lances leveled. Toraine Mandragon commanded on the right, the crimson dragon of the House of Mandragon and the hanged man of Hanging Tower billowing in the wind.
The black banner and three crossed swords of the Cravenlocks flew on the left, where Mazael commanded. 
Molly felt a twinge of fear for him. She doubted any one of the Tervingi could stand against his fury. Yet he had spared her life after their duel in Arylkrad, and had their positions been reversed, she would not have been so merciful, not then. 
Her hands clenched into fists.
Gods and devils, but she wanted to kill something.

###

Mazael lowered his lance, Hauberk’s hooves ripping at the earth. On his right Sir Hagen roared commands to the armsmen and the knights, while on his left Sir Aulus galloped with the Cravenlock banner. The horse archers streamed past the knights, some of them turning in their saddles to loose shafts at the pursuing Tervingi. He saw Romaria flash past, releasing arrow after arrow with cool precision. 
Good. She was safe.
The charging Tervingi raced toward them, bellowing their battle-hymn, and Mazael gave himself to the rage.
The horsemen crashed into the Tervingi.
A Tervingi swordsman ran at Mazael, brandishing a broadsword. Mazael aimed his lance, all his strength and the speed of Hauberk behind the blow, and the steel head tore through the swordsman's neck. The Tervingi fell without a sound and vanished beneath the horses’ pounding hooves. Mazael’s lance ripped through another Tervingi, and the force of the blow knocked the weapon from his hand.
He yanked Lion from its scabbard and took the head from a passing Tervingi with a single smooth blow. 
The Demonsouled rage pulsed through Mazael’s veins like living fire, and he struck left and right, blood dripping from Lion’s blade. Tervingi after Tervingi came at him, and Mazael cut them down like wheat, the power of his arm driving his sword through their shields and armor. All around him the knights and armsmen drove the Tervingi swordsmen back, spearing them, slashing them, trampling them beneath iron-shod hooves. 
Footmen could not stand against the charge of armored knights, not on an open field.
Mazael split the skull of another Tervingi and wrenched Lion’s blade free, laughing. This was what he had been born to do! To fight, to conquer, to slay. Let the Tervingi come! He would cut through them, kill every last one of them, drench the earth with their blood.
Then the Tervingi swordsmen fled around the village, unable to withstand the onslaught of the knights any longer.
Despite the battle rage pounding through his veins, Mazael forced himself to rein up. Sir Aulus lifted his war horn to his lips and called for a halt.
It seemed the Tervingi had decided to spring their trap.
Dust clouds rose from the far side of the village. 

###

Molly watched the melee. For a moment she thought the Tervingi spearmen would break ranks and rush to aid the beleaguered swordsmen, but the knights moved too fast. The Tervingi swordsmen fled, but their movements were orderly.
As if they had planned to run all along. 
Mazael had been right.
“Wizard,” said Lord Richard. “Do you have the location?”
“I believe so, my lord,” said Timothy. Mazael’s court wizard was hardly the oldest or the most powerful among the court wizards of the Grim Marches, but he unquestionably had the most experience in battle, so the other wizards followed him like sheep after a sheepdog. “We think the Tervingi wizard is atop the tower.” 
“You are ready to strike?” said Richard, calm as ever.
“Yes, my lord,” said Timothy.
“Good,” said Richard, turning his horse, the crimson scales of his armor gleaming. “If the Tervingi wizard chooses to interfere in the battle, it will be in the next few minutes. Strike when he begins to wield his powers.”
“As you command, lord,” said Timothy.
“And the moment has come,” said Richard. “The signal, please.”
The standardbearer nodded and gestured to the trumpeters, who blew another sequence of blasts. 
The horsemen wheeled, knights and mounted archers both.
The mammoths came into sight, charging from the northern and southern sides of the village.

###

“The signal!” shouted Mazael. “Aulus!”
Aulus blew his war horn, and the knights and armsmen turned their mounts. Mazael felt the ground tremble as the mammoths charged, the mighty beasts trumpeting in fury. Tervingi archers waited atop the mammoths, perched on their wooden platforms. 
The knights and armsmen rode towards Lord Richard’s waiting footmen. As they did, Mazael saw the horse archers galloping towards the mammoths, bows ready. Romaria rode at their head, steady and calm in her saddle. 
He hoped her plan worked.

###

“This is madness,” murmured Aegidia. “What are they doing?” 
Riothamus watched as the heavy cavalry wheeled and galloped towards the footmen. The horse archers and the light raiders rode past the retreating knights, bows ready in their hands. The maneuver should have resulted in chaos, but the horsemen handed it with ease and skill. 
That was not good. 
“Perhaps they hope to distract the mammoths,” said Riothamus. “Or pepper them with arrows and drive them away.”
“They haven’t the numbers,” said Aegidia. The horse archers galloped towards the charging mammoths. “They might enrage one or two, but…”
Aegidia blinked, and gripped her staff tighter. 
“No,” she said, and Riothamus heard the alarm in her voice. “Riothamus, quickly! A spell to quiet the minds of beasts. Summon all your strength, and focus the spell upon the…”
Power snarled in the air around Riothamus, and the hair on his arms and the back of his neck stood up.
“Guardian!” he said. “The enemy’s wizards!”
“They strike!” said Aegidia. “Wards, quickly!”
Riothamus began muttering the spell, gray light flickering around his fingers. Aegidia did the same, light flaring around her staff. Gray mist swirled around their feet, cold and damp.
He thrust out his hands and Aegidia lifted her staff just as a ball of flame fell screaming out of the sky.
The gray mist formed into a sphere, shielding the top of the tower, and the inferno hammered against them. The tower rocked with the force of the blow, and a firestorm raged around them, eating into the sphere of mist. Riothamus gritted his teeth, pouring more power into the wards, and he heard Aegidia shouting another spell.
The flames flickered and went out, and the sphere of gray mist faded away. 
Riothamus wiped sweat from his brow. “Those wizards can hit hard.”
“Inelegant,” said Aegidia. “But strong. The mammoths, boy. Focus…”
More power spiked in the air. 
“Guardian!” said Riothamus. 
“Another attack!” said Aegidia. “Warding spells!”
Riothamus cast the spell, joining his power to Aegidia’s might.
Another sphere of gray mist billowed to life around the tower an instant before the blast of flame struck home.
Riothamus doubted the enemy’s wizards could keep up that pace of assault for very long. 
But it would be long enough. 
The mammoths and their drivers were on their own. 

###

“The prepared arrows!” shouted Romaria. “Now!”
Her trumpeter blasted out the command, gripping the reins in one hand and his trumpet in the other, and the horsemen obeyed.
Romaria reached to the tight-wrapped quiver dangling from her saddle, and drew out one of the prepared arrows. It was little different than the arrows she had already fired. But unlike the others, it had a thin strip of wet cloth wrapped around the shaft.
The stench of it filled Romaria’s nostrils, made her want to reach for the earth magic and become the wolf.
Which wasn’t surprising, since the cloth had been soaked in wolfhound urine. 
Most of the nobles and knights enjoyed hunting the lions and the deer that wandered the Grim Marches, and most kept kennels of wolfhounds. It was just as well that the lords preferred to travel with their hounds, giving them an ample supply of urine. 
And she already knew that the mammoths hated and feared wolves.
Hopefully, their instincts extended to wolfhounds.
The mammoths lumbered toward her riders, a solid wall of muscle and brown fur. Arrows hissed from the wooden platforms on the back of the beasts. An arrow blurred past Romaria’s horse, and one of her riders screamed and tumbled from the saddle. 
“Release!” shouted Romaria. 
She sent an arrow hurtling at the nearest mammoth. 
The arrow slammed into the beast’s trunk. The mammoth bellowed in fury, its trunk coiling. 
And the stench of the urine-soaked arrow filled its nostrils.
The mammoth trumpeted in sudden fear, head whipping back and forth as it tried to find the nonexistent wolfhound. Others did the same, whether from the urine-soaked arrows or instinct. Mammoths were herd animals, and panic could spread through herd animals like a fire in a dry forest. 
But the rest of them kept coming.
“Fall back!” shouted Romaria, loosing another arrow.
The horse archers wheeled and began to ride back to Lord Richard’s lines. One of the mammoths surged forward, crashing into the riders, and a dozen men and horses fell screaming. But the other mammoths began to panic, and a few broke away to flee across the plains. 
One even crashed into the fleeing Tervingi swordsmen, trampling them in its haste to escape.

###

“It’s working,” said Mazael. “Aulus!”
Aulus lifted his war horn and sounded the charge.
The knights and armsmen wheeled, spinning around to face the fleeing Tervingi. The mammoths milled north of the village in a panic, some fleeing into the ruined village or thundering away across the plains. To the south, he saw the mammoths lumbering away from Sir Tanam’s riders. The swordsmen stirred in a disorganized mass behind the panicked mammoths. One solid charge, and the swordsmen would break or die where they stood. 
And then the Tervingi spearmen would be trapped between their defensive ditches and the heavy cavalry. No doubt they would surrender once they realized the futility of further resistance.
Or perhaps they would prefer to fight to the last man. 
Mazael found himself hoping for that.
He put spurs to Hauberk’s sides, and the big horse surged forward. 

###

More flames exploded around the tower, lashing at the walls of gray mist. Riothamus poured more of his strength into the wards, sweat dripping down his face. Aegidia swung her staff in a circle, shouting spells of power. The sphere of gray mist shuddered and buckled beneath the raging firestorm, but did not collapse.
Then the flames winked out, and the sphere of gray mist faded away.
Riothamus sagged against the stone railing, bracing himself for another blast.
But no more attacks came. Perhaps the knights’ wizards had exhausted themselves.
“The mammoths,” said Riothamus, forcing himself to stand upright. “We must calm the mammoths…”
“Too late,” said Aegidia, voice quiet. 
Riothamus looked over the railing.
The mammoths fled in all directions, some trampling both the enemy and the Tervingi alike in their haste to escape. Somehow, the horse archers had driven the mammoths into a frenzy. Riothamus watched as wings of knights maneuvered north and south of the ruined village, preparing to charge the disorganized swordthains. 
“Then we are defeated,” said Riothamus, the words bitter in his mouth. The swordthains might inflict heavy losses on the knights, but they could not stand against a charge of heavy horsemen. The spearthains would be trapped between the horsemen and their own trenches. And if they tried to escape over the trenches, the enemy’s archers would have abundant time to shoot them down.
“No,” said Aegidia, her voice stern.
She lifted her staff, and the sigils flared with white light.
The tower trembled, and Riothamus felt the enormous surge of power as Aegidia worked her spell. He felt the magic flow from her and plunge into the earth. The ground trembled, and Riothamus grabbed at the stone railing. For a terrible instant he wondered if Aegidia had forsaken her vows, if she intended to command the earth to swallow the enemy army…
The ground between the armies rippled like the waters of a windswept lake. 
Then the trenches before the spearthains vanished, the earth welling up to fill them like mortar between bricks. 
Aegidia groaned and slumped against her staff, trembling from exhaustion.
A stunned silence fell over the battlefield.
And in that silence, Riothamus heard Ragnachar bellow a command.
The Tervingi spearthains surged forward with a yell, Ragnachar and his orcragars in the lead. 

###

Molly blinked. 
One moment the horsemen had been smashing through the Tervingi swordsmen, the mammoths stampeding in all directions. Then Timothy and the other wizards began shouting, and the earth trembled, and Molly wondered if the Tervingi wizard had conjured up an earthquake.
Right after that the ground rose to fill the maze of trenches before the spearmen, and the barbarians charged forward, screaming one of their strange battle-hymns. A fist of warriors in ragged black cloaks led the charge, a huge man in black plate at their head, a greatsword in his hands. A ripple of panic went through the halberdiers’ ranks, and even some of the lords looked alarmed.
Lord Richard’s expression did not change.
“Archers,” he said to his standardbearer. “Release at will.”
The trumpets rang out.
A storm of arrows and crossbow bolts shot overhead, falling like a steel rain into the Tervingi. Hundreds of barbarians fell, but their charge continued unabated.
“Footmen,” said Lord Richard, drawing his greatsword. “Stand ready to receive the charge!”
The trumpets rang out. 
The halberdiers braced themselves, the gleaming blades of their polearms extended.
Molly drew her sword and dagger, blades rasping against the leather of her scabbards. Thousands of screaming barbarians ran at them, spears drawn back to stab. Molly had trained as an assassin since a child, had killed more people than she could remember, had fought Malrags and undead and even a dragon. 
Yet she had never been in a fight like this.
For a moment the battlefield seemed suspended, frozen.
Then the Tervingi smashed into the halberdiers. 
Dozens died on both sides in a matter of heartbeats. Men screamed and shouted and sobbed, blood falling upon the grass. Richard Mandragon’s footmen were disciplined and skilled, yet the sheer ferocity of the Tervingi drove them back step by step, their lines trembling. The huge barbarian in black armor led the assault, killing with every step he took. 
Molly moved.
She jumped into the shadows, reappearing behind a knot of Tervingi threatening to break through the halberdiers. The barbarians never saw her coming. Her sword and dagger flashed in a blur, and she killed one, two, three of them before they realized the threat. The halberdiers firmed up their lines, and Molly disappeared back into the shadows as the barbarians turned to face her.
She danced through the melee, reappearing wherever the Tervingi threatened to break through Lord Richard’s lines. Soon her sword and dagger dripped with barbarian blood. 
Then she drew closer to the barbarian in black armor, and froze in sudden alarm.
Corvad. It was Corvad. 
The Tervingi warlord wore the armor of Old Dracaryl, the plates of black steel covered in ornamental reliefs of dragons and robed sorcerers. But that was impossible. Mazael had killed Corvad in Arylkrad, had left her brother’s bones to molder forever beneath the black dome…
Then the black-armored Tervingi whirled, his sword cutting a halberdier in half, and Molly caught a glimpse of his face. Hard and scored with deep lines, shaded by a gray beard, gray eyes that burned with mad battle rage…
Not Corvad.
But the black-armored Tervingi fought with the same sort of wild fury as her brother. 
Clearly he was the leader of the barbarians, perhaps the one who had led them over the mountains and into the Grim Marches. And if Molly took him, perhaps the Tervingi would break and flee…
She slipped into the shadows and reappeared behind the black-armored barbarian, blades angled to stab into the gap below his cuirass.
And somehow, he sensed her coming. 
The black-armored Tervingi whirled with terrifying speed, his greatsword plunging like an avalanche of steel toward her face. Molly managed to snap her sword and dagger up in a cross-parry, and the greatsword slammed into her blades. The force of the blow hurled her back, sent her sprawling to the ground. The barbarian sprang forward like a panther, sword plunging for her heart. 
She dropped into shadows an instant before the blade would have found her flesh.
Molly reappeared a dozen yards away, and found the barbarian’s cold gray eyes upon her, as if marking her for future killing. 
Then he plunged back into the fray, his black-cloaked bodyguards surrounding him as he tore into the halberdiers. 
Molly threw herself back into shadows, flickering in and out of the melee, cutting down Tervingi with every step. But her efforts were not enough, and the lines of the halberdiers started to buckle. 
The barbarians were going to break through.
Then a war horn rang out, and Molly heard the thunder of hooves against the earth.

###

Mazael struck again and again, his arm aching with the effort. A Tervingi swordsman fell with every blow, and more threw themselves at him, and then…
And then they were all gone. 
Mazael blinked. The remaining Tervingi swordsmen fled into the village. Yet the spearmen had moved. Somehow the trenches had filled themselves, and the great mass of Tervingi spearmen had smashed into the ranks of Lord Richard’s halberdiers. 
And they were on the verge of breaking through. 
The horse archers and militia riders still wheeled and danced around the mammoths, driving them into a terrified frenzy. Toraine’s horsemen still dealt with the remaining swordthains.
There was no one else to rescue the footmen. 
“Aulus!” shouted Mazael. His standardbearer still rode at his side, the Cravenlock banner tattered from the melee. “Sound the charge!” 
Aulus managed a nod and lifted the horn, the blast ringing over the mayhem of the battle. Mazael raised his sword, and the knights behind him surged forward with a yell, urging their tired horses forward. Only a fool charged cavalry at a wall of spears, but the Tervingi spearmen struggled against the halberdiers. 
Besides, their backs were to the horsemen. 
Lion blurred in Mazael’s fist, and he took the head from a Tervingi spearman before the enemy could react. Around him the knights and mounted armsmen smashed into the barbarians, swords and maces rising and falling. Mazael’s knights hewed their way through the barbarian lines, splitting the Tervingi in half and pinning them against the halberdiers. 
Mazael killed and killed, his fatigue forgotten as the Demonsouled rage thundered through him. 

###

Molly blinked sweat from her eyes. 
All around her the Tervingi formation collapsed. The spearmen died beneath the halberds of Lord Richard’s men or the swords of the rampaging knights. The rest turned and fled back into the ruined village, joining the scattered mammoths and the remaining swordthains.
She looked around, seeking any remaining resistance.
But there were none. The Tervingi were in full flight.
The battle was over.

###

Riothamus stared at the chaos in the village, dread gripping his heart.
Ragnachar had gambled that he could break the knights and their army in one decisive battle, and he had lost.
Badly. 
Riothamus’s mind whirled, running through plan after plan. Could the surviving thains flee back to the mountains? No, not enough time – the horsemen would ride them down with ease. Perhaps they could rally around the mammoths? That might work, but the enemy had driven the mammoths into a terrified frenzy. The Tervingi could fortify themselves in the ruined village, but they lacked the supplies for a siege. The knights would need only to sit and wait until the Tervingi starved.
The enemy host was in disarray, but he heard trumpets blare and saw men move as they rebuilt their formations. Soon they would roll right into the ruined village – and Riothamus and Aegidia would be trapped atop the tower. 
“Guardian,” said Riothamus. “We must go.”
Aegidia said nothing. She leaned against her staff, eyes fixed on the battlefield. Had the effort of her spells been too much for her?”
“Guardian!” said Riothamus. “We must go before we are trapped.” 
“It is him,” whispered Aegidia, her pale eyes wide.
“Who?” said Riothamus.
“The man I have seen in my visions,” she said. “The man in the golden armor.”
Riothamus frowned, followed her gaze, and spotted him.
Even at this distance, the man was distinctive. A large knight, sitting atop a fine horse, clad in armor of palm-sized golden scales. Next to him rode a man carrying a black banner adorned with three crossed swords. The golden-armored man gave a steady stream of orders to his companions, who hastened to obey. A hrould, then, or whatever the equivalent was among the folk of the Grim Marches.
“That is him,” said Aegidia. “The man who holds the destiny of the Tervingi in his hands. The man who shall face the Urdmoloch.” 
“Him?” said Riothamus. “He doesn’t have a sword of blue flame.”
“But it is him,” said Aegidia. “I have seen him a thousand times in my visions. Again and again the Sight has shown him to me. He is here. And we must move quickly, if the Tervingi are to be saved.”
She hastened from the tower, Riothamus following.







Chapter 16 – Embassies

Mazael steered Hauberk through the ruins of Stone Tower, making for the plaza below the keep. 
Dead bodies carpeted the cobblestoned street.
So many dead bodies. 
Lord Richard’s dragon banner flew from the village's tall keep, rippling in the wind. Scorch marks marred the tower's stonework. Timothy had said that the Tervingi wizard had escaped, had somehow possessed the power to fight off the combined strength of the wizards of the Grim Marches. 
Mazael looked at the corpses littering the village.
Little good their wizard’s power had done them. 
Hooves tapped against the cobblestones. Mazael turned and saw Romaria riding towards him, both her quivers empty. 
He smiled, dropped from his saddle, and caught her in his arms. She smelled of sweat and blood and mammoth. 
“You’re alive,” he said.
“You, too,” said Romaria. She grinned, teeth white in her grimy face. “Though I think it will take more than a furry elephant to kill you.”
Mazael shook his head. “They put too much trust in their mammoths.” He looked again at the dead. “So many of them.”
She touched his cheek. 
“I enjoyed it,” said Mazael. “I enjoyed fighting them, and I enjoyed killing them.” 
“You are Demonsouled,” said Romaria.
“I am,” said Mazael. “And I did this.”
“But in defense,” said Romaria. “They invaded your lands, and you fought back. You didn’t seek them out.”
“With the Malrags,” said Mazael, “it was so much easier.”
Romaria laughed. “You call fighting Malrags easy?” 
“Easier on the heart,” said Mazael. “The Malrags are demon spirits housed in corrupted flesh. I felt no guilt about killing them. But these,” he gestured at the Tervingi, “these were men. Men with mothers and wives and sons.” His voice dropped to a quiet rasp. “And I killed them all.”
“You regret it?” said Romaria.
“I should,” said Mazael. “I know I should. But I regret…I regret not killing more of them. Because I enjoyed it so much.”
“I know,” said Romaria.
“Why do you stay with me?” said Mazael.
“Because,” said Romaria, “if you were not Demonsouled, the San-keth would rule the Grim Marches. Amalric Galbraith would have destroyed the Old Kingdoms. The Malrags would have killed everyone in the Grim Marches, burned Deepforest Keep to the ground, and Malavost would have opened the Door of Souls. You are Demonsouled, but you are the master of your blood, not the other way around.”
“I hope you’re right,” said Mazael. 
Darkness swirled, and Molly stepped out of the shadows.
Molly looked them over, her lip twitching in a sneer, or perhaps a smirk.
“Sorry to disturb this tranquil moment,” said Molly. “But Lord Richard has called a council of his lords and knights.”
“Why?” said Romaria. 
“The Tervingi are regrouping a few miles east of the village,” said Molly. She smiled, but Mazael saw the weariness in her eyes. “They’re in bad shape. And Lord Richard wants to decide how to kill them all.” 

###

Chaos reigned among the Tervingi. 
Swordthains and spearthains shouted at each other. Wounded men lay slumped upon the ground, blood trickling from their wounds. Yet they still made way for Aegidia as she hurried through the mass, her staff in hand. 
“Witcher!”
Arnulf shoved through the swordthains. 
“You’re still alive,” said Arnulf. “Both of you. When I saw the fire hit the tower, I thought the knights’ witchers had burned you down to coals.” He clapped Riothamus on the shoulder. “Good you’re not dead. I suppose you can die with the rest of us, then.” 
“Who is in command here?” said Riothamus. “Are Athanaric or Ragnachar still alive?” 
“Both of them,” said Arnulf. “A pity Ragnachar didn’t fall in the battle. Athanaric and Ragnachar are at each others’ throats. Odds are they’ll draw swords upon each other before too much longer. Then the knights can finish us off as we fight.”
“That must not happen,” said Aegidia. “Where are they?” 
“This way,” said Arnulf.
The big swordthain shoved his way through the crowd, clearing a path for them. They pressed on, and Riothamus heard a man’s voice, raised in rage.
Athanaric.
“This is your fault!” shouted Athanaric.
A cleared ring lay in the center of the Tervingi. Athanaric and Ragnachar stood within, staring at each other. Athanaric’s face was crimson with rage. Ragnachar remained icy as ever, but every line of his body radiated fury. 
“The battle did not go as I wished,” said Ragnachar. “I would dearly like to know how the knights drove the mammoths mad. But that is of no concern. We must regroup and prepare to face the knights once more.”
“To what end?” said Athanaric. “To perish in futility?”
“If necessary, yes,” said Ragnachar. “The strong survive and the weak perish. And if the Tervingi are not strong enough to survive, then we deserve to perish.”
An angry mutter went through the Tervingi, even among Ragnachar’s thains. 
“No!” said Athanaric. “We have listened to your counsel for too long, Ragnachar son of no one! We traveled to the Grim Marches at your suggestion. We fought the knights at your urging. And your words have brought the Tervingi to the edge of ruin! I will not allow you to destroy us!” 
“Speak more softly, you craven fool,” said Ragnachar, “or else…”
Athanaric bellowed a curse and yanked his broadsword from its scabbard.
Ragnachar drew his greatsword in one smooth motion.

###

The lords and knights of the Grim Marches gathered below the keep of Stone Tower, Lord Richard himself standing on the steps to the keep. All of Lord Richard’s principal vassals had survived the battle. Mazael saw Toraine speaking with Lord Astor, saw Sir Tanam hurrying his way to Lord Richard’s side. 
“Well fought, my lord,” said stout Lord Robert, clapping Mazael on the shoulder. “Those barbarians shattered like glass! If they have any sense, they'll back over the Great Mountains and return to the middle lands.” 
“We can hope,” said Mazael. 
“And you, my lady Romaria,” said Robert. “The way you threw their great beasts into madness! Aye, I’m glad that you’re on our side.”
Romaria grinned. “Most kind of you, my lord.” 
“My lords!”
Richard Mandragon’s voice rang over the nobles, and silence fell.
“My lords,” said Richard. “We have won a great victory, but we must act quickly. Sir Tanam?”
“My scouts have returned,” said Tanam Crowley, “and report that the surviving Tervingi have withdrawn about three miles east of Stone Tower. They are in disarray, and I suspect their chieftains are about to come to blows.”
Lord Jonaril grunted. “What about their damned mammoths?”
“Scattered,” said Tanam, grinning. “Lady Romaria’s stratagem proved most effective.” 
“We must decide what to do,” said Richard. “The Tervingi are vulnerable, and one solid blow might smash them utterly. Or if we wish to make peace, we can do so from a position of strength.”
Toraine laughed aloud. “Make peace with the barbarian rabble, father? Why bother? If we destroy them, they will never threaten us again. A dead enemy is one who cannot threaten you. Let us kill them all, immediately.”
A murmur of agreement went up from many of the lords.

###

Ragnachar stepped toward Athanaric, greatsword coming up for an overhead slash, while Athanaric’s blade weaved back and forth like a serpent about to strike.
Aegidia slammed her staff down, and a thunderclap rang out. Riothamus staggered, and every nearby Tervingi turned to look at her.
“Cease this folly!” said Aegidia, her magic amplifying her voice to thunderous volume. “Shall we fight each other while our foes pursue us?” 
“Perhaps it would be best!” said Athanaric, pointing his sword at Ragnachar. “Then we can cut out the cancer in our midst!” 
“Enough!” said Aegidia. “Ragnachar, what do you propose?” 
“I propose victory,” said Ragnachar. “I propose that we crush the enemy and claim their lands for our own. The victory belongs to us, if we are strong enough to claim it.” 
“Madness,” said Athanaric. “It matters not how strong we are. We cannot stand against their horsemen on an open plain. I propose we send an embassy to the knights to discuss terms.”
“Bah!” said Ragnachar. “You would have us surrender! You would ask free warriors to don the chains of slavery!” 
“I do not!” said Athanaric, voice hot. “We lost the battle, yes. But we inflicted heavy losses upon the foe. The knights will most likely prevail, if we face them again now. But they will lose many men, enough to make them think twice before facing us again. We can perhaps negotiate a peace.”
“And if they refuse?” said Ragnachar. “If they decide to press their advantage and destroy us?”
“Then we are no worse off,” said Athanaric. “If we fight again, I believe we will lose, though perhaps we might win through some mischance. Or perhaps we can flee to the mountains and take our chances with the Malrags and the spider-devils. But if we negotiate a truce with the knights, we can yet save the Tervingi nation.”
“Simpleminded folly,” said Ragnachar. “Guardian, what say you?” 
Aegidia bowed her head.

###

Mazael frowned, watching Toraine.
The idea appealed to him. His blood had burned as he cut his way through the Tervingi. And he wanted to do it again, thirsted to kill again.
Yet he remembered the corpses lying strewn along the streets.
And those Tervingi men had wives and mothers and sisters. No doubt they waited at a camp some miles away. 
Would Mazael kill all of them?
“Lord Toraine and I,” said Lord Astor Hawking, “have had our disagreements, as all men know. Yet in this, I believe, he speaks wisdom. These Tervingi have invaded our lands and raided our villages. Now is not the time to show weakness. If we exterminate them, we need never fear them again. And perhaps their fate will discourage other raiders from following in their footsteps.” 
Another murmur went through the lords.
Mazael took a deep breath. 
He need only say nothing, and he could kill to his heart’s content.
“No,” he said.
The lords looked at him. He saw the loathing in Toraine’s black eyes. 
“We have a chance,” said Mazael, walking closer to the keep, “to make the Grim Marches stronger. To recover the losses we suffered during the Malrag invasion.” 
Toraine snorted. “What sort of foolishness is this?”
Richard lifted a hand. “Elaborate.”
“We ask the chieftains of the Tervingi to swear as your vassals,” said Mazael, “and in exchange, we permit them to settle in the ravaged eastern lands of the Grim Marches.”
A cry of outrage greeted his proposal, as Mazael expected. Yet Richard did not blink, and many lords looked intrigued. 
“Why?” said Richard. 
“The Malrags razed the villages of the eastern Grim Marches and put their peasants to the sword,” said Mazael. “The lands lie waste and empty, and it will take generations for those villages to rise again. Unless we extract oaths of loyalty from the Tervingi and settle them in the east.”
“Why would we possibly do that?” said Lord Astor. “My lord Mazael, you are a puissant knight, but the Tervingi are savages. You’ve seen the carnage they wrought.”
“But they are not Malrags,” said Tanam. “We could reason with them.” 
“This is ridiculous folly,” said Toraine. “We should kill the Tervingi, all of them. We may never again have the opportunity.” 
“And we may never again have this opportunity to strengthen the Grim Marches,” said Mazael. “For we have been weakened, my lords. The Malrags inflicted grievous losses upon us. All of us have lost knights, armsmen, and peasants, and how many of us have lost sons and brothers to the fighting? We do not have the numbers we once did. How long before the neighboring lords begin claiming our lands? How long until the Malrags return?”
“Some of the barbarian prisoners,” said Robert, “claimed the Tervingi fled their homeland to escape Malrags. They might make willing allies against the Malrags, should they return.”
“They will turn on us the moment we lower our guard,” said Toraine.
“Not if Lord Richard swears them as vassals and gives them lands,” said Mazael. “The Tervingi want a new homeland. And if we give them that, they shall give us fighting men and taxes in return.” 
“They would rather conquer us,” said Lord Astor, frowning.
“Undoubtedly,” said Mazael, “but they cannot. So they must deal with reality, as must we. The Grim Marches need men. The Tervingi need a homeland and a safe refuge from the Malrags. Perhaps we can make each other stronger.”
“This is the rankest folly,” said Toraine. “You ought to be hung as a traitor, my lord Mazael.”
“Perhaps,” said Mazael, looking at Richard, “but that is not your decision to make.”
He waited for Lord Richard’s answer.

###

Aegidia lifted her head.
“I say,” she said at last, “that your plan is simpleminded folly, Ragnachar.”
Ragnachar’s gray eyes narrowed. He still looked calm, but Riothamus knew the hrould well enough to see the murderous fury there. 
“You had your chance,” she said. “You said you could defeat the knights and claim a new homeland. Well, you tried and you failed. Therefore we must now follow Athanaric’s counsel.” 
“A counsel of weakness,” said Ragnachar. “He would have us crawl on our bellies and lick the boots of the knights.”
“And you would slay us all,” said Aegidia. “Rather than show the slightest hint of weakness or mercy.”
“Mercy is a lie told by the weak,” said Ragnachar. “If the Tervingi are strong enough, they will defeat the knights and claim the Grim Marches for their own.”
A sudden inspiration came to Riothamus.
“And if the Tervingi are weak,” shouted Riothamus, drawing surprised stares from Athanaric and Aegidia and the others, “if we are weary and beaten, do we deserve to die?”
“The strong deserve life,” said Ragnachar. 
“That does not answer my question, hrould. What does your Urdmoloch teach?” said Riothamus. “If the Tervingi are weak, if we are defeated, do we deserve to live? Do your thains deserve to live, if the knights have beaten them? Do their wives and mothers and daughters deserve to live, if their men have been defeated? What is the teaching of the Urdmoloch, hrould? Do they deserve to live?”
Ragnachar said nothing.
“Come,” said Riothamus, “you are valiant in battle. Surely you are not unmanned by mere words. Answer the question!”
Ragnachar’s eyes blazed in fury, his lips thinning into a white line beneath his gray beard. Riothamus drew on his magic, ready to defend himself, though he doubted he could unleash enough to stop Ragnachar.
“Yes!” snarled Ragnachar. “The weak deserve to perish! If the Tervingi prove themselves weak, then they too deserve to perish! All of them!”  
Silence answered him. A few of the thains, both Ragnachar's and Athanaric’s, muttered and fingered their swords.
“I would prefer,” said Athanaric, “that the Tervingi lived. Even if we must make peace with the knights to do so. I will not sacrifice our nation because your precious Urdmoloch delights in the cruel slaughter of those unable to defend themselves.”
Ragnachar growled and looked around, eyes narrowed. Riothamus had never seen him so angry. He wondered if Ragnachar would cut him down, or attack Athanaric, or try to kill Aegidia before she could work her magic. 
Riothamus braced himself, preparing to summon a spell.
“Fools, all of you,” said Ragnachar, voice quiet. “Go and crawl to the knights if you wish, and beg for their mercy. I shall have no part of it.”
He stalked away without another word.

###

Molly watched her father stand before Lord Richard. The tension between Mazael and Toraine was like the brief calm before a storm. Had Richard Mandragon not been there, they would have killed each other by now. Or, more likely, Mazael would have killed Toraine. 
How he struggled against his Demonsouled blood.
Just as she did. 
“We must be bold,” said Lord Richard, “and seize the opportunities that appear before us. These Tervingi are such an opportunity. Now that defeat has humbled them, perhaps they will listen to reason. We shall offer the Tervingi a choice. If they swear vassalage to me and to my heirs, I will give them lands upon which to settle.”
Lord Robert frowned. “None of our lands, I hope.”
“Of course not,” said Richard. “The Malrags did not discriminate between lords and peasants. Numerous estates and fiefs lie unclaimed. If the Tervingi agree to swear vassalage, then I shall settle them upon these lands. Their chieftains shall become my vassals, no different than any other lords of the Grim Marches.”
“And if the barbarians refuse?” said Toraine.
Richard shrugged. “Then we kill them all.”
“So be it,” said Mazael, his face hard. 
“Now let us select lords for the embassy to the Tervingi,” said Richard.
Toraine laughed. “The barbarians will simply kill any emissaries. Send someone you dislike, father. Perhaps you should send Lord Mazael, since he is so keen to make peace with the barbarian rabble.”
Mazael grinned at Toraine like a wolf showing its teeth. “Perhaps he should send you, my lord Toraine. Surely the Tervingi would not dare to attack such a mighty warrior.”
“I’ll go,” Molly heard herself say.
All eyes fell on her, and she saw Romaria raise an eyebrow.
“Your valor becomes you, Lady Molly,” said Richard. “Might I ask why?”
Molly could not have said why she volunteered. Perhaps she did not want to destroy an entire nation, to help kill on the scale that Corvad had once dreamed. If she managed to outlive Mazael, she would one day be lady of Castle Cravenlock. Best to assert herself before the lords of the Grim Marches, to show that she could do more than kill and dance through the shadows. 
Or perhaps she only wanted to see that surprised expression on Mazael’s face.
“Because,” said Molly, “my magic lets me walk through the shadows. No need to sacrifice any more lives today, my lord. If the Tervingi are treacherous, I will escape them with ease, and then you can kill them all.”
“Ha! A sound plan,” said Sir Tanam. “You’ve a knack for finding clever women, my lord Mazael.” 
A rumble of laughter went up from the lords.
“If you are sincere,” said Lord Richard, his cold black eyes holding her own. He looked a great deal like both Toraine and Lucan. Yet his gaze lacked the burning hatred of Toraine or the festering resentment of Lucan, and his black eyes held only cold calculation. 
“If you are indeed sincere,” said Richard, “then you would have my gratitude.”
“I am,” said Molly.
“So be it, then,” said Richard.

###

“I will propose an alliance with the knights,” said Athanaric. “I will ask that they bestow lands upon us, and leave us in peace. In exchange, we will fight alongside them in war, and provide them a share of our crops and herds.”
“Tribute,” said one of the thains with derision.
“Aye,” said Athanaric, “and they defeated us, did they not? So some tribute is to be expected. Have not Tervingi headmen always sworn to their hroulds? There is no dishonor or cowardice in making an alliance with a strong overlord. If we do, the knights will be obligated to defend us. And if the Malrags come over the Great Mountains, then we can stand together to fight them off.”
“And what if the knights refuse your terms?” said a headman. “What if they demand that we become slaves, or simply want to wipe us out?”
“Then we fight,” said Athanaric. “I will accept that the Tervingi nation must become a sworn thain of the knights. But I will never accept slavery for our people! And if the knights choose to fight us…well, we shall meet them blade for blade. But perhaps they shall see sense.” 
“Very well,” said Aegidia. “I will go to the overlords of the knights and ask for their terms.”
“No,” said Athanaric. “The knights might try to capture you.”
“I am the Guardian,” said Aegidia. “They would not dare lay their hands upon me.”
“They are foreign,” said Athanaric, “and may not respect our customs. I will go and treat with them.”
“No,” said Arnulf. “If you are slain, who will then command? Ragnachar? He would lead us to ruin.”
“I will ask no man,” said Athanaric, “to endure a danger I myself am too craven to face. If you are slain, Guardian, then we will have no defense from the knights’ wizards.”
“Better that I go,” said Aegidia. “I am old and used up, and have only a few years left. The Tervingi nation needs you, Athanaric…”
“It needs both of you, Guardian and hrould,” said Riothamus. “Which is why I shall present our terms to the knights.” 
“No,” said Athanaric and Aegidia in unison.
“Yes,” answered Riothamus. “I am the best choice. I am the Guardian’s apprentice, so I can speak on behalf of the Tervingi nation. Yet if I am slain, it would be no great loss. I do not command men in battle like Athanaric, and I do not wield an axe or a sword with the skill of Arnulf and the other thains. And as for my spells,” he shrugged, “I am no match for the Guardian, and if I am killed, she could train a new apprentice easily enough.” 
Silence hung over the Tervingi for a long moment.
“Witchers are feared among our people,” said Athanaric at last, “even the Guardian. But I say to you, Riothamus son of Rigotharic, that you are as valiant as any thain.”  
Riothamus made a bow in Athanaric’s direction. “You are gracious.”
“Riothamus,” said Aegidia. “Do not speak of yourself so lightly. Your death would be a grievous blow to the Tervingi nation.” She leaned against her staff. “And to me.”
“Thank you,” said Riothamus.
“But if you are resolved on this,” said Athanaric, “I will not turn you away. Someone must speak to the knights.” He snorted. “And the gods know you are more eloquent than I am.” 
“I am resolved,” said Riothamus.
“Then go,” said Athanaric, “and the hopes of the Tervingi go with you.”

###

An hour later Riothamus walked across the grasslands, his spear held overhead. A white banner fluttered from the shaft, rippling in the wind. He only hoped the knights of the Grim Marches would recognize it as a sign for parley, and not feather him with arrows.
Thousands of men stood outside the ruined village, watching him. 
“I come in peace!” shouted Riothamus, a spell amplifying his voice. “I am an emissary of Athanaric son of Athaulf, a hrould of the Tervingi nation. I wish to discuss terms with your captains and chieftains. Let an ambassador or an emissary come forth to treat with me.”
He repeated the message in Dark Elderborn once more, and then switched to the tongue of the Jutai. The Jutai language was similar to that of the knights, no doubt because the Jutai had lived close to the Great Mountains.
Riothamus saw no hint of movement among the enemy host. Banners floated over their heads – dead men hanging from a stone tower, a crimson dragon on a black field, three crossed swords, a tower atop a mountain, and dozens of other sigils.
He began his greeting again.
A flicker of darkness among the waiting men caught his eye.
Then a pillar of shadow swirled before him, and the woman was there.
She was four or five years younger than Riothamus, and wore dark leather armor, a sword and a dagger sheathed at her belt. Her brown hair had been pulled back into a sweaty tail, and her hard gray eyes watched Riothamus like a hawk regarding a mouse. She was short and slender, yet Riothamus saw that she had the balance of a hunter.
Of a predator.
The thains had spoken of a deadly woman who could walk through the shadows, killing with every step. Riothamus tensed, preparing for her attack, but the woman simply stared at him. If she had wanted to kill him, she could have appeared behind him and buried her blades into his back before he even noticed her. 
“So you must be the Tervingi wizard who caused so much trouble,” she said in Dark Elderborn.
Riothamus blinked. “You know our tongue?”
“I know many tongues,” said the woman. “Flatter yourself not – yours just happens to be one of them. But answer the question. Are you the wizard? The lords of the Grim Marches will want to know, ere they admit you to their camp.”
“No,” said Riothamus. “I am her apprentice, and nothing more.”
“Ah.” A cruel grin flashed over her lean face. “Disposable, then. Who are you?”
“I am Riothamus son of Rigotharic,” said Riothamus, “and the hrould Athanaric has sent me to treat with you.”
“So the Tervingi see wisdom,” said the woman. 
“If you seek to annihilate the Tervingi,” said Riothamus, “then we will fight. If you seek to enslave us, then we will fight. But if you will live in peace with us…then we are willing to do the same.” 
The woman snorted. “Bold words, now that you’ve lost the battle. But some of our lords see matters in the same light. Perhaps you can persuade them.”
“Who are you?” said Riothamus. “If I can ask?”
“You can,” said the woman. “I am Molly of the House of Cravenlock.” She paused for a moment. “Daughter of Lord Mazael of Castle Cravenlock.” She looked at the lines. “We should go. Lord Richard and the other nobles will want to speak with you. 
“Wait,” said Riothamus. Aegidia would want to know. “One question, if I may.”
Molly shrugged. “Ask.”
“We saw a mighty warrior in golden armor leading your horsemen,” said Riothamus. “Who was he? There are…stories…of such a man among my people.”
Molly laughed. “I doubt that. He’s had that damned armor for less than a year, ever since he killed the dragon.”
Riothamus blinked. “You mean…the golden armor is made from dragon’s scales?” Only a few Tervingi had ever managed to slay a dragon, and the loresingers sang of their names to this day. Little wonder such a potent warrior held the fate of the Tervingi in his hands. 
“Aye,” said Molly. “He killed the thing, so he gets to wear its scales as armor.”
“The man in the golden armor,” said Riothamus, “what is his name?”
“Lord Mazael Cravenlock,” said Molly, “my father. Though it’s not him you’ll treat with. Lord Richard Mandragon, the liege lord of the Grim Marches, wants to see you.”
Riothamus nodded. Mazael Cravenlock. That was the name of the golden-armored man the Sight had revealed to Aegidia, the man who held the fate of the Tervingi in his hands. 
“Come,” said Molly.
Riothamus pushed all thoughts of Aegidia’s visions from his mind. Mazael Cravenlock might hold the fate of the Tervingi in his hands one day, but right now it rested with Riothamus. If he did not convince Lord Richard Mandragon to allow the Tervingi to dwell in peace…
No. He could not think on that.
“Lead the way,” said Riothamus, with a confidence he did not feel. 
Molly nodded, and he followed her into the lines of the enemy.







Chapter 17 – The Lady of Castle Highgate

Lucan and Malaric’s mercenaries rode hard to the northeast. 
The lands were mostly deserted. The Malrags had destroyed most of the villages near the foothills of the Great Mountains, and the barbarian invaders had so far remained in the south. From time to time they passed a fortified hilltop village squatting behind a thick stone wall. Suspicious-eyed militiamen watched them from the ramparts, crossbows and short bows in hand, but did not trouble them.
Not surprising. Fools would not have survived the Malrag invasion. 
“So,” said Malaric. He rode straight as an arrow his saddle, his cloak billowing behind him. Lucan suspected he had adjusted the cloak for maximum dramatic effect. “What do you need to take from Castle Highgate?”
Lucan looked up, stirred out of his dark thoughts. Malaric never tired of trying to pry into Lucan’s secrets, which was annoying. Still, it was a welcome diversion from the endless rolling plains and rocky foothills. 
“Nothing that concerns you,” said Lucan. 
“It must be something of tremendous value,” said Malaric. 
“It is,” said Lucan.
More valuable than anything he had ever possessed.
“Since you are taking such a risk to obtain it,” said Malaric. 
“Hardly any risk,” said Lucan. “The Tervingi are to the south.”
Malaric yawned. “It’s not the Tervingi that should worry you, but your father and brother.”
Lucan scowled. “My father and brother have done nothing but vex me all their life.”
“I suspect,” said Malaric, “if they knew about this little jaunt, they would do more than vex you. They would do their best to kill you.”
“My father and my brother,” said Lucan, “are short-sighted. They are focused on securing the Grim Marches and destroying anyone who stands in their way. I have a larger perspective. I labor for the good of the world, and I will do what is necessary for the good of the world.” 
“Which includes,” said Malaric, “looting ruins of Old Dracaryl for ancient relics. Apparently.”
“Indeed,” said Lucan. 
They rode on, and Lucan found himself thinking more and more about Castle Highgate.

###

“The undead,” said Lucan, “are created in different degrees. Zuvembies, the skeletal carriers of the San-keth clerics, the ebony dead, the crimson dead, even the runedead, are simply automatons. Empty shells controlled dark magical force. They can be powerful, true, can even retain the memories and skills their bodies possessed in life. But they remain automatons. Mere puppets of rotting flesh.”
“So,” said Malaric, “the undead do not have souls?”
They sat in the darkness, some distance from the mercenaries' camp. The massive black mass of the Great Mountains blotted out half the sky, and even in late spring, a cold wind blew down from the rocky peaks. 
And as promised, Lucan shared necromantic secrets with Malaric. 
“Most of them do not,” said Lucan. “No magical force, no spell, can constrain or bind the soul. Even the shades that I am sure you have called up,” Malaric coughed, “are not truly souls. They are only…echoes, footprints, left behind in the spirit world.”
“You said most do not,” said Malaric. “But some do?”
“Revenants,” said Lucan, remembering Ardasan Mouraen. “The mightiest undead of Old Dracaryl. They cannot be created by coercion, only by free choice. It requires a risky spell of the mightiest necromancy. Often an ambitious necromancer would destroy himself in the process. But if it succeeded…the necromancer gained a form of immortality.”
“A form?” said Malaric.
Lucan shrugged. “A revenant never dies. But it need not eat or sleep or drink or lie with a woman. It feels nothing. All that is left is a lust for power, and the need to acquire more.”
Malaric grunted. “A cold existence. What is the purpose of power, if not to enjoy it? Still, to live forever, even in so limited a fashion…” 
“There were many revenants in ancient days,” said Lucan. “But almost all were destroyed in the cataclysm that devoured Old Dracaryl.”
Malaric leaned forward. “And what destroyed Old Dracaryl?”
Lucan thought of Ardasan’s shade, of the Wraithaldr and Randur Maendrag’s plan to cast the Great Rising.
“You will learn, soon enough,” said Lucan.

###

Seven days after leaving Castle Cravenlock, they reached Castle Highgate.
The castle stood high in the foothills, guarding the pass that crossed the Great Mountains to the barbarian lands beyond. Three concentric rings of stone wall, each higher than the next, surrounded a massive drum-shaped keep bristling with catapults and ballistae. It was one of the strongest castles in the Grim Marches, and had never fallen to assault.
The banner of Lord Robert Highgate, a castle gate on a field of white, flew over the keep. 
“Ugly place,” said Malaric. “But strong. I hope that my lord Lucan doesn’t wish to take the castle by storm.” 
“He does not,” said Lucan. “The castle means nothing to me.”
But something within it did. 
The castle's outer gate opened and riders issued from the barbican and headed in their direction.
“Armsmen,” said Malaric. “They have noticed us.”
“Are you surprised?” said Lucan. “Castle Highgate survived the Malrag attack. Hardly a feat one can achieve without constant vigilance. Have your men keep their hands away from their weapons. I wish no trouble.”
The riders from the castle reined up, and their leader, a lean knight in a surcoat adorned with the Highgate sigil, drew closer.
“You have entered the lands of Robert, Lord of Castle Highgate,” said the knight. “Name yourselves.”
“I come with an urgent message for Lady Tymaen Highgate,” said Lucan.
Malaric looked at him, blinked, and then a knowing smile flashed over his face.
“What manner of message?” said the knight.
“Tell her,” said Lucan, “that Lord Mandragon wishes to see her at once.”

###

Tymaen Highgate sat alone in her husband’s solar, looking through the windows at the craggy vista of the Great Mountains. 
Gods, how she hated this castle, this cold, hard place of mountains and snow.
And Malrags.
Her father had been a knight in service to Lord Richard Mandragon, and she had grown up in the court of Swordgrim. Lord Richard's castle had the pomp and splendor of the court of the liege lord, the tournaments and jousting, the splendid ceremonies in the castle’s chapel. There had been her friends, the other noble-born girls of the court. There had been the promise of happiness to come. A life of purpose, serving as the wife of a powerful and respected lord.
And now…this.
The grim, cold fortress of Castle Highgate. The lonely mountain villages, filled with hard and silent peasants. And her husband, a boorish man, more interested in drinking and fighting than in her, save for when he came to bed. He had gone south to war, to fight the barbarians coming out of the mountains.
And Tymaen found she did not care if he returned or not.
She gazed out the windows at the mountains, indifferent. Eventually her husband’s seneschal would come to present the day’s business, to discuss the castle’s supplies and the problems of the servants. Tymaen would force herself to attend diligently. She was a lady of a noble house, and she would not shirk her duties. 
But, gods, how she hated this castle, her husband.
Her life.
The door to the solar opened, and her husband’s seneschal, a doughy man named Reed, entered. The man labored diligently, but was perhaps the single most boring speaker Tymaen had ever heard, and seemed unable to make a point without an hour of tedious speech. She straightened up in her chair and put a serene, aloof expression on her face.
“Master Reed,” said Tymaen. “You have the day’s business, I trust? I am sure you will want to discuss exactly how many sacks of grain remain in the storehouse.”
She rebuked herself. It was beneath a lady to show impatience or annoyance, even with the servants.
“No, my lady,” said Reed, bowing. “Something more urgent. A mercenary company has arrived outside the gates. They say they come with a message from Lord Mandragon.” 
“Mercenaries?” said Tymaen, blinking. “My husband is in the south, fighting the Tervingi. Bid them to march south until they find him.”
“My lady,” said Reed. “The mercenaries say the message is for you, personally, and no one else.”
“Me?” said Tymaen, blinking. “Why would Lord Richard send me a message?” 
“I suspect it is a ruse,” said Reed, glowering, “in order to gain access to the castle and take you for ransom.” 
Tymaen lifted an eyebrow. “As if my lord would pay it.”
Reed blinked. Tymaen rebuked herself again. 
“These are my instructions,” said Tymaen. “Admit the leaders of the mercenaries to the outer courtyard, but the rest are to remain outside the walls. If they are telling the truth, then I shall receive their message and send them on their way. And if they play me false, the armsmen can shoot them full of quarrels.” 
“As my lady wishes,” said Reed, though his disapproval was plain.
“Come, now,” said Tymaen, rising from her chair. “If the mercenaries bear a message from Lord Richard, it would be a grievous insult if I turned them away. Now bid my maids come so I can look presentable.”
Reed bowed, and hastened to carry out her commands. 
A short time later her maids arrived, and after they finished Tymaen strode into the outer courtyard of Castle Highgate, wearing a fine blue gown and a cloak adorned with the Highgate sigil to keep the chill at bay. Four armsmen escorted her, hands resting on their sword hilts.
The two mercenary leaders awaited her below the barbican gate.
The first man was tall and handsome, with a neat-trimmed beard and moustache, his cloak thrown back to billow dramatically in the wind. He performed an elegant bow as she approached. The second man was short and lean, and wore a hooded black cloak over a long black wizard’s coat. Tymaen’s lips thinned, for just a moment. Why had the guards admitted a wizard? A wizard of sufficient skill and power could wreak all manner of chaos. 
“My lady Tymaen,” said the handsome man. “I am Malaric of Barellion, a captain of valiant mercenaries. Lord Mandragon bade me to deliver him to you.”
“Wait,” said Tymaen. “I thought Lord Richard sent a message…”
The cloaked man drew back his black hood, and Tymaen’s heart skipped a beat.
He had not changed, not even a little bit, in the last five years. She had seen him at a distance, of course, after Mazael Cravenlock had slain the dragon, and later at Lord Mazael’s wedding to that terrifying wolf-woman. But she had not seen him up close, and he looked no different than the day she had broken their betrothal. He had the same black eyes and unruly black hair, the same hard lines of jaw and face. 
“Lucan?” said Tymaen, her voice faint. 
Lucan bowed. “My lady Tymaen.” His tone was calm, and his face grave, but she knew him better than anyone, and she saw the tension around his eyes. 
“What,” Tymaen licked her dry lips, “why have you come here?”
“I must speak with you,” said Lucan. “You are in very great danger.” 

###

Her maids and armsmen led Lucan to Lord Robert’s solar.
“We can arrange provision for your men,” said Tymaen, sitting down. “Master Reed will see to it.”
“Thank you,” said Lucan. The provisions would come in handy, once they reached the mountains. But for now that was a distant concern.
Tymaen held his full attention. 
She looked as he remembered, with large blue eyes and long blonde hair. The blue gown fit her well, and unlike most married noblewomen, she had not grown fat. She had used to enjoy hawking and riding in the plains outside of Swordgrim. Did she have the opportunity here? 
He still loved her. Even after what she had done to him, even after everything that had happened to him, he still loved her. Why had he stood by as she wed Lord Robert? Lucan could not recall his reasons. There had been something that had held him back, but he could not remember what it had been.
As if part of himself had been lost. 
Tymaen’s voice drew him out of his thoughts.
“Lucan,” she said, “you claim my life is in danger?”
“It is,” said Lucan. He looked at the armsmen. “Leave us. My words must be for the lady alone.”
They looked to Tymaen.
“Go,” said Tymaen.  Lucan recognized the forced smile she used while under strain. “If I am not safe with the son of our liege lord, then I am not safe anywhere.” 
The guards bowed and departed. 
It was the first time Lucan had been alone with her in years.
“So,” said Tymaen, adjusting her sleeves, not meeting his eyes. “How am I in danger?”
“Lord Mazael Cravenlock,” said Lucan, “is Demonsouled.” 
Tymaen stared at him.
“What?” she said at last. 
“He is a Demonsouled of great power,” said Lucan. “A child of the Old Demon himself, in fact.”
“That is ridiculous,” said Tymaen. “Lord Mazael is a warrior and captain of great renown. He threw down the Dominiar Order, drove back the Malrags, slew a dragon…”
“And where,” said Lucan, “do you think he gained the strength to perform these mighty feats? I have seen him in battle. I have seen him take mortal wounds, only to have them heal moments later. Where does he draw the strength for that? He is Demonsouled, Tymaen. A Demonsouled, a son of the Old Demon, is one of the most powerful lords of the Grim Marches.”
“And he wants to kill me?” said Tymaen. “Is that why my life is in danger?”
“He wants to kill us all,” said Lucan. “He wants to kill everything. That is the nature of the Demonsouled. He may fight it, but his corrupted soul will devour him in the end. If he is not stopped, think of the thousands that he will kill, of the nations he will raze. I must stop him.” 
“How?” said Tymaen. “If he really is Demonsouled, how are you going to stop him?” 
“Not just him,” said Lucan. “I will stop all the Demonsouled, now and forever. Never again will they plague the earth.”
Tymaen looked skeptical. “You were always a powerful wizard, Lucan. Even before your…change. But I doubt that even you have the power to kill every Demonsouled upon the earth.”
“I do not have the power,” said Lucan. “But the high lords of Old Dracaryl possessed that power, before they lost it in their folly.” 
Tymaen laughed. “You are many things, Lucan, but you are not a fool. Every year adventurers go into the mountains, seeking relics of Dracaryl. None ever return.”
“My brother and father returned,” said Lucan.
“They merely sought to slay dragons.”
Lucan nodded. “Very well. Who was the last man to return alive from seeking a ruin of Dracaryl in the mountains?”
Tymaen’s smile faded. “Lord Mazael.” 
“Quite a feat,” said Lucan. “No doubt made easier with his Demonsouled power. But I was with him, and I learned how the high lords of Dracaryl destroyed themselves. They cast a mighty spell to kill every Demonsouled on the world and steal their power, but accidentally destroyed themselves in the process.”
Tymaen’s lip twisted. “So this is about power? I thought that old monster Marstan left himself inside your head, and I was right. You’re off on some mad quest to steal the power of the Demonsouled for yourself? Go. I won’t stop you. But I won’t help you, either.” 
Lucan shook his head. “I’m not going to steal their power.”
Tymaen blinked. “You…aren’t? Why not? Everything you’ve done since Marstan tried to claim you has been about power. You said it was to acquire enough power to keep the Grim Marches safe from dark magic, but I think you just love power more than you loved,” she swallowed, “more than you loved everything else.”
“No,” said Lucan, voice quiet. “Demonsouled power corrupts and destroys everything it touches.” He remembered the bloodstaff shattering in his hands, remembered Malavost laughing. “The Demonsouled ruined my life. Marstan learned his dark arts from Simonian of Briault…but that was only other name for the Old Demon. Lord Mazael’s father. And because of them, I have known nothing but pain. But I will do it, Tymaen. I will take that spell from the dust of Old Dracaryl. I will cast it, and I will rid the world of Demonsouled forever.” 
They sat in silence for a moment.
“You’ve changed, Lucan,” said Tymaen. “I thought…I thought you had become a creature like Marstan.”
“Maybe I did, for a time,” said Lucan. “But I learned better.”
Tymaen’s pale lips moved into a faint smile. “You almost sound as we did when we were children, when you would talk of defending the Grim Marches.”
“Thank you,” said Lucan.
Again silence fell.
“Why are you telling me this?” said Tymaen. “You don’t need my help. You have men and weapons, and I assume you know where you are going. Why come to Castle Highgate?” 
“To give you the chance,” said Lucan, “to come with me.”
Tymaen blinked. “Surely you’re not serious.” 
“I am completely serious,” said Lucan. “Come with me.”
Tymaen laughed. “Off into some mad jaunt in the mountains?”
“You said we spoke like this when we were children,” said Lucan. “You told me that once we were wed, you would be a great lady, and you would care for the commoners in your protection. Now is your chance to save them all from the Demonsouled, if you come with me.”
Some color flooded into Tymaen’s cheeks. “I am a woman wed.” 
Lucan snorted. “To that fool Robert Highgate? He has no vision and no understanding. A capable enough fighter, but he doesn’t understand the significance of what I am going to do.”
“I could not betray my husband like that,” said Tymaen, the color in her cheeks growing brighter. “He left his castle in my care.”
“And I am sure you are happy,” said Lucan, “to tend to Robert’s castle and servants while he is at war. Hardly the sort of life you wanted when we were children. But come with me, and we shall achieve something grand. We shall reshape the world for all time.”
He stood, crossed the room, and took her hands in his. They felt warm and very dry. Tymaen stood, staring up at him, and he felt the trembling in her wrists and fingers. 
“I…I…” She swallowed. “My husband…I…” She shivered, nodded to herself, and pulled away. “You must spend the night, of course. Let not the House of Highgate be a poor host. Then tomorrow you will go on your way. Yes.”
She turned and almost ran from the room.
Lucan smiled.

###

That night, Lucan lay alone in his darkened guest room. For all its stern appearance, Castle Highgate had pleasant guest chambers, and the bed was quite comfortable.
He heard a rasping noise in the hallway.
Lucan opened his eyes, crossed the room, and opened the door.
Tymaen stood alone in the corridor, hand raised to knock, and her mouth fell open in surprise. She wore a green robe, and her hair fell in golden waves over her shoulders and back. 
“Lucan,” she said. “I…”
“Come inside,” said Lucan.
He drew her in and closed the door before she could protest. 
“This,” she said, voice trembling, “we shouldn’t…my husband…”
Lucan put a finger to her lips. He had forgotten how soft they felt. 
“Your husband,” said Lucan, “doesn’t give a damn about you. He doesn’t care for you. He doesn’t love you. Not the way I love you. Not the way I have always loved you, even after everything.”
Tymaen started to cry, and then reached up, seized his face, and kissed him hard. He drew her into his arms, still kissing her. His hands slid over the sash of her robe, undid it, and pulled it away from her.
She wore nothing underneath. 
Lucan picked her up and carried her to the bed.

###

Later, Tymaen lay sleeping on her stomach, her hair glinting in the moonlight.
Lucan sat beside her, running his fingers over the bare skin of her back.
Gods, how he had missed her. 
For the first time in years, he felt…right. He had a great task before him, a mission to rid the world of the Demonsouled. And Tymaen was with him again.
He should have done this years ago.
A faint frown creased his face. 
Why hadn’t he done this before? What had held him back? Something had stopped him…
But he could not remember what. 

###

The next day, Malaric’s company slipped away from Castle Highgate before the guards would note their absence.
Or the absence of their lady.
Tymaen rode at Lucan’s side, heart hammering in her chest. She had never done anything like this before. Yet it felt right. Castle Highgate had been a prison, and Lucan had set her free.
And together, they would free the world of the Demonsouled forever.
The mercenaries climbed the pass into the Great Mountains.








Chapter 18 – Vassals

The ceremony took place on the shore of the Lake of Swords, outside the walls of Swordgrim itself. 
The vast lake stretched to the north, shimmering like a sheet of gleaming steel in the sun, and the great castle of Swordgrim seemed to rise out of the waters. Surrounded by three sides on water, only a narrow spur of rocky earth connected the castle to the shore. A slender black tower stood in the heart of the castle, looming higher than the central keep, rising like an inverted sword against the blue sky. Night Sword Tower had been built by the lords of Dracaryl, and the grim tower had given its name to the castle. 
Swordgrim was a magnificent sight, but Mazael hardly noticed.
The Tervingi occupied his full attention. 
Thousands of Tervingi thains filled the fields between Swordgrim and the walls of Sword Town, a thriving town of five thousand people. The assembled lords, knights, and armsmen of the Grim Marches faced the Tervingi, the lords and knights arranged by precedence. Mazael stood with Lord Richard and the other chief nobles on a wooden platform, their banners rippling in the wind overhead. 
Athanaric and his headmen approached the platform. The Tervingi hrould wore his finest armor, polished to a gleaming sheen, and a green cloak over his shoulders. Golden torques glittered on his throat and right arm. His headmen stopped, and Athanaric climbed the stairs to the platform. 
He drew his sword, and silence fell. 
“I am Athanaric son of Athaulf,” he said, his voice thundering over the assembly. The wizard of the Tervingi, a gaunt old woman in a cloak of black feathers they called the “Guardian”, stood at the base of the platform, using her magic to amplify their voices. “I am a hrould of the Tervingi nation, and many headmen have sworn to my name and pledged me their swords.”
Lord Richard said nothing, his crimson armor glinting in the sun.
Athanaric fell to one knee, laid his sword on his palms, and offered the blade to Lord Richard. “Richard Mandragon, the Dragonslayer, hrould of the Grim Marches. I offer you my sword, to wield against your enemies.” 
Richard took the sword in his right hand. “Do you swear your loyalty to me, to the end of your days?”
“I so swear,” said Athanaric.
“Do your swear that my enemies are your enemies, that my friends are your friends?”
“I so swear.”
“Do you swear that you shall provide me aid and counsel in time of war?”
“I so swear.”
Richard touched the sword to Athanaric’s right shoulder. “Then rise, Lord Athanaric.” Athanaric climbed to his feet with a grunt. Richard handed him the sword, along with a clump of earth. “Accept the fief of Stone Tower from my hand, to use for your maintenance and the maintenance of your sworn men.”
“I accept this, Lord Richard,” said Athanaric, taking the sword and the earth. 
“Then go in peace,” said Richard, “and depart as my loyal friend.”
Athanaric bowed, turned, and bellowed for his followers to come forth. The headmen, swordthains, spearthains, and skythains marched to the platform and knelt before Athanaric. One by one Athanaric touched his blade to their shoulders and made knights of them. 
Mazael glanced at Toraine. The Black Dragon had been furious when Richard had agreed to accept the Tervingi as vassals. Had Toraine been able to work his will, Athanaric’s head would occupy the top of a spear.
Along with Mazael’s, most likely. 
The ceremony continued, and Mazael’s gaze wandered over the lake, over the ranks of the Tervingi and the knights, and his eyes settled on the Guardian.
She stared right at him, and her pale blue eyes did not look away from his.
Then Athanaric finished making knights of this thains, and Ragnachar came forth. 
He was in his middle fifties, with hair and beard and eyes the color of gray iron. Despite his age, he moved without the least hint of weariness. He wore elaborate black armor, much like the armor Corvad had found in Arylkrad. Ragnachar must have looted it from some Dracaryl ruin on the eastern side of the Great Mountains.  
Ragnachar went to one knee before Lord Richard.
“Richard Mandragon,” said Ragnachar. His voice was colder than ice. “I offer you my sword, to wield against your enemies.”
Lord Richard and Ragnachar went through the rest of the ceremony. Ragnachar’s voice remained cold, his eyes glinting like sword blades. He hated this, hated it as much as Toraine hated it. If Ragnachar could work his will, he would restart the war today, lead the Tervingi against the lords of the Grim Marches. 
If he and Toraine got their way, the Grim Marches would drown in blood.
Mazael shivered in pleasure at the thought of all that killing…
No. His lands would have peace.
Ragnachar swore the oaths, his voice hard. Richard offered him the village of Gray Pillar, destroyed in the Malrag invasion, and Ragnachar accepted. Then the Tervingi hrould rose and stalked away without another word. Unlike Athanaric, he did not make any of his thains into knights.
Or any of his orcragars, whatever they were. The mad berserkers been the most effective Tervingi troops. Had the Tervingi possessed more orcragars than mammoths, they would be sacking Swordgrim right now, not offering fealty to Lord Richard. 
Richard stepped to the edge of the platform.
“Lords and knights,” he said, the Guardian’s magic amplifying his voice. “Let us put outside our enmity, and enjoy the fruits of amity. We have both fought the dark hordes of the Malrags. Now let us put war behind us, and dwell together in peace!”
A cheer, from both the nobles and the Tervingi, rang over the Lake of Swords.

###

That evening, Mazael walked into the great hall of Swordgrim, Romaria on his arm, Molly following after them. To celebrate his new vassals, Lord Richard had ordered a great feast prepared for all his subjects, from the lowest peasant to the highest lord. The peasants and the townsmen would feast in the market square of Sword Town. The thains and lower knights would eat and drink in great pavilions thrown up outside the walls of Swordgrim. 
The lords, hroulds, headmen and chief knights would dine in the great hall of Swordgrim itself. 
The hall was twice as long and twice as high as the great hall of Castle Cravenlock, ringed with deep balconies. Long tables lined the hall, laden with food and drink. Behind Lord Richard’s seat and high table, enormous clear windows had a fine view of the glittering expanse of the Lake of Swords. 
“More opulent than I would have expected of Richard Mandragon,” murmured Romaria. 
Molly snorted. “He wants to impress our new Tervingi friends. All the songs of their loresingers say a great hrould is generous and openhanded to his followers. If he binds them to him now, they’ll fight all the harder for him if some other lord comes sniffing for land or if the Malrags come over the mountains again.” 
“Most astute,” said Mazael.
Molly smirked. “You didn’t last long as a Skull if you didn’t keep your eyes open.” 
A page hastened over to escort them to the anteroom, to enter the hall in order of precedence. 

###

The feasting and drinking continued long into the night.
At first Mazael had been sure matters would come to blows. The Tervingi headmen and thains gazed sullenly at the lords and knights of the Grim Marches, while the knights glared back. But Lord Jonaril began telling tales of the war against the Malrags, and a swordthain named Marothic followed suit. In short order the hostility melted, and the feast became a celebration of the Grim Marches’ victory over Ultorin and the escape of the Tervingi from the Malrags he had stirred up. 
The servants hastened out with wine and ale.
Several hours later, most of the Tervingi and half of the nobles bellowed out one of the Tervingi war songs, a tale of a swordthain who held a bridge alone against a Malrag horde so his brothers might escape to safety. 
Mazael stood on the balcony, watching the revels. The temptation to get drunk and join in the celebration had been strong, but he wanted to keep his wits clear. Toraine, he noted, remained at the high table, his expression cold. And none of Ragnachar’s men had attended.
Armor clanked behind Mazael, and he turned, reaching for his sword. 
Athanaric stepped beside him, expression grave.
“Lord Athanaric,” said Mazael.
“Lord Mazael,” said the Tervingi. “A strange word, lord. But not so different from a hrould, I suppose. A hrould must look after his bondsmen and provide for his thains and headmen, and a lord is not so different.”
“Perhaps not,” said Mazael.
“It seems we are to be neighbors,” said Athanaric. “Stone Tower is not so far from your Castle Cravenlock.”
“Peaceful neighbors, I hope,” said Mazael.
Athanaric nodded. “That is my wish as well. The Malrags inflicted grievous harm upon us, and it will take generations to recover.”
“We desire peace as well,” said Mazael. “The Grim Marches, too, suffered at the hands of the Malrags.”
“So it would seem,” said Athanaric. “We saw many empty villages when we entered your land.” He snorted. “Had we known your lands had been ravaged by the Malrags, perhaps we would have sent embassies asking to settle, rather than bothering with Ragnachar’s plan of an invasion.”
Mazael laughed. “That would have been easier. Still, perhaps we can live in peace now.”
Athanaric frowned. “Are you so sure? Not all of your nobles believe so. Our liege lord’s son and heir, for instance.”
Mazael followed Athanaric’s gaze. Toraine still sat at the high table, watching the revels with obvious disdain.
“He is not liege lord yet,” said Mazael. 
“Yet he will be one day,” said Athanaric. “Your hrould Richard seems like a strong warrior. Yet all men die. Lord Richard sees the wisdom of making the Tervingi into his friends and allies. I am not so sure that Lord Toraine sees the same wisdom.”
“He doesn’t,” said Mazael. He hesitated for a moment, and decided to be candid. “Toraine hates me, as well. My family was once the liege lords of the Grim Marches, but they grew proud and corrupt, and Lord Richard overthrew them. I have no wish to be the liege lord…”
Athanaric grunted. “Yet Toraine does not believe you.”
“No,” said Mazael. “And when Lord Richard dies, Toraine will turn against me.”
“It seems we have something in common, then,” said Athanaric. “Though I am curious, my lord Mazael. What do you want?”
“Peace,” said Mazael, even though his Demonsouled blood made it a lie. “I wish for my people to live in peace, free from their enemies, and to grow rich and prosperous.”
Athanaric nodded. “I have the same wish for my people, though I doubt I shall live to see it.” He paused for a moment. “If it comes to it, if we both wish for peace while…others…do not, will you aid me?”
“Others?” said Mazael. “I assume you mean your friend Ragnachar?”
Athanaric’s frown deepened. “He is not my friend. A mighty and valiant warrior, aye. But he would see the Tervingi destroyed before he yields an inch. We are bending only a little by becoming Lord Richard’s vassals, yet Ragnachar would sooner have seen us slain.” 
“Much like Toraine,” said Mazael.
“Aye,” said Athanaric. “So, Lord Mazael. Will you help me to keep the peace?”
“I will,” said Mazael, and he gripped Athanaric’s hand. 
“Lord Mazael?”
Mazael turned. A page in Mandragon colors stood on the stairs. 
“Lord Richard wishes to speak with you.”

###

Lord Richard awaited Mazael in his solar. Like the great hall, it had a grand view of the Lake of Swords, the moonlight rippling across the waters.
“I understand,” said Richard, once the page had left, “that you had a pleasant talk with Lord Athanaric.” 
“I did,” said Mazael.
“What did you discuss?”
Mazael saw no point in lying. “He thinks that Toraine will try to destroy the Tervingi once you die.”
Richard barked out a short, harsh laugh. “He is correct. But he needn’t fear. Toraine dares not defy me.” He sighed. “And after I am dead, I doubt he will have the strength to act against the wishes of his vassals. My son is feared, but not loved, and neither you nor my other vassals desire to move against the Tervingi.”
“No,” said Mazael. “But some of the Tervingi may desire to move against us.”
Richard nodded. “Ragnachar, you mean. He would attack us, but he cannot on his own. The structure of power among the Tervingi has three legs.”
Mazael nodded. “Athanaric, Ragnachar, and the Guardian.”
“Correct,” said Richard. “Both Athanaric and the Guardian oppose further fighting, and Ragnachar is not strong enough to act against their consent.”
“And if the Guardian dies?” said Mazael. “She has to be at least eighty, if not older.”
“Then her apprentice becomes Guardian,” said Richard. “The Tervingi hold the office of Guardian in high reverence, and Riothamus agrees that we must have peace. So if Aegidia dies, peace we shall have.” 
Mazael nodded. “So be it.”
“Speaking of peace,” said Richard, “have you received any additional news of Lucan?”
Mazael felt himself scowl. “No.”
The message from Castle Highgate had been bizarre. 
According to a panicked letter from Lord Robert’s seneschal, Lucan had arrived at Castle Highgate with a company of mercenaries. Somehow he had kidnapped Lady Tymaen and escaped into the Great Mountains. Mazael could not make any sense of it. Was he going to Arylkrad? If so, why would he take Tymaen with him? Mazael knew that they had once been betrothed, but if Lucan had wanted to kidnap Tymaen, he could have done so any time in the last five years. 
Why now?
“No,” said Mazael again. “No news at all.”
“Such utter folly,” said Richard. “This will drive a rift between me and Lord Robert.”
Mazael snorted. “Lord Robert will be fine. I saw him taking one of your maids to his bedchamber.”
“Regardless,” said Richard. “Tymaen is his wife, and Lucan has violated Lord Robert's rights. If Lucan is captured, I will have no choice but to hand him over to Lord Robert’s justice, and that will weaken my position. Perhaps we…”
Richard kept talking, and a realization came to Mazael. He had known Molly less than a year, and Richard had raised Lucan. Yet Mazael cared more about Molly than Richard cared about Lucan. Lord Richard Mandragon’s sons were his tools and his weapons. If he had any affection for them, it was the sort of affection a blacksmith had for his forge, or a carpenter for his hammer. 
Little wonder both men had become so ruthless. 

###

Ragnachar walked alone in the darkness outside of Swordgrim, his expression calm.
His expression was always calm. He had learned, long ago, that if he did not keep himself calm at all times, if he did not keep himself under control, the inferno raging within his heart would destroy him. 
His father had told him that, and his father was older than the Tervingi and the noble Houses of the Grim Marches. 
And as always, the thought of his father brought a blistering headache.
Ragnachar closed his eyes and waited for the pain to stop.
He was so tired. 
It had been an endless struggle for his entire life, and he was so tired of it, and sometimes he just wanted to let himself go, to rest, to relax…
To kill everything in sight.
Ragnachar opened his eyes. 
He saw the host of the Tervingi, his countrymen, feasting in Lord Richard’s pavilions. Eating the meat and drinking the ale of the men who had conquered them. It disgusted him, the weakness, the way any weakness disgusted him. 
They could have conquered the Grim Marches, and instead they sat eating the scraps of their new master.
The inferno of rage filling his heart redoubled, threatening to spill over his iron control. 
Soon. He would release it soon, kill and kill until the lust of his burning heart was slaked. He had done as his father had asked, and brought the Tervingi to the Grim Marches. He suspected his father wanted the Tervingi slaughtered to the last man, woman, and child. 
Just as well. He would kill the Tervingi for their contemptible weakness.
And he would kill every other living thing in the Grim Marches. 
A dozen of his orcragars stood on the shore, awaiting him. 
“Come,” commanded Ragnachar, and the orcragars, those who had partaken of his tainted blood, followed. 

###

A week after the ceremony, Castle Cravenlock came into sight atop its crag.
Mazael grinned. “Home at last.” 
His knights and armsmen rode behind him, Romaria and Molly and Sir Hagen and Timothy at his side.
“Ugly place,” said Molly. “Have I told you that, Father? It is an ugly castle.” 
“And you, daughter,” said Mazael, “will inherit it one day.”
Romaria laughed.
“Don’t think I'm growing sentimental,” said Molly, “but I hope you will live many years, so I don’t inherit this ugly castle for quite some time. I would be embarrassed to be seen with it.”
They rode through the barbican, and Mazael steered Hauberk for the stables. Yes, it was good to be home. His militiamen would return to their homes in time to plant a crop, and his knights would return to their fiefs. Some men had been lost, but not as many as Mazael had feared, and…
A shout reached his ears.
Mazael turned, saw that Timothy had reined up in the barbican.
“What is it?” said Mazael.
“The wards around the Glamdaigyr,” said Timothy. “They’re…they’re simply gone. My lord, I think the sword has been taken!"







Chapter 19 – Betrayal

Mazael hurried down the cellar stairs, Romaria, Molly, and Timothy at his heels. 
“I don’t understand,” said Timothy. “My wards are simply gone. That’s not possible. Even a wizard of great power could not make the wards disappear. There would be remnants…”
Mazael nodded, his mind racing. The Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem were relics of vast power, capable of wreaking tremendous harm. None of the guards had noticed anything amiss, so someone must have crept into the castle and taken them unawares. But who? An agent of the San-keth? A renegade wizard like Malavost? A Demonsouled like Mazael?
The Old Demon himself? 
Mazael shuddered to think what his father might do with a weapon like the Glamdaigyr.
Though given the Old Demon’s power, he might not need a weapon like the Glamdaigyr. 
Mazael reached the vault and stopped before the massive steel door, Lion ready in his right first. Before the sword had always burned with blue flame near the vault, responding to the Glamdaigyr’s aura of dark power. But now the sword was cold.
“Open it,” said Mazael, as Romaria and Molly drew their blades. 
Timothy nodded, produced a heavy key from his coat, and thrust it into the lock. It released with a massive clang, and Timothy tugged the door open, the hinges groaning. 
Inside the vault stood a wooden table and nothing else.
The Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem were gone. 
Timothy stepped into the vault, running his hands over the walls and muttering a spell. 
“Romaria,” said Mazael.
Romaria nodded, sheathed her sword, and blurred into the form of the great black wolf. She paced back and forth before the door, sniffing, claws clicking against the stone floor. She jumped onto the table, sniffing as Timothy worked his spells. 
Then she walked back into the cellar and took human form once.
“Anything?” said Mazael.
Romaria shook her head. “The vault stank of the Glamdaigyr, of its necromancy. That overpowered any other smells.”
“My lord,” said Timothy. “I think I know what happened.”
“What, then?” said Mazael.
“It wasn’t possible to break the wards, so someone suppressed them long enough to enter the vault,” said Timothy. “And then the intruder used the Glamdaigyr to drain away the wards entirely.” He sighed. “I…should have anticipated the possibility, my lord.”
“Even if you had,” said Mazael, “what could you have done? From what I understand, the Glamdaigyr can drain away the energy from any spell. There’s no defense against it. What could you have done to stop it?”
He thought for a moment.
“The Tervingi wizard,” said Mazael. “Aegidia, the Guardian. Would she have the power to suppress your wards long enough for the Glamdaigyr to destroy them?”
“Aye, my lord,” said Timothy.
“It seems unlikely, though,” said Romaria. “Ragnachar might steal the Glamdaigyr, if he could get his hands on it. But I doubt any of the Tervingi even knew that the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem existed, let alone where to find them.”
“Lucan knew,” said Molly, her voice dark. 
Mazael nodded. “Would he have been able to suppress the wards?”
“Almost certainly,” said Timothy. “I…ah, I built the wards with a wizard of his power in mind, my lord. He would have been able to suppress them, but only briefly. But once he had the Glamdaigyr in hand...”
“And he had plenty of time to indulge in a little robbery before going to Castle Highgate,” said Molly. 
Mazael hesitated. He trusted Lucan a great deal, yet both Romaria and Molly had told him that he put too much trust in Lucan.
Perhaps he should have listened to them.
“Come,” said Mazael, and climbed the stairs to the courtyard.
He stopped the first servant he saw, a maid carrying a bundle of washing.
“Stop whatever you are doing,” he said, “and bring me Sir Hagen at once. I have a task for him.” 

###

A few hours later Mazael stood outside the castle’s barracks, speaking with one of his armsmen.
“Aye, my lord, I saw Lord Lucan,” said the armsman, a grizzled veteran named Cole. “I had duty at the gate a few days after you rode to war against the barbarians. Lord Lucan arrived, said you had bade him to search the castle for any Tervingi wizards.”
“And you admitted him?” said Sir Hagen, frowning behind his close-cropped black beard.
“Aye, sir knight,” said Cole. “No reason not to admit him. We all know Lord Lucan is high in your lordship’s trust.” Mazael’s mouth twisted at that. “Did I do ill, my lord?”
“No,” said Mazael, voice cold. “The error was mine, not yours. How long did Lucan stay?” 
“Perhaps an hour, I think, but no more,” said Cole. “He went into the keep.”
“When he departed,” said Mazael, “did Lucan have a sword with him? It would have been a black two-handed greatsword.” 
“Not that I could see,” said Cole. “Had quite a few saddlebags on his horse. Suppose he could have hidden the sword in there.”
Mazael nodded. With Lucan’s magic, he wouldn’t need anything so mundane as a saddlebag or a cloak to hide the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem. 
“Thank you,” said Mazael.
Cole bowed and left. Molly and Romaria approached as he did.
“We talked with the servants,” said Romaria. “Several of them remember seeing Lucan go into the keep.”
Mazael nodded, smacked his right fist into his left palm.
“Damn it,” he said. “Damn it, damn it, damn it.”
He badly wanted to kill something. 
“I told you it was a mistake to trust him,” said Molly.
“I know!” said Mazael, his anger welling up. He forced it back down, forced himself to calm. 
“The courtyard,” said Romaria, “isn’t the place to discuss this.”
Mazael nodded. “Aye. The council room.”

###

A short time later Mazael, Romaria, and Molly sat at the table in the council room behind the great hall. He had sent Timothy to strengthen the wards around the castle, to alert them if Lucan or the Glamdaigyr returned. 
“You were right,” said Mazael, “both of you. I should have been more suspicious. I thought he had earned my trust. He saved my life so many times. I had thought…I had thought the bloodstaff was a mistake. An error he committed, and regretted after he suffered the consequences. I was wrong. He wants magical power, as much magical power as he can hold, and damn the consequences to himself or anyone else.”
“After you and Lucan saved me, I thought he smelled…rotten,” said Romaria.
“That was probably the corruption from the bloodstaff,” said Mazael. 
“Most likely,” said Romaria. “But there was more to it than that, I think. His lust for magical power has overthrown his reason.”
“It’s more complicated than that,” said Mazael. “He told me that he swore to defend the Grim Marches from dark magic, that he would wield any tool he could find. Including dark magic itself, it seems. I thought the business with the bloodstaff would cure him of that, but…” He shook his head. “I should not have trusted him, that is plain. And leaving the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem where he could find them was also folly.” 
“Father,” said Molly with a roll of her eyes. “Stop maundering.”
Mazael glared at her, his anger rising.
“You made a mistake trusting Lucan, obviously,” said Molly. “But not even the great Mazael Cravenlock can change the past. So what are you going to do about it?”
She was right.
And that was a very good question. 
“I have to go after him,” said Mazael.
“You can’t,” said Romaria. “You are needed here.”
“You can hold Castle Cravenlock in my name while I am gone,” said Mazael. “You are my wife, after all, and a lord’s wife can rule the castle in his absence.”
“The gods know how long you’ll be gone,” said Romaria. “And think of how much mischief Toraine will make in your absence. We have peace with the Tervingi for now. How long before Toraine starts pushing them? He’ll find some pretext for a war.”
“Lord Richard thinks he can control Toraine,” said Mazael.
“Lord Richard thought he could control Lucan, too,” said Molly. “That worked well.” 
“Besides,” said Romaria. “You don’t even know where Lucan is going. The message from Castle Highgate said the mercenaries were going into the mountains. He might be going to Arylkrad, to look for more relics of Dracaryl. He could be going to some other ruin we know nothing about. Or he might even be going into the middle lands. You could spend a year wandering the world and never come close to finding him.” 
“And what kind of trouble could Lucan work with the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem in that time?” said Mazael. “He could raise a host of the undead, or take control of one of the Malrag hordes that drove the Tervingi over the mountains. Perhaps he’ll take command of a dozen dragons and burn Swordgrim down to slag. I have to stop him.”
“How can you stop him,” said Molly, “if you don’t even know what he plans?” 
Mazael sighed and slapped his hand against the table.
They were right. He could not go galloping off into the mountains to chase Lucan. He had too many responsibilities here. Yet he had trusted Lucan, and Lucan had stolen the Glamdaigyr.
The gods only knew what he would do with it now.
And it was Mazael’s fault.
“Very well,” he said at last. “But once he returns, we will have a reckoning.”

###

That night, Mazael lay beside Romaria, and dreams filled his mind.
In his dream a pulsing column of crimson light illuminated the darkness, revealing banks of black clouds that writhed and twisted like dying things. Mazael turned and saw that he stood in a ruined temple of black stone. Enormous pillars, thicker than the oaks of the Great Southern Forest, rose against the sky like jagged black fangs. Massive walls towered overhead, covered in elaborate carvings. The spectacle reminded Mazael of the ruined temple of the High Elderborn that had crowned Mount Tynagis.
He turned. Behind him the temple ended in a jagged cliff, a precipice that plunged a thousand miles. At its base more black clouds billowed and writhed, illuminated by flickering arcs of blood-colored lightning.
Mazael turned away from the cliff, looking at the pillar of bloody light rising from the temple’s heart.
It…drew him, somehow.
He picked his way through the ruined temple, making his way around the heaps of jagged black stone from the long-collapsed roof. He felt a curious throbbing in his blood as he drew closer, a throbbing that matched the pulsing of the pillar of light
He stepped through a broken arch and into a vast chamber.
Or what had been a vast chamber. Once, it must have been a huge cylinder of black stone topped by an wide dome. But now only a few ragged fingers remained of the dome, and great breaches marred the curved walls. A round platform, perhaps a hundred yards across, lay on the center of the floor. The pillar of blood-colored light rose from the center of the platform, a dozen yards wide, pulsing and thrumming like a heartbeat. 
A man wrapped in a black robe stood at the edge of the platform, gazing into the crimson light. He turned his head, his profile outlined against the bloody glare. He had a hooked nose and a lean, almost gaunt face, his brown hair streaked with gray at the temples. 
Mazael knew those features at once, and a terrible jolt of fear and rage went through him.
The Old Demon.
“You,” snarled Mazael, reaching for his sword, but nothing hung at his belt. 
His father turned, a faint frown on his face. His gray eyes were mirror images of Mazael’s, but a crimson haze, the same color as the pillar of light, burned deep in his eyes. 
“Well,” said the Old Demon. “Isn’t this a surprise?” 
Mazael reached for his belt, looking for a weapon, any weapon.
“Oh, don’t bother,” said the Old Demon. “You’re not really here, so you can’t hurt me. Of course, I’m not really here, either. I suppose we could insult each other, or resort to rude gestures, but that would quickly grow tedious.”
Mazael stared at the Old Demon. He had not seen his father for years. Not in person since that terrible day in Castle Cravenlock’s chapel, and not in his dreams since the battle against Amalric Galbraith. 
“Why now?” said Mazael. “Why bring me here?”
“I didn’t bring you here,” said the Old Demon. 
“Don’t be absurd,” said Mazael. “You brought me here. This is one of your dreams of blood and death. Next you’ll start telling me to kill my family and to give in to my Demonsouled blood.”
The Old Demon sighed. “Why bother? We did that before, and you refused me. You made your answer, and I doubt it has changed. So why bring you here again? To bellow threats at each other? How unbearably dull.” 
“Then this isn’t one of your dreams?” said Mazael.
“Must I repeat myself? No.”
“Every word that comes out of your mouth is a lie,” said Mazael. 
“Believe me or not,” said the Old Demon, “it is no concern of mine. Let me be blunt, my son. You refused me, and I have no further use for you. I will kill you if it happens to be convenient, or if you get in my way, but you can’t stop me.” 
He turned away from Mazael, gazing at the pillar of light. Mazael frowned, and waited for an attack, or an offer, or…anything.
Instead the Old Demon simply ignored him. 
“If you didn’t bring me here,” said Mazael, “then who did?”
He didn’t expect a response, but his father answered.
“This did, I suspect,” said the Old Demon, nodding at the pillar of light. Mazael felt the thrumming beneath his boots, spreading from the column. 
“What is it?” said Mazael. “A vision?”
“Not at all,” said the Old Demon. The ancient monster’s tone was almost amicable. “This place is quite real. It was once part of the material world, but it’s trapped within the spirit world now.” He grinned at Mazael, his red-glazed eyes full of malicious glee. “Do you know what this place is, my son?”
“No,” said Mazael.
“You should,” said the Old Demon. “This is where the Demonsouled were born. The High Elderborn of old let in the darkness from outside the world here, right here. They sought to free one of the ancient demons of old and bind its power, and offered the mighty demon their women as part of the pact. The first of us were born here. They’re all gone now. The High Elderborn, my brothers and sisters, all consumed in the destruction of the great demon…but I am still here. The eldest and greatest of the Demonsouled, here where the Demonsouled were born.” His grin widened, and for a moment his teeth seemed like yellowed, twisted fangs. “And here where all the Demonsouled shall die.”
“Die?” said Mazael. “What do you mean, die? I know you raise us like cattle. I know you devour our strength and add it to your own. So why would you kill all the Demonsouled?”
“Mazael, Mazael,” said the Old Demon. “Always the fighter, never the thinker. Haven’t you figured it out by now? No? Well, I thought not. The young were ever slow on the uptake.”
“Whatever you plan, I will stop you,” said Mazael. 
“You won’t,” said the Old Demon, with perfect confidence. “You can’t stop me. I have been laboring in the shadows for three thousand years, manipulating history itself to my will. You can no more stop me than you can hope to stand against an avalanche. Remember this when you die.” He titled his head to the side, as if listening to a voice in his head. “Which should be in another few months.”
“What do you mean?” said Mazael.
The Old Demon grinned, the red light flashing brighter in his eyes, pulsing in time to the crimson column.
“Go and find out,” he said, and gestured.
The dream dissolved into nothingness.

###

Mazael awoke gasping, sweat pouring down his face. He sat up, clawing aside the blankets.
Romaria’s hands were on his shoulders.
“What is it?” she said. “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know,” said Mazael.
The dream flickered through his memory, the Old Demon’s smile filling his thoughts.
“But something is wrong.”








Chapter 20 – The Assassin and the Apprentice

A week after discovering the theft of the Glamdaigyr, Mazael rode for Stone Tower, accompanied by Molly and fifty of his armsmen. Romaria remained behind to rule in Castle Cravenlock, assisted by Sir Hagen and Timothy. 
He gazed across the plains, thinking about the dream. 
“You can’t stop me,” said Mazael. “I have been laboring in the shadows for three thousand years, manipulating history itself to my will.”
“That’s what he told you?” said Molly. They rode ahead of the column, far enough ahead that the armsmen could not overhear their conversation.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “Do you know what he might have meant?”
Molly shrugged. “I haven’t the faintest idea. Grandfather…Grandfather spins deceit the way bees make honey. He never told me that he intended to turn me into a Malrag Queen, and he had never told Corvad that he would devour him, the way he tried to devour you.”
“I know,” said Mazael. 
“He’s three thousand years old, Father,” said Molly. “He could have a dozen different plans in the works, all of them going back centuries. Between the two of us, we probably know a tenth of what he’s been doing, if that.”
“Why?” said Mazael. “Why do all of this?”
“Why not?” said Molly. “He’s cruel and enjoys playing with people. Maybe he does it for fun. Maybe he’s bored after all these centuries. But I think it’s for the power, so he can raise Demonsouled and harvest our strength. That’s what he was going to do to Corvad.”
“I have an idea,” said Mazael.
Molly lifted her eyebrows.
“Athanaric and Aegidia both say a sect among Ragnachar’s followers worship something called the Urdmoloch,” said Mazael.
Molly frowned. “That a Dark Elderborn word. It means either ‘ancient evil’ or ‘father of darkness’, something along those lines.”
Mazael nodded. “Romaria says it’s the name they use for the Old Demon.” 
Molly snorted. “They worship him? He must laugh his head off.”
“Aye, and he’ll use them as his weapons, laughing all the while,” said Mazael. “That must be what he meant, when he said I would die in a matter of months. He’s planning something with the Tervingi who worship him.” 
“Maybe,” said Molly. “But what? It’s not as if he cares about thrones and kingdoms. They’re only game pieces to him. All he cares about is his power, and he increases it by creating strong Demonsouled and then consuming them. If he drives the Tervingi to war against Lord Richard again, so what? What does he get out of it?”
Mazael thought it over. “A Demonsouled,” he said at last. “A Demonsouled among the Tervingi.”
He and Molly stared at each other for a moment.
“Ragnachar,” they said in unison. 
“It has to be him,” said Molly. “You saw the way he fought during the battle. Only a Demonsouled could fight like that.”
“It explains his orcragars as well,” said Mazael. “The orcragars fight harder than an ordinary man, and they heal from wounds faster. Ragnachar must have given them each a drop of his blood, like Corvad's infused Malrags. That would make them stronger and faster.”
“It might drive them mad,” said Molly. 
“Ragnachar would see that as a virtue,” said Mazael.
“Then we kill him,” said Molly.
“No,” said Mazael. “We only suspect that he is Demonsouled. I will not kill a man on suspicion alone. Besides, if we kill him, the Tervingi will unite against us.”
“I could kill him and make it look like an accident,” said Molly.
“Are you sure?” said Mazael.
She sighed and looked away across the plains. “Not…entirely. I couldn’t take him in a straight fight. And unless I managed to ambush him and kill him at once, he would kill me.” 
“Then we watch him,” said Mazael, “and find out more. And wait until we can take action.” 
He sighed in frustration. There were so many unseen currents swirling around him. Perhaps Ragnachar was truly Demonsouled, and the Old Demon planned to use him as a weapon. Or maybe Ragnachar was only a Tervingi warlord with a thirst for violence, and Mazael was jumping at shadows. Maybe the Old Demon wanted Mazael chasing shadows, wanted him to…
He shook his head. He could not second-guess himself into paralysis. He had failed to anticipate the danger that Lucan would steal the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem, but he could make sure that Ragnachar did not drown the Grim Marches in blood.
“And what,” said Molly, “would you like me to do, if you won't let me cut Ragnachar’s throat?”
“Find things out,” said Mazael. “Talk to the Tervingi. The Guardian’s apprentice seems to trust you. Try to find out more about Ragnachar.” 
“And if I find out something interesting?” said Molly. “Like that, oh, Ragnachar is using his Demonsouled blood to take control of Malrag warbands?” 
“Then we’ll take action,” said Mazael.
They rode on.

###

The next afternoon they rode into the village of Stone Tower.
Molly looked around in surprise. 
The Tervingi had been busy.
A dozen new burial mounds stood outside the village, housing the Tervingi slain during the battle. New thatched roofs had been raised over the stone walls of the village’s houses, and Molly saw bondsmen laboring to repair more homes. Other bondsmen worked in the fields, putting in a crop, while herdsmen tended to flocks of sheep and pigs. Stone Tower looked little different than any other village in the Grim Marches.
Though the mammoths grazing in the pasture did looked rather odd, along with the hobbled griffins in their pen. 
A dozen thains met Mazael at the edge of the village, Athanaric himself at their head. The Tervingi hrould had removed his armor, and wore the long tunic, trousers, boots, and brooch-pinned cloak the barbarians donned when not at war. 
Riothamus walked behind them, lean and tall in his leather and chain mail, carrying his spear the way the Guardian carried her staff. The other Tervingi kept their distance from him. They had relied on their Guardian’s arts to defend them during the battle, yet they feared and loathed magic. 
“Lord Athanaric!” said Mazael, dropping from Hauberk’s saddle. “I see you’ve been busy.”
“Aye,” said Athanaric, giving Mazael’s hand a vigorous shake. “There’s much to be done. We’re at the end of our supplies, and we need to plant a crop, or our folk will starve come winter.” A smile spread over his tired face. “But we shall do it. This is a good land, your Grim Marches. Good soil for grain, I think, and plenty of pasture for our beasts. We can feed ourselves here, free from the Malrags.” 
“The Malrags may return,” said Mazael. 
“Aye,” said Athanaric. “They might. But now we have allies. The Tervingi nation and the knights of the Grim Marches are stronger, now that we stand together, and the Malrags shall not overcome us.” 
“Not if I have anything to say about it,” said Mazael.
“You speak valiantly,” said Athanaric. “Come, my lord! I have taken the great stone keep as my hall. Let us sit and drink, and speak of great deeds, and discuss the future to come. Your men shall have lodging as well! Let it not be said the Tervingi are miserly hosts.”
Mazael and Athanaric walked toward the tower, the armsmen and thains following. Both the thains and the armsmen made sure to keep a distance from Riothamus. The Guardian’s apprentice seemed not to notice or care. Instead he stared at Mazael, face lost in thought.
And Molly realized he probably knew all sorts of interesting things about the Tervingi.
“Riothamus,” she called as the men headed toward the tower.
Riothamus turned and smiled as he saw her. 
“Lady Molly,” he said. “Decided to kill me yet?” 
“Not yet,” said Molly. “My father and Athanaric are getting on well, and he would take it rather amiss if I killed you.” 
“I suppose both your father and Athanaric are men of a similar mold.”
Molly blinked. “How so?” Did Riothamus know that Mazael was Demonsouled? Did that mean Athanaric was Demonsouled? 
“They both care a great deal about their people,” said Riothamus. “Athanaric led the Tervingi across the Great Mountains to save them. Lord Mazael was willing to destroy the Tervingi to save his people. It’s just as well we found a way to live in peace. Neither one of them would have yielded.” 
“I suppose not,” said Molly. Mazael would have enjoyed destroying the Tervingi. She had seen the bloodlust in his eyes during the battle, the same bloodlust she knew so well. Yet he had stopped himself and convinced Lord Richard to give lands to the Tervingi.
And perhaps the Tervingi and the folk of the Grim Marches would have the chance to thrive.
“Athanaric will have a feast in Mazael’s honor,” said Riothamus. “No doubt they’ll try to drink each other under the table. You should go before you’re missed.” 
“Aren’t you coming?” said Molly. 
“No,” said Riothamus. “I fear the thains would not respond well to my presence. And the Guardian is resting.” He sighed. “The exertion of the battle took a heavier toll than she will admit. She requires rest, and I must perform her duties in her absence.” 
“Duties?” said Molly. 
“Tending to the people,” said Riothamus. “And I must begin. If you will excuse me…”
“Perhaps I could come with you,” said Molly.
Riothamus blinked. “Why?”
She decided to tell the truth. “Since you’re our neighbors, and since I am going to be the Lady of Castle Cravenlock one day, my father thinks I should learn more about the Tervingi.”
Riothamus stared at her, his blue eyes cool underneath his shock of black hair. To her surprise, Molly felt a flicker of discomfort.
“A wise suggestion,” said Riothamus. “This way.”

###

An hour later they stood outside one of the village houses. Riothamus sighed and took a deep breath, flexing his fingers. Molly still felt the residual power from his spell lingering in the air. He was strong. Not as strong as Guardian, but at least as strong as Lucan Mandragon.
The Tervingi bondswoman looked at the girl of three in her arms. The child stirred, blinked once or twice, and looked around. A few moments earlier the girl had been on the edge of death. 
And now, after Riothamus had worked his spell, she was the image of health.
“She’ll…she’ll get better?” said the bondswoman. 
“She will,” said Riothamus. “You did well, summoning me. Another few days, and the infection would have been fatal. Make sure she gets rest and plenty of water.”
“Thank you,” said the bondswoman. “Oh, gods, witcher. Thank you.” 
The woman smiled. Then the fear returned to her expression, and she disappeared into her house with the child.
“Why is she so afraid of?” said Molly, handing Riothamus back his spear. “You?”  
“In part,” said Riothamus, tapping the butt of his spear against the ground. “Her husband as well. He would not have approved of approaching me. I suspect she did so behind his back. He would have forbidden it, had he known.”
“Absurd,” said Molly. “You saved the child’s life.”
“The Tervingi fear and loathe magic,” said Riothamus. “It stems from ancient days, when the Dark Elderborn enslaved our ancestors. The Dark Elderborn used powerful dark magic. So by the custom of the Tervingi, only two wielders of magic are permitted among the Tervingi. The Guardian, and the Guardian’s chosen successor.” 
“You,” said Molly.
“Me,” agreed Riothamus. 
They walked along the street. The Tervingi gave them a wide berth.
“How did you become the Guardian’s apprentice?” said Molly.
“My father was Rigotharic, a thain in Athanaric’s service,” said Riothamus. “He had his own hold. When I was six, the Malrags fell upon his hold, and slew everyone. The Malrags would have slain me, but Aegidia arrived and destroyed the Malrags. She raised me, and taught me to use magic.” 
“A grim tale,” said Molly.
“No different than many others among the Tervingi,” said Riothamus. “The Malrags harried us for years, and many were slain.” He gestured with his spear. “Everyone here has lost kin to the Malrags.” 
“So have most of the folk of the Grim Marches,” said Molly. 
“What of you, my lady Molly?” said Riothamus. “What of your tale? It must be more interesting than mine.”
Molly laughed. “What makes you say that?” 
“Because I have heard your father’s armsmen speak,” said Riothamus. “Lord Mazael only married Lady Romaria a few months past. She is not your mother.” He paused. “And you look nothing like her.”
“I suppose not,” said Molly.
She hesitated. Why not tell him the truth? Or at least as much as the truth as he could handle?
“My father used to be a wandering knight,” said Molly. “He seduced my mother and kept wandering, never realizing that she was pregnant. My mother died when I was six, and my brother Corvad and I were taken in by the Skulls of Barellion.”
Riothamus frowned. “The Skulls?” 
“Assassins,” said Molly. “Hired killers.”
“How does one go from being a hired killer to the heir of Castle Cravenlock?” said Riothamus.
“I left the Skulls,” said Molly. “I met a man, Nicholas Tormaud, and…I fell in love with him.” His face, strong and confident, flashed through her memory. “My brother murdered him and cast the blame upon Mazael. So I tried to hunt down Mazael. Eventually I realized the truth, and Mazael killed Corvad when they fought.” She took a deep breath, making sure her voice stayed steady. “I can’t go back to the Skulls. And Nicholas is dead. I had no place left to go. So why not become the heir of Castle Cravenlock? It is certainly more pleasant killing for gold.”
Riothamus said nothing as they walked, and Molly wondered if she had disgusted him. Perhaps he would shun her now, or denounce her before the Tervingi as a craven murderess. 
“I’m sorry,” he said at last. “That was a grim tale, grim as any among the Tervingi. Darker than mine, certainly. Aegidia has been a kindly teacher. I doubt your Skulls could claim the same.” 
“No,” she said, remembering. “They could not.”
“But they left you with some gifts, that is plain,” said Riothamus.
“What do you mean?” said Molly.
“That spell you use to walk through the shadows,” said Riothamus. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”
Molly shrugged, uncomfortable. How would Riothamus react if he knew that she was Demonsouled? “I don’t have much magic. Just enough to do my little trick.”
“And you have great skill with a blade,” said Riothamus. “Shieldmaidens used to be common among the Tervingi, but our women are too few now, and are needed to bear children. I saw you during the battle. You could have held your own against any of the shieldmaidens of old.”
Molly snorted. “I’m capable with a blade, but no more. Mazael and Romaria are better. It’s the shadow-walking that gives me an edge.”
“You crossed blades with Ragnachar and survived,” said Riothamus. “Few can make that boast.” 
Molly shivered. She had been enjoying her talk with Riothamus, so much that she had almost forgotten her true purpose.
“Ragnachar,” she said, her voice low. “Is it true what they say? That he worships the Urdmoloch?”
Riothamus looked around, and then took her arm. Molly’s instincts took over, and she almost attacked him, but she held herself in check. He steered her into an empty garden behind one of the village’s houses. No one was around to overhear. 
“Aye,” said Riothamus, voice quiet. “He does worship the Urdmoloch, is devoted to him in heart and soul. He hates this.”
Molly frowned. “This village?”
“This peace,” said Riothamus. “The Urdmoloch teaches that only the strong are worthy to survive, that the weak should either be slain or used as cattle.”
“Charming philosophy,” said Molly. She had once believed it herself. And it sounded a great deal like her grandfather. 
“Ragnachar wanted the Tervingi to conquer the Grim Marches and exterminate or enslave your folk,” said Riothamus. “And barring that, he would rather fight to the death than make peace. Our vassalage is intolerable to him. He has withdrawn with his orcragars and his closet followers to his fief at Gray Pillar, and has not come forth since.”
“Do you think he will attack?” said Molly.
“He cannot on his own,” said Riothamus. “Most of his own followers want peace, as do Athanaric and the Guardian. His orcragars will follow him into battle, aye, along with his most devoted thains, but that would come to no more than fifteen hundred men. Lord Richard and Lord Mazael would crush him utterly. He will probably try to find some excuse for war, some reason for the entire Tervingi nation to rise up.”
Molly’s expression darkened. “Like if he murdered Athanaric or Aegidia, and then cast the blame upon Lord Richard. The Skulls took contracts of that nature.”
“Then it seems clear,” said Riothamus, “that our task is to keep Athanaric and the Guardian safe from harm.”
“Aye,” said Molly, remembering what she had discussed with Mazael. “Why not just kill Ragnachar?” 
“To murder him?” said Riothamus.
“Yes,” said Molly. All at once she felt uncomfortable. “You have considerable magic. You could do it. Why not simply kill him and have done with it?”
“I doubt I could,” said Riothamus. “Even the Guardian doesn’t think she could defeat Ragnachar in battle, and her magic is far stronger than mine.” He lowered his voice. “Aegidia believes that Ragnachar is more than a worshipper of the Urdmoloch. She says he is the son of the Urdmoloch – no one knows who Ragnachar’s father is. If Ragnachar truly is demon-blooded, it would explain his prowess in battle, and make him extremely difficult to kill.”
“Demonsouled,” said Molly, her mouth dry. “Here, we call such men Demonsouled.”
“Demonsouled?” said Riothamus. “An apt term. And if he is…Demonsouled, a son of the Urdmoloch, I doubt I could kill him. But even if he were a normal man, I would not use my magic to kill him.”
“Why not?” said Molly. “That makes absolutely no sense.”
“Because I am to be Guardian after Aegidia dies,” said Riothamus. “Hopefully not for many years yet, but it will happen. And the Guardian swears never to use his magic to destroy human life, but to preserve and defend it. I am not Guardian yet, but I will try to be worthy of that title.”
“But that…that…” said Molly, at a loss. She had some power, as a granddaughter of the Old Demon, and she used that power to kill. She could not imagine doing otherwise. She was Demonsouled. Killing was what she did, and she could use that power for good or for evil. But to not kill, to refuse to kill…
She felt Riothamus staring at her, watching her confusion. 
“That is very noble,” Molly said at last, voice quiet.
“It is no more than what is required of me,” said Riothamus.
“But…do you refuse to fight at all?” said Molly. “If a Malrag warband attacked Stone Tower right now…”
“The Malrags?” said Riothamus, and he smiled. “The Malrags aren’t human. They are only demon spirits housed in shells of corrupted flesh, and I may strike them down with a completely clear conscience.” He lowered his voice. “And just between you and me…I rather like watching Malrags get thrown around by lightning bolts.”
Molly burst out laughing, and Riothamus’s cheeks flushed in sudden embarrassment, which only made her laugh more.
She had never met anyone quite like him. 
“We’re probably too late to make the feast,” said Riothamus, “but I know the bondswoman who supervises Athanaric’s kitchens, and I cured her brother of poisoning. I’m sure she would give us some food, and I know a quiet place we can eat.”
Molly smiled. “I would like that.”
They wound up talking through the night.

###

The next morning Molly found Mazael sitting on the steps to the keep, nursing a clay cup of water.
“You look rather the worse for wear, Father,” said Molly, putting one boot on the step. 
Mazael grunted and scratched at his jaw. “Athanaric can hold his ale. I’ve never seen a man that age drink so much and stay upright.” He grunted. “Even with my particular…knack for healing, my head still feels like it’s going to split.” 
“You shouldn’t have drunk so much, then,” said Molly, sitting beside him.
“Probably not,” said Mazael, taking another swig of water. “Athanaric will make a good neighbor, I think. He wants to keep the peace, and he’ll keep a tight rein on his headmen and thains. Throws a hell of a feast, too. What did you find?”
“I think Ragnachar will try to kill Athanaric or Aegidia and blame it on us,” said Molly. 
Mazael nodded. “Makes sense. That’s what Amalric did. He butchered the leadership of the Dominiar Order and blamed it on Lord Malden.” He looked at her for a moment, and then frowned.
“What?” said Molly, looking over her shoulder. She half-expected to see an enemy with drawn steel.
“You’re smiling,” said Mazael.
“I am not.”
“You are,” said Mazael. “You never smile.”
Molly shrugged. “Is it forbidden for the heir to Castle Cravenlock to be in a good mood?”
“No, but you never are,” said Mazael. He thought for a moment. “Just what did you do last night?”
Molly thought of Riothamus.
“I had a good talk,” she said at last.







Chapter 21 – Child of Shadows


The Red Valley opened before the mercenaries.

Malaric frowned. “Pleasant place.”
The valley had changed little since Lucan’s last visit. Pools of lava still steamed on the valley’s floor, providing warmth for strange and exotic plants. Steles of black basalt stood throughout the valley, carved with reliefs and inscriptions in the style of Old Dracaryl.
And on the far side of the valley, perched upon a rocky crag, stood Arylkrad itself. 
The vast black castle, a dozen times larger than Swordgrim itself, loomed against the mountains. Dozens of delicate black towers, almost like wavering shadows, rose over a high wall reinforced with bastions. A great dome rose from the center of the castle, built over the chamber that had once housed the Glamdaigyr. The black fortress looked as if it had been carved out a single piece of black marble, and some of the towers appeared to have been melted into place. 
As if by dragon’s fire.
“Behold,” said Lucan, leaning across his saddle to take Tymaen’s hand. “Arylkrad.” 
He felt Tymaen shiver. 
“It’s so beautiful,” she said. “And so terrible.”
“As were many of the works of Dracaryl,” said Lucan.
He gazed upon the black castle with pleasure. Here was the first step on the road. The path to Morvyrkrad, the Wraithaldr, and the Great Rising began here. 
The road to freeing the world of the Demonsouled forever. 
One of the memories he had stolen from Ardasan came to the forefront of his thoughts. Arylkrad in its glory during the height of the high lords’ power, dragons circling overhead, its walls guarded by undead and controlled Malrags. Slaves filled the valley, toiling for their masters, while embassies from many nations came and offered tribute, hoping to save themselves from the wrath of the high lords…
But it was gone now, and Dracaryl was nothing but dust and ruins. 
And Lucan would succeed where they had failed. 
“To the castle,” Lucan told Malaric, Tymaen’s hand still in his. “Once inside, we shall make for the great domed chamber.” He sorted through Ardasan’s memories, recalling the map to Morvyrkrad. “The entrance to the caverns is in there.”
Malaric barked orders to his men, and the mercenary company formed up in escort as they marched down the road into the valley, hands on their weapons, eyes sweeping for any sign of threats.
Yet their gaze kept drifting to the black mass of Arylkrad.
“What sort of defenses can we expect?” said Malaric.
“None,” said Lucan. “Corvad’s Malrag warlocks destroyed the wards sealing the castle. There were undead and Malrag guardians within, but Corvad and Mazael defeated them. After Mazael slew Corvad, his wizards destroyed any remaining spells and artifacts within the castle, and he emptied the treasury and took it back to Castle Cravenlock.”
“Pity,” said Malaric. “The undisturbed treasury of a high lord would be quite a boon.” 
They reached the valley’s floor. A row of stone cairns stood near one of the lava pools, a rusting sword thrust into each heap of stones.
“Those look recent,” said Tymaen.
“They are,” said Lucan. “A dragon made its home in this valley for centuries. Mazael slew it, and those are the graves of his men that fell in the fighting.”
Malaric frowned, scratching at his beard. Somehow, despite the rigors of travel, he had kept it neatly trimmed. “So a dragon laired here? For centuries?”
“Aye,” said Lucan. “Mazael’s men took the beast’s scales and claws back to Castle Cravenlock. So there’s nothing left for you to loot.” 
“I am more concerned with the implications of the dragon’s death, my lord Lucan,” said Malaric. “All kinds of unpleasant beasts dwell in the Great Mountains. Fear of an ancient dragon would have kept them away. Now that the dragon is dead, any number of creatures might have claimed the valley for their own.” 
“Eventually,” said Lucan. “But dread of the dragon will keep them away until…”
A hideous, howling roar echoed from Arylkrad’s gates.
A heartbeat later a black tide of misshapen forms issued from the castle’s gates. 
A Malrag warband. And a large one, at that. 
“Damnation,” muttered Lucan.
Malaric’s sword jumped into his hand. “Wedge formation! Prepare to charge! Ride them down when I give the signal!”
“No!” said Lucan.
Malaric glared at him. 
“There’s not enough room for a cavalry charge,” said Lucan. “You’ll ride through them once, and then get pinned against the base of the cliff.” 
Malaric looked at the Malrags pouring down the road. “They outnumber us three to one. If we don’t fight them from horseback, we’ll lose. I trust you have a better idea.”
“I do,” said Lucan, flexing his fingers. Tymaen stared at him, her blue eyes full of fear. But there was no reason for her to fear. He would protect her from anything. “I will deal with them.”
Malaric’s eyebrows rose. “You?”
Lucan nodded.
“Very well,” said Malaric with a sardonic smile. “Let’s see what you can do.” He stood up in his saddle and pointed his sword. “Hold position! I said to hold your positions, dogs! Lord Lucan is going to save us.”
Lucan rode forward, drawing on his magic. He considered summoning the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem, and then dismissed the thought. He wouldn’t need the relics for so trivial a threat.
Especially with the powers he already possessed.
He reached for the well of stolen Demonsouled power in his mind. 
It surged forward at his command, augmenting his own strength with its burning might. Again Lucan felt the murderous rage that accompanied the power, but unlike the fury of the bloodstaff, he could keep it under control. He raised his hands, fiery light glimmering around his fingers.
The Malrags howled their battle cries and surged towards him, a mass of black armor and leathery gray hides.
Lucan thrust out his hands. Sigils of crimson fire flickered on his palms, and the fiery light fell upon the front ranks of Malrags. 
The creatures burst into raging flame. A firestorm roared through the Malrags, dozens of them collapsing into charred piles of bone and half-melted armor. Yet the remaining Malrags continued their charge, still howling. The creatures had no fear of death. If Lucan slew them, their spirits would be reborn in bodies of corrupted flesh spawned by the Malrag Queens far below the surface of the earth. 
They charged right past one of the lava pools.
Lucan poured both his own power and the fiery wrath of his stolen Demonsouled strength into another spell. Then he beckoned, his fingers hooked into claws, and shouted. 
A fountain erupted from the lava pool, raining chunks of liquid stone upon the Malrags. A score went down, their heads burning, while dozens more stumbled with sudden wounds. Lucan swung his arms, and the lava surged out of the pool in a roiling wave and crashed over the Malrags. 
All of them. 
Every last remaining Malrag burst into flames, their war cries dissolving into crackling gurgles, their armor melting into their charring flesh.
The stench was considerable.
Silence fell over the valley, save for the hissing of the Malrag flesh burning to ash in the lava.
Malaric stared at him, his expression the blank, calm mask he used when he was very alarmed. It was just as well. The man would benefit from some healthy fear of Lucan.
“We’ll have to wait for a few hours for the lava to cool,” said Lucan. “But after that, we can continue to Arylkrad.”
Malaric managed a nod. 

###

A few hours later they left the horses in the valley, and then climbed the crag and entered Arylkrad.
A high, vaulted corridor of black stone led into the citadel’s heart, lit by a pale green glow, the walls carved with reliefs displaying the glory of Dracaryl. Lucan felt the lingering presence of the ancient wards, the spells Corvad had shattered to enter the castle. Here and there lay piles of bones – the black bones of a Malrag, or the ancient bones of one of the undead the high lords had created to guard Dracaryl. 
“This is a dark place,” said Tymaen, shivering inside her cloak. 
“It is,” said Lucan. “The high lords of Dracaryl were not kindly men. But I will not allow any harm to come to you.”
She smiled at him. “I know.”
The corridor ended in a high domed chamber, and Lucan held up his hand for a halt.
“What the devil is that?” said Malaric, his voice low.
The chamber was empty, save for a statue beneath the exact center of the dome. The statue was fashioned in the likeness of a young woman in a sleeveless robe, eyes closed, arms crossed over her chest, hands resting on her shoulders. It looked lifelike, almost disturbingly so, as if the statue had been fashioned out of flesh and blood instead of mere stone. 
“There are spells of considerable power upon that statue,” said Malaric. “Is it dangerous?”
Lucan decided to lie. “Quite. This is the one guardian we could not overcome. It is called an oracle spirit, and the high lords bound it into the statue. If any man hears its voice, it will drive him irrevocably mad.”
“So how do we get past it?” said Malaric. “Stop our ears with clay and hope for the best?”
“No,” said Lucan, stepping forward. “I can disable it temporarily. I must do so alone. I can protect myself, but no others.”
Malaric gestured. “Be my guest.”
Lucan smirked and strode toward the statue. True, the words of an oracle statue could drive a man mad, but only if he was unprepared to hear the truth. And Lucan had questions he needed answered.
He stopped before the statue and made sure that Malaric and the others could not overhear him. “Spirit. Heed me.”
The statue’s eyes opened, shining with green light, and its stone lips moved as if they were made of flesh. 
“Lucan Mandragon,” said the statue in a woman’s voice of unearthly beauty. “Son of Richard Mandragon the Dragonslayer. Wizard and wielder of stolen power. Shadow-marked, shadow-bound, and shadow-maimed.”
Lucan sighed. Spirits ever loved their grandiloquent speeches.
“And I know you,” said Lucan. “You are an oracle spirit, bound to stone so that you might share your wisdom with any who ask.” 
“I might share my wisdom,” murmured the spirit, “but it is rarely heeded. Is that why you have come, shadow of the dragon? That you might learn what doom awaits you? For it is indeed a black doom.” 
“Undoubtedly,” said Lucan. “All men are mortal, and I am no exception.”
“As you shall soon learn,” said the spirit. 
Lucan felt a twinge of alarm, but pushed it aside. Spirits were not bound by time as men were, and a thousand years might seem but a fleeting instant to them. 
“I am not here for riddling prophecies,” said Lucan, “but for answers to my questions.”
“Then ask, child of shadows,” said the statue, “though you may find the answers to be riddles.” 
“First,” said Lucan, “some months ago I spoke with the shade of Ardasan Mouraen, a knight of Old Dracaryl.”
“I saw your struggle with him,” said the spirit, “for the threads of the future wound through your confrontation. The dooms of many were decided in that moment.”
“Were they?” said Lucan. “So. Did Ardasan tell me the truth?”
“The dead knight,” said the spirit, “spoke the truth as he knew it.”
“Why?” said Lucan. “Why not lie to me?”
“Because, shadow-marked child,” said the statue. “The dead knight believed the knowledge would lead to your ruin. As it shall.” 
That explained why Ardasan had cooperated. Though Lucan would prove harder to kill than either the spirit or Ardasan knew. And it meant that Ardasan had told him the true route to Morvyrkrad. 
“Then my second question,” said Lucan. “The Wraithaldr. Do you know of it?”
“The third of three, shadow-bound child,” said spirit, “the third artifact forged by the ancient necromancer-lords, the relics that led them to their doom. The first, the Glamdaigyr, the sword to steal the strength of the living. The second, the Banurdem, the crown to command the dead to serve. And the third, the Wraithaldr, the staff to raise the dead from their long sleep.”
“So you know of the Wraithaldr,” said Lucan. “A simple ‘yes’ would have sufficed. Tell me. Does it yet remain in Morvyrkrad?”
“The staff lies in the tombs of the ancient lords,” said the statue, “not far from the hand of Randur Maendrag, whence it fell when his dark magic devoured him.” 
“Good,” said Lucan. “A final question, and I shall leave you to your musings. Do you know of the Great Rising?”
The spirit did not answer, did not speak for so long that Lucan wondered if it had heard him. 
“The Great Rising?” said Lucan. “Do you know of it?”
“It is a rising,” said the spirit, “and also a slaying and a reaping. A bold plan, to steal the power of a slain demon god and claim it for one’s own. The lords of Dracaryl dared to dream such mad dreams, and their dreams destroyed them. Or made them wish that they had been destroyed.”
“Will the spell work?” said Lucan. “Ardasan claims it would raise thousands of runedead across the world, runedead that will hunt and kill every last Demonsouled. Will it work?”
“You can work the Great Rising, shadow-maimed child,” said the statue, “but the cost will be more than you can imagine.”
“If it rids the world of the Demonsouled,” said Lucan, “then the cost is well worth it. The Demonsouled have caused me too much pain, and I will make sure no one ever again suffers at their hands as I have suffered.”
“And what of you, shadow-maimed child?” said the oracle spirit. “Will you repay yourself, for all the harm you have done to yourself?”
Lucan felt a surge of irritation. “What does that even mean? Child of shadow? Shadow-maimed child, shadow-marked and shadow-bound?”
“You are a puppet who dances upon strings of shadow,” said the spirit. “The shadow of Marstan, who tried to turn you into his vessel. The shadow of your father, who tried to turn you into a weapon. The shadow of your brother, who tormented you. Those shadows left scars upon your soul, and the Old Demon has gathered up those scars like chains, and makes you dance upon them.”
“Absurd,” said Lucan. “I have never met the Old Demon.” 
“You have,” said the spirit, the green glow of its eyes flickering. “You begged his aid, and in exchange for it, he carved away part of your soul and the memory of the encounter. Now you labor for him, but you know it not.”
“Ridiculous!” said Lucan, his voice rising to a shout. “I am doing what is necessary! I will rid the world of the Demonsouled, uncounted generations yet unborn will thank me for…”
“Lucan!” 
Tymaen’s voice, full of concern. He glanced over his shoulder, saw her staring at him in horror. Malaric shook his head in dark amusement. Belatedly Lucan remembered that he had told them the oracle spirit’s words drove men mad.
“Be silent, spirit!” said Lucan. “I command it! Be silent and trouble us no more!” 
“As you wish,” said the spirit, the green glow in its eyes fading. “I neither attack nor defend. I simply watch. And remember what I have told you, child of shadows, when the end comes.”
The stone eyelids closed, and the spirit fell silent. Lucan glared at the statue for a moment, and then rejoined the others. 
Malaric watched him warily, one hand on his sword hilt. “I trust you’re quite sane, my lord?” 
“Positively lucid,” said Lucan. He took a deep breath. “The spirit…proved more resilient than I had anticipated. But I was able to overcome it again.”
Malaric’s expression remained dubious. “As you say.” 
“You weren’t hurt?” said Tymaen.
“I’m fine,” said Lucan. “A bit tired, but otherwise fine.”
Shadow-maimed and shadow-marked…
Lucan pushed the spirit’s voice out of his head.
“I overtaxed myself with that display in the valley,” said Lucan. “Some rest and I shall be fine. Come! The road to Morvyrkrad awaits.”
Malaric grunted, and shouted instructions to his men. They formed up around Lucan and Tymaen, and they marched deeper into Arylkrad’s black heart.

###

The stairs ended, and Tymaen felt her eyes grow wide.
She had never seen a room so vast.
“The Chamber of the Glamdaigyr,” announced Lucan. 
The round chamber was enormous, and could have held Castle Highgate with room to spare. A balcony encircled the entire room, supported by thick pillars, and statues of kneeling slaves ringed the balcony. Each statue held an iron staff topped with a glowing green crystal, flooding the chamber with eerie light. A huge pyramidal dais rose from the center of the floor, topped with a throne and altar of black stone. 
Lucan’s face was tight with pain.
“Here,” he said. “This is where the Glamdaigyr was.” 
“A pity it’s still not here,” said Malaric, grinning at Tymaen.
She did not smile back. She had taken a dislike to the charming mercenary. He did not understand Lucan’s noble purpose. Malaric was only in it for the profit. Still, a lord had to use whatever tools lay at hand, even a man like Malaric.
“Quite a few bones in here,” said Malaric, picking his way over the floor.
Lucan nodded. “Malrag bones. Those were ebony dead.” He grimaced, pointing at a skeleton in battered black armor. “And that was Corvad.”
Malaric’s eyes narrowed, and he crossed to the armored skeleton. “So this was Corvad? A grandson of the Old Demon himself?”
Lucan nodded, looking over the chamber. 
Malaric grinned, stooped over the armor, and pulled Corvad’s skull free.
Tymaen felt her lip crinkle. “Why do you want that?”
“Call it a trophy,” said Malaric, tucking the skull into his pack.
Tymaen looked to see if Lucan would object, but he didn’t seem to notice. Instead he led them around the base of the dais to the far end of the chamber. He crossed beneath the balcony and spread his hands over the wall. Tymaen saw his reflection, dark and distorted, in the gleaming black stone. 
“Ah,” said Lucan, and he began casting a spell.
There was a bright flash, and then a large section of the stone wall vanished. A cavern mouth yawned in its place, revealing a wide, broad tunnel that descended into the depths of the earth. Stalagmites rose from the floor, giving the tunnel the look of a fanged mouth.
“Behold,” said Lucan. “The caverns below the Great Mountains.”
“The underworld, as some call it,” said Malaric. “Home to Malrags and worse things.”
“I can’t think of anything worse than a Malrag,” said Tymaen.
“Fear not,” said Lucan, his fingers brushing hers. “Nothing in those caverns can stand against me.”
“He thinks,” muttered Malaric.
Lucan started toward the cavern, Tymaen at his side. Despite her fear of the cave yawning before her, she nonetheless felt certain in her course. Lucan was doing something significant, something great, as he had been born to do.
And she was at his side, as she should have been from the beginning.
Together they descended into the darkness.







Chapter 22 – The Melee

“I am quite capable,” announced Aegidia, “of steering my own horse.”
Riothamus nodded. Yet he held her reins as he walked alongside her horse, and she made no effort to take them. The Guardian was comfortable riding on a mammoth or flying behind a skythain on a griffin’s back, but she simply did not care for horses. 
“There is Castle Cravenlock,” Riothamus said, mostly to change the subject.
The castle sat atop its crag, a half-mile or so from a large town of eight thousand people. The castle’s walls stood tall and strong, its towers crowned with banners and battlements. Riothamus still marveled at the skill of the knights in working stone. 
Had the Tervingi been able to raise such fortifications, they never would have been driven out of their homeland. 
A sea of tents surrounded the base of the castle’s crag. Banners floated over the tents, and Riothamus recognized the sigils of the Grim Marches' lords and knights. Not as many as had gathered for the battle of Stone Tower, but a goodly number nonetheless. 
“The melee has drawn many guests,” said Riothamus.
“Aye,” said Aegidia. “Athanaric was wise to accept Lord Mazael’s invitation. The knights and lords of the Grim Marches enjoy fighting as much as Tervingi thains.”
They walked at the rear of Athanaric’s column. Athanaric and two hundred of his thains marched along the road, eager to take part in the feasting and the fighting of the melee. It was gracious of Mazael to hold a melee, and not a tournament. The Tervingi had little skill at fighting from horseback.
Riothamus shook his head. “None of the lords friendly to Lord Toraine have come.”
“Unsurprising,” said Aegidia, “given that he wishes to kill us.” Her hands shifted against her staff, which lay crosswise against her saddle. “We must ally ourselves with Lord Mazael. For he is the man destined to face the Urdmoloch. And the fate of the Tervingi nation, of many nations, lies in his hands.”
“We shall be vigilant,” said Riothamus. “Ragnachar may try to have Athanaric or Mazael killed to reignite the war.”
“True,” said Aegidia. “I…”
A strange expression came over her face, her eyes glassy. Riothamus knew that look. Whenever the Sight came upon her in power, she got that expression.
“Guardian?” said Riothamus. “Guardian!”
She blinked, eyes clearing.
“What did you see?” he said. “A vision of the future?”
“Yes,” said Aegidia.
She looked at him and begin to smile.
“An ill vision?” said Riothamus.
“Not at all,” said Aegidia. “One of pleasant tidings, in fact.”
“I don’t understand,” said Riothamus.
“Riothamus,” said Aegidia. “You are a good and loyal man. It is well past time you had some joy in your life.” 
“You are not making any sense,” said Riothamus.
She smiled. “It is the prerogative of the Guardian to be mysterious. And of old women, too.” Her smiled faded. “Yet keep your eyes open. I doubt Ragnachar or Lord Toraine will try anything here. But if they do, we must be ready for it.”
Riothamus nodded and walked on, his mind turning over the possibilities.
Soon he had forgotten about Aegidia’s vision entirely.

###

Molly watched as her father greeted Athanaric. 
“This is a terrible idea,” she said to Romaria.
Romaria shrugged. “Why do you think that?”
Mazael greeted Athanaric outside the field cleared for the melee. The Tervingi had some peculiar customs between guests and hosts, and Athanaric observed them to the letter. He offered Mazael a goblet of wine. Then Mazael responded by offering Athanaric a loaf of salty bread, which they both ate. 
“By the exchange of salt and bread and wine,” declared Athanaric, his voice ringing over the assembled thains and knights, “I pledge to respect your rights as host, and defend your house and name from dishonor while I am a guest under your roof.” 
“By the exchange of salt and bread and wine,” answered Mazael, “I pledge to defend you as my guest, and defend your house and name from dishonor while you are a guest under my roof.”
“Good! Now let’s get to the fighting!” said Athanaric, and a laugh went up from the men.
“It’s a terrible idea,” said Molly, “because a few months ago, these men were trying to kill each other. Now Father wants to give them blunted swords and have at it? We'll start a war within the hour.”
“No,” said Romaria. “Both the Tervingi and the folk of the Grim Marches respect valor. And save for circumstances, they would not have been enemies. And the barbarian nations beyond the Great Mountains often hold something like our melees, to prove their valor without the bloodshed of a war.”
Molly scowled. “It’s playing at a war, and war is about killing. Why make a game of it?” 
“Better a game,” said Romaria, “than the real thing.”
Molly thought that over as the knights, armsmen, headmen and thains began to disperse for the melee. It would start like a tournament, with individual duels of skill using blunted weapons. Then the heralds would organize the men into two teams to fight a mock battle. She expected to see the men glare at each other with grim expressions, ready for blood. Instead they were eager, like men on a holiday, and some laughed and joked with each other.
And some of the thains joked with the knights.
“You may have a point,” Molly conceded. “Though it still seems foolish. Killing is not a game.”
“You enjoy hunting, do you not?” said Romaria. 
“That’s different,” said Molly. “Hunting has a purpose. We eat what we shoot. Besides, killing deer and lions helps keep me from hunting…larger prey.” 
“Perhaps,” said Romaria. “But…ah.”
Her senses were keener than Molly’s, and she always seemed to notice things first. She followed Romaria’s gaze, and saw Riothamus walking toward them, swinging his spear in hand like a staff.
“Lady Romaria,” said Riothamus with a bow. “Lady Molly. It is good to see you both.”
“And you, Riothamus,” said Romaria. “I am surprised you are not with the Guardian.”
Riothamus grinned, his blue eyes glinting. “I should be, but she insists upon going alone. Lord Mazael and the hrould Athanaric and the Guardian and the other mighty ones have gone off to discuss deep matters of peace and war, and a mere apprentice is left to his own devices.”
“In other words, they’re going to get drunk and place wagers upon the melee,” said Romaria.
Riothamus laughed. “I cannot think of a better way to discuss deep matters of peace and war.”
“I should join them, if you’ll excuse me,” said Romaria.
Riothamus bowed again, and Romaria departed. 
Molly had no wish to watch the melee, but she supposed she had little choice in the matter. She would be the lady of Castle Cravenlock one day, and she ought to get to know the chief headmen among the Tervingi. But, gods, she would rather go hunting. Or, perhaps, retreat to a deserted room in the castle and practice with her weapons. That always put her mind at ease…
“Lady Molly,” said Riothamus. “Would you join me in watching the melee?”
Molly blinked, her worries vanishing in sudden surprise. 
“What?” she said.
“I understand that is the custom among your people,” said Riothamus, scratching his chin. “That I would invite you to a feast or a tournament. Though I do not understand all your customs yet. If I have given offense, I hope you won’t challenge me in a duel to the death. I am only mediocre with a sword.”
“You could always use your magic to blast me where I stand,” said Molly.
Riothamus smiled. “That would be unbecoming of a Guardian.”
“And then it would be unsporting of me to kill you,” said Molly. “So you may accompany me to the melee, if you wish.”
His smile widened. “It would be my pleasure.”

###

Riothamus stood at the edge of the fenced-off area, watching the combatants. A knight in gleaming plate, a wooden sword in hand, circled a Tervingi spearthain armed with a wooden spear and a shield. A dozen blows were exchanged in as many heartbeats, the weapons blurring. 
“So they will fight until one is knocked from his feet?” said Riothamus.
Molly nodded, her gray eyes on the fight. “Aye. The knight is going to win." 
"The spearthain is faster," said Riothamus.
"Doesn't matter. The spearthain overextends himself every time he thrusts. Sooner or later he’s going to stumble, and the knight is going to knock him flat.”
“Among the Tervingi,” said Riothamus, “duels in melees are usually fought to the first blood.” 
Molly laughed. “Apparently this melee is to promote peace and brotherhood and fellowship and all those other fine things. Spilling blood might preclude that.”
“But it seems to be working,” said Riothamus. “Lord Mazael and Athanaric are becoming fast friends.”
“They are,” said Molly. “But Ragnachar isn’t here, is he? Do you see any of the thains loyal to him?”
“No,” said Riothamus. It concerned him a great deal. Still, at least it meant none of Ragnachar’s men had come to kill Athanaric or Mazael.
“It will come down to blood, in the end,” said Molly, her voice quiet. “It always does.”
She looked tired, so tired, as she said it.
“What do you mean?” said Riothamus. 
“Life is about killing,” said Molly, gazing at the duel. “The Malrags kill us, and we kill them. Lords and knights kill each other. The strong kill and rule, and the weak suffer for it.”
They were harsh words, but her voice held no conviction.
“You sound like Ragnachar,” said Riothamus. “Do you really believe that?”
“I do,” said Molly. She sighed. “But I wish I didn’t.” 
“I do not believe it,” said Riothamus.
She looked up at him with a frown. “Why not? You’re not an idiot. You can see how bleak life us. The Malrags slew your family and drove your people over the Great Mountains.”
“Life is painful, but it needn't be bleak,” said Riothamus with a shrug. “My mother and father loved me, I doubt it not. Aegidia, too, and I love her a great deal. And I believe that mercy is stronger than shed blood, and that forgiveness can overcome even the greatest rift.” He gestured at the crowds watching the melee. “Three months ago these men would have killed each other on sight. Now they cheer and drink and gamble together. If the Malrags return, they might well die defending each other. And if we are granted the blessing of peace, in a few generations the two peoples will become as one.”
“A lovely vision,” said Molly. “Unless Ragnachar starts a war first.”
“Then it is our task to stop him,” said Riothamus.
She stared at him for a long time, so long that Riothamus started to wonder if she had taken offense. 
“You disagree?” he said.
“Yes,” said Molly. “No. I…” She frowned, closed her eyes, and shook her head, as if trying to shake off troublesome thoughts.  “I don’t know. I would like such a story to be true, but…”
“But the entire experience of your life tells you otherwise,” said Riothamus.
Molly nodded.
“Your life was hardly normal,” said Riothamus. “How many women are brought up by assassin bands? How many women have their lovers murdered by their brothers?”
“More than you might think,” said Molly, “if you were to listen to the jongleurs' songs.” 
“I think your pain has distorted your vision,” said Riothamus, “and made you view the world as darker than it really is.”
She glared at him. “I think I am entitled to a darker vision.”
“Perhaps,” said Riothamus, “but you’re not the only one to have known pain.”
She frowned, and then chagrin flooded her face. “Your mother and father. Of course. I’m sorry. I…spoke hastily.”
“If you did, it was because I provoked you,” said Riothamus. 
“But you’ve known pain,” said Molly. “Why do you not see the world as I do? As Ragnachar does?”
“I have been tempted, often,” said Riothamus. “But my life has not been all cruelty. Nor has yours, I suppose.”
“No,” said Molly, her eyes distant. Riothamus knew she was thinking about Nicholas Tormaud, the lost love murdered by her brother. “No, it hasn’t.”
She looked at him and smiled.

###

The festivities wore on, and the hour for the grand melee arrived. 
Much to Riothamus’s surprise, Molly grinned. 
“Oh, that is clever,” she said. “Sometimes my father is smarter than I think.”
“Lord Mazael is a warrior of great renown,” said Riothamus. And if Aegidia’s Sight held true, the fate of the Tervingi nation, and all the world, rested in his hands. 
“Any idiot can swing a sword,” said Molly, “but it takes a clever man to win without wielding a sword at all.”
Riothamus had no argument with that. 
The knights and the thains formed into two teams. Riothamus had expected that the thains would fight the knights. But Mazael’s heralds and Athanaric’s loresingers had mixed the groups, forming two teams composed both of knights and thains. The Tervingi and the folk of the Grim Marches would fight side by side against each other. 
“Warriors of the Tervingi!” Aegidia’s voice rolled over the field, enhanced by her magic. “Fight with honor and renown, and earn a place in the songs of our people! Knights of the Grim Marches! Fight with valor and courage, and be victorious!”
The fighters cheered.
“Let the combat begin!” said Aegidia.
The two mobs surged at each other with enthusiasm, attacking with blunted wooden weapons. 
Molly frowned, craning her neck for a better view. “Why doesn’t Athanaric fight?”
“In a Tervingi melee,” said Riothamus, “the hrould traditionally observes. The thains will fight with more vigor, if they are under their hrould’s watchful eye.”
Molly snorted. “And they won’t strike their own hrould.”
“Well,” said Riothamus. “There is that.”
The melee surged back and forth, wooden swords rising and falling. 
“This is good,” said Riothamus. “To see Tervingi and knight fighting side by side.” He smiled. “I see this…and I think that perhaps Ragnachar will fail, that perhaps my hope is true and that the future need not contain only darkness and despair. Perhaps we can build a new life here, a new home.” 
Molly stared at him. 
“What is it?” said Riothamus. 
“You really believe that, don’t you?” said Molly.
“I do,” said Riothamus.
She hesitated, as if debating with herself, and then stood up. 
“Walk with me,” she said. 
“We’ll miss the feast,” said Riothamus. 
“Walk with me,” repeated Molly, holding out her hand.
Riothamus made up his mind.
He took her hand and led her from the melee field. They walked around the base of the castle’s crag, the grasses rustling against their boots. Her hand felt thin and tough in his, the fingers thickened with sword calluses. 
Soon they were alone, without another living soul in sight.
“It cheers me,” said Molly at last, “to hear you talk like that. You could have killed everyone on that field with your magic. Yet you don't. You hold yourself in check. And not…and not because you want to kill them and know it’s wrong. You think, you really think, that we can make something better.” She shook her head, a single lock of brown hair sliding over her face. “I’ve never met anyone who thinks that way before. Mazael and Romaria talk of peace, of making the Grim Marches safe and prosperous, but even they don’t seem to believe it can happen. Yet you do.” She lifted her chin and looked at him. “I admire you for it.” 
“And I admire you,” said Riothamus.
Molly laughed. “Whatever for?”
“There is such…darkness in you,” said Riothamus. Molly swallowed. “I think some of it is your own nature, true, but much of it was put inside you. From the Skulls and your brother, what they did to you. But you do not yield to it.”
“I did yield to it,” said Molly, voice quiet, “for a long time. For years.”
“But you stopped,” said Riothamus. 
“I was so weary of that life,” said Molly. “And then Nicholas showed me a better way. He was slain and I tried to kill Mazael…I thought I would spend my life trying to avenge Nicholas. Then Mazael killed Corvad, and now…I don’t know what to do next.” She smiled. “And then I hear you talk about forgiveness and mercy and enemies becoming friends, and perhaps I do know what to do next.”
She took his other hand.
Molly might have known what to do next, but Riothamus didn’t. The Tervingi women feared magic just as much as the Tervingi men did, and he had taken it for granted that he would never wed or even take a lover. This was the longest he had ever touched a woman, save for the desperate ones who had come to him to have an illness cured. And then his mind had been focused on the task at hand. 
This was something different entirely.
“Riothamus,” said Molly.
He lowered his face and kissed her lips, gently at first, and then harder.

###

A short time later they wound up in Molly’s room.
Molly pulled off the last of her clothes and threw them in the corner, the air cool against her skin. Riothamus’s eyes grew enormous, and Molly grinned at his reaction. She stepped closer, letting him see her.
“I don’t,” said Riothamus.
“What?” said Molly, sudden doubt running cold down her spine. “You don’t want to do this?”
“I’ve never done this before,” said Riothamus.
She took his hands and kissed him, pressing herself against him. 
“I have,” she said. “Just do what I tell you.”
He did.







Chapter 23 – The Hive

Tymaen had never dreamed that such a world existed beneath the mountains.
A world filled with both wonders and horrors.
Lucan and Malaric could both conjure magical lights with ease, so they had no trouble finding their way. Sometimes they walked through vast galleries of stone, the walls glittering with crystals. Elaborate stalactites of many colors hung from the ceilings, looking almost like sculptures. In places pools lay on the floors of the caverns, as clear and still as glass. From time to time they crossed fields of man-sized mushrooms, the caps glowing with a pale blue radiance. 
Once they walked through a cavern where a series of waterfalls fell from the ceiling, cascading to a rippling lake that filled half of the floor. 
It was one of the most beautiful things Tymaen had ever seen. 
And then there were the horrors. 
Human skulls heaped in pyramids filled one cavern. Lucan assured her that no spells lay upon the skulls, that they were merely a trophy raised by the Malrags or the Dark Elderborn or one of the other myriad creatures that lived in the underworld. Yet Tymaen could have sworn that the empty eyes watched her.
A few days later they forced their way through a crooked maze of narrow tunnels. Thick, ropy spiders’ webs clung to the walls, almost like sheets of greasy white snow. Dead things hung suspended in the webs. Human skeletons, dried skin clinging to their bones. The black husks of Malrags. Long, serpentine shapes that Lucan told her had once been San-keth serpent priests. 
“What made these webs?” said Tymaen, shivering. “Some monstrous spiders?”
“Of a sort,” said Malaric. His tone was light, as always, but his sword was in his hand. “They’re called the soliphage. Or spider-devils, as their foes name them. They have the torso, arms, and head of a human woman, but the lower body of a gigantic spider. They’ll eat anything they can catch in their webs, man or Malrag.”
“The high lords of Dracaryl had terrible wars with them,” said Lucan. “Some of the soliphage matriarchs were necromancers of fell power. But the high lords prevailed, and drove the remaining soliphages into the dark places below the earth.”
Tymaen looked at a web-wrapped husk and tried to keep her stomach settled. Suddenly spending her days in Castle Highgate’s solar, tending Robert’s affairs, did not seem so unpleasant. 
No. She had made her choice. And Lucan would do a great thing by ridding the world of the Demonsouled. She could hardly expect the path to be easy.
“No need to fear, though,” said Lucan. He picked up a bone and raked it through one of the webs. The web collapsed in a puff of dust. “These webs are dry. Centuries old, probably. The only soliphages down here would be undead.”
“That,” said Malaric, “is hardly reassuring.”
Lucan gave him a mirthless grin. “It ought to be. A wizard of sufficient skill can command the undead. I hope you’ve been paying attention during our lessons.”
Malaric only smiled in response, his hand straying to his belt. A round leather bag hung there, and Tymaen suspected it contained the skull of Corvad. Though what Malaric wanted with the thing, she had no idea.
They kept going, and encountered no soliphages, either living or undead.

###

Lucan felt the currents of dark magic stirring in the air.
Quite a lot of dark magic. 
“We may have a problem,” said Malaric.
The mercenaries crouched on a broad, high ledge overlooking a wide cavern. The cavern was huge, easily a mile across. A small forest of the blue-glowing mushrooms covered the cavern’s irregular floor, painting the walls and ceiling with the ghostly blue light.
A white ruin rose from the center of the cavern. 
It looked like a castle, albeit one constructed by an architect of demented vision. Its lines were far more graceful than the castles of the Grim Marches, even the fortresses of Old Dracaryl, yet it had a strange and alien aspect. The castle was a thing of beauty, a pale jewel standing among the rough rock and glowing mushrooms of the cavern.
A thing of disturbing beauty.
Just looking at it gave Lucan a headache. Malaric’s mercenaries had barely flinched at the Malrag warband or the ancient webs, but now they muttered to each other, making signs to ward off evil. 
“What’s wrong with that castle?” said Tymaen in a low voice. “Looking at it makes my eyes hurt.”
“The Dark Elderborn built it,” said Lucan, staring at the castle. “Their aesthetics do not make sense to a human mind.”
“Aye,” said Malaric, peering over a boulder, “but that’s not Dark Elderborn in that castle now, is it?”
He was right about that.
Malrags prowled the ramparts of the white castle, dozens of them. The fact that they were patrolling the walls and not killing each other meant they were under the control of something stronger. A balekhan, most likely, or a shaman. 
Or something even more powerful. 
“What are Malrags doing in a Dark Elderborn ruin?” said Malaric.
Lucan shrugged. “The wizards of the Dark Elderborn sometimes have enough power to command Malrags. But if their control wavers, the Malrags turn upon their masters. That’s probably what happened here. Some prince of the Dark Elderborn thought to enslave the Malrags and create his own little realm. Instead, the Malrags slew him.” 
“So we sneak around them,” said Malaric.
“We cannot,” said Lucan. “The tunnel to Morvyrkrad is on the other side of the castle. We’ll have to fight our way through.”
“Fight?” said Malaric, incredulous. “You expect us to fight through hundreds of Malrags? And to judge from the aura around the castle, there are at least three shamans in there.”
“Probably five,” said Lucan. Malrags could live forever, unless they were killed first, which almost always happened. Yet sometimes the shamans lived for centuries, and became tremendously powerful over the passage of time. Even with the aid of his stolen Demonsouled power, Lucan might not be able to overcome five ancient Malrag shamans.
Fortunately, he had other resources.
“I recognize, my lord Lucan,” said Malaric, “that my life, and the lives of my men, mean nothing to you. But we will not march into certain death simply to slake your ambition.”
Lucan rolled his eyes. “Is this a negotiating tactic? If you want more money, you’ll have to wait until we return to the surface.”
“What good is gold if we cannot spend it?” said Malaric, and his men nodded in agreement. “What good are spells if I do not live to cast them? Attacking that place is certain death!”
“You’re afraid,” said Lucan. 
“Only a fool would not be afraid,” said Malaric.
“Of course there is risk,” said Lucan. “But rewards only go to those bold enough to seize them. Which will be difficult if you go slinking back to the surface.” 
“At least we shall be alive!” said Malaric. “Do you really think you can overcome five Malrag shamans? If…”
“Lucan!” screamed Tymaen.
He turned to her, intending to calm her down before he dealt with Malaric. But she was pointing at the ceiling, and he lifted his eyes to follow her gaze.
The white gaze of a Malrag stared down at him. 
Lucan flinched. A narrow opening yawned in the ceiling six or seven yards overhead, and a Malrag crouched there, a black spear gripped in its clawed hands. The Malrag howled and jumped from the opening. Lucan lifted his hands, green sparks snarling around his fingers…
Malaric moved faster.
His sword blurred, and the Malrag’s body struck the ground with a clang of armor, its fanged head rolling away.
Malaric snarled and pointed his sword at Lucan. “You’ve led us into a trap, fool! They’ve been watching us all along. Men! Leave at once! Make for…”
Armor rattled, and a dozen more Malrags appeared in the opening in the ceiling. The currents of dark magic in the cavern surged, and Lucan risked a glance over his shoulder. Malrags boiled out of the ruined castle, charging through the mushrooms. 
“Battle line!” shouted Malaric. “Swords in front, bows behind, now…”
The Malrags in the ceiling jumped, howling for blood. 
Lucan grabbed Tymaen’s arm. “Stay behind me!”
The Malrags fell into Malaric’s men, swinging black axes. The mercenaries responded with sword and shield, and their formation fell into chaos. Malaric cut down a Malrag with a single smooth blow and wheeled to face the others, green fire snarling around his free hand. Lucan looked back and forth, mind racing. If Malaric’s men formed a battle line, they might have a chance of holding off the Malrags from the castle. Yet while the Malrags poured from the ceiling, Malaric’s men could not take formation.
And the mercenaries had no chance against the power of five Malrag shamans. 
A Malrag lunged at Lucan, axe raised, and Tymaen screamed. Lucan thrust out his hand, summoning magic. Psychokinetic force erupted from his palm, slammed into the Malrag, and hurled it against the ceiling with enough force to crumple its armor and shatter its bones. 
But more charged him, and Lucan began another spell without hesitation. 
Gray mist swirled at his feet, and a dozen translucent beasts sprang forth. The creatures looked like a ghastly hybrid of wolf and squid, their tentacles lined with razor claws. The spirit beasts surged forward in ghostly silence, their translucent claws and flesh rending Malrag flesh with ease. The spirit beasts drove back the Malrags, but more poured from the breach in the ceiling. 
And still the tide of Malrags from the castle drew closer. 
Lucan cast another spell, his fingers hooked into claws. Psychokinetic force burst from his mind, and coiled around a boulder in the midst of the mushrooms. He beckoned, and the boulder ripped free, shot through the air, and slammed into the opening. The impact smashed a half-dozen Malrags to pulp, and sealed the entrance in the ceiling. A few moments later Malaric’s men cut down the remaining Malrags and began to form up.
“Well?” said Malaric, lifting his sword. Ghostly green flame flickered around the blade. “Any more clever tricks?”
The tide of Malrags, nearly five hundred strong, had almost reached the base of their ledge. Malaric’s archers began loosing shafts, but there were far too many Malrags.
Lucan stepped to the edge and lifted his hand. A rune of fiery light appeared on his palm, and he unleashed the power at the Malrags, intending to set them aflame…
But a wall of green light appeared before the charging Malrags, blocking his spell.
Lucan looked at the wall of the unearthly castle. 
Five hunched, misshapen figures stood upon the ramparts, clad in robes of ragged black leather. Malrags, but smaller and thinner than the warriors charging the ledge. Each of the five Malrags upon the wall had a third eye in the center of its black-veined forehead, an eye that shone and flickered with green light.
Malrag shamans. Old ones, and powerful. 
As one they lifted their claws and unleashed their power upon Lucan.

###

Tymaen watched as Lucan faced the Malrags, her heart pounding in her throat. The shamans upon the walls gestured, and green light flared. A shell of green light appeared around Lucan, holding him frozen like a fly in amber. Tymaen watched him, expecting him to break free, to unleash his wrath upon the Malrags, but he remained motionless.
“That’s it,” said Malaric. “Lord Lucan has bitten off more than he can chew. Withdraw! With any luck, the Malrags will amuse themselves with him while we escape. And take the girl with us. We can ransom her back to her husband.”
“No!” said Tymaen, but two of the mercenaries grabbed her arms, ignoring her struggles. “Let me go! I command you to let me…”
Darkness flickered within the shell of green light, and Tymaen saw something long and black appear in Lucan’s hands.
The shell of light shattered a heartbeat later.

###

The Glamdaigyr burned in Lucan’s hands and drank the power of the shamans’ spell. 
And poured it into him.
He screamed as the corrupted power flooded through his heart and mind. If he held onto it for any length of time, it would twist him into a monster, just as Ultorin’s bloodsword and stolen Malrag life force had corrupted him into a twisted, inhuman thing.
Fortunately, Lucan had no desire to keep the tainted power. 
He pointed the Glamdaigyr at the castle and shouted. 
A bolt of green lightning as thick as his leg erupted from the sword’s point and ripped across the cavern. It blasted through the ranks of the Malrags, burning dozens of them to charred husks. Then the bolt slammed into the castle wall, blasting a large chunk of it to glassy white splinters. Two of the shamans fell to the earth, smashed to pulp. 
The remaining Malrags scrambled up the ledge, and the surviving shamans began new spells. 
“Hold!” yelled Malaric, and his men raised their shields. The Malrags crashed into the mercenaries, black axes shuddering against shields, swords clanging against black armor. 
The surviving shamans sent more green lightning screaming at Lucan. He cast wards about himself, and sent the lightning rebounding across the cavern. One blast arced back to the castle to rip apart a third shaman. The other two hammered into the mass of Malrags, killing more. The smoking corpses collapsed to the ground, and an idea popped into Lucan’s mind. The Malrags were demon spirits clothed in shells of corrupted flesh. 
But flesh was still flesh…and dead flesh could become undead.
Lucan summoned the Banurdem with an effort of will, and it appeared against his brow. The diadem’s black metal felt cold against his skin.
He cast another spell, drawing on both the Glamdaigyr’s power and the well of Demonsouled power in his mind. 
Sigils of blazing green flame appeared upon the brows of the slain Malrags, and the newly created Malrag runedead climbed to their feet. 
Lucan reached through the Banurdem’s power, seizing control of the undead. The runedead stiffened, and then twitched once or twice as the Banurdem took control of them. 
Lucan sent a mental command and the runedead tore into the Malrags. Chaos went through the living Malrags, and Malaric’s men threw them back with a yell. More lighting arced from the shamans, and Lucan deflected it aside with another ward. He unleashed another blast of psychokinetic force, and smashed a shaman against a white tower. More runedead rose as the Malrags died beneath the swords of Malaric’s men and the claws of the undead. 
The final shaman flung another lightning blast, and Lucan deflected the lightning bolt back into the creature.
Then Lucan turned his full powers on the remaining Malrags.
The battle did not last long after that. 
“Tymaen,” said Lucan. “Are you well?”
She managed a nod, her eyes wide. She had seen battle before, Lucan knew, when the Malrags assaulted Castle Highgate. But she would never have seen Lucan unleash his full powers in battle before. 
She would get used to it in time. There would be a great deal more killing to do, before the end.
“Malaric,” said Lucan.
Malaric stepped closer, black blood dripping from his sword, his eyes fixed on the Glamdaigyr.
“Is that what I think it is?” he said. 
Lucan lifted the sword, the sigils flaring with green light. “It is. Do you still wish to run, Malaric?” 
Malaric said nothing. 
“Or do you want to fight me?” said Lucan. “And claim the sword and diadem for yourself?”
Malaric hesitated. Had he the strength, Lucan knew, Malaric would have killed him then and there and taken the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem for himself. But he wasn’t strong enough, never would be strong enough.
Because Lucan held the Glamdaigyr and wore the Banurdem. 
“No,” said Malaric.
Lucan pointed the greatsword at him. “No, my lord.”
Malaric swallowed. “No, my lord.”
“Good. Which of your men touched Lady Tymaen?”  
Malaric shook his head. “None of them. We were distracted by the battle, obviously.”
“Obviously,” said Lucan. “Yet I still saw two men touch her. Which ones?”
“We did, my lord,” said a mercenary, stepping forward with a companion. “We were only going to take the lady to safety.”
“Yes, I’m sure,” said Lucan. He pointed the Glamdaigyr at them.
“Lucan!” said Tymaen. “Please don’t hurt them.”
“They touched you,” said Lucan, his voice calm. “They would have taken you hostage and sold you back to Lord Robert.”
“But I would have been safe.”
“You are safe with me.”
“But they thought we were going to die,” said Tymaen. “They didn’t trust in you the way I do. They would have held me for ransom, true, but even mercenaries need to eat. They would have taken me to safety.”
For a long moment Lucan held the Glamdaigyr leveled at the trembling mercenaries. They had dared to touch Tymaen, and he saw absolutely no reason not to kill them. Yet he loved Tymaen, and their deaths would cause her unnecessary distress. 
He had no wish to do that. 
“Very well,” said Lucan. He dismissed the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem, and the sword and the diadem dissolved into green flame and vanished. “I trust we shall have no further talk of turning back?” 
“No,” said Malaric. 
“Good,” said Lucan. He gestured, and the sigils of green fire on the brows of the Malrag runedead vanished. The creatures collapsed motionless to the ground. 
He flexed his fingers, bemused. The spell to raise runedead was potent, yet it had not taxed him. The well of stolen Demonsouled power made him stronger. Just how much more powerful would the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem make him?
And once he held the Wraithaldr, what kind of power could he wield? If the Great Rising worked, if he cleansed the world of the Demonsouled, what could he do then? Could he scour the world of every last trace of dark magic, annihilate the San-keth and the Dark Elderborn and the Malrags? Perhaps he could crush tyrannical lords and kings and build a new world, a world free of war and hunger and fear…
“Lucan,” said Tymaen. “What…what are we going to do now?” 
He took her hand. “Morvyrkrad is near. And with the things we take from there, we shall free the world of the Demonsouled forever.” 

###

The Dark Elderborn ruin held no enchanted relics, but inside Lucan found a quantity of gold and gems, the coins stamped with inscriptions and images as beautiful and disturbing as the castle’s walls. The coins improved Malaric’s mood, and certainly raised the morale of his men. 
“Well, my lord,” said Malaric, examining a ruby the size of his thumb. “Where next?”
Malaric’s free hand kept straying to the leather bag at this belt. Of course, the skull in the bag was more valuable than gold or jewels. Lucan had a good notion of what Malaric intended to do with Corvad’s skull. 
A clever idea. If it didn’t turn Malaric into a ravening monster. But that was not Lucan’s problem.
“This way,” said Lucan. 
He led the men to the far end of the cavern. The entrance to another cave yawned in the wall. But unlike the others, it was built of worked stone. Twin statues of robed men flanked the doorway, staffs of carved stone in their hands, and symbols and sigils marked the arch.
“What does it say?” said Tymaen.
“It’s the script of Old Dracaryl,” said Malaric.
“And it says,” said Lucan, “that the way to Morvyrkrad lies ahead.”
He conjured a globe of light over his palm and led the way into the darkness, Tymaen and Malaric following.







Chapter 24 – Only Blood

Molly took a deep breath.
It was time.
“There’s something,” she said, “that I have to tell you.” 
She and Riothamus lay side by side in her tent, halfway between Castle Cravenlock and Swordgrim. Her head rested against his chest, and his arm curled around her back. Through the tent’s canvas walls she heard the sounds of the camp, the rattle of armor, the whinnying of horses. Lord Richard had summoned all his vassals to Swordgrim for a great feast, and both the Lord of Castle Cravenlock and his heir would attend. 
“Of course,” said Riothamus, a lazy smile on his face. 
“This…this isn’t a good thing,” said Molly.
His smile faded. “What is it?” 
A dozen different explanations flitted through her mind. She thought about hedging the truth. How would he react? Would he push her away? 
Would he try to kill her?
“Molly?” said Riothamus. 
Best to just get it over with. He deserved to know.
“I’m Demonsouled,” she said. 
A frown spread over his face.
“The creature you call the Urdmoloch was my grandfather,” said Molly. “He took Corvad and me to the Skulls, had them turn us into weapons. He planned to turn Corvad into the Destroyer, the Demonsouled who will overthrow the kingdoms of the men. And he planned to turn me into a Malrag Queen.” 
She could speak no more, and she braced herself. She expected him to react with horror and revulsion.
Instead, Riothamus looked as if she had just given him the answer to some great riddle.
“The vision,” he murmured. “That would mean…Lord Mazael is Demonsouled?”
Molly nodded. 
“Then it makes sense,” said Riothamus. “The man in the golden armor with the sword of blue fire.”
“What are you talking about?” said Molly. “I’ve just told you I’m the granddaughter of the Old Demon, and you’re talking about a vision? I’m Demonsouled! Aren’t you going to scream, or fight, or try to kill me or…or something?”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” said Riothamus.
Molly shrugged. “Mazael and Romaria are the only ones who know.” Well, Lucan Mandragon did, but Molly would kill him if she had the chance. “Anyone else would try to kill me if they knew. The Demonsouled are loathed and feared, and for good reason. We are monsters.”
“You are a hard woman,” said Riothamus, “but hardly a monster. But why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because,” said Molly. She swallowed. “I didn’t…I didn’t expect to fall in love with you. Or anyone. It happened so quickly, and I am…I was so happy. I should have told you before, so you could know what kind of…creature I really am.” 
“You thought it would drive me away,” said Riothamus.
“Yes,” said Molly.
They lay in silence for a moment.
“So,” said Molly, “ah…why aren’t you running? Or throwing lightning bolts at me? Or getting the Guardian to slay the Demonsouled?”
Riothamus frowned. “You’re demon-blooded. That hardly makes you a Malrag, Molly. You are still human, still a woman.” 
“This doesn’t concern you?” said Molly.
“I would be an idiot if it didn’t concern me,” said Riothamus. “But I knew you had darkness inside of you. I suppose it’s just more...literal than I expected.” He stroked her cheek. “We all have darkness inside of us. You can do more with it than the rest of us.” 
“So…you don’t mind?” said Molly.
“There have been demon-blooded, what you call Demonsouled, among the Tervingi before,” said Riothamus. “They can become great heroes or terrible villains. Like any other men. But the demon-blooded have more potential for good or for evil.” 
“Then,” said Molly. She licked her lips, swallowed, and took a deep breath. “Then you don’t want to leave?” 
His fingers brushed her cheek. “Why would I want to?”
Relief flooded through her, like cold water over a burn. She wanted to cry, to bury her face in his shoulder and weep. 
Instead, she said, “What vision?” 
"Vision?"
"The vision you were talking about," said Molly.
“You’ve told me your secret,” said Riothamus, “so I should tell you mine.”
Molly grinned. “You're Demonsouled?”
“No,” said Riothamus. “San-keth, actually.”
She stared at him, and burst out laughing. 
“I would not,” she said, “take a San-keth into my bed.”
“I should hope not,” said Riothamus. His smile faded. “The Guardian has the Sight.”
“The Sight?” said Molly.
“A form of clairvoyance,” said Riothamus. “And also precognition…it lets her see the future. Or potential futures, at least. And things far off, and in the past as well.”
“Sounds useful,” said Molly.
“Not as much as you might think,” said Riothamus. “It usually manifests in symbolic visions that are hard to interpret. But years ago, before she even saved my life, Aegidia had a vision about the fate of the Tervingi, of the entire world. Because of that vision, she asked the same question of anyone she met. It was the first question she ever asked me.”
“What is it?” said Molly. “What question?” 
“Have you seen a man in golden armor,” said Riothamus, “who fights with a sword of blue flame?”
Despite lying in Riothamus’s arms, despite his bare skin against hers, she felt a chill.
“A man in golden armor with a sword of blue fire?” she said. “That’s Mazael.”
Riothamus nodded. “Aegidia thinks so.”
“But that’s impossible,” said Molly. “She must have had that vision twenty years ago. Mazael was just a landless knight then, and he didn't have Lion or the dragon armor. So how could she know about him?”
“The Sight,” said Riothamus. 
“Her visions,” said Molly. “So…what did her visions say that Mazael will do?”
“That, for good or ill, he held the fate of the Tervingi in his hands,” said Riothamus. “And that one day he would face the Urdmoloch.”
Molly’s chill got worse. “The Urdmoloch. The Old Demon. My grandfather.”
“Yes,” said Riothamus.
“Did the vision say if he wins?” said Molly.
“No,” said Riothamus. “Only that the fate of the Tervingi lies his hands, and that he would face the Urdmoloch. Not what that fate would be, or the outcome of that confrontation.”  
“Father spoke of facing the Old Demon,” said Molly. “Of finding him and fighting him. But…gods, Riothamus, I know my grandfather. He’s a monster. He’s centuries old, and he’s survived all his enemies, over and over again. He plays with kingdoms and empires like they’re pieces on a chessboard. I knew what he was, and he still almost fooled and destroyed me. How can we hope to fight a creature like him?”
“As we would fight any other enemy,” said Riothamus. “All men die, Molly. We can only hope to die well.”
“Hardly optimistic,” said Molly. 
“No,” said Riothamus, “but true nonetheless. But whatever comes, we shall face it together.”
“You mean it?” said Molly. “You aren’t going to leave?” 
“Never,” said Riothamus.
She let out a long breath, and kissed him.

###

The nobles and knights of the Grim Marches and the thains and headmen of the Tervingi nation filled Swordgrim's hall and feasted. Jongleurs wandered up and down the long tables, singing of the mighty knights of old, while Tervingi loresingers sang of their great heroes. Mazael looked over the assembly and grinned. A few months ago these men had been trying to kill each other. Now they sat and ate and drank together.
It was a good sign.
However much it disappointed his Demonsouled blood.
“You look pleased,” said Romaria. 
“And why should I not?” said Mazael, taking another drink of ale. He and Romaria sat at the high table on the dais with the other principal lords of the Grim Marches. Lord Richard and Athanaric sat at the head of the table, speaking in low voices. “It’s working. The Tervingi and our people are at peace. In a few years, the fighting will be only a memory." 
“If Toraine and Ragnachar don’t have their way,” said Romaria.
“They won’t,” said Mazael. “Look over there. Some of Ragnachar’s thains. They didn’t come to the melee, but they’re here. Ragnachar himself might not ever come, but without the support of the Tervingi, he can’t cause any trouble.” 
His hands closed into fists under the table. No more visions of the Old Demon troubled his sleep, but the dreams of blood and death had come again, worse than before. But that was a small price to pay for the Grim Marches to at last have peace. 
“Now if only I could find Lucan,” said Mazael. 
There had been no trace of Lucan since his disappearance from Castle Highgate. Mercenaries had gone into the mountains, intent on collecting the bounty for his head and Tymaen’s safe return. Most had come back empty-handed. Some had not come back at all. Perhaps they had perished upon Malrag blades, or burned in a dragon’s fire.
Or perhaps Lucan had killed them all. It would take more than common mercenaries to stop Lucan Mandragon, especially now that he carried the Glamdaigyr. 
“Perhaps in another year,” said Romaria, “when things have settled down, we can go in pursuit of Lucan.”
Mazael blinked in surprise. “You’re serious?”
“I am,” said Romaria. “Gods only know what Lucan will do with that sword. But right now, leaving the Grim Marches would be more dangerous. But if the Tervingi will truly not start another war…perhaps we should go after him.” Her smile was a touch wistful. “And I would enjoy a journey. This is the longest I’ve stayed in one place since I was a child. I’ve been from the Old Kingdoms to the middle lands and back again. I’d like to see some of those places again.”
“I spent ten years wandering from one end of the realm to another,” said Mazael. He imagined traveling with Romaria, wandering as the mood took them. That sounded like a fine life.
The booming slam of the hall’s doors broke his reverie.
Mazael looked up, saw men in dark armor stalking into the hall. His first thought was that Toraine had decided to overthrow his father, and his hand flew to Lion’s hilt. But the men in black armor and ragged black cloaks were orcragars.
Ragnachar himself walked at their head. 
He wore his black armor of Old Dracaryl. His snarling dragon helm rested under one arm, and the hilt of his greatsword rose over his shoulder. His gray beard and lined face made him look like a living statue, though his gray eyes burned with hatred.
He stopped before the high table and made a shallow bow.
“Lord Richard,” said Ragnachar.
Lord Richard rose. “Lord Ragnachar. Have you come to join the feast?”
“No,” said Ragnachar. “I have not. I fear I have already eaten.”
Richard raised an eyebrow. “Then, pray, why have you come to my hall, surrounded by armed retainers?”
“Yes, Ragnachar,” said Athanaric, standing beside Richard. “Have you come to draw steel against our liege lord? I would have expected such a dishonorable act from you.”
Ragnachar lifted a black-armored hand. “I have not come to feast, nor to start a war.” 
“Have you, Ragnachar?” Mazael saw Aegidia step out from beneath the balcony, leaning upon her staff. Riothamus trailed behind her, Molly at his side. For some reason she had been spending more and more time with the Guardian's apprentice. Perhaps she was teaching him to use a sword. 
Ragnachar glared at her, and the Guardian fell silent and looked away.
“I have only come,” said Ragnachar, “to marvel. To see how low the Tervingi have fallen. Once other nations feared our wrath. And now look at us! We are dogs, cringing in our master’s hall and licking his fingers for scraps.”
Silence answered his threats. 
“Do you insult our liege lord?” said a young knight in Lord Richard’s colors. “Do you dare to call Lord Richard the Dragonslayer a dog?”
“Pay attention, boy,” said Ragnachar. “It is the Tervingi who have become dogs, who now whine and beg for whatever crumbs their master is willing to permit them.” 
“Do you wish to renounce your oath of allegiance to me?” said Richard, calm as ever. “Though if you do, Lord Ragnachar, I remind you that you will no longer be my guest and can no longer claim that protection of my roof.” 
A dozen lords and knights stood, hands on their sword hilts. 
“Is this what the Tervingi have come to?” said Ragnachar, his eyes flashing. “Cowering behind their master’s hounds for protection?”
Suddenly Mazael understood. Ragnachar was hoping to shame the Tervingi into fighting, into siding with him.
He stood. “Ragnachar!”
Ragnachar glared up at him. “Lord Mazael.”
“Perhaps you’re right,” said Mazael, descending from the dais to stand a dozen paces from the Tervingi hrould. “Perhaps the Tervingi are cowards.”
An uneasy rumble went through the hall.
“Or perhaps,” said Mazael, “you’re simply an idiot.” 
Ragnachar’s eyes narrowed. “You insult me?”
“Is it an insult to speak the truth?” said Mazael. “But let us put it to the test! I notice that you have entered your liege lord’s hall with only your orcragars at your back.”
“What of it?” said Ragnachar. 
“I wonder,” said Mazael, “if they are the only supporters you have left. Would no other man follow you? Not even any of your loyal thains? Let us find out! Warriors of the Tervingi!” His voice rang over the hall. “The hour has come to choose peace or war! Those of you who support Ragnachar, Lord of Gray Pillar, stand and go to his side! Now!”
No one stood.
The silence stretched on and on. 
Ragnachar’s face remained calm, but Mazael saw the fury in his eyes.
“Warriors of the Tervingi!” said Mazael. “If you support Lord Richard, stand!”
The benches groaned and armor clattered as every man in the hall, Tervingi or not, stood. 
“You insult me,” growled Ragnachar, “with this mockery.”
“If I have insulted you,” said Mazael, “then challenge me to a duel. We will settle this in the courtyard right now.”
Mazael's blood burned within him. Yes, he would do it. He would face Ragnachar in a duel, and then cut him down. No one could blame him for that. And then the Grim Marches would have peace...
Ragnachar glared at him, and then stalked away without another word.

###

“It was a grave risk you took,” said Richard. 
Mazael shrugged. “Ragnachar led them to the brink of ruin. I doubt the Tervingi would side with him again, given a choice.”
Athanaric nodded. “You speak truly.”
They sat at the high table. The feast had resumed, the rumble of conversation and the songs of the loresingers and the jongleurs filling the hall.
There was no hint that Ragnachar had almost started a war.
“Ragnachar was trying to shame the Tervingi into fighting,” said Romaria. 
“He forgets that becoming the vassal of Lord Richard is no different than a thain pledging his sword to a hrould,” said Athanaric. 
“Aye,” said Mazael, “but it is different when the hrould is a foreigner, is it not? I doubt any of your folk wanted to side with Ragnachar. Not when the benefits of peace have become so obvious. But all it would have taken was one man siding with Ragnachar, and it might have started an avalanche.”
“You handled his well, my lord Mazael,” said Aegidia, leaning on her staff beside Athanaric’s chair. “It is as if the fate of the Tervingi rests in your hands.”
Both Molly and Riothamus gave the old woman a sharp look. 
“And if he had accepted the duel?” said Richard.
“Then I would have killed him,” said Mazael, “and we would have an end to our problems.”
Oh, how he wanted to do it. For a terrible moment he had wanted to cut down Ragnachar as he walked from the hall. But Ragnachar was still a Tervingi hrould, and butchering him in Lord Richard’s hall would have offered a grievous insult to every man of the Tervingi. 
No. Peace was better. No matter how much he wanted to kill. 
“Though Ragnachar will be all the more dangerous now,” said Romaria. “A rabid beast is the most dangerous when cornered.”
Lord Richard nodded. “We shall have to be wary. But on his own, without allies, Lord Ragnachar is no threat to us.”

###

Ragnachar stalked into the night, his orcragars following. His heartbeat thundered in his ears like a war drum, calling him to battle, to killing.
How he wanted to cut down Mazael Cravenlock! 
But it would have resulted in his own death. He could have slain Mazael easily enough, but even he could not have fought his way through the assembled lords, knights, and thains. He would have killed many of them, true, perhaps even most of them. But they would have taken him down in the end.
Perhaps that would have been a mercy. He was so tired of holding himself back.
“What shall we do now, master?” said one of the orcragars.
“We shall return to Gray Pillar,” said Ragnachar, “and await the chance to strike.”
“You might,” said a dry voice, “be a little busy for that.”
Ragnachar whirled, drawing his greatsword, and his orcragars yelled and raised their weapons. 
A tall man stood in the grasses a few paces away. He wore a black robe that flowed about him like wings of shadow. Gray streaks marked his hair at the temples, and his gray eyes were the exact color and shape of Ragnachar’s.
Save for when they flickered with a pale haze of crimson light.
The orcragars fell to their knees in reverence, and even Ragnachar felt a sudden thrill of terror.
“Urdmoloch,” murmured the orcragars in awe. “Great Urdmoloch. We are strong. We are worthy. Command us and we are yours.” 
The tall man’s lips twitched in amusement beneath his hooked nose. 
“Father,” said Ragnachar, though he did not kneel. No matter how much fear he felt. He would not show any weakness, not now. 
The Urdmoloch, the creature the folk of the Grim Marches named the Old Demon, smiled at him.
“Ragnachar,” said the Urdmoloch. “You’ve been busy since we last spoke, I see.”
“I did as you commanded, father,” said Ragnachar. “The Malrags waited in the mountain valley, just as you said, and I convinced the moot of descend upon the Grim Marches with fire and sword.”
“So you did,” said the Urdmoloch. “And then you were defeated.”
Ragnachar’s fingers tightened against the hilt of his greatsword. “I did what I could. But the Tervingi are weak. They yearn for peace. Even the sternest warrior among them does not understand the joy of killing, not as we do.”
“It is a poor warrior that blames his weapons,” said the Urdmoloch. “No matter. Why have you not begun fighting again?”
“I cannot,” said Ragnachar through clenched teeth. “Athanaric and that damnable Guardian stand opposed against me, along with all the lords and vassals of the Grim Marches. Your blood flows through my veins, but I am only one man. Without allies, I cannot fight them by myself.”
“Ah.” The Urdmoloch grinned, the fiery haze in his eyes growing brighter. “What if there were a way to turn the Tervingi against the lords? To rally every last one of them to your side?” 
Ragnachar scowled. “How would I accomplish such a feat?”
“In a week’s time,” said the Urdmoloch, “Lord Richard Mandragon will travel to Stone Tower. Athanaric, you see, has extended an invitation in repayment for Lord Richard's hospitality. It would be an excellent opportunity to kill them both.”
“And what would that gain me?” said Ragnachar. “If I attacked and slew them, satisfying as it would be, it would turn both the Tervingi and the lords against me.”
The Urdmoloch grinned. “Why do my sons always have such limited imaginations? You must get your wits from your mothers. Think, Ragnachar. What would happen if you slew them both, and made it look as if the Tervingi slew Lord Richard and the knights slew Athanaric?”
"I see," said Ragnachar, thinking it over. "Yes. That would rally the Tervingi to me. Especially since Toraine would become liege lord, and he would make war against us at once." His scowl returned. "But just how am I to accomplish this?" 
The Urdmoloch pointed at the kneeling orcragars. “You. Come here.”
One of the orcragars, a burly man with a bushy black beard, rose and hurried to the Urdmoloch. “Command me, I am strong, I am worthy…”
“Yes, yes, shut up,” said the Urdmoloch. He reached into his robe and drew out a folded cloak of odd color. It looked like a sheet of dull, tarnished silver marked with streaks of deep black. The Urdmoloch lifted the cloak and threw it over the orcragar’s shoulders.
The orcragar vanished.
Ragnachar blinked. If he squinted, he could just make out a faint shimmering where the orcragar had stood. But otherwise no trace of the man remained.
“A spell of invisibility?” he said. 
“Well…not quite,” said Urdmoloch. “Most invisibility spells manipulate light, and your clever Guardian could sense those with ease. Her doting apprentice, as well. This is called a wraithcloak, and it shifts the wearer partly into the spirit world. Nearly invisible to the mortal eye, and much harder for a wizard to detect.” 
“You have more than one?” said Ragnachar, intrigued. With fifty of these cloaks, he could ambush and kill both Athanaric and Lord Richard.
The fury in his heart, always hot, blazed brighter.
With fifty of these cloaks, he could rid himself of that damnable Guardian at last. 
“Yes,” said the Urdmoloch. “Enough for you to conceal a small force of your orcragars. Lie in wait at Stone Tower for Lord Richard and Athanaric, and attack them as Athanaric renews his oaths of fealty. Kill everyone, and leave no witnesses behind. Then you can claim Lord Richard murdered Athanaric, and that Athanaric died trying to defend the honor of the Tervingi. You can lead the Tervingi in a war of vengeance and drown the Grim Marches in blood.” 
Ragnachar nodded, his mind racing. If he slew both Athanaric and Lord Richard and put the blame on Richard, the Tervingi would rise up in wrath. And with Richard dead, Toraine Mandragon would become the liege lord of the Grim Marches. His father’s death would give him the excuse he needed to launch a war of extermination.
The killing would not stop until one side or another was destroyed. 
And if Ragnachar struck quickly, he could win this war. And with the Grim Marches conquered, he could lead the Tervingi on to new lands, to new foes to crush.
He could drown the entire world in blood. 
“It can be done," said Ragnachar.
“I thought you might agree,” said the Urdmoloch. “And to assist you in your task…I have a little gift for you.”
He held up his palms, and suddenly a sheathed greatsword lay upon his hands.
“Take it,” said the Urdmoloch, holding the hilt toward him.
The greatsword's pommel was red gold, worked in the shape of a snarling demon’s head. 
Ragnachar drew the greatsword from its scabbard. The blade was fashioned from blood-colored steel. As he lifted it, Ragnachar felt a surge of power from the weapon, strength pouring up his arm and into his chest. 
One of the orcragars flinched in terror.
Ragnachar wrapped both hands around the hilt, and the blade erupted into howling crimson flames, painting the plains around him with bloody light. 
“The Destroyer!” shouted one of the orcragars. 
As one they turned and knelt before Ragnachar, even the Urdmoloch temporarily forgotten. 
“The Destroyer comes!” repeated the orcragar.
“He will trample kings and lords beneath his feet!” said another. 
“The Destroyer comes!” roared the orcragars in unison.
“You alone, Ragnachar,” said the Urdmoloch, voice quiet. “So many have fallen short or betrayed me. But you alone, Ragnachar, are worthy to take up the sword of the Destroyer. You will destroy nations and kingdoms and remake the world in your image.”
“Yes,” hissed Ragnachar. The sword filled him with power and strength. He felt as if he could return to Swordgrim and kill every man in the castle. 
“You must do two things,” said the Urdmoloch. “First, kill the Guardian. She will prove troublesome. Most likely she will accompany Athanaric to the meeting with Richard Mandragon.”
“I would have killed her anyway, now that I have this,” said Ragnachar, gazing at the burning sword. “She deserves it.”
“Second,” said the Urdmoloch, “Mazael Cravenlock.”
Ragnachar scowled. “What of him?” The Lord of Castle Cravenlock was a capable warrior, but he could not stand against the sword of the Destroyer. “I shall sweep him from my path like the worm that he is.”
The Urdmoloch smiled. “You should not speak so harshly of your brother.”
Ragnachar flinched. “What?”
“Well, your half-brother, to be accurate,” said the Urdmoloch. “Just under twenty years your junior. He is strong, Ragnachar, very strong. I had thought to make him into the Destroyer, but the fool rejected me, and turned his back on all the gifts I offer. Kill him, and you kill the only one who can stop you.”
“He shall perish,” said Ragnachar. Mazael Cravenlock was also a child of the Urdmoloch? That explained his prowess in battle. He would prove a dangerous foe.
Well, he could die beneath the blade of the Destroyer like any other man. 
“Good,” said the Urdmoloch. “Kill Richard Mandragon and Athanaric. Strike down the Guardian and Mazael Cravenlock, and the ultimate victory shall come.”
“It will be done,” said Ragnachar. “I swear it. Come!”
He turned and headed east, his orcragars following, his mind afire with plans. All his life he had waited for this, yearned for this. At last he could release his control, could kill to his heart’s content. 
And the Grim Marches would drown in blood.

###

The Old Demon watched Ragnachar and his pets stride away across the plains. 
“The ultimate victory,” he whispered, smiling to himself.
Yes, indeed, the ultimate victory would soon come.
It just wouldn’t belong to Ragnachar. 







Chapter 25 – Treachery

“I must go,” said Riothamus.
Molly stretched and yawned. “Must you?”
Swordgrim was overflowing with guests, but as heir of Castle Cravenlock, Molly warranted her own room. Granted, it was a cramped room atop a turret in Swordgrim’s outer wall, but it was still her own room. Fortunately, it had a comfortable bed that was large enough for two.
“I fear so,” said Riothamus.
Molly watched with a lazy smile as he collected his scattered clothing. The turret’s narrow windows did not admit much sunlight, but enough for her to see the muscles on Riothamus’s chest and arms as he moved. 
“I would rather you stayed with me,” said Molly. 
“So would I,” said Riothamus, tugging on his trousers, “but I must go. Athanaric is renewing his oath to Lord Richard at Stone Tower, and Aegidia will witness it. I should go with her.” 
Molly rose, smiled, and kissed him.
“You are determined,” said Riothamus, “to lure me back into bed.”
“I am,” said Molly, “but I am going with you.” She began gathering her clothes. “At least for half of the way. Lord Richard’s vassals are remaining here until he returns from Stone Tower, enjoying his hospitality. Since Lord Toraine is oversees Swordgrim in Richard’s absence, my father thinks I should go back to Castle Cravenlock and oversee there.”
Riothamus laughed. “That’s just an excuse to get away from Toraine.” 
“And can you blame me?” said Molly. She found her trousers, and then her sword belt. “I know you won’t use your power to kill, but you should make an exception for him. The gods know he’ll try to kill us all once he becomes liege lord.”
“I will not make an exception, even for him,” said Riothamus. “He may yet change. Perhaps by the time Lord Richard dies, he will have come to new wisdom.” 
“Or mayhap he’ll choke on his dinner,” grumbled Molly. 
“But you are lying,” said Riothamus, smiling.
“Oh?” said Molly.
“You’ll have to go past Stone Tower to reach Castle Cravenlock,” said Riothamus. “I think you just want to travel with me.”
Molly grinned. “You think highly of yourself, don’t you?” 
He touched her cheek. “More than I once did.” 
Molly felt color flood into her face and looked away. 
“You’ll come to Castle Cravenlock, once the oaths are finished?” said Molly.
“A horde of Malrags would not keep me away,” said Riothamus. 
“Good,” said Molly.

###

Aegidia, Guardian of the Tervingi, leaned upon her staff. 
She was tired.
Too many years spent fighting the Malrags. Too many years keeping the Tervingi from ripping themselves apart. Too many years seeing friends die and the Tervingi crumble beneath the weight of the Malrag assault.
And too many years spent carrying her great regret.
She had made one mistake, just one, but it had been more than enough. She could not even claim the flimsy excuse of a girl’s poor judgment. Fifty-five years ago she had already been a woman of twenty-five, inexperienced in her office as Guardian, but the Guardian of the Tervingi nonetheless. 
Just one mistake.
And it haunted her to this day. Now the Tervingi had the chance to grow and prosper in their new homeland. 
Unless her mistake ruined everything. 
“Guardian?”
Aegidia’s eyes shot open.
She stood in the square outside Stone Tower’s massive keep. Athanaric stood on the steps, flanked by his most trusted thains, waiting for Lord Richard Mandragon to enter the village with ceremonial pomp. Both men would renew their oaths, forging another tie of friendship to bind the two peoples together.
“Guardian, are you all right?” 
Riothamus stood nearby, his blue eyes worried. 
“I’m fine, boy,” said Aegidia, with more harshness than she intended. 
Riothamus nodded, unruffled by her temper, and she felt a surge of pride. At twenty-six years old, he was no longer a boy, but a man grown. And he looked happier than she had ever seen him. 
“Perhaps we should get out of the sun,” said Riothamus. “If you faint, it will hardly enhance the honor of the Tervingi.”
Aegidia laughed. “I’m fine, Riothamus. Merely an old woman wandering the maze of her memories.” She grinned. “You are looking well, these days.”
His expression did not change. “The brisk air on the plains, I think.”
She lifted an eyebrow.
“A curious nickname for Molly Cravenlock,” said Aegidia.
Riothamus sighed. “How long have you known?”
“For a while,” said Aegidia. “I didn’t even need the Sight to tell me.”
“We were careful to keep it quiet,” said Riothamus.
She smiled. “And I’ve known you since you were six, boy.” She lowered her voice. “Do you know that she is demon-blooded?”
“Aye,” said Riothamus. He coughed. “We take…precautions. And she tells me that the heir of Castle Cravenlock having a bastard baby with a barbarian wizard would be…complicated.”
So she had told him the truth? That was good. 
“You realize,” said Riothamus, “that means Lord Mazael is demon-blooded…”
“And a child of the Urdmoloch,” said Aegidia. Like Ragnachar. “I should have expected it. He is destined to face the Urdmoloch one day. And who better to face the Urdmoloch than one of his own children?” 
“Or Ragnachar,” said Riothamus. 
Aegidia opened her mouth to speak, and then trumpets rang out.
Lord Richard Mandragon arrived at Stone Tower. 

###

Ragnachar stood beneath his wraithcloak. 
The Urdmoloch had given him two hundred wraithcloaks, and he had concealed his orcragars around the square. Bands of orcragars waited on either side of Athanaric and his men. Once Lord Richard rode in, they would kill everyone in sight.
No witnesses, and it would be so easy to blame the massacre on Lord Richard.
Ragnachar stood a few paces from the Guardian and her wretched apprentice. 
He was going to enjoying killing them both.
His hand tightened against the hilt of the Destroyer’s greatsword.

###

Riothamus watched Lord Richard’s procession enter the square. 
Richard sat atop a magnificent black horse, resplendent in his armor of red dragon’s scales. A score of household knights in his colors followed. The Mandragon banner floated from the standardbearer’s lance, a crimson dragon on a black background. 
“Welcome, Lord Richard,” called Athanaric, “to my hold of Stone Tower.” A bondsman hurried forward with a goblet of wine. “I offer you wine…”
Riothamus’s mind wandered as Athanaric and Richard went through the ritual of host and guest. Neither Ragnachar nor Lord Toraine favored peace, but neither man had enough supporters to win a war. That might not keep them from starting a war, but Riothamus doubted they were that suicidal. Of course, Molly would say they were idiots…
He smiled as he thought of Molly. For all the suffering and death that had accompanied the march of the Tervingi to the Grim Marches, he was glad they were here. 
Else he would never have met her otherwise. 
“By the exchange of salt and bread and wine,” said Richard, his deep voice ringing over the square, “I pledge to respect your rights as host, and defend your house and name from dishonor while I am a guest under your roof.” 
The air rippled.
Riothamus blinked, trying to clear his eyes. It was hot, but certainly not hot enough for heat ripples to rise from the cobblestones of the square. Maybe he should have taken his own advice to Aegidia and stayed out of the sun. 
He looked at her, and saw her eyes narrow, saw her hands tighten around her staff. 
“Guardian,” said Riothamus, “what…
“My lords!” Aegidia shouted, and the ceremony came to a stop, every eye turning her way. “Defend yourselves! We are betrayed! To arms! To…”
The air rippled, and hundreds of figures in black armor and strange silvery cloaks appeared in the square.
Orcragars. 

###

Aegidia raised her staff, its sigils flaring with brilliant white light. Her own magic was potent, honed by decades of practice, and combined with the staff’s strength she could unleash spells of tremendous power.
Not to kill, though. Not even Ragnachar and the orcragars. But a warding spell to defend Richard and Athanaric. And other spells to turn the wind to ice and the ground to quicksand, to slow the orcragars until the loyal thains and knights could win the day.
She pointed the staff, power surging through it, and then a blade of red steel erupted from her stomach.
Pain exploded through her, and she heard Ragnachar’s laughter.

###

“Guardian!” shouted Riothamus. “We…”
He froze, horrified.
Aegidia slumped, her mouth sagging open with pain. Ragnachar stood behind her, a crimson greatsword in his hands, the blade emerging from Aegidia’s belly. Howling flames surrounded the greatsword, charring the Guardian’s skin, and Riothamus felt waves of dark power rolling off the weapon.
Ragnachar sneered and kicked Aegidia off his sword.
She collapsed atop her staff, her cloak of feathers fluttering, and did not move. 
Riothamus shouted and worked a spell. Freezing air swirled around his fingers, and he flung a spear of ice at Ragnachar. But the hrould moved with uncanny speed, the burning blade of his greatsword a blur, and the icy spear shattered into steam against his blade. 
“Do you remember,” said Ragnachar, “what I told you about threats?”
He surged forward, a blur of black armor and crimson flame.

###

Aegidia rolled onto her side, her hand wrapped like a claw around her staff. Pain pulsed through her in sickening waves, and blood soaked the front of her clothes. 
With cold clarity, she realized that she was going to die.
Ragnachar. She had to stop Ragnachar. She had to atone for her mistake. 
She drew on the staff’s power, trying to summon enough magic for a spell. 
But the pain was too much, and she trembled against the cobblestones.

###

Riothamus threw all his power into a spell and pointed at the ground. 
The earth heaved, responding to his will, and a man-sized knot of stone rose from the ground, interposing itself between Riothamus and Ragnachar. The stone blocked the blow that would have taken Riothamus’s head, yet Ragnachar’s burning greatsword cut through the rock like butter. The earth jerked as the knot collapsed, and Riothamus lost his balance. 
He fell into a group of charging orcragars. 
Swords plunged into his side, his hip, his shoulder.

###

Aegidia tried to sit up, leaning on the staff like a crutch.
Everywhere she saw scenes of horror. The orcragars rampaged through the square, killing everyone in sight. Neither the thains nor the knights had been prepared for a fight, and the orcragars cut them down without mercy. Lord Richard and his remaining knights fought at the foot of the keep’s stairs, while Athanaric battled at the base of the tower. 
Failed. She had failed.
She tried to stand, and the blackness swallowed her. 

###

Riothamus would not use his magic to kill, but he could defend himself by other methods. 
He ripped a dagger from the belt of the nearest orcragar and plunged it into the man’s throat, even as another sword plunged into his side. The orcragar’s eyes went wide, and he toppled into Riothamus, knocking him from his feet.
He struck the ground hard, the dead orcragar atop him, and his head slammed against the cobblestones. 
Darkness claimed him.

###

Ragnachar watched Aegidia twitch in a pool of her own blood, saw her apprentice fall beneath the orcragars’ blades. 
Good. The battle was all but over.
Time to finish it.
He went in search of Lord Richard.
Richard Mandragon stood with his remaining knights, holding fast against the orcragars’ assault. Despite his age, Richard wielded a greatsword with skill, throwing back his foes’ attacks again and again. No doubt his dragon’s scale armor had helped keep him alive.
But he could not stand against the power of the Destroyer. 
“So, traitor,” said Richard, raising his greatsword. “I hope you have the nerve to kill me yourself, rather than cowering behind your lackeys.”
“As you wish,” said Ragnachar, lunging.
Richard parried the first blow, the second, and the third, his face tight with strain behind the white-streaked red beard. Ragnachar thrust past his guard, but the edge of the burning sword only scraped Richard’s armor. The Lord of Swordgrim twisted and managed to land a blow in the gaps of Ragnachar’s shoulder plates. Pain flooded through Ragnachar’s arm, blood trickling down his cuirass.
The pain diminished as the blood of the Urdmoloch healed the wound. 
Ragnachar sidestepped and brought his sword around in a massive sideways blow. 
Richard raised his sword to parry, and the blade of the Destroyer shattered his weapon into a hundred gleaming shards. Richard stumbled, the hilt still clutched in his hands, and Ragnachar whipped his sword around.
Richard’s head rolled across the ground, leaving a trail of blood. 
A heartbeat later the Lord of Swordgrim’s armored body clattered against the cobblestones.
Ragnachar stepped over the corpse and strode toward the keep. Athanaric slumped against the wall, trying to lift his sword. Blood drenched his clothing, and his face had gone gray. 
“You dog!” spat Athanaric, struggling to stand upright. “You took an oath, and you’ve betrayed it! You have doomed the Tervingi nation!”
“Perhaps,” said Ragnachar. 
“You don’t care?” snarled Athanaric.
“A new world comes,” said Ragnachar. “The Tervingi will either be strong enough to live in the new world…or they will not. It is no concern of mine.”
He buried the crimson greatsword in Athanaric’s belly. The old hrould screamed, and Ragnachar seized his throat and drew him closer.
“For I am the Destroyer,” he whispered into Athanaric’s ear, “the son of the Urdmoloch, and I shall crush the realms of men beneath my feet.”
He had the satisfaction of seeing the horror on Athanaric’s face before the hrould died. 
Ragnachar kicked the corpse from his blade and turned back to the square. Silence had fallen, and the orcragars stood over the corpses of the slain. 
“Has anyone survived?” he bellowed.
“This one, master!” said an orcragar. “The Guardian let lives.”
This would be sweet. 
He walked to Aegidia and gazed down at her. She was still alive, but not for long. The sword of the Destroyer had left hideous gaping wounds in her back and stomach, and she lay in a pool of her own blood. Not even the Guardian’s magic could save her now.
She might not even be conscious. 
Nevertheless, he gripped her white hair and pulled her up. 
“You failed, old fool,” he hissed. “You tried to stop me, and you failed. Think on that as you die.”
He threw her back the ground and turned away.
“Come,” he ordered his orcragars, and they fell in behind him. 
It was a short march to the nearest village, the hold of one of Athanaric’s headmen, a man named Vigoric. A crowd gathered as they approached the village, and Ragnachar saw that Vigoric’s men had armed themselves, no doubt anticipating an attack.
“What do you want, Ragnachar?” said Vigoric himself, a lean man in his forties. “We wish no conflict with you! Why have you come here?”
“I come with grave tidings,” said Ragnachar. “Athanaric is slain.”
A ripple of shock went through the assembled Tervingi. 
“Lord Richard treacherously murdered him,” said Ragnachar. “I arrived too late to save Athanaric, though I avenged his death. Now Toraine is liege of the Grim Marches, and he will try to destroy the Tervingi. We must act quickly! Send messages to every Tervingi hold and village, urging them to arm themselves at once! If we tarry, Toraine shall slaughter us all to the last child!”
And how the fools ran to carry out his bidding.

###

Riothamus’s eyes swam back into focus. 
He lay upon his back, the sun beating down on him, the dead orcragar pinning him to the ground. The wounds in his side and hip burned with pain. He vaguely wondered why he had not bled to death, and he felt at his side, wincing. The cuts were long and messy, but not as deep as he had feared. Riothamus muttered a spell, forcing the elements of water and air over his wounds. With luck, that would keep infection at bay until him…
Until…
The memory of the attack came back.
Riothamus tried to shove the dead orcragar off him. On the fourth try, he managed to push aside the corpse, and staggered to his feet. He almost fell, and grabbed at the nearby stone wall for support.
It was hot. 
And not just from the sun.
Stone Tower burned. 
Flames leapt from the roof of every house, and smoke billowed from the windows of the keep. Scores of bodies lay strewn across the square. Riothamus saw Lord Richard’s household knights and Athanaric’s thains heaped among the dead. Athanaric slumped against the wall, eyes glassy. Lord Richard’s head and body lay some distance apart from each other. 
For a horrible instant Riothamus was six years old again, standing in his father’s burning hold, fleeing as the Malrags came to kill him…
“The Guardian,” coughed Riothamus, wincing as the stench of blood and torn flesh and smoke filled his nostrils. “Guardian. Guardian!”
He limped through the square, looking over the corpses. How could Ragnachar have taken them unawares? His orcragars had simply appeared out of nowhere. The Guardian should have sensed them. How…
He came to a stop.
Aegidia lay in her own blood, hands still wrapped around her staff. Riothamus fell to his knees beside her, pain shooting through his wounds. Ragnachar’s burning sword had left hideous wounds in her stomach and back. A strong young man could not recover from such an injury. An old woman had no chance…
Her eyelids fluttered.
She was still alive.
“Riothamus,” she rasped.
“Guardian,” he said, grabbing her hands. “I have to move you. There must still be an intact house. Then I can…”
Her fingers tightened against his. “No. Too late for me.”
“You cannot die,” said Riothamus. “The Tervingi need you. Someone must warn them against Ragnachar.” Just as Molly had feared, Ragnachar had killed Lord Richard and Athanaric and restarted the war. No doubt he would lay the blame for Athanaric’s death at Richard’s feet. But Ragnachar’s word would not stand against that of the Guardian.
“They need the Guardian,” said Aegidia, her voice growing fainter. “You.”
She pushed the staff against him. 
“Take it,” she whispered. “Take it.” 
“No,” said Riothamus. “It’s yours. I…”
“Take it!”
His hands closed around the ancient wood. The staff felt rough beneath his grip, the edges of the sigils digging into his palm. 
“Take it,” said Aegidia. “Guardian. The staff is yours. You must…you must face yourself, before you can wield it, and see the truth. Tell the others what happened. Aid Lord Mazael. Aid him! The fate of the Tervingi is in his hands. And the world. Go. You are Guardian. The burden is yours now.”
Riothamus managed a nod. 
“I am.” Aegidia’s eyelids began to close. “I am…sorry. It is my fault, Riothamus. Ragnachar is my fault. I shouldn’t have listened to him. I am sorry, I am so sorry.”
“I don’t understand,” said Riothamus.
Aegidia slumped against the ground, her half-open eyes gazing at the harsh blue sky. 
Riothamus stared at her for a long time. 
Then he bent his head and wept.

###

Night had almost fallen by the time Riothamus hobbled away from Stone Tower, leaning upon the staff of the Guardian.
His staff. 
He paused for a moment, his head swimming. He had cleaned, stitched, and bandaged his cuts, but his wounds still throbbed, and every step was agony. He needed to find someplace to rest.
But where could he go?
There was another Tervingi village a few hours north, the hold of Vigoric, one of Athanaric’s headmen. Yet Ragnachar must have gone there after killing everyone in Stone Tower, and he would kill Riothamus on sight. Lord Mazael was still at Swordgrim, but Castle Cravenlock was only a day’s walk away, and Molly was there.
Assuming he could make it that far before he collapsed.
Riothamus started walking.

###

The sun hammered upon his head.
Riothamus took a step, and then another. Sweat trickled down his face, stinging his eyes. His shoulder and hip felt like balls of burning metal.
Another step. 
He thought Castle Cravenlock was near. Or was it? He had walked all night, pausing only to eat and drink the little food and water he had scavenged from Stone Tower. He should be drawing closer to the castle.
Or he had gotten lost.
Or he lay dying in Stone Tower, and this was only a hallucination. Perhaps it would be better to and rest, just rest for only a few minutes…
Riothamus growled and took another step. 
No. If he lay down, he would not get back up again. He had to warn the Tervingi of Ragnachar’s treachery. 
He had to see Molly again. 
No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than a pillar of darkness swirled before him, and Molly Cravenlock appeared. She wore leather armor and a dark cloak, her sword and dagger in hand. Her gray eyes were cold and cautious, but they widened when she saw him.
“Ah,” croaked Riothamus. “I am hallucinating.”
“Gods and devils!” Molly rammed her weapons into their sheaths and ran to him. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Stone Tower is a corpse-choked ruin, and the Tervingi have gone berserk. What happened?”
Riothamus wondered how Molly had gotten to Stone Tower and back so quickly. Then he remembered her shadow-walking ability. 
“Ragnachar,” croaked Riothamus, as Molly looked over his wounds. “His orcragars entered Stone Tower unseen, I don’t know how. He killed both Athanaric and Lord Richard,” his voice caught, “and Aegidia.”
“Gods,” whispered Molly, and she caught him in a fierce hug. “I’m sorry. But I am glad you are safe.”
“None of us are safe,” said Riothamus. “Ragnachar will blame Lord Richard for Athanaric’s murder, and the Tervingi will rise up. And Toraine is eager to destroy us anyway. His father’s death will give him the excuse he needs” 
“We’ll deal with Ragnachar,” said Molly, voice hard. “But we’re getting you to safety, first.”
She wrapped her arm around his waist and stepped back into the shadows, taking him with her.







Chapter 26 - Call to Arms

Chaos reigned in Swordgrim’s great hall. 
“It is confirmed, my lords,” said Sir Tanam, his voice heavy with sorrow. “Lord Richard was slain at Stone Tower.”
“Gods damn it,” whispered Mazael.
An uproar rose from the assembled lords and knights of the Grim Marches, and some wept openly. Richard Mandragon had been the liege lord of the Grim Marches for over twenty years, and had led his vassals to victory after victory. 
“What happened?” called a minor lord. “Who slew our liege?”
“The Tervingi,” said Tanam, shaking his head. He stood on the dais, at the right hand of Toraine Mandragon. “From what we can tell, Ragnachar attacked Lord Richard and Lord Athanaric as they renewed their oaths, and left no survivors behind. One of Lord Astor’s household knights, Sir Morgaunt, passed Stone Tower on his way to Hawk’s Reach. He rode with haste to Swordgrim once he realized what had happened.”
“As well he should have,” said Toraine.
“For a man who just lost his father,” said Romaria into Mazael’s ear, voice low, “he doesn’t seem that distressed.”
Indeed he did not. Toraine Mandragon was the picture of calm, clad in his dark armor, his sword ready in his belt. Mazael doubted that Toraine mourned his father overmuch. But Toraine's calm surprised him, and alarmed him.
The gods only knew what he would do next.
“Tervingi warbands attacked Sir Morgaunt twice on his way to Swordgrim,” said Tanam. “We've received other reports of Tervingi warbands rampaging across the countryside, attacking both villages and travelers. And we have all seen the griffins ranging through the sky. My lords, the Tervingi have risen up under Ragnachar, and seek to make war upon us.”
“Why?” said Mazael. The gaze of the lords turned toward him. Toraine’s eyes were like black disks of stone. “Why would the Tervingi follow Ragnachar after he murdered Athanaric in his own hold? They regard murdering a man under his own roof as the most heinous crime, and would refuse to follow any man guilty of it.” 
Toraine shrugged. “Does it matter? The barbarians are savage and irrational, and their ways are strange to civilized men. Perhaps Ragnachar promised them gold and plunder, and they chose to follow. Or perhaps they decided to insult my late father and throw his generosity back into his face.”
“It is baffling,” said Lord Robert Highgate, his thick face dark with a scowl. “The Tervingi I have spoken with had their own peculiar sense of honor. For them to murder Lord Richard and one of their own hroulds was most bizarre.”
“Bizarre or not,” said Tanam, “the Tervingi are attacking us, my lords.” 
“We must act,” said Toraine. 
Romaria’s hand squeezed Mazael’s beneath the table, and he looked at her in surprise.
“Be ready,” she hissed. “He’s going to try something, I think.”
“My father ruled the Grim Marches for twenty years,” said Toraine, “and under his guiding hand we defeated any threat. The Malrags. The Justiciar Order.” His dark eyes fell on Mazael. “Lord Mazael’s own father and brother, when they turned to the worship of the San-keth.”
Mazael said nothing.
“We must have unity to defeat the barbarians,” said Toraine. “My lords, my noble father is dead. I am his heir, and I am now the Lord of Swordgrim and the liege lord of the Grim Marches. Follow me, serve me as you served my father, and I swear that the barbarians shall pay for what they have done!” 
The lords and the knights roared their approval, and Mazael found himself wanting to cheer with them. His Demonsouled blood surged with excitement at the thought of battle. He could ride through the Tervingi as he had at the battle of Stone Tower, killing every Tervingi in his path…
No. He would not succumb to his rage. How would the Old Demon make use of renewed war in the Grim Marches?
Or how would Lucan make use of it? He had never expressed any interest titles, but if Toraine died now, Lucan would become the Grim Marches' new liege lord. 
“And to remain unified,” said Toraine, “we must purge the traitors in our midst.”
“Here it comes,” whispered Romaria.
Toraine drew his sword and pointed it at Mazael. “My lords, I demand that you arrest Mazael Cravenlock for treason and strip him of his titles and lands!” 
Dead silence answered his pronouncement.
Mazael stood and stepped away from the table, his hand on Lion’s hilt.
“My lord Toraine,” said Tanam, “surely you cannot be serious.”
“I am deadly serious,” said Toraine, walking to the edge of the dais. “Arrest him!”
“On what basis?” said Mazael. “What treasons have I committed? I never betrayed Lord Richard or plotted with his foes.”
A rumble of agreement went through many of the lords, and Romaria got to her feet beside him. Mazael glanced at the doors, his mind racing. If it came to violence, he might be able to cut his way out with her aid. Or he might not – the lords and knights of the Grim Marches were all hardened veterans. Yet if he fought, the Grim Marches would devolve into civil war even as the Tervingi attacked. And if he surrendered, Toraine would almost certainly have him killed. 
His Demonsouled wrath thundered within him, calling for Toraine’s blood.
“What treasons?” said Toraine. “You betrayed my father to the Tervingi!”
“Absurd!” said Mazael.
“All men know how friendly you were with the barbarians!” said Toraine. “We know how your bastard whore of a daughter took the Tervingi sorcerer into her bed. You plotted this from the beginning, to use the Tervingi to exterminate the House of Mandragon, and then claim the liege lordship of the Grim Marches for yourself!” 
“Athanaric was my friend, aye,” said Mazael. “He now lies dead alongside your father.”
“Whose murder you plotted with Ragnachar,” said Toraine.
“Folly,” said Mazael, anger rising in his voice. Gods, how he wanted to draw Lion and take off Toraine’s head! “Can you not see what is happening? Ragnachar saw his chance, and he killed both Lord Richard and Athanaric. No doubt he told the Tervingi that Lord Richard killed Athanaric. Gods, boy, are you so stupid that you cannot see that?” 
Toraine’s eyes narrowed, and Mazael realized that the new Lord of Swordgrim understood perfectly well. He merely wanted an excuse to get rid of Mazael. 
Toraine Mandragon was not the sort of man to let a crisis go to waste.
“And now you insult me?” said Toraine.
“Is it an insult to speak the truth to one’s liege lord?” said Mazael.
“Enough!” said Toraine. “Arrest him!”
Several of Toraine’s armsmen moved forward. Mazael gritted his teeth, bracing himself for action. If he fought his way out, it would cause a civil war. If he submitted to arrest, Toraine would have him killed at the first opportunity. And either way, Romaria was in terrible danger. 
That thought pushed his rage to the trembling limits of his control, and his hand twitched towards Lion’s hilt…
“Stop!” shouted Tanam Crowley.
The armsmen came to a hesitant halt, and Toraine glared at Sir Tanam.
“This is madness,” said Tanam. “The enemy is at our gates, and we fight amongst ourselves? My lord Toraine, if you arrest Mazael, do you think his vassals and knights will meekly bend the knee to you? Do you think his daughter will forgive you? Or will she raise the knights of Castle Cravenlock and make war on you? You will then face two enemies instead of one.” 
“As my vassal, you refuse my commands?” said Toraine.
“As your vassal, I am obliged to provide you with counsel,” said Tanam, unruffled. “I spoke my mind to Lord Richard, and I will do the same with you, my lord.”
“I do not approve of this,” said Lord Robert, getting to his feet. “You cannot strip a lord of his lands and titles on a whim!”
“This is hardly a whim,” said Toraine. “Mazael Cravenlock plotted with the Tervingi to murder my father!”
“Don’t be absurd,” said Robert. “Lord Mazael served your father as faithfully as any man. More faithfully, since he could easily have allied with Lord Malden to overthrow Richard and claim the Grim Marches for himself.” A murmur of agreement went through the hall, and Robert snorted and spat upon the floor. “You just fear he will overthrow you. If you want to have a pissing contest, my lord, do it after the Tervingi have been defeated.” 
“Aye,” said Lord Astor Hawking, standing beside Robert. “If we bicker now, the Tervingi will destroy us one by one.” 
“I agree,” announced Lord Jonaril Mandrake. “Lord Mazael has proven himself a capable captain. We shall need such men, if we are to vanquish the Tervingi.” 
Toraine’s eyes narrowed. If he ordered Mazael arrested, he might well provoke a rift with his principal vassals, who no doubt feared that Toraine would do the same thing to them one day. A liege lord who lost the support of his most powerful vassals would not remain liege lord for long. 
At last Toraine smiled. It only made him look angrier. 
“Very well,” he said. “We must first deal with more important matters. One can hardly drive out the rats while the barn is on fire. Once the barbarians have been smashed, I will deal with those fools who invited them into our lands and insisted that they could be tamed.” 
Toraine's armsmen backed away, and for a moment Mazael had a clear path to the dais. He could draw Lion, take the steps in a quick bound, and cut Toraine’s throat before anyone could stop him…
He forced his hand into a fist, keeping it away from his sword. 
“Our course is clear,” said Toraine. “We must gather our men and march to face the barbarians.”
“That will prove difficult,” said Robert. “Most of our knights have returned to their lands. We have our household knights and our armsmen, but that might not be enough to overcome the Tervingi.”
“Nevertheless,” said Toraine, “we will march to face the barbarians. I will not sit idle as my lands are ravaged. Sir Tanam’s scouts report that the barbarians have broken into warbands. We shall strike the warbands one by one, forcing the barbarians to concentrate their forces. By then our knights will have gathered, and we can smash them.”
“The same strategy,” Robert said, “that Lord Mazael used during the last conflict.” 
Toraine shot him a glare. “Thank you, my lords. Gather your forces, and prepare to march.”

###

“The fool boy is going to get us all killed,” grumbled Lord Robert.
“I find,” said Sir Tanam, “that I cannot disagree.” 
Mazael grunted and swung up into the saddle.
The fields between the walls of Sword Town and Swordgrim milled with activity. Toraine's armsmen equipped themselves with halberdiers and chain mail. Knights climbed into their saddles and took lances and shields from their squires. Archers strapped quivers to their belts and slung them over their shoulders. 
“Toraine is capable enough in battle,” said Mazael. 
“Aye,” said Robert, “and the fool boy will get us all killed in battle.”
“He’s hardly a boy,” said Tanam with a frown. “He’s twenty-seven.”
“Richard was a strong lord,” said Robert, “but he failed to teach his sons to rule. He turned Toraine into a weapon. An effective weapon, aye, but a mere weapon cannot rule the Grim Marches. And Lucan,” his mouth twisted, “he turned into the sort of man who would abduct another man’s wife.”
“I am sorry for that,” said Tanam.
Robert snorted. “Don’t be. She was dutiful enough, but the fool girl never stopped mooning for Lucan. Wouldn’t surprise me if she ran off with him.” He grunted. “Well, with wives, perhaps the third time is the charm.” 
“Lady Tymaen is not the problem,” said Tanam. “Lord Toraine is.” 
“Toraine can defeat the Tervingi,” said Lord Robert. He scowled. “What happens after the battle is what concerns me.” 
“We may not even need to fight the Tervingi,” said Mazael. “If we can convince them that Ragnachar murdered Athanaric, they will turn against him.”
“If we can convince them,” said Tanam, doubt in his voice. 
“If we can convince them,” said Robert, “Lord Toraine is not the man to do it.”
They both looked at him. 
Mazael knew what they wanted of him.
It was what Toraine had always feared, that Mazael would supplant him as liege lord. Mazael did not want it, but the Cravenlocks had once been the liege lords of the Grim Marches. If Toraine failed, if he lost the loyalty of his lords, they would turn to Mazael instead. And Toraine knew that, so he would try to kill Mazael. 
If only the fool understood Mazael had no wish to be liege lord. 
“I will think on what you said,” said Mazael, and turned his horse away.

###

He found Romaria with the militia horse archers, overseeing their work as they prepared quivers of arrows. The men went about their tasks with quiet efficiency, strapping quivers to their saddles and testing their bowstrings. Romaria turned her horse at his approach. She wore leather armor, her black hair pulled back into a braid. The hilt of her bastard sword rose over her shoulder, and both her short horse bow and her Elderborn composite bow hung from her saddle. 
“The men know their tasks,” said Romaria.
“Aye,” said Mazael, voice quiet. Practically every man of fighting age in the Grim Marches was a veteran now. “They’ve had a great deal of practice. Too much practice.”
“Toraine’s going to try to kill you,” said Romaria. 
“I know,” said Mazael. “Neither Lord Robert or Sir Tanam would come out and say it, but if it comes to violence, they will side with me. And I suspect a good many others will. Toraine has no knack for finding friends, but a gift for making enemies.” 
“What will you do?” said Romaria.
“I don’t know,” said Mazael. He lowered his voice. “I want…I want very much to strike first. To kill Toraine before he can kill me. Every drop of my blood screams for me to do it.”
He lowered his head and sighed. 
“But I know,” he said, “what my blood wants me to do is what the Old Demon wants me to do.” He looked back at her. “Is this what the dream meant? That Toraine will kill me?” 
“I don’t know,” said Romaria. “You would be within your rights to strike first.”
“I know,” said Mazael. “But I won’t. I don’t want to be the liege lord of the Grim Marches, Romaria. I didn’t even want to be the Lord of Castle Cravenlock. It was thrust upon me.”
“And you have done well,” said Romaria. “You defended your people from the Malrags, and kept Lord Malden from going to war against the Grim Marches.”
“Yet men still say I slew my brother to claim the castle,” said Mazael. “If I kill Toraine and become liege lord, what will they say then?”
“Does it matter?” said Romaria. “You didn’t seek out the lordship of Castle Cravenlock, and you don’t want the liege lordship of the Grim Marches. That, I think, makes the difference. If you had claimed them by force, by your own will, you would be no different than Amalric or Corvad or any other Demonsouled tyrant. Yet Castle Cravenlock came to you as a burden, not a prize.”
A trumpet blast rang out, and the men outside the castle’s walls began to form up. 
“We had best march,” said Mazael. He had sent word to Castle Cravenlock, bidding Molly to gather all the men she could find and march to Swordgrim. Hopefully they would prove useful against the Tervingi…and help keep Toraine in check. “And perhaps Toraine will yet see reason.”
“Or he’ll take a Tervingi arrow through the eye.”
Mazael snorted. “You cheer me.” 

###

An hour later the lords and knights of the Grim Marches marched to the east, six thousand men strong. Scouts rode for the towns and castles to rouse the remaining knights and militias. 
Toraine rode at the head of the host, a dark shadow in his black dragon scale armor. Mazael and Romaria rode a short distance away, the Cravenlock banner flying overhead. 
He wondered what was happening at Castle Cravenlock. Stone Tower was only a day’s ride away from the castle. He had left Sir Hagen in command, and Sir Hagen had a steady head on his shoulders. But what would Molly do? He knew firsthand the difficulties of controlling Demonsouled rage. If she decided to take matters into her own hands…
Mazael gripped his reins, and rode to face the Tervingi.







Chapter 27 – Morvyrkrad

The cavern of Malrags had been the most horrifying thing Tymaen had ever seen.
Then they drew closer to Morvyrkrad. 
The tunnels widened, the floors smooth and level as they descended deeper into the earth. From time to time she saw carvings in the wall, images of robed men with staffs riding the backs of dragons to lay waste to their enemies. 
“The road to Morvyrkrad,” said Lucan. His voice grew distant, as it usually did when he spoke of Old Dracaryl. “Slain high lords were buried here. And those who…ascended, who became revenants, dwelled here as well.”
”Indeed?” said Malaric. He seemed calmer, more confident, after the battle with the Malrags. Though when the mercenaries stopped to rest, he often moved to the edge of camp, sitting alone with Corvad’s skull. “Why did the revenants retire here? Having become immortal, I thought they would wish to rule over Dracaryl forever.”
“They did,” said Lucan. “The word of the high lord revenants was as law in Dracaryl. But they grew…torpid, over time. More interested in their studies and magical experimentations, and less interested in the mundane business of ruling and conquest. Something about immortality, I expect, some aspect of it that the human mind cannot handle.”
Malaric grinned. “I would like to put that to the test.” 
Tymaen shivered. Save for Lucan’s runedead, she had seen no other undead in her life, and she wished to keep it that way. “Will there be any revenants in Morvyrkrad?”
“No,” said Lucan. “The collapse of the Great Rising destroyed them all.” 
Disturbing things began happening soon after that.
They saw skeletons half-melted into the wall, bones jutting from the rock as if the stone had swallowed them. Flashes of green fire flickered in the air, forming into spectral images of screaming men and begging women. Sometimes Tymaen could not shake the feeling that unseen eyes gazed upon her, or that invisible insects crawled upon her skin.
“The wreckage of the Great Rising,” Lucan told her. Even Malaric seemed troubled, but Lucan remained unafraid. “The aftereffects of the spell are…lingering, it seems.”
That night Tymaen had nightmares of green flame, of rotted corpses exploding from the earth to hunt down the living, sigils of fire burning upon their foreheads.
The sound of screaming awoke her. She sat up in her blankets just in time to see one of Malaric’s mercenaries fall upon his sword. 
“He went mad,” Lucan said, after things had calmed down. “Exposure to the remnants of the Great Rising overthrew his reason.”
“He wasn’t that level-headed to being with,” said Malaric, gazing at the corpse. “He once killed a man over a game of dice.”
“Nevertheless,” said Lucan. “Keep watch over the rest of your men, and make sure they don’t start acting strangely.”
Three more men killed themselves in the following two days. Tymaen made sure to stay close to Lucan. The nightmares grew worse and worse.
And then they reached Morvyrkrad itself.

###

Lucan took a deep breath, his fingers flexing.
The tunnel ended in a wide, high cavern, almost like the nave of a church. Dry, brittle bones carpeted the cavern’s floor. At the far end rose an enormous archway of carved black stone, at least forty yards high. Once it had been sealed with elaborate bronze doors, but now the doors lay twisted and broken below the archway, black with tarnish. Ornate statutes of robed men flanked the archway, and beyond the ruined doors, Lucan saw a pale green glow.
The gates of Morvyrkrad.
Within those gates lay the Wraithaldr and the spell of the Great Rising, the final pieces Lucan needed to rid the world of the Demonsouled forever.
Assuming Lucan lived long enough to claim them.
Even without trying, he sensed a great deal of dark magic behind those gates. 
Malaric let out a long breath. “So. Morvyrkrad.”
Lucan nodded.
“It looks,” said Tymaen, her voice small, “it looks like a dreadful place.”
“It is,” said Lucan. “The high lords of Dracaryl were not kindly men. And it was here that Dracaryl perished.” 
“Lucan,” said Tymaen, “can anything good come out of such a place?”
“It will,” said Lucan, gripping her hand. For a moment he was annoyed that she would doubt his plan, but she did not have his knowledge, so he could not blame her for not seeing the larger view. “What I take from Morvyrkrad will allow me to rid the world of every last drop of Demonsouled blood.” 
“A more immediate problem,” said Malaric, “is how we get out of Morvyrkrad alive.” 
“I will go, alone” said Lucan. 
“Then we will await you here,” said Malaric, relieved. 
“You can’t go in there alone!” said Tymaen.
“I shall,” said Lucan. “I can protect myself easily enough. I may not be able to protect anyone with me.” He squeezed her hand and released it. “Malaric. You will ensure that she is safe until I return.”
Malaric gave him an easy smile. “Of course.”
Lucan stared at him. “I needn’t tell you what will happen if any harm, any harm at all, comes to her. And I know about your little trick with the skull. So perhaps that will provide you with incentive enough to keep Lady Tymaen safe.”
He had the satisfaction of seeing a hint of fear appear in Malaric’s eyes. “She will be kept safe, I swear.”
“Good,” said Lucan. He leaned closer and kissed Tymaen. “I will be back in a day.” She stared at him, blue eyes full of fear, and managed a nod.
He turned his back on them, walked across the cavern, and entered the gates of Morvyrkrad.

###

Stone thrones lined the towering corridor.
And upon each throne sat a robed skeleton, an iron staff rusting in its hands.
Lucan walked slowly, his magical senses seeking for any traps or wards. His reflection, dark and distorted, danced in the polished black stone of the walls and floors. From time to time, streaks of green fire crackled within the walls, like flame behind dark glass. 
Mighty currents of dark magic flowed through the air around him. The broken remnants of the Great Rising, Lucan suspected. And he sensed something even stronger waiting ahead, something that radiated dark power like heat from the sun.
The Wraithaldr.
He looked at the skeletons upon their thrones. These had once been revenants, the undead high lords of Old Dracaryl. Yet the Great Rising had left only dry bones in rotting robes upon the thrones for eternity. He felt the dark power lingering in their bones, the echoes of the mighty forces they had wielded in life and undeath. 
The empty eyes of the nearest robed skeleton seemed to draw him. Lucan hesitated, and then touched the skull.
A thunderous voice filled his head.
“Fool!” screamed the voice. “Randur Maendrag has doomed us! His folly has overthrown us! Eternity was ours, the world was ours, and his quest for power ruined us! Curse him! Curse him! Curse…”
Lucan jerked his hand back, and the voice faded. 
He hesitated. He had Ardasan’s memories, but Ardasan had not been a high lord, and had never been inside Morvyrkrad itself. Yet each of the skeletons had once been the revenant of a high lord. If their memories lingered in the bones, they would know the layout of Morvyrkrad, along with any remaining traps or defenses.
And more importantly, they would know where to find the Wraithaldr and the book of the Great Rising. 
Lucan summoned the Banurdem. Green flame swirled around his head, and the icy black metal pressed against his brow and temples. He put his hand again on the skull, and felt the mad voice screaming inside his head.
“Silence!” said Lucan, pouring his mind through the Banurdem. “I command it!” 
“Who are you?” whispered the dead voice. “You bear the Banurdem, the second of the three great instruments, and you are of the blood of Dracaryl.”
“I am alive, and you are not,” said Lucan. “You are only the echo of a revenant, and you will tell me what I wish to know. Where is the Wraithaldr, and where is the spell of the Great Rising?”
“The Great Rising!” said the voice. “Randur’s folly. His pride doomed us all! He sought to slay the Demonsouled and steal their power. He promised we would become as gods! We forged the three great instruments and worked the spell – and everything was lost!”
“Your errors are not my concern,” said Lucan. “Where is the Wraithaldr? I command you to tell me!”
He poured more of his will into the Banurdem, and the voice shrieked.
“Ah!” it said. “You are of Randur Maendrag’s blood! Go, then, and complete your ancestor’s folly. The Wraithaldr lies where it fell, in the Chamber of Summoning. No doubt the book lies there as well. We were fools. We sought to control powers beyond our reach, and they devoured us. And you, too, shall be devoured, unless you turn back.”
“No,” said Lucan. “I will not.” 
“We were deceived,” hissed the voice. “Randur told us he forged the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem and the Wraithaldr by his own arts. But he lied! The greatest of the Demonsouled taught him how to forge the three instruments, and they served his purpose, not Randur’s!”
Lucan blinked. The Old Demon had taught Randur how to make the Glamdaigyr? A sudden sense of terrible unease flooded him. The Old Demon…something about the Old Demon…
It didn’t matter. 
The Old Demon might have indeed given Randur the knowledge of the Glamdaigyr and the Great Rising, but Lucan would use the Old Demon’s own tools to destroy him and the other Demonsouled. 
“Fool,” snarled the voice. “If you walk Randur’s path, then you shall share Randur’s fate, and taste the death that never ends…”
“Silence,” said Lucan, jerking his hand away from the skull. 
The dead voice faded into nothingness.
Lucan gazed at the skeletal shape in its dusty robe. Its words about the Old Demon played in his head. What had it meant? And why did Lucan feel as if he had forgotten something important, hideously important, about the Old Demon? He had never met the Old Demon, never even laid eyes upon the creature. 
He shook aside the doubts. He could not turn back. And if he could rid the world of the Demonsouled, it would be well worth the risk.
Lucan pressed on, keeping the Banurdem on his brow. It would prove useful if he encountered any more undead.

###

He drew ever deeper into Morvyrkrad’s black depths.
The place was a rambling maze, a dozen times the size of Arylkrad. He walked through a hall lined with enormous black sarcophagi, the lids carved with effigies of long-dead high lords. Ardasan’s memories did not tell him if the sarcophagi held dead high lords or hibernating revenants.
Lucan made sure not to touch the sarcophagi.
Another chamber, a huge library lined with shelves of ancient books and scrolls, tempted him more. Lucan stopped and gazed at the books. Those shelves held the accumulated necromantic lore of Old Dracaryl. Just think of what he could do with those spells!
 Yet potent wards shielded the stone shelves, wards Lucan’s magic could not penetrate. But with the Glamdaigyr, he could drain away the power of the wards…
He kept going. The wards were so potent Lucan doubted he could survive the amount of power the Glamdaigyr would channel into him. That had been Randur Maendrag’s error, trying to channel the power of the Demonsouled. Lucan didn’t want the power. He only wanted to free the world from it.
He kept going, moving closer to the massive source of dark power thrumming against his senses. From time to time undead guardians challenged him, mindless creatures of terrible power, and Lucan dismissed them with the Banurdem.
And then, at last, he entered the Chamber of Summoning.
A huge dome stretched overhead, rising over a broad dais. Rings of skeletons in moldering robes lay sprawled around the dais. The high lords of Dracaryl, Lucan guessed, devoured by the Great Rising. Atop the dais rested a massive stone throne, another robed figure slumped in its depths. 
Before the throne floated the Wraithaldr.
It was a staff of rough black crystal, perhaps six feet in length. Flickers of green light pulsed and danced in the depths of the staff. Lucan felt tremendous magical power radiating from the thing, power to match the Glamdaigyr’s might. Power enough to cast the Great Rising, to summon up uncounted legions of runedead. 
Odd that no defenses or ward surrounded the staff.
Or perhaps it wasn’t odd. The Great Rising had destroyed the rulers of Dracaryl. Someone had escaped with the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem, obviously, but perhaps no one had claimed the Wraithaldr. 
And Lucan had survived entering Morvyrkrad, but few other men could have done so. 
He climbed the dais, stepping over the bones of the long-dead lords, and stopped before the Wraithaldr. The staff floated a few inches off the ground, revolving slowly. He felt the tendrils of the spell that held it aloft, the final wisps of the Great Rising.
Lucan reached for the staff and froze.
The corpse on the throne was watching him.
It was not a skeleton, but a fresh corpse. The dead body's bloodless face was stern and proud, black eyes glittering like disks of dark stone. It looked a bit like his father, or perhaps like Toraine. Lucan even saw a hint of himself in its features, like gazing upon the face of a long-dead ancestor.
An ancestor…
“Randur Maendrag,” said Lucan. 
The black eyes turned, heavy with power and age, and Lucan took a step back in alarm. 
Randur Maendrag, High Lord of Dracaryl, rose from his throne, ornate black robe flowing about him like a shadow.
“You’re a revenant,” said Lucan, throat dry.
Randur titled his head to the side, regarding Lucan like a spider contemplating a fly. 
“You know,” he said at last, voice a dry rasping, “something of our ways. You wear the Banurdem upon your brow, and I see the print of my blood upon your face. Tell me. Who are you, and why have you come here?”
“I am Lucan Mandragon,” said Lucan. “I am a descendant of your last son, who fled to the Grim Marches after the fall of Dracaryl.”
“Ah,” murmured Randur. The creature seemed to breathe only in order to speak. “So it is true. Dracaryl has fallen. The Great Rising proved more potent than I imagined. How long has it been? Time has lost meaning during my long imprisonment.”
“At least five hundred years,” said Lucan. “Perhaps as many as six hundred. The records are often unclear.” 
Randur went motionless. He stood without breathing, without blinking, without even the faintest quiver of a heartbeat. 
The stillness of a corpse. 
“I see,” said the revenant at last.
“How are you…still undead?” said Lucan. “From what I discovered, the Great Rising killed everyone in Arylkrad.”
“It did,” said Randur. “We poured our energies into the spell, and it devoured us. High lords in the prime of their power became withered ancients in one moment, and dust and bones in the next. Even the mighty revenants among us were destroyed, the spells binding their souls to their flesh consumed.” 
“Plainly,” said Lucan, “but it doesn’t explain why you still exist.”
“I led the spell,” said Randur. “I stood at the eye of the storm. When the Great Rising collapsed, the energies flowed through me, slew me and raised me again as a revenant. Here I have remained since, bound to the Wraithaldr, yet unable to touch it. Undead flesh can wield the Banurdem or the Glamdaigyr, but only living flesh can touch the Wraithaldr.”
Lucan nodded. No wonder Randur had not left Morvyrkrad for five centuries. 
"The Great Rising," he said. "Why did it collapse?"
Randur hissed. "We reached too greedily. The Wraithaldr would raise uncounted legions of runedead. The Banurdem would allow me to command the runedead to kill every last Demonsouled upon the face of the earth. And the Glamdaigyr would drain the power of the slain Demonsouled and bestow it upon the high lords."
"So the spell collapsed?" said Lucan. "It was inherently flawed?"
"No," said Randur. "My fellow high lords are fools." His dead eyes shifted over the scattered bones. "Or they were. They wrestled for control, each hoping to claim the majority of the harvested Demonsouled power and slay his fellows. I lost control, and the spell collapsed before I could even raise the runedead. I should have cast the spell myself, without their aid. With the Wraithaldr I had the strength to do it. "
Lucan gave a slow nod, relieved. He had feared that the spell was fatally flawed, that any attempt to cast it would inevitably result in catastrophic failure. Instead Randur had bungled it. Lucan would not repeat his ancestor's mistake. 
"I had heard," said Lucan, "that the Old Demon taught you to forge the instruments needed for the Great Rising. Is this true?"
"It is," said Randur. 
Lucan flinched. "Then you were his puppet and nothing more." Again he felt that curious sensation of dread, as if trying to remember something he had forgotten, something of terrible importance...
The revenant laughed, a horrible sound devoid of humanity. "His puppet? Fool child. If the ancient devil sought to rule the high lords of Dracaryl, he failed! I studied at his feet, aye. But I stole his secrets, and with his knowledge I forged the instruments of power! I fashioned the Great Rising, not the Old Demon!"
Lucan’s lip curled in disgust. "And then you failed, not the Old Demon."
Randur hissed, a green light flaring in his black eyes. "Have you come all this way to mock me, child?"
"No. I have merely come to claim my inheritance. For am I of your blood, and Dracaryl has fallen, which means the Wraithaldr is mine by rights," said Lucan. "I will succeed where you failed. I will cast the Great Rising and rid the world of the Demonsouled. And unlike you, I will not try to claim their power for my own. The world is better without it."
He reached for the Wraithaldr.
Randur snarled and thrust out his hands. 
Invisible force hammered into Lucan and flung him from the dais. He hit the ground, dry bones shattering beneath him. He scrambled to his feet and cast a ward around himself just as Randur hurled another blast of psychokinetic force. This time his ward caught the spell, blue light flashing, but the force of it knocked him back several steps. 
"What are you doing?" said Lucan. "I am your heir! The Wraithaldr belongs to me!"
"Fool child," hissed Randur, stalking closer. "Do you think I have relinquished my rights merely because I am dead? Your blood shall give me the strength I need to break free from Morvyrkrad. I shall return to the surface and raise a new empire for Dracaryl."
"No," said Lucan, "you shall not."
He focused his will upon Randur, intending to command the revenant, and drew upon the power of the Banurdem. 
Only to have his will recoil, blocked by the power of Randur's magic.
Randur Maendrag was too powerful for the Banurdem to control. Which meant Lucan now faced the might of an enraged high lord of Old Dracaryl. 
He cast another ward, even as Randur lifted his hands, fingers ablaze with emerald flame. A lance of green fire shot from his hands and exploded against Lucan's defenses. The flame danced over the floor around him, the black stone cracking and crumbling beneath his feet. Yet Lucan's ward held, keeping the spell from touching his flesh. 
He summoned psychokinetic force and thrust his first at the damaged section of the floor. It exploded in a spray of jagged black splinters, and Lucan swept his hand at Randur, sending a storm of debris at the revenant. Yet Randur’s robes held some sort of deflecting spell, and the debris bounced away from the cloth without a mark. A piece of stone left a long, bloodless gash across his face, a wound that closed almost at once.
Randur was already dead. How could Lucan kill a dead man?
A pity he had not thought to steal Lion from Mazael.
Randur unleashed another spell, and a vortex of howling shadows surrounded Lucan. A deathly chill washed over him, a glittering layer of frost spreading over the broken floor. The swirling shadows drew closer, trying to penetrate his defenses. Lucan yelled and threw out his arms, drawing on the well of Demonsouled power in his mind. A sphere of blue light exploded from him, driving back the shadows.
He stepped forward and pointed his left hand at Randur.
A sigil of crimson flame appeared on his palm, the fiery light falling over the revenant.
Randur raised his hands, a half-dome of shadows appearing before him. The beams of crimson light strained and shuddered against the shield.
"So!" shouted Randur. "You have stolen the power of a Demonsouled? Then that power shall be mine when I feast upon you!"
Lucan had to find a way to destroy the spells binding the revenant's soul to his undead flesh. Lion's fire could have done it with ease, but Lucan lacked any weapons of such power. He did have the Glamdaigyr...
No. The Glamdaigyr would drain away the spells binding Randur, true. But it would channel the power into Lucan, and he did not want to draw on that kind of necromancy. Better instead to disable or distract Randur, and make his escape with the Wraithaldr. 
The sigil of crimson fire winked out, and Lucan cast a spell of summoning. Gray mist swirled around him, and a dozen spirit beasts appeared, wearing the forms of giant bears with wings and lions’ heads. The creatures roared and charged Randur. The revenant reacted with superhuman speed, dispatching three with a burst of ghostly green fire. 
The remaining creatures continued their furious attack.
Lucan sprinted for the dais, his gaze fixed on the Wraithaldr. Randur destroyed four more of the spirit beasts in quick succession, but the remainder drove him back. Lucan stopped before the Wraithaldr and reached for the staff...
A pulse of blue light washed over him, and the remaining beasts disappeared, dispatched back to the spirit world. 
Randur moved in a blur, his cold hand closing around Lucan's throat.
Lucan gagged, grabbing Randur’s wrist, but the revenant's fingers felt like bars of frozen iron.
"Mine," hissed Randur. "If you are my descendant, then you are mine to do with as I please. And your blood will allow me to escape at long last." 
He yanked a dagger from his belt with his free hand. Lucan tried to reach for a spell, tried to summon power, but Randur was choking the life from him. 
He had no other choice.
He let go of Randur's wrist and summoned the Glamdaigyr. 
The sword materialized between Lucan and Randur, the sigils upon the blade burning with ghostly flame, and the point dug into Randur's shoulder. 
And power, cold power, flooded into Lucan.
Randur screamed in horror, and Lucan leaned into him. The black blade cut through Randur's enspelled robes with ease and sank deeper into undead flesh. More cold power poured into Lucan, and he felt Randur's memories entering him as well, necromantic secrets dark and mighty.
"No," rasped Randur, falling to his knees. “It is not...it is not possible! You cannot wield the Glamdaigyr, you cannot..."
"Stop talking," said Lucan, "and die at last."
He stabbed down, and the sword sank to its crosspiece into Randur.
Randur Maendrag screamed once more and crumbled into dust and bones, his robes falling in a heap.
Lucan staggered back, the Glamdaigyr dangling from his right first.
Power flooded through him. 
All of Randur's magical might, now his to command. All of Randur's knowledge, too, his spells and secrets and skills. The lore of Old Dracaryl's greatest necromancer, now Lucan's to use as he saw fit. 
He leaned upon the Glamdaigyr for a moment, gasping.
After a moment his head stopped spinning. 
The knowledge of the Great Rising, plucked from Randur's mind, buzzed in his thoughts. No need to hunt for the book Ardasan had described. 
Lucan climbed the dais, dismissing the Glamdaigyr. The sword dissolved into green flame, and he plucked the Wraithaldr from the air.
The staff felt like ice, a green glow welling between his fingers. Power stirred in the staff, power far stronger than the power he had stolen from Randur. With the well of Demonsouled power, the strength of Randur, and the magic of the Wraithaldr to command, Lucan had become the most powerful wizard in the world. 
Perhaps more powerful than the Old Demon himself?
Lucan grinned. He would rid the world of the Demonsouled. The cost would be high, but it would be worth it, for the greater good.
He left the Chamber of Summoning without a backward glance.

###

Tymaen found that she could not remain still. 
She paced through the camp, her eyes straying across the bone-strewn cavern to the gloomy gates of Morvyrkrad. The mercenaries ignored her. None spoke to her. None even dared to look at her. 
Lucan had seen to that.
Again she looked at the gates of Morvyrkrad.
Still no trace of Lucan. 
"If you continue this pacing, my lady," said Malaric, sitting cross-legged upon the ground, "you shall wear yourself out, and we will have to carry you back to the surface. And then Lord Lucan will kill us for touching you."
Tymaen glared at him. "Is that a roundabout way to tell me to stop pacing?"
"Since you have put it so bluntly, yes."
Malaric stooped over that skull he had taken from Arylkrad, using a chisel to cut sigils into the yellowing bone. He had cut dozens of them into the skull’s jaw, cheeks, and temples. From time to time one of the strange symbols flickered with harsh crimson light. 
Blood-colored light. 
“What are you doing to that skull?” said Tymaen.
“Did Lucan tell you,” said Malaric, gazing at the skull, “about me?”
“Only that you are a mercenary captain and a wizard,” said Tymaen. “That you agreed to follow him in exchange for spells.”
“I am,” said Malaric, “the bastard child of the Prince of Barellion. The youngest bastard child, I should mention. The Prince’s legitimate children all received lands and titles. Even the Prince’s older bastards hold offices. But not me, no. Not the bastard that manifested magical talent. When the Prince cast me out, the only thing I had left was my magic. And I realized that if I wanted power and wealth, I would gain it through magic.” He grinned. “I suppose Lord Lucan and I have that in common.” 
“You have nothing in common with Lucan,” said Tymaen, though his words had more truth than she would have liked.
“No,” said Malaric. “I suppose not. Lucan is better at it than I am.” His grin returned, and he patted the skull. “For now.” 
“So you are a bastard and your father hates you,” said Tymaen. “What has that to do with the skull?”
“This,” said Malaric, “is power. Invincibility. Revenge. I will kill every last one of my half-brothers and sisters, and watch them beg before they die. I will make my father regret ever casting me out. I will take his city for my own, and Lord Richard, Lord Roland, Lord Alamis, and all the others will kneel and proclaim me as king. Forever.”
“You’re mad,” said Tymaen. 
“I am not,” said Malaric. “It is only mad if I cannot do it, and I can. And you call me mad? Your lover wants to kill every last Demonsouled in the world. That is a touch more mad, don’t you think?” He shrugged. “Though if he succeeds, then my kingdom will be free of the Demonsouled.”
“You, sir,” said Tymaen, “are above yourself…”
She turned, and froze.
A dark figure strode from the gates of Morvyrkrad. 
“Lucan!” shouted Tymaen. 
She ran for him, relief flooding through her. He had survived! Even Malaric had been afraid to go into that place, but Lucan had returned! And he had been successful, she saw the black staff in his left hand…
“Lucan!” said Tymaen.
He looked at her and smiled. 
Tymaen came to a shocked halt.
He looked exactly the same.
And yet so different.
“Lucan?” she whispered.
He seemed…older, somehow. Stronger. So much stronger. The strange staff of black crystal glimmered with green light in his hand. 
“What happened?” said Tymaen.
He caught her in a hard embrace.
“I found the staff,” he said, “and gained more than I expected. Come, my love. Let us change the world.” 

###

“We,” Lucan told Malaric and his mercenaries, “are going to Swordgrim.” 
The men stood in a circle around him and Tymaen. Malaric maintained his cool façade, yet Lucan saw the wariness in his pose. 
“Swordgrim,” said Malaric, “is far away.” He grinned. “It will cost you more.”
“Undoubtedly,” said Lucan. “But we will be there by this afternoon.”
He lifted the Wraithaldr and drew on its power.
He had known of the spell for years, ever since his duel in the spirit would with the San-keth archpriest Straganis. Using the spell, he could open pathways through the spirit world, travelling hundreds of miles in a matter of hours. But he had never possessed the strength to cast the spell, even with the well of Demonsouled power.
The Wraithaldr had power to spare.
Lucan swept the dark staff before him, a curtain of gray mist rising from the floor. The curtain rose, ten yards, twenty yards, thirty yards. Then the mist parted, showing a road winding through a dark, treeless forest. 
“Behold,” said Lucan. “The path to Swordgrim. Come along, Malaric. I want to return to the Grim Marches before sundown.”
Malaric blinked, once, and then turned and barked orders to his men.
“Why are we returning to Swordgrim?” said Tymaen. Perhaps she feared seeing Lord Robert again. No matter – if he proved troublesome, Lucan would simply kill the boorish fool. 
“Because,” said Lucan. “With the Wraithaldr, I have taken the first step toward ridding the world of the Demonsouled. The second step awaits at Swordgrim.”
Randur’s memories told him that he would need a great deal of spilled blood to cast the Great Rising.
And Lucan could find it at Swordgrim.







Chapter 28 – The Lady of the Shadows

“Well?” said Molly, arms folded across her chest. She wanted to howl with rage. Instead she forced herself to stand calmly. 
Timothy wiped sweat from his forehead. “He will live, my lady.” 
Molly managed a nod. “Good.” 
They stood in one of Castle Cravenlock’s guest rooms. Riothamus lay upon the bed, clean white bandages covering his shoulder and hip and side. A light sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead and chest. He muttered and thrashed in his sleep, his left hand rising to ward away enemies.
In his right hand he clutched Aegidia’s staff. Timothy had tried to pry it out of his hand and given up. 
“His wounds heal with remarkable speed,” said Timothy. “I suspect his magic aids his recovery. Both he and the Guardian showed the ability to cure wounds and illness with their spells. And the staff may have some healing properties as well. There is magic upon it, but a type unknown to me.” 
“Good,” said Molly, blinking. She was not going to cry in front of anyone. She was not. 
“I suspect,” said Timothy, “that he will recover in a few days. At most.” 
"Thank you," said Molly. 
Timothy nodded, and Riothamus’s eyes fluttered open.
“Molly,” he rasped.
She knelt beside the bed, grabbing his free hand. “I’m here.”
“Ragnachar,” he whispered. “It was Ragnachar. I can’t…I can’t let the Tervingi go to war over this. Not over a lie. The staff…I can’t…”
He lapsed back into unconsciousness. 
“It would be best, my lady,” said Timothy, voice gentle, “if we let him rest. He is out of danger. He needs rest now.” 
Molly nodded and got to her feet. “Has there been any word from my father?”
“None,” said Timothy. “And no riders from Swordgrim, either. But the peasants are fleeing into the walls of Cravenlock Town. All of them say that the Tervingi have gone on a rampage.”
“Damn it,” said Molly. She really should have killed Ragnachar, despite what Mazael and Riothamus had said. And with Richard Mandragon dead, Toraine was the liege lord of the Grim Marches. Toraine wanted to kill both Mazael and Molly…and Mazael was at Swordgrim. 
She crossed to the window, glaring into the courtyard. Armsmen drilled and knights practiced with the lance below. Mazael had left Sir Hagen in command of the castle, and Hagen Bridgebane was not the sort of knight to tolerate laxness among his men. 
Just as well, considering they would march to war soon enough.
“We’ve got to get word to my father,” said Molly. “Let him know that Ragnachar murdered Athanaric and Lord Richard. Hopefully he’ll stop Toraine from doing anything too idiotic.”
“Lord Toraine is…rather rash,” said Timothy.
“That’s just a polite way of saying he’s an idiot,” said Molly. 
Timothy opened his mouth to answer, and then a horn rang out. 
“Foes!” said Timothy. “The sentries on the walls have seen enemies.”
Molly cursed under her breath, snatched her sword belt, and stepped into the shadows. 
She reappeared in the courtyard. A few nearby armsmen cursed in sudden alarm, but she ignored them. She spotted Sir Hagen Bridgebane atop the barbican rampart, talking to some of the guards. 
A quick step through the shadows, and she reappeared next to him.
“What’s happening?” said Molly. 
The armsmen recoiled in fear, but Hagen remained impassive. He had seen Molly in battle enough by now.
“Raiders,” said Hagen. He pointed. “The Tervingi are attacking Cravenlock Town.”
Molly peered over the battlements. In the distance she saw a mass of Tervingi thains attacking the walls, throwing up ladders. The militia fought from the walls, sending arrows into the Tervingi, and casting down any ladders that reached the ramparts. 
She saw the dark cloaks of orcragars among the Tervingi. 
Ragnachar’s men. 
“The town is holding,” said Molly.
Hagen gave a grim shake of his head. “Not for long. When those three mammoths reach the walls, it’s over.”
Molly followed his gaze, and spotted the three mammoths at the rear of the Tervingi formation. The mammoths wore massive, dangling coats of mail, plate armor bound to their heads with leather straps. Archers waited on platforms atop the beasts’ back, some of them holding coiled rope ladders. When the mammoths reached the town’s wall, the archers would throw down the ladders, the Tervingi thains would scramble up, and Cravenlock Town would fall. 
“We have to stop them,” said Molly. 
“We can’t,” said Hagen. “The town is on its own.”
Molly looked at him. “Surely you don’t mean to sit here and watch the town fall?”
“The Tervingi have twice as many men as we do,” said Hagen. “Maybe three times as many. If we ride out and are defeated, we shall lose both town and castle. And even if we had more men, we have no way of dealing with those mammoths.” 
“I will deal with the mammoths,” said Molly. 
“Even if you defeat the mammoths, they still have too many men,” said Hagen. 
“All your men are mounted,” said Molly. “You could ride right through them.”
“But if the Tervingi withstand the charge, we will be surrounded,” said Hagen. “We must stay behind the walls, prepare for a siege, and wait for Lord Mazael to return.” 
“And then we shall lose the town,” said Molly.
“Better the town than both the town and the castle,” retorted Hagen. 
Molly cursed. Staying here would be a disaster. Mazael needed every man to throw back Ragnachar’s attack. If the lords scattered to their castles, Ragnachar could pick them off one by one. Better to face Ragnachar with their full strength.
She had to make Hagen see that. But how?
“I could command you to march out,” said Molly.
Hagen snorted. “No, my lady, you can’t. My oath is to Lord Mazael, not to his daughter. Someday when Lord Mazael is dead and you are the Lady of Castle Cravenlock, then you can command me. Not before.” 
Well, it had been worth a try. 
For a moment her Demonsouled blood raged against him, but she forced it to silence. She would not kill one of her father’s sworn men.
“What about this?” said Molly, deciding to change tactics. “Would you rather follow the will of Lord Toraine and kill all the Tervingi, or do as Lord Mazael wishes and try to live in peace with them?”
“I shall follow Lord Mazael’s will, of course,” said Hagen. “Though the Tervingi do not wish to live in peace with us.”
“I think most of them do,” said Molly. “They’re only attacking because they think Lord Richard murdered Athanaric. If we can convince them otherwise, if we can prove that Ragnachar murdered Athanaric, they’ll turn against him and join us.”
Hagen frowned. “That wounded Tervingi wizard you found, the one that says he saw Ragnachar kill Athanaric?”
“Aye,” said Molly.
Timothy jogged onto the ramparts, breathing hard.
“From what I understand,” said Hagen, “the Tervingi hold wizards in little regard. Why will they listen to him?”
“Because, sir knight,” said Molly, “he’s not just a wizard. He’s the apprentice of their Guardian. I suppose he is the Guardian now, since Ragnachar murdered Aegidia with Athanaric. The Tervingi fear wizards, but respect the Guardian. Even Ragnachar would not cross her openly.”
“Until he killed her,” snorted Hagen. 
“Lady Molly is correct, Sir Hagen,” said Timothy. “The Tervingi will listen to Riothamus.” 
“Perhaps,” said Hagen, “but it is too late for words. Far too late. Blood has been spilled, and the Tervingi will not heed words now.”
“Unless we defeat them,” said Molly. “I think Ragnachar’s men are commanding that war party, but if we defeat them, the rest of the thains will listen. We just have to bloody their noses a bit.”
Hagen stared at her for a long moment.
“Damn me for a fool,” he said with a sigh. “You might be right, my lady, or you might get us all killed. Well, no one lives forever. Men!” His voice rose to a roar. “Form up! We ride to war!”
The clatter of activity from the courtyard redoubled. 
“Timothy,” said Molly. “Keep an eye on Riothamus. We will need him soon.”
Timothy hesitated. “It would be best if he continued to rest.”
Something inside Molly flinched at those words. For a moment she wanted to force Sir Hagen to call off the attack. Then she could stay with Riothamus behind Castle Cravenlock’s walls. 
She pushed aside the notion with disgust. 
“Those are his people I’m about to kill,” said Molly. “Get him up as soon as you can manage it.”
Timothy nodded and hurried back to the keep. Molly ran to the stables, and the pages hurried forward with a horse. She swung up into the saddle and rode to the barbican, where Sir Hagen sat atop his horse before three hundred knights and armsmen. 
“This is madness, Hagen!” said one of the knights. “The Tervingi have twice our numbers, along with those damnable beasts! If we ride against them we will be slaughtered!” 
Hagen opened his mouth to answer, and Molly seized her chance.
“You will not lose,” she shouted, “because I will fight for you!”
Silence answered her.
“You, little girl?” said one armsman at last, a gaunt man with a trimmed beard. “What can you do against the barbarians?”
Molly grinned.
She jumped from her horse and fell into the shadows, drawing her sword and dagger. She reappeared next to the bearded armsman, and her sword flashed up, resting at his throat. The armsman reared back in alarm, his horse stamping, but Molly hooked one boot into his stirrup and hauled herself up, keeping her sword at his throat. Alarm flashed over the armsman’s face, and the surrounding men reached for their weapons.
Molly whirled back into the shadows and reappeared before her horse.
“What can I do against the barbarians?” Molly said. “You have heard the whispers about me! The rumors say that I am a foul sorceress, a mistress of dark magic. That I was an assassin of the Skulls, and wielded poisoned blades form the shadows. That I lured my victims to my bed, and sucked away their lives with a kiss. That I have faced Malrags and serpent priests in battle, and slew them all!”
The men stared at her. Hagen gazed at her with a mixture of fascination and horror. 
“It’s all true,” said Molly, waving her sword at the men. “Every last word of it, every story about me. It’s all true.”
She grinned at them. 
“And if you follow a monster like me into battle,” said Molly, “think what I will do to the enemy!”
No one cheered. But no one ran away, either. 
Molly jumped back into the saddle, sword in one hand, reins in the other. 
“Your family, my lady,” said Hagen, “has a penchant for dramatics.”
Molly snorted. “I didn’t get it from my mother.”
The portcullis rattled open, and the men galloped out, Molly and Sir Hagen at their head.

###

Battle raged before the walls of Cravenlock Town. 
Over eight hundred Tervingi thains assailed the walls, but Molly kept her face calm. Mazael had said that a lord never showed fear or doubt before his men, and Molly saw the wisdom in that. 
Especially now.
“I hope,” muttered Hagen, “that you know what you’re doing.”
“So do I,” said Molly.
The horsemen reined up a third of a mile from the town, and the Tervingi whirled to face them, shields raised to fend off the constant rain of arrows and bolts from the town’s walls. In a matter of moments, they would charge the horsemen.
Assuming any of the horsemen survived the three mammoths. 
The great beasts lumbered towards the horsemen, bellowing as the archers drew their bows.
“I hope your tricks still work on mammoths,” said Hagen.
“So do I,” said Molly, and kicked her horse to a run. 
She galloped toward the mammoths. Molly saw the archers turn towards her, saw them lift their bows. 
She stood up in her stirrups, drew her sword and dagger, and jumped into the shadows.
Molly reappeared on the platform atop the nearest mammoth, the rough planks trembling beneath her boots. The archers whirled to face her, while some of the men yanked their swords free.
“It is her!” shouted one of the thains. “The lady of the shadows! Kill her!”
Molly jumped and landed on the mammoth’s neck, arrows hissing past her. The driver groped for his weapon, but Molly was faster. A quick slash from her sword, and the driver fell limp from his leather saddle. She darted forward, seized the reins, and jumped off the mammoth’s neck. The beast roared in pain as Molly jerked against the end of the reins, her boots dangling a dozen feet off the ground. Yet the beast followed the direction of the reins and turned in a sharp circle, moving away from the waiting horsemen.
And right into the mass of Tervingi thains.
Screams rose up from the Tervingi as the mammoth trampled its way through them. An arrow slammed into Molly’s left thigh, and another into her hip. She snarled in pain, but gripped the reins. Her Demonsouled blood would heal the wounds soon enough. 
The mammoth trampled through the Tervingi, and Molly released the reins and fell into the shadows.
She reappeared atop the second mammoth’s neck, ignoring the pain in her leg, and killed the driver. Then onto the third mammoth, and after she slew its driver, she jumped through the shadows and appeared on the town’s ramparts, much to the surprise of the surrounding militiamen. She yanked the arrows from her leg, gritting her teeth at the pain. 
“Lady Molly,” said a nearby militiaman, “I…”
“Shut up and shoot,” said Molly.
The man obliged.
A horn blast rang out, and Sir Hagen’s armsmen and knights surged forward with a roar, charging the disorganized mass of the Tervingi. 
The battle did not last very long after that.

###

“An easy victory,” said Sir Hagen.
Molly snorted. “You call that easy?”
“I do,” said Hagen. “Luck favored us. It might not when we face Ragnachar.”
He had a point. 
A hundred Tervingi had been slain and another hundred wounded before the rest surrendered and threw down their arms. Now Hagen’s men stood guard over the prisoners outside the town’s walls, keeping a watchful eye over them. Tension hung thick in the air. The armsmen expected the Tervingi to go wild at any moment, and the Tervingi expected the armsmen to slaughter them all. No doubt Ragnachar had told them so.
“There they are,” said Hagen.
Molly turned, and saw Riothamus hobbling towards them, leaning on his staff, Timothy at his side.
She hurried to meet them.
“You’re awake,” she said. 
“Aye,” said Riothamus with a forced smile. “I’ve never felt better.” 
“You should rest,” said Timothy.
“No,” said Riothamus. He took a deep breath and winced. “Not while the Tervingi nation rips itself apart.”
He walked towards the prisoners, Molly, Timothy, and Hagen trailing after him, and a silence fell over the disarmed Tervingi thains. 
“What is this, witcher?” shouted one of the Tervingi. “Have you betrayed us to our foes?” 
“I have not,” said Riothamus. “But you have been betrayed.”
“By Richard Mandragon!” shouted another man. “He slew Athanaric!”
“He did not!” said Riothamus, his voice rising to a roar. He must have used a spell to amplify his voice. “What is this I bear in my hand?”
“The staff of the Guardian, slain by Richard,” said a thain.
“No!” said Riothamus. “How do you think I came to bear the staff? I was at Stone Tower.”
The protesting voices fell silent.
“I saw what happened there,” said Riothamus. “Ragnachar and his orcragars stormed the village. He stabbed the Guardian in the back, without honor or courage. He betrayed his oath to Lord Richard and murdered him. And he killed Athanaric, his brother hrould, and left him to lie in his own blood.” 
“That cannot be!” said a swordthain. “Ragnachar is a hard man, aye, but even he would not murder another hrould.”
“Would he?” said Riothamus. “Ragnachar worshipped the Urdmoloch, and the Urdmoloch teaches that the strong will rule and the weak shall perish. You all have heard Ragnachar speak. Has he not said that it would be better for the Tervingi to die than to live as vassals of the Mandragons?” 
“That doesn’t mean he foully slew Athanaric,” said the swordthain, but there was doubt in his voice.
“You know me,” said Riothamus. “You know who I am.” He held the staff leveled before him. “What I am. I am Riothamus son of Rigotharic, the apprentice of the Guardian. And the Guardian has never spoken a lie to the Tervingi people, nor have I. And I swear to you, upon the Guardian’s staff, that Ragnachar murdered Athanaric, and cast the blame upon Lord Richard to incite war. I saw this with my own eyes.”
An angry murmur went through the captives, but their anger was not directed at Riothamus. 
Molly’s gamble had paid off. 
“What shall we do?” said the swordthain.
“The only thing we can do,” said Riothamus. “Ragnachar murdered both Lord Richard and Athanaric. He betrayed and slew a fellow Tervingi hrould, and he has blackened the honor of the Tervingi by murdering our liege lord. We must march against Ragnachar, and bring him to account for his heinous crimes.”
The Tervingi roared in answer.

###

“You must be mad,” said Hagen.
"Undoubtedly," said Molly. "But these Tervingi want Ragnachar dead. Why not help them? Besides, Lord Mazael will need every man we can bring him.”
North of the town, both the Tervingi thains and the knights and armsmen assembled for war. The spearthains and swordthains gathered their supplies and stood ready to march. The armsmen loaded wagons of supplies, while squires hurried forward with remounts for the knights. Even the mammoths had been retrieved, laden with archers and supplies for the Tervingi. 
Both groups gave each other suspicious looks, but no violence had broken out. 
Yet. 
“I suggest we make for Swordgrim,” said Molly. “If Lord Mazael isn’t there, we can at least get word of him.”
Hagen grunted, a sour expression on his face, but did not argue. 
He rode off to shout orders to the men.
“I don’t think he likes me,” said Molly to Riothamus, who leaned on the Guardian’s staff. 
Riothamus smiled. “You shock him. Sir Hagen is a steady man, but he is used to letting other men do his thinking for him. He would have sat here and waited for your father to return and tell him what to do.”
“Or his men and the Tervingi would have wound up killing each other,” said Molly. “Instead, we have a thousand men to bring to my father.” She watched the men arrange themselves in line. “Do you think others will join us?”
“Undoubtedly,” said Riothamus. “They may not listen to us, not at first. But I am known to the Tervingi nation, and they will listen once I speak.”
Molly snorted. “You’re the Guardian. They should listen to you.”
Riothamus shook his head. “Not yet.”
She saw his hand tighten around the staff.

###

The marched north that afternoon. 
It was a six-day journey to across the broad plains of the Grim Marches, and Molly wanted to reach Swordgrim as soon as possible. Riothamus thought that wise. Ragnachar would go on a rampage, and with Athanaric dead, many of the Tervingi would join him. And with Lord Richard dead, Toraine would answer in kind.
The sooner they reached Swordgrim, the better.
Riothamus rode at Molly's side, the staff balanced over his saddle. He felt the magic waiting in the ancient wood, but it did not come at his call.
It was not his staff.
Not yet.
Aegidia had taught him the spell. A Guardian had to know himself, to conquer his weaknesses and temptations, before the staff’s power would yield to him. Riothamus would have to face himself. If he succeeded, he would be the new Guardian of the Tervingi. 
If he failed, he would die.
Fear and doubt warred in him.
Soon. He would do it soon. Once more Tervingi had gathered under Molly’s command. Then he would face the staff and become the new Guardian.
Or the staff would kill him.
He gazed at the staff as they rode north.







Chapter 29 – The Horde

“Six hundred strong, my lord,” said the scout, a rangy young militiaman in studded leather armor. “On the far side of that hill, outside the village. No mammoths, thank the gods. And at least fifty of those devils in black.”
Mazael nodded. “Orcragars.”
“Aye, my lord.”
“You’ve done well,” said Mazael. “Rejoin the others, and prepare for battle.”
The militiaman bowed from the saddle and rode away. 
“Toraine is trying,” said Romaria from her horse, “to get you killed.”
“I know,” said Mazael, voice quiet. 
Toraine’s host had left Swordgrim and marched southeast, making for Gray Pillar. Once Ragnachar had slain Lord Richard and renewed the war, Toraine reasoned, the Tervingi hrould had withdrawn east to gather the Tervingi. Toraine wanted to move quickly and smash the Tervingi warbands one by one before Ragnachar could gather them. But to do that, they had to first find the Tervingi warbands.
So Toraine had sent Mazael to scout.
With only his own sworn men, and no one else.Mazael had sent riders south, summoning his men to war, but it would take them days to arrive. Until then, he had only the three hundred knights and armsmen who had accompanied him to Swordgrim.
“Those Tervingi haven’t seen us yet,” said Romaria. “We could still slip away.” 
“No,” said Mazael. “We came upon them unawares, but that was dumb luck. The hill blocked their view, but once we move, they’ll see us.”
“We can outrun them,” said Romaria. “We are horsed and they are not.” 
“There are a dozen villages a day’s march in any direction,” said Mazael. “That warband could burn any one of them to the ground. Or they’ll march to reinforce Ragnachar.” 
“Six hundred men,” said Romaria. “We could ride right through them.”
“We could,” said Mazael. “Or we could get ourselves surrounded and butchered.” He wanted to draw Lion and charge through the Tervingi, killing with every swing of his arm. He could do it. He could lead his men to victory, could smash the Tervingi to shards beneath his boots…
He closed his eyes and shivered.
“No,” said Mazael. “No. I don’t want to slaughter them. I just want to beat them.”
“A pity we didn’t bring any horse archers with us,” said Romaria. “We could lure the Tervingi out of formation and ride them down.” 
“Yes,” said Mazael, rubbing his chin. “Yes, we could.” 
“You have an idea,” said Romaria.
Mazael grinned.

###

Romaria slunk through the grasses, her paws gripping the turf. Her senses were keen enough in her human form, but as a wolf, she saw every last waving blade of grass. She tasted the wind, and picked out a hundred different smells with her nose.

And she heard the Tervingi speaking. 
The mass of Tervingi stood outside their village, arguing. Many wanted to find Ragnachar and join his force before Toraine killed them. Others wanted to raid the nearby villages for supplies, and then retreat back over the Great Mountains. A few blamed Ragnachar for what had happened, and did not want to fight. 
Romaria slid through the grasses. She saw a pair of spearthains arguing with vigor. Several dozen thains stood in a ring around the two, taking sides in the argument. 
Perfect.
She sprang forward and knocked both spearthains to the ground. A ripple of shock went through the nearby Tervingi, and Romaria sprang atop the stunned spearthains. She threw back her head and howled, long and loud. 
“Lord Mazael’s wolf-woman!” said one of the Tervingi. 
“Kill it!” shouted a man, and the Tervingi scrambled for their weapons as she raced away. 
But she left a trail a blind man could follow, and she stopped at the top of the hill, making sure the pursuing Tervingi could see her. 
And they came in pursuit. At least a hundred Tervingi, while the rest milled around the base of the hill in anticipation of attack. Romaria bared her fangs at the charging thains. Fear flashed over their faces, but the Tervingi did not slow.
The ground trembled beneath her paws, and Romaria braced herself. 
A heartbeat later knights and mounted armsmen surged over the crest of the hill, lances lowered to strike. They galloped past Romaria and raced down the slope, the horses’ manes streaming in the wind of their passage.
The Tervingi, charging uphill, never stood a chance. Romaria flowed back into her human shape, snatched her bow from her back, and joined the fray. 

###

Mazael watched the chaos on the hillside, saw the knights mow down the Tervingi.
“Now,” he said.
Sir Aulus nodded and lifted the war horn to his lips. He loosed a long blast from the horn, and the two hundred and fifty horsemen behind Mazael shouted.
Mazael lowered his lance and kicked Hauberk to a gallop. The big horse surged forward with an excited whinny, hooves tearing at the ground, and Mazael’s men lowered their lances and charged. The Tervingi at the base of the hill froze in panic, and then erupted in all directions. Some charged at Mazael’s men, screaming. Others raced for the horsemen atop the hill, and still others ran for the village. 
Then Mazael’s men reached the first wave of Tervingi, and he had no more time for thought.
His lance smashed through the chest of a spearthain, flinging the man to the ground. Mazael killed two more men before the lance shattered. He yanked Lion from its scabbard, the steel flashing in the sunlight, and struck right and left, killing with every blow. His horsemen hewed their way through the disorganized Tervingi, trampling and killing. From time to time a spearthain managed to knock a knight from a saddle, or a bold swordthain cut the legs of a charging horse, but Mazael’s men tore through the Tervingi like reapers through the wheat. 
Lion ran red with blood, Mazael’s rage thundering in his chest and heart. The Tervingi seemed so slow, and he avoided their blows with ease, deflecting them upon his shield. The Tervingi could not stand against him. No one could stand against him! He would kill them all, he would…
Mazael reined up, surprised.
There were no Tervingi left to kill. Dozens of corpses lay strewn across the ground, while the rest of the Tervingi fled into the village. A low earthwork wall and ditch surrounded the village, but the gates were open, and Mazael could order his men inside and kill and kill until no Tervingi were left…
He forced himself to lower Lion, blood dripping from the sword’s point.
“Sir Aulus!” he shouted. “Sound the halt!”

###

A short time later a swordthain emerged from the village’s gates. 
The swordthain had gray-streaked red hair and a tangled red beard. Scars marked his cheeks and hands, but the scars of battle, not the ritualized scars of an orcragar. He came out unarmed, hands held before him. Mazael rode out from his lines and reined up before the swordthain, facing him alone. 
“I am Earnoric,” said the swordthain, voice rough, “son of Marothar. This is my hold, the village of Stony Hill. What terms do you offer?”
“Surrender,” said Mazael.
Earnoric shook his head. “If I do, you will slaughter us all.” 
“I will not,” said Mazael. “Surrender, lay down your arms, and take an oath not to take up weapons against the lords of the Grim Marches, and you shall be left in peace.” 
“I cannot,” said Earnoric. 
“Why not?” said Mazael. “Are you so eager to die?”
“No,” said the swordthain, “I do not wish to die. But I have accepted it, as has every man, woman, and child of the Tervingi nation. We expected to perish in our homeland beneath the blades of the Malrags, and we expected to perish during the long journey to the Grim Marches. And if we perish now, beneath your sword…well, we are prepared for that fate.”
Mazael’s hand twitched toward Lion’s hilt, ready to take Earnoric at his word …
Instead he said, “I have no wish to slay you. And if you lay down your arms, you shall be left in peace.”
“The choice may not be yours,” said Earnoric. 
“What do you mean?” said Mazael.
“The hrould Ragnachar sent word,” said Earnoric. “Lord Richard slew Athanaric, though he was mortally wounded in the fighting. Now Toraine is Lord of Swordgrim, and he has vowed to exterminate the Tervingi. We must fight alongside Ragnachar’s men or perish utterly.” 
“Do you believe that?” said Mazael. “Do you really think Lord Richard murdered Athanaric?”
“No,” said Earnoric. “But the truth does not matter. Toraine is liege lord now, and he wishes to destroy us. Ragnachar might have betrayed and murdered Athanaric, but Toraine still wants us dead.”
“No,” said Mazael. “We will defeat Ragnachar. And once he is defeated, we will have peace once more.”
“Even if Lord Toraine wishes to slaughter the Tervingi?” said Earnoric. 
“If he wishes it,” said Mazael, “then I will stop him.”
Earnoric lifted a red eyebrow. “Will you?” 
“Yes,” said Mazael. “I will not allow Toraine to butcher innocents, and I certainly will not allow him to kill your women and children. If you take up arms against us, I will destroy you. But if you lay down your arms and swear to not to make war against us, I will leave you in peace.”
Earnoric grunted. “The Lord of Swordgrim is your liege lord. And if he commands it, will you refuse him?”
“I will,” said Mazael.
Earnoric paused. “And even if you must make war against him, will you refuse his command?”
“I shall,” said Mazael.
It was the first time he had spoken it aloud. 
If Toraine tried to destroy the Tervingi, Mazael would stop him. Fighting against Ragnachar was one thing. But once Ragnachar was defeated, if Toraine tried to slaughter the Tervingi, Mazael would stop him. 
Gods and devils, how had it come to this? He wanted peace. Yet no matter what decisions he made, he always found himself facing a new war. Was that the curse of his Demonsouled blood? That no matter what he did, it would come down to fighting in the end? 
“You will?” said Earnoric. “The Guardian was right about you.”
“What did she say?” said Mazael. She and Riothamus were most likely dead now, if they had accompanied Athanaric to Stone Tower. 
“That the destiny of the Tervingi lies in your hands,” said Earnoric. “The Guardian had visions of power. She said that the destiny of the Tervingi rests with a man in golden armor who fights with a sword of blue fire.”
Mazael felt a chill, Lion heavy in its scabbard at his belt. 
“Seems she was right,” said Earnoric with a shrug. “Of course, your sword looks fashioned out of steel, not blue fire, so mayhap she was wrong.”
“You wouldn’t see the blue fire,” said Mazael. “The High Elderborn forged the sword long ago, and it only burns with blue fire when confronting a creature of dark magic.”
He remembered the Old Demon’s confident prediction of his death. Was that what his father had meant? That the Tervingi would kill him? That Ragnachar would defeat and slay him? 
Earnoric blinked. “Oh.”
He edged away a bit. 
“That doesn’t matter now,” said Mazael. “Whatever the Guardian might have prophesied, the fate of your hold, Earnoric son of Marothar, rests in your hands, here and now. Will you swear not to take up arms against us? Or will you fight?” 
“We shall swear,” said Earnoric.

###

An hour later the last Tervingi thain had sworn not to wield arms against Mazael or the other lords of the Grim Marches. One by one they came, swearing upon their spears and swords, and Mazael had sworn to defend them in kind.
He had acquired some new vassals. 
“Do you think they will keep their oaths?” said Romaria, when the last Tervingi thain returned to the village.
Mazael shrugged. “It depends. If we defeat Ragnachar, they’ll be as peaceful as our own peasants. If Ragnachar defeats us, they’ll join him, and Ragnachar will march against the neighboring lords.”
“And if Toraine tries to kill them,” said Romaria, “they’ll fight to defend themselves.” 
“Aye,” said Mazael. “So it all comes down to how well I handle Toraine.” 
“I think,” said Romaria, turning her head, “that we’re about to find out.”
He followed his gaze, and saw a rider galloping towards them.
One of Sir Tanam Crowley’s scouts.

###

A short time later Mazael and his men rejoined Toraine Mandragon’s host.
More vassals and knights had arrived, and close to seven thousand men now rode beneath the Mandragon banner. Toraine rode at the head of the army. Lord Jonaril Mandrake, Lord Astor Hawking, Lord Robert Highgate, and the other chief lords of the Grim Marches rode at his side. 
Mazael joined them, flanked by Romaria and Sir Aulus.
“Ah,” said Toraine, his dark eyes flashing. “Lord Mazael. You’ve deigned to rejoin us. What news?”
Mazael steered Hauberk alongside Toraine’s mount. “There was a Tervingi warband outside of Stony Hill. Six hundred spearthains and swordthains.” 
“A significant force,” said Lord Astor.
“Yet you have returned unscathed,” said Toraine. “Remarkable. One would think that you were friendly with the Tervingi.” 
“Or that he outmaneuvered them,” said Romaria. 
Toraine snorted. “Outmaneuvered them? Did you invite them to a dance?”
“The Tervingi are fine warriors,” said Mazael, ignoring the insults, “but undisciplined. Lady Romaria lured them out, and we were able to smash them.”
“A solid victory,” said Lord Jonaril.
“And once you defeated them, what then?” said Toraine.
“The remaining men surrendered, and gave oaths not to take arms against us,” said Mazael. “We then departed.”
Toraine scowled. “You left them?”
Mazael shrugged. “They surrendered. What else was to be done?”
“You should have killed them all,” said Toraine, voice hard with anger. “The barbarian vermin will join Ragnachar the minute you turn your back. You could have killed them without a fight.”
“They surrendered after a fair battle,” said Mazael. “I will not butcher prisoners who fought well, and certainly not their wives and children.”
Toraine grinned. “That is why you are not liege lord, my lord Mazael. You cannot make the difficult decisions.”
“Sparing women and children,” said Mazael, “is hardly a difficult decision.”
“Correct,” said Toraine. “I will kill them without a second thought.”
“You will kill them?” said Mazael.
“It occurs to me that our strategy is flawed,” said Toraine. “We can kill warband after warband, but Ragnachar will not come after us until he is ready. Instead, we need to attack the Tervingi villages.”
Mazael felt his heart go cold. “What?”
“Stony Hill is a short march away,” said Toraine.  “We will go there and kill the prisoners you foolishly allowed to escape. And then we will burn the village and kill all the Tervingi who live there.”
A disapproving rumble came from the lords and knights.
“All of them?” said Lord Astor. “Even the women and children? That would be ill done, my lord. Are we any better than the Malrags?”
“They are only barbarians,” said Toraine. “And war forces hard decisions upon us, my lords.” He turned to his standardbearer. “Signal for march. We shall make for Stony Hill and attack.”
“No,” said Mazael. 
Toraine glared at him. “I am liege lord here, Mazael. If I command it, it shall be done.”
“It will not,” said Mazael. “I will not allow you to murder women and children.”
Toraine’s pale face reddened with rage. “You defy me? I will have you stripped of lands and titles! I will have your head on a spike over the gates of Swordgrim!” 
“I care not,” said Mazael. “But I will not allow you to destroy that village.”
“Allow?” said Toraine. He spread his arms. “See it well, my lords! Mazael has desired to be liege lord ever since he returned to the Grim Marches. He murdered his brother to claim Castle Cravenlock. No doubt he conspired with Athanaric and Ragnachar to murder my father. And now he uses the excuse of some wretched barbarian urchins to defy his lawful lord!” 
“You are the liege lord,” said Mazael, “and I contest it not. But I would not let a Malrag warband kill those villages. And I certainly will not let the liege lord of the Grim Marches do it.”
“You go too far,” said Toraine, voice quiet. “How shall you stop me?”
“If I have to cut you down here and now, I’ll do it,” said Mazael.
Toraine laughed. “You couldn’t…”
Mazael had Lion out in an instant. But Toraine was just as fast, and his curved saber flashed into his hand. The other lords yelled in alarm and drew their weapons, and a ripple went through the host.
“You draw arms against your liege lord?” shouted Toraine. “Idiot! You’ll die here.”
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. Romaria drew her short bow, ready to release an arrow. He wanted to urge her to flee, but he knew she would never listen. Mazael’s men clustered behind him, weapons drawn, while the host broke up as the armsmen and knights hastened to the sides of their lords. 
“Almost certainly,” said Mazael. “But you won’t be able to stop me before I cut you down.”
“You’ll start a civil war,” said Toraine, but there was an eager light in his eyes. “All for the sake of those wretched Tervingi?”
“Don’t lie to yourself,” said Mazael. “You started this. You’ve wanted an excuse to kill me for years. Well, now is your chance. If you want to kill those villagers, you’ll have to go through me.”
Toraine hesitated, and Mazael saw an instant of doubt in his eyes. Perhaps it need not come to blood. Perhaps Toraine would see reason, would step back before…
“Then die,” said Toraine, “traitor!”
He lifted his sword, and Mazael raised Lion, and the lords cursed and shouted, and all the world paused around him in anticipation of the bloodbath to come.
His Demonsouled blood burned with delight.
“My lords!” 
The shout rang over the field, breaking the spell. 
“Sir Tanam!” said Romaria.
Mazael saw a band of horsemen galloping towards them. The riders wore leather armor and chain, and served as Sir Tanam’s scouts and raiders. Yet why were they all together? Tanam never kept his scouts together, unless…
“My lords!” Tanam reined up before them, his horse breathing hard. He looked them over and blinked. “What the hell are you fools doing?”
Toraine scowled. “Mazael defied the lawful command of his liege lord…”
“If we don’t act now, you’re not going to be liege lord for much longer,” said Tanam. “Ragnachar is on his way.”
Mazael cursed. “How many men?”
“At least fifteen thousand,” said Tanam. “And a hundred mammoths, armed for war. He is marching straight for Swordgrim, and we are directly in his path.” 
“Damnation,” said Lord Robert. “With those mammoths, he can overwhelm the walls of Sword Town. And from the wreckage of the town he can build siege engines and assault Swordgrim itself.” 
“Can we stand and fight here?” said Lord Astor. “The Tervingi have no horsemen, and one knight is worth seven footmen. If we strike them hard, perhaps we can break their lines before they overwhelm us.”
Tanam shook his head. “We have no means of dealing with their war mammoths.” 
“Lady Romaria?” said Lord Astor. 
Romaria shook her head, her braid sliding over her leather armor. “There wasn’t time to prepare any arrows with hound urine, and we don’t have enough militia archers with us. And Ragnachar knows how we defeated him last time. He will have taken precautions.” 
“I am the Lord of Swordgrim and the liege lord of the Grim Marches,” said Toraine. “I will not flee before a horde of barbarian rabble!”
“Bluntly, my lord Toraine,” said Tanam, “if we stand and fight, we will be destroyed.” 
“Especially,” said Mazael, “if you insist on slaughtering the Tervingi villagers.”
Tanam gave Toraine a hard look. 
“This isn’t finished,” said Toraine. “Your treason will be dealt with, Lord Mazael, once we crush Ragnachar.” 
“Yes,” said Mazael, lowering Lion. “It will.”
“For the gods’ sake,” said Tanam. “If you are going to kill each other, my lords, please wait until we are behind the walls of Swordgrim.” 
“Sound advice,” said Mazael. 
“We return to Swordgrim,” said Toraine, turning his horse around. He glared at his standardbearer. “Sound the withdrawal.” 
Trumpet blasts rang out, and the host turned itself to the west, making for Swordgrim.
Already Mazael saw the dark specks of Tervingi skythains and their griffins circling overhead. 

###

Riothamus looked up from the staff and blinked.
Molly had stopped her horse. He tugged at his reins and brought his mount to a stop. Gods, but he preferred his own feet to a horse. 
“How many?” said Molly.
“The scouts say seven hundred,” said Sir Hagen, gazing over the plains to the north. “No mammoths, though.” 
“They’ll already know that we are here,” said Riothamus.
“Aye, we know,” said Hagen, glancing up. “They may not have mammoths, but they do have griffins.” He looked at Molly. “Shall we deal with them as before?”
They had encountered two more warbands during their march north. The first one had surrendered after a short but sharp fight, and Riothamus had convinced them to join Molly’s growing force. The second had joined without a fight, and now Molly and Sir Hagen had a force of fifteen hundred men and seven mammoths under their command. 
“Yes,” said Molly.
“Wait,” said Riothamus. “Let me speak with them.”
Molly frowned. “They might attack you on sight, if they’re Ragnachar’s men.” 
“They might,” said Riothamus, “and I can defend myself. But if they’re Athanaric’s men, they’ll join us without a fight.”
Molly stared at him, her brown hair stirring in the breeze, and finally gave a sharp nod. “You know what you’re doing.”
“I will return,” said Riothamus.
She caught his gaze, and mouthed the words “I love you.”
Riothamus whispered it back, and then kicked his horse to a trot.
The skythains followed him overhead as he rode north.
A few minutes later the Tervingi warband came into sight. Seven hundred spearthains and swordthains, a dozen griffins circling overhead. A grim-faced man in chain mail marched at their head, his face half-hidden behind a ragged yellow beard. The handle of a massive two-handed axe rose over his right shoulder.
Riothamus grinned in relief. 
“Arnulf son of Kaerwulf!” he called, reining up.
“Witcher,” said Arnulf, grim and unflappable as always. “So you survived the butchery at Stone Tower.”
“Aye,” said Riothamus, lifting the staff. “But the Guardian did not.”
“A grievous loss,” said Arnulf. “What the devil happened?”
“Ragnachar slew Athanaric and Lord Richard,” said Riothamus. “Then he cast the blame upon Lord Richard.”
Arnulf spat. “I knew it! Ragnachar’s men came to my hold, calling me to war. I told them to go to hell. I figured Ragnachar was behind this black treachery. Toric’s with me,” he pointed at the sky, “and all the loyal men I could find. We’re headed south to Castle Cravenlock to find Lord Mazael. He’ll know what to do.”
“You’re going to the wrong way,” said Riothamus. “Mazael is at Swordgrim.”
“So what should we do instead, Guardian?” said Arnulf.
“Come with me,” said Riothamus. “Lord Mazael’s daughter marches north with three hundred of her father’s men and twelve hundred of our people. We’ll find Lord Mazael, and together we’ll bring justice to Ragnachar.”
Arnulf nodded and shouted commands to his men.
Riothamus gazed at the staff resting across his saddle.
Arnulf had called him the Guardian.
But he wasn’t. Not yet. Not before he faced himself. But he would have to do it soon. When they faced Ragnachar, he needed the full power and authority of the Guardian’s office and staff.
He would face himself and claim the Guardian’s staff.
Or die.
Riothamus turned and led Arnulf’s men to Molly’s host. 







Chapter 30 – The Pact

Lucan stepped onto the shore of the Lake of Swords. 
The rocky beach gritted beneath his boots, the tip of the Wraithaldr digging furrows in the pebbles. The Lake of Swords stretched to the north like a vast sheet of rippling steel. To the west, the walls of Swordgrim rose from their peninsula, their reflection a wavering image in the water. Night Sword Tower thrust from the castle’s heart, a black shadow against the cloudy blue sky. 
Lucan stared at the castle. He had left Swordgrim years ago, marching with his father to deal with Lord Mitor Cravenlock’s rebellion, and had not set foot in Swordgrim since. But it seemed right that he had come here again, at the end.
For within Swordgrim, he would work the Great Rising and rid the world of the Demonsouled scourge. 
He turned to the towering wall of gray mist behind him, to the road winding through the leafless trees of the spirit world. Tymaen stepped through the gate, shivering, and Malaric followed. The surviving mercenaries came through, smiles of relief spreading over their faces as they saw the sun once more.
“I expect,” said Malaric, “to be paid for the horses I was forced to leave behind in Red Valley. I thought we would return to claim them.”
Lucan shrugged, irritated at the triviality. “Would you rather have walked back to Red Valley?”
“Of course not.” Malaric grinned. “But I am paid what I am owed, my lord Lucan.”
Lucan looked Malaric in the eye. “I suspect you received more payment than you expected for this job. That dusty skull you took from Arylkrad is worth more than its weight in gold.”
Malaric scowled. So Lucan’s suspicions had indeed been correct. But that was a problem for another day. Or an opportunity, really. Malaric had proven himself a useful tool.
And the skull of Corvad, a grandson of the Old Demon, would make him even more useful. 
“Come,” said Lucan, climbing up the beach. “We had best locate my father.”
Tymaen took his free hand, and he kept walking. The sooner Lucan found Lord Richard Mandragon, the better. It would be easy enough to convince Richard to do what was necessary. From there it was a short step to casting the Great Rising. 
Lucan reached the beginning of the plains and stopped in shock.
Malaric came to his side and grunted.
“I think,” he said, “that finding your father might prove more difficult than expected.” 
An army filled the plain between the walls of Swordgrim and Sword Town. Lucan saw the banners of his father’s principal vassals. Armsmen marched in haste, making for the gates of Swordgrim.
The army was withdrawing behind the walls of the castle.
Lucan blinked in astonishment. He had anticipated that the war with the Tervingi would last for some time. But he had never expected that Lord Richard Mandragon would have the worst of the fighting. The Dragonslayer never lost, and always worked his will.
It was why Lucan was a wizard and not a knight. 
“It seems the Tervingi were more successful than I thought,” said Lucan.
“Aye,” said Malaric, scratching at his beard. Somehow he had kept the damned thing trimmed during the long journey. “It looks like your father's army is bracing for a siege. I would say the main Tervingi host is on its way, and he hopes to get into the castle first.”
“A poor choice, then,” said Lucan. He counted at least six thousand men on the plain, maybe more. That many could fit in Swordgrim, if barely, but such a host would eat through the castle’s larders in a matter of days. The Tervingi would need only sit outside the gates and wait for the defenders to starve. “What is my father thinking?”
“Nothing, most likely,” said Malaric. “I think he’s dead.”
Lucan scowled. “What? Why?” 
“That fellow in the black armor, under the Mandragon banner,” said Malaric. “That’s your brother, isn’t it?” 
“It is,” said Lucan with a frown. Toraine was Lord of Hanging Tower, with a significant following of his own, but he shouldn’t be commanding the most powerful lords of the Grim Marches. Unless…
Unless Lord Richard was dead, and Toraine was now the Lord of Swordgrim and the liege lord of the Grim Marches.
“Then my father must be dead,” said Lucan. 
Tymaen squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry.” 
Lucan found that he was not.
His father had seemed immortal and invincible. That he had died seemed preposterous. Yet Lucan found not a hint of regret or grief in his heart. His father had made him into what he was. He had allowed Toraine to torment him for years, in hopes of making him stronger.
Lucan’s only regret was that he didn’t have the chance of killing Richard Mandragon himself. 
He gazed at Swordgrim's barbican. It was almost a small castle in itself, and filled the entire narrow neck of land that connected Swordgrim to the shore. He saw Toraine ride through the gate, surrounded by his knights. A slow smile spread across Lucan's face. Richard Mandragon was dead, and Toraine was now the liege lord of the Grim Marches.
That would make Lucan’s task all the easier. 
“Malaric,” he said. “I am going to speak with my brother. Stay here until I return.”
“Lucan,” said Tymaen, her voice full of fear. “I see Robert’s banner in the host, not far from Lord Mazael’s.” Lucan glimpsed the sigil of the House of Highgate, near Mazael’s silver swords on a black background. “What if he finds me? What if he tries to take me back? He might try to kill me, for abandoning him.” 
“Guard Lady Tymaen with your life,” said Lucan. “You know what I will do to you if harm befalls her.”
Malaric grinned. “You might find it…a touch harder to kill me now, my lord.”
“Undoubtedly,” said Lucan. “Think on this Malaric. You might be harder to kill…but you can now endure torments that would kill a normal man. You can endure those torments for months.”
That wiped the grin from his face. “And what should I do if one of those lords tries to impress us into service? They look desperate.”
“Tell them that Lord Toraine hired you for a special task,” said Lucan. Which would be true in another hour or so. “And if anyone pushes you too far, kill them. The lords of the Grim Marches will have bigger problems on their hands in another day or two. But if you stay here, they should leave you alone. They have larger worries just now.” He turned to Tymaen. “And if Lord Robert gives you any trouble, I will kill him.”
She managed a tremulous smile. “Thank you.”
Lucan kissed her and walked up the beach, the Wraithaldr scraping against the stones.

###

Lucan stood in the corner of Toraine’s personal armory, waiting.
He knew a spell to allow him to move unseen and ignored through a crowd, and with the Wraithaldr and his well of Demonsouled power it had been trivially easy to work the spell and move unnoticed through the men crowding Swordgrim. Now he stood beneath the swords lining the walls of Toraine’s armory. His brother loved weapons, and kept trophies from his victories. A goodly quantity of Malrag arms and armor hung from the walls. The skull of the dragon Toraine had slain leered from the far end of the room, shadows filling its empty eyes and jaws. 
The door burst open, and Toraine stalked inside, still wearing his armor of black dragon’s scales. Lucan smiled to himself. He knew his older brother well, and Toraine always came here when agitated. 
Given that the Tervingi were about to fall upon Swordgrim, he had every right to be agitated. 
Toraine stalked back and forth, muttering curses to himself. Lucan gestured, whispering a simple spell, and sealed the door.
He didn’t want to be interrupted.
“Toraine,” he said. 
Toraine whirled, and Lucan enjoyed watching the sheer astonishment on his brother’s face. Then Toraine snarled, yanked his sword from its scabbard, and charged at Lucan.
Lucan raised the Wraithaldr, and the staff blazed with green light.
Toraine came to a sudden halt. 
“I wouldn’t come any closer,” said Lucan, voice quiet.
Toraine sneered and did not lower his sword. “You’re close enough that I can kill you before you work any of your damned spells.”
“True,” said Lucan, “but I came to talk, not to fight.”
“To talk?” said Toraine, incredulous. “What do we possibly have to talk about? Have you come to weep over our father’s death? You’re more likely to celebrate the old tyrant’s demise. Or have you come to boast over your exploits with Lady Tymaen?” Toraine grinned, the light from the Wraithaldr making his face look ghastly. “She’s pretty enough, I’ll grant, but not pretty enough to bother kidnapping. And I’d never defile myself by touching Lord Robert’s seconds.” 
“Do not speak ill of Tymaen,” said Lucan, pointing the Wraithaldr at Toraine.
Toraine laughed. “You kidnapped her and took her to your bed. A little late to defend her honor, isn’t it? Though I can see why you would be touchy about it, given that you could only get a woman into your bed by kidnapping her…”
“Enough!” snarled Lucan, gathering power. His magic would make sure Toraine took days to die, and Lucan would repay him a thousand times over for every insult, every slight, every act of petty cruelty…
He forced himself to calm down. Much as he wanted to kill Toraine, much as Toraine deserved to die in agony, Lucan needed him.
For a little while.
“I suspect,” Lucan said, voice cool, “that you’re talking about Tymaen to distract yourself from your own problems.”
Toraine laughed. “I have no problems, brother. Father is dead, and I am the liege lord of the Grim Marches. You ought to kneel, in fact.”
“No problems?” said Lucan. “The Tervingi are on the rampage, and a large host is headed here under the command of…Ragnachar, is that it?” He had heard the name mentioned as he walked unseen among the armsmen. “Considering you threatened to kill him, I doubt he is inclined to show mercy.”
“I will defeat him,” said Toraine.
“With only seven thousand men?” said Lucan. “And not all of those men are loyal to you, I suspect. Lord Mazael, for instance.”
Toraine said nothing, but Lucan saw the wrath in his older brother’s eyes.
“They hate you,” said Lucan. “All of your vassals. They fear you, but they absolutely detest you. So the minute the fear goes away…if Ragnachar defeats you, for instance…then they’ll turn on you. You shall have one of two fates. Either Ragnachar defeats you and sticks your head on a pike, or Mazael Cravenlock overthrows you and sticks your head on a pike. A dire fate, either way. And certainly the waste of a good pike.” 
“Is that why you’ve come?” said Toraine. “To gloat? Either try to kill me or get out of my way. I have a defense to prepare.”
“I have come neither to gloat nor to kill you,” said Lucan, “but to help you.”
Toraine scoffed. “And to make bad jokes, apparently.” 
“I am serious,” said Lucan. “I will help you defeat both Mazael and Ragnachar.” 
“Why?” said Toraine. “I have no children. If you slay me, you will be the Lord of Swordgrim and the liege lord of the Grim Marches.”
Lucan laughed. “Why would I want them? I have greater ambitions than to rule over this tottering pile of stones and the collection of brigands that make up your vassals. Besides, if I was going to kill you, I would have done so already.” 
“That doesn’t answer the question,” said Toraine. “Why help me?”
“You, brother, are a cruel and stupid fool,” said Lucan. Toraine’s eyes narrowed. “You’re good with a sword, and you’re good at killing things, but that’s it. Our father was a tyrant, but he kept the Grim Marches peaceful for twenty years. You’ve been liege lord a week, and already your vassals are plotting to kill you. If you somehow survive this, the Grim Marches will split apart in civil war, and the other liege lords will see your weakness and tear you to shreds.” Lucan sighed. “But you are still better than Mazael Cravenlock. He, and all his kind, are a blight upon the world, and I will stop them.” 
“Ah.” Understanding flooded over Toraine’s face. “So you have a grudge against Mazael. That, I understand.” 
“I suppose it would be the only thing someone like you is capable of understanding,” said Lucan.
Toraine laughed. “You were ever the soft-hearted fool. There is only power, and those who wield it. And between those with power there can be no love, no affection…only alliances of convenience. Even your pet Tymaen is drawn to power. If you were a pathetic weakling instead of a wizard of might, do you still think she would share your bed so eagerly?”
“Enough,” said Lucan. “Do you wish my help, or shall I leave you to your fate?”
Toraine sheathed his sword and crossed his arms over his armored chest. “What do you have in mind?”
“The Tervingi host will fall on Swordgrim by noon tomorrow,” said Lucan. “You don’t have the numbers to resist them, and you don’t have the supplies to withstand a siege. Not with this many men packed into the castle. Either the Tervingi will overwhelm you or your vassals will turn on you.”
“Unless I have your help,” said Toraine.
“Precisely,” said Lucan. “This is what I propose. When the Tervingi arrive, send Mazael in a sortie against them. Give him your most disloyal lords to reinforce his men.”
“That will come to thirty-five hundred men,” said Toraine. “Half my force. They could not possibly prevail.”
“Precisely,” said Lucan. “Which is why, after they leave, you will shut the gates and refuse to allow them back inside.”
Toraine frowned. “They’ll be slaughtered to the last man.” 
“Exactly,” said Lucan.
“What is the point of that?” said Toraine. 
“Because Mazael will not go down without a fight,” said Lucan. “Ragnachar will defeat him, but the Tervingi will take horrible losses. After the Tervingi kill Mazael, they will be weakened, and you can defeat them.”
That was something of a lie. Ragnachar might defeat Mazael, or he might not. Lucan had no interest in the outcome of the battle. But no matter who won, there would be a great deal of death. Blood would spill upon the ground, and there was power in blood. Enough power to act as a catalyst.
As a trigger. 
“That is not certain,” said Toraine. 
“Nothing in life is certain,” said Lucan. “Perhaps Mazael will defeat Ragnachar. Or maybe Ragnachar will defeat Mazael. Either way, the victor will be badly weakened, and you can smash him. And once the battle is over, the Tervingi will be broken, and the disloyal lords will have perished.” 
“And what do you get out of this?” said Toraine.
“Vengeance against Lord Mazael,” said Lucan. “And once it is completed, I will leave the Grim Marches. I am weary of this land.”
There would be work do to elsewhere.
Toraine stared at him, black eyes flat and cold, and Lucan stared back. If Toraine refused, of course, Lucan would have to take more drastic action. A mind-controlling spell, perhaps. Or Lucan could kill Toraine and use a spell of illusion to take his place. Any wizard of skill could see through the spell, but Lucan would only need it long enough to send Mazael to his doom. 
“Very well,” said Toraine at last.
Lucan concealed his smile.

###

An hour later he stood atop Night Sword Tower, the Lake of Swords to the north and the plains of the Grim Marches to the south. 
Tymaen looked around, eyes wide. “I’d forgotten what the view is like. I never thought I would see it again.”
Lucan kissed her. “I am pleased you could see it once more. And you will see great things from here.”
The end of the Demonsouled and the rise of a new world. 
Malaric stepped onto the wide black turret, his fine cloak snapping in the breeze. The height of the tower did not faze him, and he strolled with ease to Lucan’s side. He seemed…calmer, somehow. And stronger. Much, much stronger.
Not surprising, considering what he had done to Corvad’s skull.
“Malaric,” said Lucan. “Guard the Tower. Make sure no one gets in here. Once the spell begins, my foes may try to stop me. Make sure they fail, and your reward will be great.”
Malaric offered a sardonic smile. “Of course.” He bowed and walked to the stairs.
“We’ll be able to see the battle from here, won’t we?” said Tymaen.
Lucan nodded, considering his preparations.
“I don’t want to see men die,” said Tymaen.
Lucan smiled. “Only a few will die. No more than is necessary.”
That was a lie. 
He had no wish to upset Tymaen, and there were two things he hadn’t told her.
The first was that the Night Sword Tower amplified magic cast within it. The high lords of Dracaryl had constructed it as an engine to augment their spells, and few knew of its secret. Marstan had, which was no doubt why he had come to Swordgrim in the first place. But he was dead, and his memories belonged to Lucan now. 
The second was that the Great Rising would kill more than a few people.
Far, far more.
But that was acceptable. The Demonsouled would be destroyed, and a new world, one free of dark magic, would rise from the ashes. Lucan would kill as many people as necessary to rid the world of the Demonsouled.
He began casting spells, preparing for the Great Rising.







Chapter 31 – The Staff of the Guardian

“My lady,” said Sir Hagen. “We must stop for the night.” 
Molly shook her head. “I would like to make another mile.”
“That is unwise,” said Hagen. The big knight looked tired, dark shadows beneath his eyes. “Some of the horses might break their legs, and a few of the men could get lost. Push on, and you’ll arrive at Swordgrim with men too tired to hold their swords up.”
“Sometimes too late is worse than not at all,” said Molly, but she knew he was right. “Very well. Have the men make camp. I want to be ready to head north again as soon as the sun is up.”
Hagen grunted and went to carry out her orders. He had come to accept her commands, but he rarely let one pass without offering advice. Annoying as it was, Molly was nonetheless grateful. She was an assassin, not a knight and a captain of men, and despite all the fighting she had seen, she knew little about leading men in battle. 
She was going to have to learn. 
The column came to a halt, and men began making cook fires, raising tents, and unrolling bedrolls. Molly walked among them, overseeing their efforts. She didn’t particularly want to, but Mazael had said that a lord ought to spend time with his men, and he had won enough battles that he knew what he was talking about. And to her surprise, the men responded. They straightened up as she passed, and bowed to her. They were frightened of her, but they were glad she was on their side.
An oddly heartening thought.
She found Riothamus at the edge of the camp, gazing at the Guardian’s staff. 
“Sir Hagen thinks we have another two days to Swordgrim,” said Molly. “Maybe less, if we push hard.” 
Riothamus nodded, still gazing at the staff. 
“Are you listening to me?” said Molly.
“Yes,” said Riothamus. He looked up, his face strained and tired.
“What’s wrong?” said Molly.
“I have to face myself,” said Riothamus.
“What does that mean?” said Molly. “If you need to face yourself, go find a mirror.”
He managed a faint smile. “Would that it were so simple. The men are calling me the Guardian, as if I were Aegidia’s successor.”
“You are,” said Molly.
“Not yet,” said Riothamus. “The staff bestows tremendous power on its legitimate wielder. Anyone can carry the staff, but only the true Guardian can use its power.”
“And to become the true Guardian,” said Molly, “you must face yourself. That’s what you were talking about earlier, isn’t it?”
Riothamus closed his eyes and nodded. 
“But what does that mean?” said Molly. 
“I must commune with a staff, using a spell that Aegidia taught me for when this day came,” said Riothamus. “The staff will…challenge me. It will show me my deepest fears, and I must overcome them. If I succeed, then the staff will yield to me, and I will be the Guardian of the Tervingi.” 
“And if you fail?” said Molly.
“Then I die,” said Riothamus.
“No.” She seized his hand. “You are not going to do this. You have magic already. No need to risk your life for more power.” She hesitated. “That is the sort of thing a Demonsouled would do.”
“This is different,” said Riothamus. “The Tervingi need a true Guardian, a legitimate Guardian. And I can become the true Guardian only by facing myself and conquering the staff.” 
Molly scowled, gripped his hand, and looked at the star-strewn sky. 
“You’re sure about this?” said Molly.
“No,” said Riothamus. “But I must do this. Ragnachar and Toraine will destroy both the Tervingi nation and the people of the Grim Marches, and to stop them, I must be the Guardian. Truly, and not just in name.” 
Molly gave a sharp nod, trying to work moisture into her try throat. 
“Very well,” said Molly. “If you have to do this, then do it. Is there anything I can do to help?”
He squeezed her hand. “I have to do this myself.” 
Molly let out a long breath. She had lost Nicholas to Corvad’s sword. Would she lose Riothamus to that damned staff? She couldn’t help him. She couldn’t save him. 
“I love you,” said Molly.
Riothamus smiled. “I love you, too.”
He closed his eyes, released her hand, and took the staff in both hands. He whispered a spell, and the air stirred around them, the grasses rustling. Molly felt a surge of power thrum through Riothamus, his eyes darting back and forth behind closed lids. 
Nothing else happened. 
Molly wondered if the spell had failed.
Then the runes on the staff blazed with white light, and every muscle in Riothamus’s body went rigid.

###

The sky burned. 
Riothamus looked around.
He stood in father’s hold, the hall and the bondsmen's homes burning around him. Corpses lay strewn on the ground, hacked to bits by Malrag blades. He felt the eyes of the dead upon him, felt them gazing at him with judgment and accusation. 
He backed away. He had dreamed of this before. The destruction of Rigotharic’s hold, the death of his family. In life, Aegidia had come to save him.
But Aegidia was dead now.
“Your fault,” said a man’s voice.
Riothamus spun.
His father staggered into view, his flesh burned to charcoal, blood seeping from crimson gashes in his chest.
“Your fault,” rasped Rigotharic. “If you hadn’t insisted that I tell you a story, if you hadn’t wasted my time, I would have been at the walls. I would have seen the Malrags coming.” 
“No,” said Riothamus. “No, I…I…”
“You failed,” whispered Rigotharic, “you failed to save me.”
“I couldn’t,” said Riothamus. “I’m sorry, I…”
“You let me die!”
Aegidia walked toward him, her clothing stained with blood. She glared at him, her pale eyes filled with loathing. 
“You let Ragnachar kill me,” said Aegidia. “You should have seen him coming. You should have realized his treachery. Yet you did nothing!”
“I’m sorry,” said Riothamus, “I tried, I should…”
“You let me die,” said Athanaric, walking to Aegidia’s side. His eyes were glassy, his clothes and flesh torn by Ragnachar’s sword. “I could have kept the peace, I could have stopped Ragnachar. Yet you let  him kill me, and you doomed the Tervingi to oblivion.” 
More men and women walked through the blood-soaked earth of the hold, more and more. All those he had seen perish during the long war against the Malrags, all those who had died during the march to the Grim Marches. Thains and bondsmen, poor and rich, friends and enemies.
All those he had failed to save. 
Riothamus blinked the tears from his eyes. It was his fault, his fault they had perished. He should have saved them. If only he had been cleverer. If only he had been stronger!
If only he had the power to make sure no one ever died again.
A harsh white light fell over the burning hold.
Riothamus turned, and saw the Guardian’s staff. 
It floated toward him, the sigils cut into its length ablaze with brilliant white flame. Riothamus felt the magic pouring off the staff, the raw arcane power. The staff’s power would augment his magic, and with it, he could make sure no one in his care ever died again. 
And perhaps he could even resurrect those who had fallen…
Riothamus walked toward the staff, reaching for it. He would tell Molly, and how she would rejoice at the news!
He stopped, frowning. 
Molly would not rejoice, but laugh. She would tell him that no magic could raise the dead to life again. She would tell him that he was not responsible for those who had died. 
And all at once Riothamus realized the trap. 
He turned, and saw the dead staring at him. 
“I’m sorry,” said Riothamus. “I tried to save you. I would have saved you, if I could. But I don’t have the power. Not even the Guardian has the power.”
The dead vanished.
Only Aegidia stood in the ruined hold. 
“You do understand,” said Aegidia. “You passed the test.”
“Guardian?” said Riothamus.
“Not any longer,” she said, smiling as if a dreadful burden had been taken from her. “The Guardian wields vast power, and the temptation to misuse that power is great. Even compassion can be corrupted and turned to evil.” 
“I don’t understand,” said Riothamus.
“You will,” said Aegidia, “for the Sight was bestowed upon me, and I now bestow it upon you.”
She waved a hand, and the world went dark.

###

A chaotic storm of visions danced before Riothamus’s eyes. 
He saw the world as it had been when the High Elderborn ruled, when mortal men had been only a few savage tribes in the wastelands. Shining cities of white palaces dotted the world, and the High Elderborn wizards worked mighty spells and wonders. The wizards tamed the very elements themselves, and shaped the skies and the earth to their will. 
They fashioned a paradise.
Then some of the High Elderborn began to worship an imprisoned demon god, believing it held the promise of even greater power, of creating a perfect world. They opened a gate to the demon god’s prison, and offered it captured human women.
The Demonsouled were born.
And Riothamus watched as the world burned. 
The corrupted wizards, now called the Dark Elderborn, spawned armies of Malrags to destroy the High Elderborn who refused to worship the demon god. The Dark Elderborn, with the assistance of the San-keth, prepared to summon the demon god. But the High Elderborn forged swords of mighty power, blades that burned with azure flame, and slew the demon god as it emerged from the gate. The explosion laid entire nations waste.
But the Demonsouled remained. 
And the firstborn of the Demonsouled, the strongest and the cleverest, slew or imprisoned his brothers and sisters, and began spinning his webs across the world.
The Urdmoloch, the Old Demon. 
The High Elderborn dwindled, overwhelmed by the Malrags and the San-keth and others. And as they dwindled, the remaining High Elderborn wizards gathered and infused their collective powers into a staff. The staff’s bearer would stand forever vigilant against the Demonsouled and the Urdmoloch.  
The staff of the Guardian.

###

The visions cleared, and Riothamus found himself standing on a hilltop near the Iron River, in the heart of the former homeland of the Tervingi. 
Aegidia stood nearby, watching him.
“You understand now,” she said.
“The office of the Guardian is older than the Tervingi nation,” said Riothamus. “How did we become the Guardian of the Tervingi?”
“When Tervingar liberated the slaves from the Dark Elderborn,” said Aegidia, “one of the Guardians assisted him. When that Guardian died, he passed his office and staff onto a Tervingi. The staff has remained among the Tervingi ever since, and the Guardian has defended the Tervingi nation from supernatural threats to this day.” 
“But the first task of the Guardian,” said Riothamus, “is to defend against the Demonsouled, against the Urdmoloch.”
“Yes.” Aegidia closed her eyes and sighed. “And in that, I failed grievously.” 
“How?” said Riothamus, and then he understood. 
He remembered how Aegidia had been unable to confront Ragnachar. How she deferred to him, how she only challenged him in the most urgent situations. She feared nothing…but she seemed to fear Ragnachar.
“Ragnachar,” said Riothamus. “He’s your son, isn’t he?”
Shame flickered over the old woman’s face, and she nodded.
“And his father,” said Riothamus, voice quiet, “was the Urdmoloch.”
“Yes,” said Aegidia. “For all his power, the Urdmoloch is…limited in some ways. He cannot kill or harm, unless he is first attacked or invited. He can only cajole, convince, and corrupt. And he has never forgotten about the Guardian and the staff, not even after all these thousands of years.”
“So he seduced you,” said Riothamus.
“I was young,” said Aegidia, “younger than you are now, and in my first year as Guardian. Oh, I was a fool. The Urdmoloch deceived me completely. When at last I realized what happened, we fought and he withdrew. And eight months later, I gave birth to his son.”
“Ragnachar,” said Riothamus.
“I was such a fool,” said Aegidia, voice bitter. “I thought I could raise him in secret as a man of the Tervingi, as a valiant warrior. I wanted to turn him into someone like Mazael Cravenlock, or perhaps your Molly. In that, as in so many things, I was wrong. I failed, and I failed badly.” 
“You did the best you could,” said Riothamus.
Aegidia shook her head. “You are a kind man, Riothamus.”
“What happens next?” said Riothamus.
“That is up to you,” said Aegidia. “You are the Guardian now, Riothamus. The power of the staff is yours. The Sight is yours. You must do as you see fit.” She gripped his wrist with a thin hand. “You must beware the Urdmoloch. His web is almost complete, and Mazael is destined to face him. You must aid Mazael, else the world shall perish forever.”
“I will,” said Riothamus.
“Farewell,” said Aegidia. “You are the Guardian now, Riothamus. You will do well, I know.”
“Thank you,” said Riothamus. “For everything.”
Aegidia smiled, and the world dissolved into mist.

###

The Sight came upon Riothamus in power.
He saw the past, the present, and the future, woven together as one vast tapestry. He could not perceive it all at once, but he did see the individual threads. And one thread, glowing with blue and crimson fire, drew his attention. He focused upon it, and saw a man in golden armor, a sword of azure flame in his fist.
Mazael Cravenlock.
Uncounted thousands of threads wrapped around his. The lives of millions hung upon his decisions. Blurred images flashed before Riothamus’s sight. Ragnachar, with his sword of crimson flame. A furious battle before the gates of Swordgrim. The dead falling like leaves to the ground.
And something…and something darker behind it…
A cloaked man with a black staff, dancing upon invisible strings.
Riothamus turned his Sight toward Swordgrim, to the black tower at the castle’s heart. The cloaked man stood upon the tower, a black sword in his right hand, sigils of green flame burning upon the blade. Invisible strings bound the cloaked man’s arms and legs, and at the other end of the strings Riothamus saw the grinning shadow of the Urdmoloch. 
And then the grinning shadow saw him. 
Riothamus recoiled in fear.
“Ah,” said the Urdmoloch, and Riothamus glimpsed a man with graying brown hair and eyes of red fire, draped in a black robe like a flowing shadow. “A new Guardian? Delightful. I think you’ll arrive just in time to see it begin. Observe.”
The cloaked man spread out his arms, the sigils on his sword blazing brighter.
Darkness spread from him and devoured the world.

###

Molly gripped Riothamus as he trembled, the sigils on the staff flaring and pulsing with white light.
And then the white light changed to a gentle golden glow, and Riothamus’s eyes shot open.
He looked around, breathing hard, eyes wild and terrified.
“Riothamus,” she said, grabbing his hands. “I’m here.”
“The Urdmoloch,” said Riothamus. “I saw the Urdmoloch.”
“The Old Demon?” said Molly, shooting to her feet in sudden alarm as she drew her sword and dagger. “Where?”
“No,” said Riothamus, shaking his head. “A…a vision.” He got to his feet, leaning on the staff. “How long was I out?”
“A few seconds,” said Molly. “No more. Was…that it? That’s it and you’re the Guardian?”
Riothamus gestured with the staff, and it shone with a golden light. “Apparently.”
“You look so grim,” said Molly.
“Molly,” said Riothamus. “I have the Sight now. I think we were wrong. Ragnachar is only a pawn. He isn’t our real enemy. The Urdmoloch is manipulating everything. It’s the other one we have to worry about.”
“Which other one?” said Molly.
“The one atop Swordgrim,” said Riothamus. “A man in a black cloak, holding a black sword with sigils of green fire on the blade.”
“A black sword?” said Molly, frowning.
Then the realization struck her, and her eyes widened.
“Lucan Mandragon?” she said.







Chapter 32 – A Traitor’s Death

Ragnachar and the Tervingi arrived shortly after dawn. 
Mazael stood on the curtain wall of Swordgrim with the other lords and watched them come.
Thousands upon thousands of spearthains and swordthains, marching in orderly ranks. A hundred skythains circled overhead, and the archers upon the walls gripped their bows, lest the griffins come too close. A hundred and fifty mammoths accompanied the Tervingi host, and Mazael saw that they had been outfitted for war. The platforms atop the mammoths’ backs had been fortified, providing cover for the archers, and great sheets of chain mail shielded the beasts’ flanks, while iron plates guarded their heads and legs. Some of the mammoths bore wooden towers upon their backs, ropes trailing from their sides.
“Siege towers,” said Mazael, pointing at the mammoths.
“Aye,” said Lord Robert. “With those towers, the mammoths are taller than the walls of Sword Town. The militiamen inside the town won't be able to hold off the Tervingi for long. And once the town falls, the Tervingi can use its stone and timber to build siege engines to assail Swordgrim itself...”
“Let them try,” said Toraine, hands resting on the battlements. “Swordgrim is strong, and the rest of our vassals are on their way.”
“The rest of our vassals will arrive piecemeal,” said Lord Astor. “If the Tervingi keep their wits about them, they’ll be able to wipe them out one by one.”
“And we have insufficient supplies here,” said Mazael. “Ragnachar doesn’t need to attack Swordgrim. He only needs to keep us bottled up in here and fend off any reinforcements. A few weeks and we’ll run out of food.”
“Too many mouths,” said Toraine, and he grinned. “We’ll have to do something about that.” 
“What, precisely?” said Mazael.
There was something in Toraine’s tone that set off alarm bells in his head.
“We fight back, of course,” said Toraine. “The Tervingi host has not deployed itself properly. If we hit them with a charge of heavy horse, we can throw them into chaos. They won’t retreat, but it will take them hours to recover, and make them vulnerable for any reinforcements that do arrive.”
Lord Jonaril scowled. “Those mammoths will crush our horsemen.”
“Perhaps not,” said Mazael. Toraine’s idea was bold, but good one. “The swordthains and spearthains are between us and the mammoths. If we hit them now, we can throw them into disarray and retreat back to Swordgrim before the mammoths strike back.”
“I agree,” said Sir Tanam. “We will suffer losses, but we are at a disadvantage, my lords. Best to strike boldly while we still can."
"Then it is decided," said Toraine. "My lord Mazael, will you take command of the sortie?"
"I shall," said Mazael, but his mind raced through the implications. Why would Toraine entrust him with command of the sortie, when they had all but come to blows a few days earlier?
"My lords Jonaril, Astor, and Robert," said Toraine. "And Sir Tanam. Lend your forces to Mazael's strength. Your knights and armsmen should give Mazael an additional twenty-five hundred men That should be enough to deal a telling blow to the Tervingi."
The lords bowed in agreement.
"I will hold Swordgrim," said Toraine, "until you return. The Tervingi have shown themselves to have an uncivilized cunning. They might try to swim the lake and scale the walls during the attack. No sense in launching a sortie against the Tervingi only to lose the castle."
It was a sound plan. And not at all what Mazael would have expected of Toraine. He would have thought Toraine would lead the sortie himself, or to sacrifice the town to preserve Swordgrim.
So why this sortie?
"Best get moving," said Toraine. "Victory does not come to laggards."
"As you say, my lord," said Mazael, and headed for the barbican. 

###

"It's a good plan," said Romaria.
She sat atop her horse with the other archers, clad in leather armor, her bow ready in her hand. Around her chaos reigned in the barbican as the knights and armsmen prepared for the attack. 
"He's up to something," said Mazael, "I'm sure of it."
"But what?" said Romaria.
"I don't know," said Mazael. "But your eyes are keener than mine. Let me know if you see anything."
She nodded, and rode at his side as he steered Hauberk through the throng and joined the other nobles. 
"Ready, my lords?" said Mazael. 
"Aye," said Lord Robert. His paunch, combined with his armor, continued to make him look like a large steel pear. "We'll show the Tervingi what it means to challenge the lords of the Grim Marches!" 
Trumpet blasts rang out from the walls of Swordgrim, and the barbican gates boomed open. Mazael rode Hauberk out, Romaria and Sir Aulus at his side with the Cravenlock banner, and the knights and armsmen poured out after him. Sword Town rose three-quarters of a mile to the south, its walls lined with militia archers. 
And east of Sword Town stood the Tervingi host.
Mazael's fist tightened around Hauberk's reins. The Tervingi had deployed themselves to attack the town's walls, the mammoths with the towers on their backs lumbering forward. But the swordthains and spearthains had left their flanks exposed, and vulnerable to a cavalry charge. 
More horsemen poured through the gate, forming themselves into a broad wedge. Mazael glanced back at them, drumming his fingers on his saddle impatiently. The Tervingi reacted to the new threat, turning away from the town to face the castle. If Mazael delayed too long, the Tervingi would form themselves into a spear wall.
"Sir Aulus!" shouted Mazael. "Sound the charge. Now!"
Sir Aulus blew a long blast, and the knights and armsmen cheered. Mazael put spurs to Hauberk's side, and the horse surged forward with an excited whinny. The horsemen galloped forward, their lances lowering to form a wall of gleaming steel. 
Arrows hissed overhead as the Tervingi archers and the militia horse archers loosed shafts. The Tervingi host scrambled, trying to form themselves into a shield wall, but it was too late.
Hauberk crashed into the Tervingi, Mazael's lance driving through a spearthain's chest. The horsemen galloped into the thains, lances splintering, steel clanging, men and horses shouting and screaming and dying. Mazael drove a swordthain to the ground, pinning him with the lance, and the weapon splintered in his hands. He yanked Lion from its scabbard and whipped the blade around, taking the head from a spearthain.
He killed two more men before he noticed the sword's glow. The blade's edges glimmered with blue light, and azure flames danced on the blade itself. It trembled in his hand, and he felt the power rising in the weapon. 
Dark magic was near. 
Ragnachar, perhaps?
Mazael killed, and the sword's fire grew brighter. The Tervingi shied away from the fire, eyes filled with awe and horror. Yet around him the charge faltered and slowed. There were too many Tervingi, and Mazael glimpsed the mammoths circling around to attack. 
It was past time to retreat. 
"Sir Aulus!" roared Mazael. He spotted his standardbearer nearby, armor and weapons spotted with blood. "Sir Aulus, sound the withdrawal! The withdrawal!" 
Sir Aulus blew a string of blasts on his horn The surviving knights and armsmen turned their horses and galloped back towards the walls of Swordgrim. Mazael killed one final Tervingi and spun his horse toward Swordgrim, following Aulus. Romaria rode at his side, twisting back in her saddle to loose arrow after arrow at the pursuing Tervingi. Ragnachar would regain control of his men, eventually, but the sortie had won the defenders of Swordgrim a few hours...
"Mazael!" shouted Romaria. 
He look at her, and then at the castle. A frown spread over his face. The first of the horsemen had reached the barbican, but they weren’t going through the gates. What the devil were they waiting for? Mazael urged Hauberk closer, trying to see what was going on…
A twinge of alarm went through him.
The gates were closed. Mazael stared at them, wondering if the portcullis had jammed. Or perhaps Toraine was waiting until more of the horsemen had reached the wall…
Then all had once he realized what had happened. 
“Damn it,” he said. "I'm a fool." 
“What is it?” said Romaria, craning her neck. “Why aren’t the gates open?”
“Because,” said Mazael, “Toraine ordered them closed.”
Romaria blinked, and Mazael saw the anger flash over her face as she understood.
“Open the gates!” bellowed a knight, standing up in the saddle. “Damn you, you craven laggards, open the gates!” 
The gates remained closed, but a volley of arrows launched from the ramparts.
The knight fell from his saddle, arrows sprouting from his chest.
“Gods,” said Mazael, “he’s shooting at his own vassals.” 
“That was the scoundrel’s plan all along,” said Romaria. “Send us out to charge the Tervingi, and then close the gates behind us. Either the Tervingi will destroy us, or we’ll defeat the Tervingi. Then Toraine can crush the victor. He’ll rid himself of his disloyal vassals and the Tervingi in one fell swoop.”
Mazael cursed. More arrows fell from the battlements, shooting down the knights and armsmen trapped below the gates. The Tervingi had almost reformed their lines, the mammoths deploying on the wings. Once they reformed, they could smash through the disorganized horsemen with ease. Either way, the horsemen would be trapped between the Tervingi and the walls of Swordgrim.
Unless they acted right now.
“Aulus!” said Mazael. “Sound the reform! Now! All men to me, now!” 
Aulus loosed the blast on his horn. A few men turned, and Aulus sounded it again and again. More men galloped to Mazael’s banner, and soon the entire mass of knights and armsmen moved towards him. Lord Robert, Lord Astor, Lord Jonaril, and Sir Tanam hurried to Mazael’s banner, swords in their hands.
“That damned bastard!” bellowed Lord Robert. “He sent us out to die! His father would never have tried something like this.”
“We should storm Swordgrim,” said Lord Astor, “and put Toraine to the sword. He has betrayed his oath as his liege lord.” 
“Are you mad?” said Lord Jonaril. “We have only three thousand men! We cannot possibly storm Swordgrim.”
“Then what would you have us do?” said Lord Robert. “Attack the Tervingi? We will perish to a man!”
“We should slip away beyond the town,” said Sir Tanam, “and charge the Tervingi from behind, once they assail Swordgrim.”
“That is madness,” said Lord Jonaril. “We have no supplies with us, and we cannot spend long in the field. And come to Toraine's aid? He sent us all to die!”
They began arguing, each man trying to shout down the other.
“Silence!” roared Mazael, lifting Lion. 
The lords fell quiet, glaring at him.
“If Toraine sent us all to die, so be it,” said Mazael. “But I will not throw away my life at his command. If we assault Swordgrim, we will fail, and if we attack the Tervingi, we will perish to the last man. Let us instead fall back to Sword Town. Toraine was ready to abandon the town, so they will open their gates to us.”
“Sword Town’s walls are not strong enough to hold against the Tervingi,” said Lord Astor. 
“No,” said Mazael, “but they’re better than nothing. And three thousand men cannot stand against fifteen thousand men in the open field. My lords, we must move now, or the Tervingi will crush us against the walls of Swordgrim.”
“Lord Mazael is right,” said Tanam. 
“Then let’s go,” said Lord Robert. 
“Make for the town’s western gate,” said Mazael, turning Hauberk around. “That will shield us from the Tervingi long enough to enter the town.” 
He urged his horse forward, and the lords and their knights followed.

###

The bailiff of Sword Town, a wiry, humorless knight named Red Theobald, admitted them to the town at once. 
“I sent message after message to Swordgrim,” said Theobald, grimacing. His nickname came from the garish red scar stretching across his right cheek. “I told Lord Toraine the Tervingi were coming, asked permission to evacuate the townsfolk to the castle. He ignored me, and now we are trapped here. Why didn’t he heed me? Lord Richard would have heeded me.”
“Because,” said Mazael, “Toraine has decided to sacrifice both of us. He hopes the Tervingi will suffer enough that he can destroy them after they kill us all.”
Red Theobald spat. "Lord Richard would not have countenanced such a thing."
They rode down Sword Town’s main street, three-story houses surrounding them on either side. Terrified women and children watched from the windows, gazing down at the knights and militiamen. The knights dismounted, stabling their horses wherever they could find room, and hurried to the town’s eastern wall. Mazael, Romaria, Red Theobald, and the other lords rode through the town’s main square, past its fountain and domed church, and to the eastern gate. Sword Town’s stone walls stood fifteen feet high, crowned with ramparts and battlements. Stout walls, and strong enough to defy both raiders and Malrags.
But they would not stop the Tervingi mammoths. 
“What do we do, my lord?” said Theobald. “We have a thousand militiamen. But that won’t be enough to stop the Tervingi. What shall we do?”
“We hold,” said Mazael, swinging off Hauberk’s back. “They’re going to assault the walls any moment. With our men and yours, we’ll have just under four thousand. The Tervingi will break through eventually, aye. But we’ll slow them down, and every lord and knight in the Grim Marches is making for Swordgrim. If enough of them arrive, they can attack the Tervingi from behind.”
It was a slim hope, but the best they had. 
Mazael hurried up the stairs to the ramparts, while Romaria went to take her place with the archers in the square below the gate. Knights, armsmen, and militiamen lined the ramparts, spear and sword at ready. 
He looked over the battlements, and saw a sea of Tervingi warriors moving towards the walls, the mammoths lumbering in their midst.
And in the center of the host, he glimpsed a flicker of crimson flame.

###

Ragnachar gazed upon the town's walls, the sword of the Destroyer burning in his hands. 
“The scouts report, master,” said the orcragar, bowing low. “The horsemen circled around the town, and entered through the western gate. No doubt they will try to hold the walls against us.”
Ragnachar nodded, thinking. His Demonsouled blood thundered through him, pulsing in time to the greatsword’s howling flames. He could take the town, though it would inflict horrendous losses upon the Tervingi thains. And once he had committed to taking the town, Toraine Mandragon would swoop down from Swordgrim. It was a cunning strategy – Ragnachar suspected the lords in the town did not have Toraine’s full confidence. 
A cunning strategy, save for one flaw.
Ragnachar had the sword of the Destroyer, and he would crush anyone in his path.
He took a deep breath. All his life, he had held himself in check. His mother had tried to turn him into a model Tervingi thain, and for a time she had succeeded. But he had found his own path in the worship of the Urdmoloch. Yet even that had not been satisfying, and he had been forced to hold himself in check.
And now, at last, he could kill until even his tainted blood was sated. 
“Send word to the thains,” said Ragnachar, voice calm and hard as iron. “Begin the attack.”
The orcragar bowed and ran off.
A mighty roar went up from the host, and the Tervingi began to sing a hymn of battle, one of the songs of Tervingar and his companions. 
The mammoths lumbered towards the wall.

###

Tymaen Highgate gazed at the plain below. 
From the top of Night Sword Tower, the armies maneuvering outside of Sword Town looked like so many ants, even the mammoths. 
“Lucan,” she said, “I think the battle is beginning.” 
“Yes,” murmured Lucan, “I know.”
He had been busy.
He had written sigils of green fire upon the top of the turret, dozens of interlocking rings of them. At the center of the spiraling sigils the Wraithaldr hovered, floating a foot off the ground. The staff of black crystal turned slowly, green flame flickering in its depths. 
Lucan stepped to her side, put his hand on the small of her back. He wore that black diadem in the shape of a dragon, and the Glamdaigyr rested in his left hand, its sigils pulsing and glimmering in time to the fiery glyphs upon the floor. 
The sound of shouting men reached her ears, and the Tervingi host moved toward the walls of the town.
“Lucan,” she said. “I don’t want to see a battle. I don’t want to watch men die.”
“I know,” said Lucan. “Neither do I. But it is necessary. From the fires of this battle will rise a new world, a world free of the Demonsouled.”
Tymaen managed to nod. Lucan knew what he was doing.
“Don’t interrupt me, once I begin,” said Lucan. “It’s important.”
She nodded again.
He kissed her, and walked to the edge of the tower, bracing one foot on the ramparts.
Then he lifted the Glamdaigyr and began to chant.

###

Power thrummed around Lucan. 
The might of the Wraithaldr poured through him, linked by the sigils written upon the floor. The well of Demonsouled power filled him, enhancing his strength further.
But even that was not enough to begin the Great Rising.
Lucan cast a spell, channeling power into the Glamdaigyr, extending the sword’s aura over the battlefield. 
He felt the battle's first death through the Glamdaigyr. The sword sucked up the life energy and poured it into the sigils around the Wraithaldr.
Then another death.
Then another, and still another.







Chapter 33 – The Battle of Swordgrim

“Stand fast!” roared Mazael.
Lion’s fire burned brighter. Whatever source of dark magic the sword sensed was coming closer.
But for now, Mazael was more concerned about the Tervingi.
Two dozen mammoths thundered towards the eastern wall of Sword Town. Arrows hissed from the ramparts, but the mammoths' heavy armor easily deflected the missiles. The Tervingi had even fashioned grills of metal to protect the mammoths’ eyes. 
Around Mazael the knights, armsmen, and militiamen braced themselves, shields and spears raised.
“Archers!” shouted Mazael. "Release!"
The bowmen could do little against the mammoths, but the Tervingi would prove easier targets. 

###

Romaria heard Mazael’s shout and looked over her shoulder. The militiamen of Sword Town stood in ranks around her, bows ready, quivers hanging at their belts. 
“Ready!” shouted Romaria, raising her own Elderborn bow. The archers in the lifted their bows, hundreds of them, with more archers standing in the street below the walls.
The creak of strained bowstrings filled her ears.
“Release!” shouted Romaria. 
Hundreds of arrows shot overhead in a black blur, arcing over the ramparts and the mammoths to fall like steel rain among the advancing Tervingi warriors.
“Again!” shouted Romaria.
The archers drew and released, sending volley after volley of arrows over the battlements.

###

Mazael watched the arrows slam into the Tervingi, saw dozens fall. But the charge did not stop, did not even falter. The archers could not keep the thains from reaching the wall.
The mammoths lumbered closer. 
“Brace yourselves!” said Mazael, lifting Lion. The blade burned brighter, the azure fire throwing harsh shadows over the battlements. He looked over the advancing army, expecting to see Malrags or zuvembies, or perhaps a spell unleashed by a necromancer Ragnachar had found somewhere. 
But he saw nothing but thousands of Tervingi thains.
That was bad enough. 
The mammoths reached the ramparts, and the sides of the towers upon their backs fell open. The falling walls landed upon the battlements, creating a ramp onto the ramparts.
Tervingi thains raced out, screaming their battle songs.  
Mazael leapt forward, Lion a burning blur in his fist. His blade took the first spearthain in the leg. The man lost his balance and fell from the ramp to bounce off the ground below. More swordthains and spearthains charged down the ramps, and the knights and armsmen held fast.
Yet Mazael saw dozens of the mammoth-carried ramps crashing onto the ramparts of Sword Town, hundreds of thains storming upon the walls.
And rope ladders dangled from the mammoths' flanks, fresh thains scrambling up to the platforms and the ramps. 
The Demonsouled rage boiled up in Mazael, and he gave himself over to it, bellowing as he faced the next wave of thains.

###

Ragnachar watched the melee upon the walls, Tervingi thains struggling against knights and armsmen. Chaos spread over the ramparts as the Tervingi attacked, but the defenders held. Their lines wavered and rippled, but they held. 
Ragnachar scowled. The defenders would eventually break from the sheer weight of numbers, but he would lose a lot of men in the processes. Their lives did not concern him, but if he lost too many, he would not have enough left to destroy Toraine Mandragon when he emerged from Swordgrim. 
And if the Tervingi saw too much of the slaughter, the craven fools might break and run before Sword Town even fell. 
Then Ragnachar glimpsed the flash of blue flame atop the wall, and the rage within him burned hotter. 
Mazael Cravenlock fought on he ramparts, and the Tervingi melted away from him. Any thain who faced him perished, and many others shied away from him in fear. Damn Aegidia and her prophecy! For years she had asked everyone she could find about the man in golden armor and his sword of blue flame. Now he stood atop the walls of Sword Town, butchering Ragnachar’s men. 
And like Ragnachar, he was a son of the Urdmoloch, a warrior of might and power. Little wonder he held the destiny of the Tervingi nation in his hands. 
A destiny that Ragnachar would claim. For he was the Destroyer, and he would trample the realms of men beneath his boots. 
“The ram!” he roared, and the orcragars hurried to obey him. 

###

Lucan's hands tightened against the Glamdaigyr's hilt, the blade pointed at the battle below.
A haze of shadow swirled around the weapon, the green glyphs shining within the gloom. His magic extended the sword’s draining aura, and he felt the power of the deaths below, more and more of them, pouring through the sword.
And into the Wraithaldr. 
The black staff glowed, brighter and brighter, until it seemed like a shard of frozen green fire. The sigils on the floor burned hotter, until it seemed as if the entire top of the tower had been built of ghostly emerald light. 
And still the Glamdaigyr drank more death from the battle below.
That was good. Lucan would need every last scrap of power he could gather to cast the Great Rising.
Tymaen stared at the battle, eyes wide, hands covering her mouth. He regretted that she had to see this. She had a kindly heart, and could not face horror unflinchingly as Lucan could. 
But the horror was necessary. The deaths of the men on the walls of Sword Town would free the world of the Demonsouled.
The swirling shadows around the Glamdaigyr grew darker.

###

Mazael sprinted along the ramparts, a cluster of armsmen following him.
Flights of arrows hissed overhead, falling into the Tervingi outside the walls. Yet everywhere the Tervingi swarmed down the ramps and over the battlements. Inch by bloody inch, the defenders fell back. Reserve companies waited in the streets below, ready to close any gaps. Yet if the Tervingi gained a hold on the wall, they could pour enough men onto the ramparts to make the entire defense collapse.
And Mazael saw one such hold forming ahead. 
A fist of Tervingi swordthains jumped upon the wall, cutting down the militia fighters, and more swordthains scrambled down the ramp behind them.
“Attack!” roared Mazael, racing forward.
He crashed into the thains, bashing one across the face with his shield, and killing a second with a quick swipe from Lion. A spear darted past his guard but bounced off the golden scales of his armor. Mazael thrust, taking the spearthain in the throat. The man fell, choking in his own blood, while the armsmen attacked, swords and axes rising and falling. 
“The ramp!” shouted Mazael, catching a sword blow on his shield. He stepped forward and counterattacked, his own strike bouncing off a swordthain’s chain mail. Yet the man staggered back, stunned by the force of the strike. “Get the ramp off the wall!”
Two heavy steel hooks secured the ramp to the wall. The armsmen rushed forward, hammering at the ramp with their axes. The ramp splintered and fell away from the wall to slam into the side of the mammoth. The beast grunted in pain, turning away from the wall despite the angry blows from its driver. Mazael grinned, the battle rage pouring through him like a river of molten iron. No more Tervingi would get onto the walls over that mammoth.
Though at least twenty more of the massive beasts stood against the walls, Tervingi warriors climbing over their backs. 
“Ram!”
Mazael turned his head, saw Sir Tanam standing over the gate, pointing with a bloody sword.
“Ram!” shouted the Old Crow. “My lords, a ram!”
Mazael ran to Tanam’s side and saw the ram. 
It was a massive iron fist topping a thick bundle of logs. The thing rolled on wheels, bouncing with every bump in the ground. Ragnachar’s orcragars pushed the ram towards the gate, dark shadows in their ragged black cloaks. Lion burned hotter as they approached. The orcragars had some dark magic in them, some source of dark power.
“Archers to the walls!” said Mazael. “Stop that ram!”

###

Romaria sprinted to the ramparts, Elderborn bow in hand. The militia archers ran behind her, grim-faced and sweating. They spread out into a line over the gate, bows raised. Fighting raged along with ramparts, but hopefully the knights could keep the Tervingi from reaching the archers.
Romaria saw the ram moving closer to the gate, a massive bundle of wooden shafts topped with iron. Orcragars pushed it, while others moved forward, shields raised to ward off any arrows. 
Romaria drew her bow. “Release!” 
The archers loosed a volley, and Romaria picked an orcragar and released. Her arrow shot across the distance to the ram and hammered into the orcragar’s chest, punching through his armor. The man staggered, grabbing at the ram.
But he did not fall.
He glared up at her, eyes flaring with red light beneath his helm, and kept pushing. 
Gods. Just as Mazael suspected, the orcragars had been infused with Ragnachar's Demonsouled blood, like Corvad and his Malrags. Romaria loosed another arrow. The shaft punched into the orcragar’s throat, and the man fell to his knees. 
But still he did not die. 
“Mazael!” shouted Romaria. “They’re infused!” 
She caught his gaze, saw him nod. 
The archers poured arrows into the orcragars. Some fell and did not rise again. But most of the wounded got back up, and many did not fall at all, despite taking a dozen arrows or more. Hundreds of orcragars waited behind the ram, swords ready. 
Once the ram reached the gates, the orcragars would storm into the town. And if the orcragars were anything like Corvad’s infused Malrags, they would kill everyone in sight.
The ramparts shuddered beneath Romaria’s boots as the ram slammed into the gate.

###

Ragnachar watched the struggle at the ram. 
Arrows fell like rain, but not enough to stop his orcragars. Ragnachar should have relied on his orcragars from the beginning, rather than the weak, flawed Tervingi thains. Once this was finished he would create an entire army of orcragars and wash the world in blood. 
The boom of the ram echoed over the battle. 
“Once the gate falls,” said Ragnachar, “we put every man, woman, and child within the town to the sword.”
“We, master?” said an orcragar.
Ragnachar lifted his burning greatsword. “I will accompany you.” 
At last he could kill as much as he pleased.
The orcragars roared a battle cry.

###

The ramparts trembled beneath Mazael’s boots.
He heard boards splintering and iron hinges screaming as the ram slammed into the gate. Mazael pushed away from the battlements, intending to order the knights and armsmen to the square, to receive the charge when the ram broke through.
Instead he froze, gazing at the black mass of orcragars behind the ram. 
Ragnachar himself strode in their midst, clad in the black plate armor of Old Dracaryl. In his hands he bore a massive greatsword of crimson steel, the pommel sculpted in the likeness of a snarling demon's head. Crimson flames roared up and down the blade, an inferno the color of blood.
Mazael had seen that sword before.
Or, rather, one like it. Amalric Galbraith had carried it as he marched toward Knightcastle, leaving burned villages and staked corpses in his wake.
The sword of the Destroyer, the Demonsouled prophesied to bring an end to the kingdoms of men. 
"To the square!" shouted Mazael. "To the square! Hasten! The enemy will break through the gate! To the square!" 
He sprinted down the stairs to the street below, knights and armsmen clattering after him. The reserve companies rushed to the square, men shouting commands. Some of the archers still stood in ranks below the gate, sending volleys over the wall.
"To the ramparts!" said Mazael, pointing Lion. "Shoot anything that comes through that gate!"
They took one look at his burning sword and hastened to obey. 
Mazael set himself, shield raised, Lion ready. There was a good chance, he knew, that he was about to die here. He had survived the San-keth, the Dominiars, the Malrags, and a dragon, but now he and his men were trapped in this town. Reinforcements might be on their way, or they might not. 
But he doubted they would arrive in time to turn the tide. 
A moment later the gate exploded in broken shards, wood and twisted iron clattering across the cobblestones.
Orcragars charged through the gate. 

###

"At last," said Ragnachar as the gate collapsed into ruin.
He lifted the sword of the Destroyer, his voice thundering over the battle.
"Into the town! Leave none alive!" 
His orcragars bellowed, while the Tervingi thains swarmed over the surviving mammoths, driving the defenders from the ramparts. 

###

Mazael met the first orcragar that came at him with Lion's blade. The orcragar managed to parry the first blow, then the second.
The third took the orcragar's head from his shoulders.
But many more swarmed through the ruined gate, their ragged black cloaks billowing behind them. They crashed into the lines of knights and armsmen, sword and axes hammering at shields. Soon the square filled with struggling men, the shouts and the screaming of the dying filling the air. 
Mazael took the arm from one orcragar, the head from another. Blows hammered against him, but his dragon's scale armor absorbed most of it, and the strikes that penetrated left only minor wounds that his Demonsouled nature would soon heal. 
Unless the orcragars killed him first. 
Step by step the orcragars pushed the men in the square back. Dozens of orcragars fell upon the ground, their tainted blood soaking the ground. But the orcragars tore into the defenders like ravenous beasts, and swordthains and spearthains began to pour into the town.
And through the gate, Mazael saw the crimson flare of the Destroyer’s sword.

###

“Gods,” said Molly. 
The Tervingi host filled the plain below Sword Town's eastern wall. The mammoths acted as living siege towers, and the gates had been smashed, a black mass of orcragars pouring into the town. The defenses were crumbling, the Tervingi gaining footholds on the wall. 
“We have to charge at once,” said Sir Hagen, making a fist. 
“We have only two thousand men,” said Molly. “There must be at least fifteen thousand Tervingi.”
“But the town's walls are still holding,” said Hagen. “And if we hit the Tervingi now, we’ll trap them between the walls and our men.”
“No,” said Riothamus.
She looked at him. His expression was calm, and the staff rested easily in his right hand. He seemed older, somehow, now that he had claimed the power of the Guardian’s staff. 
Riothamus raised the staff, its sigils flaring with golden light, and his voice boomed louder than the thunder itself.

###

“Fall back!” shouted Mazael, killing another orcragar.
The orcragars had claimed most of the square, and the surviving knights and armsmen had been pushed back to the street. On the walls, more Tervingi had gained the ramparts, clearing the way for more thains. Mazael cursed in fury. The archers still stood on the wall, Romaria in their midst, but sooner or later the Tervingi would reach them…
“Fall back!” said Mazael, catching an axe blow on his battered shield. “Fall back to the church!” 
He would send the remaining forces to make a last stand in the church. And as they fell back, he would cut his way to Romaria and get her out, or die trying.
Death seemed more likely, he had to admit.
The knights and armsmen fell back, and Mazael braced himself to charge.
Then a voice thundered from the heavens.
“Hear me!” 
Mazael blinked. He knew that voice.
Riothamus.
“Hear my words, and cease fighting! I am Riothamus son of Rigotharic, the Guardian of the Tervingi! By the authority of my office, cease fighting, and hear my words!”
And to Mazael’s amazement, the Tervingi stopped. 
Even the orcragars. 

###

Ragnachar looked to the south and cursed in fury. 
He saw a small host there, perhaps two thousand strong, a dozen mammoths in their midst. That was no concern, and he could crush them with ease once Sword Town fell. 
But that voice.
“I killed him,” spat Ragnachar, “I killed that miserable little wretch.”
Evidently, he had not.
Golden light blazed from the south.

###

Riothamus gripped the staff in both hands, holding it over his head. The staff’s power surged through him in pulsing waves, strength enough to summon the lighting and to command the earth to heed him. 
But for now, he only needed the power to carry his words to every man on the field. 
“The Tervingi have gone to war,” he said, “to avenge the foul murder of Athanaric son of Athaulf and the Guardian Aegidia at the hands of Richard Mandragon, Lord of Swordgrim and liege lord of the Grim Marches. Ragnachar has led you on this quest for vengeance.”
Dead silence answered Riothamus, and he felt the weight of every eye on the battlefield. The Sight flickered through him, showing a dozen different potential futures. Mazael Cravenlock held the fate of the Tervingi nation in his hands, but for this moment, the weight of the future rested on Riothamus’s words. 
For the Sight also showed him the dark power gathering atop Swordgrim. 
“But I tell you now,” said Riothamus, “that I was at Stone Tower, and I saw what transpired. I tell you that Ragnachar’s words are a lie! For Ragnachar slew Aegidia! I saw him plunge his sword into her back. Ragnachar cut down Lord Richard, and Ragnachar murdered Athanaric as he lay dying from his wounds!”
A rustling noise reached his ears. Angry mutters, rising from the Tervingi thains. A ripple went through the host, more and more men turning towards the gates.
Towards Ragnachar. 
“I am the Guardian of the Tervingi nation,” said Riothamus, “and before the Tervingi nation, I accuse Ragnachar, son of the Urdmoloch, of murder. I accuse Ragnachar, son of the Urdmoloch, of betraying his overlord. And I accuse Ragnachar, son of the Urdmoloch, of deceiving the Tervingi nation into a war against their neighbors!”
The angry murmurs rose to shouts.
“And as Guardian of the Tervingi nation,” said Riothamus, “I call on you – avenge Aegidia! Avenge Richard Mandragon! Avenge Athanaric!”
The shouts rose to a roar, and the Tervingi host turned upon itself. 
The thains attacked each other, the supporters of Athanaric striking at those who remained loyal to Ragnachar. 
“I think,” said Molly, “that you made them mad.”
“My own people,” said Riothamus, his heart heavy, “tearing themselves apart. It should never have come to this. I should never have let it come to his. I…”
Then he remembered the vision the staff had shown him. Riothamus closed his eyes and let out a long breath. No one could save everyone.
Not even the Guardian.
“We had best move,” said Molly. “This isn’t over until we find Ragnachar.”
“No,” said Riothamus, “and it is not over, even then. We have to find some way to keep Toraine Mandragon from slaughtering the Tervingi. And then…”
He looked at Swordgrim, at the dark mass of Night Sword Tower.
Something terrible was happening there, and not even the Sight could penetrate the dark power radiating from atop the tower.

###

Sword Town exploded into chaos. 
Some of the Tervingi still fought, pockets attacking the knights and armsmen. But most charged at Ragnachar’s orcragars, driving them back from the square. The orcragars put up a ferocious fight, but there were too few orcragars, and too many thains, and the orcragars began to waver.
It was the best chance Mazael was going to get.
“Now!” he bellowed to his remaining men. “Now! Charge them! Drive them from the town!”
He threw himself at the orcragars, the remaining defenders following. In a matter of moments the ramparts cleared of Tervingi as they withdrew onto the mammoths or raced down the stairs to attack the orcragars. Arrows whistled down, and Mazael saw Romaria and the remaining archers standing over the ruined gate, shooting at every orcragar in sight.
And then orcragars were in full flight, scrambling out of the broken gate and over the abandoned ram. Mazael raced after them and onto the fields outside the town. The Tervingi ran in all directions as Athanaric’s supporters turned on Ragnachar’s men. Everywhere Mazael looked, he saw thains cutting down the orcragars, saw Ragnachar’s thains fleeing in all directions.
And then he saw Ragnachar himself. 
The Demonsouled hrould faced a dozen thains, and he cut through them like a fire through a dry forest. The sword of the Destroyer blazed in his fists, and he struck with such force that his blows cut men in half. The thains rained slashes upon him, but his black armor deflected most, and any marks upon his flesh healed almost at once.
Just as Mazael’s did. 
Ragnachar cut down the last thain, and Mazael found himself a dozen paces from the other Demonsouled. Ragnachar’s eyes met his, and Mazael realized they were the same shape and color as the Old Demon’s eyes.
The same shape and color as his own. 
"So,” said Ragnachar. “It has come at last.” 
“It’s over, Ragnachar,” said Mazael. The battle raged around them, the Tervingi struggling against each other. “Surrender, and I will spare your life. No one else need die today.” 
Ragnachar laughed. “You know what I am, Lord Mazael. And I know what you are. Killing is our purpose.” 
“Don’t be a fool,” said Mazael. “The Old Demon, the thing you call the Urdmoloch, has pumped your head full of lies. He gave you the sword of the Destroyer. But it will destroy you, and the Old Demon will use you up and cast you aside.”
Ragnachar shrugged. “Perhaps. It is of no importance. Even if I had never met our father, I would still be what I am. A killer. A wolf in a world of sheep. I will kill until I met someone who can kill me.”
“It needn’t be that way,” said Mazael.
“You lie to yourself,” said Ragnachar, his deep voice distant. “I am older than you, and I have struggled against myself longer. Once, like you, I thought to master my blood. But in the end, it mastered me. I am a killer, and I will kill while my strength lasts.”
Mazael lifted Lion. “Not unless I stop you.”
Ragnachar laughed, the sword of the Destroyer in both hands. “As it should be! Our confrontation was inevitable. Two sons of the Urdmoloch, fighting for supremacy! If you are indeed the stronger, you shall stop me. But if I am the stronger, I shall crush you as I have crush everyone who has stood in my path!”
He roared and came at Mazael, the sword a fan of crimson fire in his armored hands. 
Mazael cast aside his shield, knowing it would useless against the Destroyer’s blade. He took Lion’s hilt, and Demonsouled fury poured into him, filling him with strength and power. He had always struggled to hold himself in check, to keep the Demonsouled wrath from twisting him into a monster. But here at last was a foe against whom he could unleash his full fury, against whom there was no need to hold himself back.
He even felt a dark joy at the prospect.
And then the crimson flame of the Destroyer’s blade met Lion’s azure fire with a screaming crash. The force of the blow buckled Mazael’s arms, and he staggered back a step. Ragnachar came at him again, hammering at him like a smith working iron. The strikes should have been slow and clumsy, yet Ragnachar wielded the massive sword with speed and power. Mazael backed away, his arms burning with the effort. 
Ragnachar pursued, and Mazael dodged the next swing. The massive sword gave Ragnachar greater reach, but Mazael was faster. It reminded Mazael of his fight with Corvad beneath the great black dome of Arylkrad. Yet Corvad, for all his rage and power, had only been twenty. Ragnachar had the skills and reflexes of a hardened warrior. 
Which he proved when he reversed his swing, sidestepped, and brought the crimson sword plunging toward Mazael’s midsection. Mazael jerked back at the last instant, and the tip of the greatsword raked across his belly. The dragon scales turned aside the point, but the heat of the flames plunged into him. He staggered in pain, and Ragnachar reversed the demon’s head pommel of the greatsword and brought it hammering toward him. Mazael tried to dodge, but the pommel slammed into his left shoulder. His feet went out from beneath him, and Mazael fell hard to the ground, his armor clattering. 
Ragnachar brought the point stabbing down.
Mazael rolled to the side. The greatsword plunged into the earth, and Mazael raked Lion at Ragnachar’s legs. The blade ripped into Ragnachar’s left calf, the azure fire pumping into his flesh. Ragnachar roared in fury and pulled free, and Mazael staggered back to his feet. 
“Ah,” said Ragnachar, limping. “You are strong.” Mazael saw blood dripping down the black armor of his boot, the flow slackening as the wound healed itself. “A worthy opponent at last, after all these years.” 
“How flattering,” said Mazael, trying to catch his breath. His stomach and chest ached damnably from the sword’s strike, and it hadn’t even penetrated his armor. Had it pierced his flesh, he suspected the crimson fire would have left him in too much pain to move. 
“I am the Destroyer,” said Ragnachar, “and I shall crush everything in my path. Including you!”
He whirled the greatsword and charged. Mazael dodged around the slash and struck at Ragnachar’s side, Lion’s point scraping against the black armor. Yet Ragnachar did not slow, and Mazael found himself forced to dodge again and again, unable to land any telling blows. Ragnachar raised his arms for a massive overhand strike, and Mazael surged forward. Lion’s point plunged into the gap in Ragnachar’s armor below his arms. Ragnachar bellowed in fury, blood flying from his bearded lips, and brought his sword hammering down.
The motion drove Lion deeper into his armpit, but the crimson edge of the greatsword bit into Mazael’s flesh. Blood-colored fire poured into the wound, and agony exploded through Mazael. He snarled in pain and jerked away, ripping Lion free from Ragnachar’s side. 
Agonized laughter exploded from Ragnachar’s mouth, blood trickling from his lips.
“Perhaps we shall slay each other!” he said. “A worthy end for two brothers, no?”
Mazael grinned back, even through the agony filling his veins. “I killed my half-brother, my half-sister, and my son. Do you think you can stop me?”
Ragnachar nodded in approval. “Let us find out!”
He roared in fury, a black blur behind the crimson pillar of flame in his fists. Mazael met his attack, Lion whirling in his hands. The swords shrieked and howled as they met, their magic struggling against each other. Mazael met Ragnachar blow for blow, circling around him as Ragnachar did the same. He felt the pain in his shoulder lessening as his Demonsouled essence healed the wound, and he saw the blood flowing down Ragnachar’s cuirass stop. They were matched evenly, too evenly, with Mazael’s advantage in speed negated by Ragnachar’s heavy armor. 
Would they fight each other for eternity?
The Demonsouled rage thrummed in Mazael’s mind, whispering that he and Ragnachar were not so different from each other, that once he slew Ragnachar he could butcher the Tervingi and slay Toraine and take the Grim Marches for himself…
Then a flicker of darkness swirled in the corner of his eye. 
An instant later a slender figure appeared behind Ragnachar, clad in dark wool and leather, sword in her right hand, dagger in her left.
She buried both blades in Ragnachar’s back.
“That was for Riothamus!” she shouted.
Ragnachar bellowed as Molly ripped her weapons free. He spun around, his crimson sword blurring toward her skull, but she disappeared in a swirl of darkness. She reappeared next to Mazael, her blades ready.
“Greetings, father,” she said. “I’ve brought you an army. I hope you like it.”
Mazael looked south, saw another force hastening across the plains. A mixed host of his own men and Tervingi thains, perhaps two thousand strong. Mammoths screened their flanks, and skythains circled overhead on their griffins. 
“It’s lovely,” said Mazael. "But where the hell did you get an army?" 
Molly smirked, and turned her attention back to Ragnachar. 
“The two of you think to defeat me?” said Ragnachar. “Good. If you gather in one place, it will make it all the easier to kill…”
An arrow slammed into his throat, knocking him back a step. Ragnachar staggered and ripped the arrow free from his throat, blood trickling down his cuirass. Mazael saw Romaria walking towards them, bow drawn and ready.
“Three of us think to defeat you,” said Romaria, “not two.” 
Ragnachar’s lips peeled back in a snarl, baring his bloody teeth. “Then,” he rasped, his voice hissing and snarling as the wound in his throat healed, “I shall kill your women in front of you, and only then will I slay you.”
Molly laughed at him. “Try.”
A shadow fell over them.
A griffin landed twenty yards away, its paws raking at the ground. A lean skythain in leather sat atop the griffin’s saddle, reins in hand, and behind the skythain sat a younger man with a long wooden staff.
Riothamus.
The new Guardian of the Tervingi dropped from the saddle, the sigils in his staff flickering with gentle golden light. 
“Ragnachar, son of the Urdmoloch,” said Riothamus. “You murdered Athanaric, Lord Richard Mandragon, and the Guardian.”
Ragnachar growled. “I slew them! They were too weak to withstand me.”
“No,” said Riothamus, voice calm. He had always been collected, but beneath the calm Mazael now saw a strength like granite. “You did not kill them in fair battle, or in self-defense. You killed them unlawfully, without justification, without reason. You murdered them.”
“Wretched weakling!” roared Ragnachar. “I had the right! They were weak and I am strong, and I had the right to kill them if I pleased!”
“You did not,” said Riothamus. He took a step closer. “You slew them unlawfully and unjustly. You murdered them. Not because you are strong, but because you were too weak to control yourself.”
“I am the stronger,” said Ragnachar, “and I will destroy anyone in my path!”
Riothamus lifted an eyebrow. “If you are so strong, then who stands with you?”
Ragnachar flinched, and Mazael saw that Riothamus’s words had struck a mark.
“I am strong,” said Ragnachar. “I need no one!”
“You stand alone,” said Riothamus. “Your followers have abandoned you, the orcragars have fled, and then Urdmoloch has left you to die.” He pointed the glowing staff at Mazael. “His wife and daughter stand with him. I stand with him, and even as we speak, his knights and armsmen are fighting their way to his side. Who is coming for you, Ragnachar? Anyone?”
“Silence!” said Ragnachar.
“I hope,” said Riothamus, “for your sake, that you are indeed the strongest, because you are alone, utterly alone, and no one is coming to aid you, no one at all…”
“I said to shut up!” bellowed Ragnachar. “Do not think to threaten me, feeble Guardian! I know your magic comes with limitations. I know you cannot kill me now, just as my pathetic mother could not!”
“No,” said Riothamus, still calm. “I cannot kill you, Ragnachar. I can only tell you the truth. You are alone, for all your strength, no one will aid you, no one will…”
Ragnachar screamed in fury and sprinted at Riothamus, sword raised for a massive blow. Riothamus made no effort to dodge, no effort to block or defend himself. 
It was just the opening Mazael needed. 
He sprang at Ragnachar, Lion in both hands, and rammed the blade into the gap in the armor below Ragnachar’s arm. Ragnachar bellowed in fury, and tried to twist away, but Mazael shoved the sword in deeper. Molly appeared behind Ragnachar in a flicker of darkness, both her blades digging into his back. A breeze blew past Mazael’s face, and one of Romaria’s arrows sprouted from Ragnachar’s neck.
Mazael ripped Lion’s free, the blade smoking with Ragnachar’s blood, and brought the weapon crashing down onto Ragnachar’s head. The dragon-winged helm split in twain with a blue flash, and Ragnachar howled in fury. Molly disappeared in a swirl of shadow, and Ragnachar staggered after her.
But he groaned and fell to his knees instead.
For a moment his eyes met Mazael’s.
“Do it,” whispered Ragnachar, “and let me rest from killing at last.” 
Mazael brought Lion down in an azure blur.
Ragnachar’s head rolled across the trampled grasses. A moment later his armored corpse collapsed to the ground, the sword of the Destroyer falling from his hands. The crimson greatsword shivered, shattered into red shards, and blew away in a drift of black smoke.  
Lion’s fire dimmed, but did not vanish. 
Mazael let out a long breath.

###

“At last,” said Lucan.
Through the Glamdaigyr’s hilt he felt the death of a Demonsouled, a powerful Demonsouled. Ragnachar, most likely. Not that it mattered. Mazael himself would die soon enough.
Lucan felt the strength of a child of the Old Demon surge through the sword. 
And at last he had the power to work the Great Rising. 

###

Mazael gazed at Ragnachar’s beheaded corpse, at the smoking shards of the Destroyer’s sword.
That could have been him. Had Romaria not stopped him from killing Rachel, all those years ago. Had Morebeth seduced him into becoming the Destroyer. 
It could still be him, if he let the Demonsouled rage devour him. 
“Gods,” said Mazael at last, wiping sweat from his brow.
“Are you all right?” said Romaria. 
“I’ve been better,” said Mazael, “but I’m still alive.”
Which was more than could be said of Ragnachar. And of so many of the Tervingi and the knights and the armsmen and the militia soldiers. 
So many dead, and all for nothing. 
“What do we do now?” said Molly.
“First,” said Mazael, “make sure our lords and the Tervingi don’t kill each other.” The battle had wound down, but a single spark could restart it. “And then we’ll have to deal with Toraine.” He looked at the gates of Swordgrim. “He will probably try to attack us any moment, and we’ll need a united front to deal with him. I can deal with the lords. Riothamus! You’ll need to make sure the Tervingi don’t start a battle.”
Riothamus said nothing, gazing at Swordgrim. 
“Riothamus!” said Mazael. 
Riothamus turned to look at him, eyes wide with alarm.
And terror.
An instant later a pillar of green flame exploded from the top of Night Sword Tower.







Chapter 34 – The Great Rising

Lucan threw back his arms and screamed.
Tymaen watched, terrified. 
Shadows crawled up and down the black sword in Lucan’s hand. Arcs of green lighting sparked and danced from the Wraithaldr, touching the sigils of fire upon the floor. She felt the stone of the tower thrumming beneath her boots, the wind tugging at her skirts and cloak. 
The tower tensed beneath her, like a bowstring drawn back.
The entire world tensed.
And then a pillar of green light erupted from the Glamdaigyr and stabbed into the sky. 

###

“What the devil?” said Mazael.
A pillar of green flame shot from the crown of Night Sword Tower and rose into the darkening sky. Massive black clouds formed overhead, swirling around Swordgrim, green lightning leaping from thunderhead to thunderhead. 
“What is that?” said Molly.
The wind picked up, billowing over the blood-soaked battlefield.
“I have no idea,” said Mazael, looking at Riothamus. “Do you know what this is?”
“Something terrible,” said Riothamus, voice grim and hard. “We were all puppets, my lord Mazael. You, me, Ragnachar, and Lucan Mandragon. All puppets of the Urdmoloch.” 
“What does this have to do with Lucan?” said Mazael.
“He says Lucan is up there,” said Molly, staring at the black tower. “And he’s casting some kind of spell.”
“Lucan?” said Mazael. In the chaos after Lord Richard’s murder, he had forgotten about Lucan, but the memory came crashing back. Lucan had stolen the Banurdem and the Glamdaigyr.
It looked like he was about to find out what Lucan intended.
“Lord Mazael,” said Riothamus, his voice urgent. “We have to stop him. I don’t know what he’s doing, but I think it’s a spell from Old Dracaryl. If we let him finish it…”
Black clouds choked out the last patch of blue sky, and the cold wind grew stronger. A ring of green light exploded from the top of Night Sword Tower, expanding over the plains and the Lake of Swords alike, shooting overhead with terrific speed until it vanished over the horizon.
“I think,” said Molly, voice quiet, “that we might be too late.” 
Spots of green fire flared over the battlefield, hundreds, thousands of them. Mazael saw sigils of green fire burning upon the foreheads of the slain.
Sigils that looked just like symbols that had burned upon the brows of Ardasan Mouraen’s runedead. 

###

Lucan's arms trembled with effort, his mind reeling with the strain of compelling such titanic forces to bend to his will. 
But he did it.
The Glamdaigyr sucked in the power released from the deaths upon the battlefield.
The Wraithaldr gathered the power and amplified it a hundredfold, pouring it into the sigils of the spell. 
And the Banurdem focused Lucan’s will upon the power, shaping it as he desired.
Black clouds swirled in a mad dance around the tower, arcs of green lightning shooting overhead. A single mistake, and the summoned power would blast Lucan to ashes – and probably most of Swordgrim, as well. 
But Lucan, his power fortified with the well of Demonsouled strength, his mind enhanced with the skills of Marstan and Randur Maendrag, did not make a mistake. 
He shivered in exultation. He had done it! He would succeeded where Randur and all the high lords of Old Dracaryl had failed! The power intensified in the Wraithaldr, the pillar of green flame throbbing, until the summoned magic reached a mighty peak.
Yearning to be released. 
Lucan screamed out the final words of the Great Rising, and for an instant the world seemed to pause on his words.
“Rise!” he shouted, sweeping the Glamdaigyr before him. “Rise!”
A thousand points of green fire flared across the battlefield.
And in the depths of the Lake of Swords behind him.
“Rise!” Lucan bellowed, pouring his will into the Banurdem. “By my power and by my will, by the power of the Banurdem, I command you to rise!”
His vision seemed to encompass the battlefield, Sword Town, the Lake of Swords, and even all the world. 
And the dead rose at his command.
The freshly slain on the field outside of Sword Town rose as runedead, sigils of power shining on their brows. Even a dead mammoth rose from beneath the walls, a massive glyph burning on its skull. Lucan’s will reached into the Lake of Swords. Dozens of battles had been fought on the lake over the centuries, and the bones of sailors lay moldering beneath the waves.
They, too, rose at Lucan’s command. 
His magic plunged into the crypts below Swordgrim. Centuries of Mandragon dead erupted from their stone sarcophagi, the light of the sigils upon their skulls throwing back the shadows. His power reached into the town itself, into the graveyards outside the walls and the crypts beneath the church, and the runedead clawed their way free.
The will of Lucan Mandragon spread from the Grim Marches and over the world, carried on the expanding ring of green light. The earth in graveyards churned as the runedead rose, crypts exploded open, ancient bones rose from battlefields, and drowned corpses rose to the surface of rivers and lakes. 
And still more rose, more and more. 
All of them waiting upon Lucan Mandragon’s command. 
He took a deep breath.
“Kill!” he command, the Banurdem carrying his will across the entire world. “Kill them all!”
And the runedead obeyed.

###

Horror reigned on the fields outside Sword Town. 
An undead swordthain attacked Mazael, the ghostly light of the sigil upon its brow transforming its face into an eerie green mask. Mazael parried, shoved aside the sword, and riposted. Lion's blazing blade pierced the runedead’s tattered chain mail and sank into its chest. Blue fire burst through its veins, and the creature staggered. Mazael tore Lion free and brought the sword down upon the runedead’s head.
Azure flame quenched the green sigil, and the corpse collapsed, quiescent once more. 
Though there were more to took take its place.
Thousands more.
The ghostly glow of the runedead filled the field in all directions. Men fled, or fought against the dead. And they fought in vain, for weapons of normal steel could not harm the runedead. He heard the screams from Sword Town as the runedead became wraiths of pale light and walked through the walls. He saw the gates of Swordgrim burst open, saw men flee from the barbican, pursued by the runedead. Behind the castle the Lake of Swords boiled as the long-drowned dead clambered to the shore. 
Mazael turned, trying to find the others. He saw dark flickers as Molly danced around the runedead, luring them away. Bursts of golden fire flashed as Riothamus unleashed his magic, striking down the runedead right and left. Romaria backed away, face grim, bastard sword flying as she tried to hold off four of the dead…
No.
Mazael shouted a war cry and ran at her, bringing up Lion. His two-handed stroke took the head from the nearest runedead, blue flame pouring into its dead flesh. The other runedead turned to face him, and Mazael’s swing took the next creature’s head.
Then he spun and slapped the flat of Lion’s blade against Romaria’s sword. 
The blue fire jumped from Mazael's sword and sheathed Romaria’s blade in crackling flame. She slashed, and this time her sword bit into the undead flesh. Her next swing took a runedead’s head from its shoulders. Mazael stepped past her and destroyed the final runedead with a backhanded blow from Lion. The creature staggered another two steps and fell to the ground. 
More runedead rushed at them. 
Darkness swirled in front of him, and Molly appeared. She slapped both her weapons against Lion, and disappeared again. She reappeared behind one of the runedead, dispatched it with two quick thrusts, and disappeared once more. Mazael seized the moment, cutting down a runedead with a single powerful swing. Romaria stepped into the gap, taking the hand and then the head from another runedead. Mazael cut down the last creature, and then they were clear.
But only for a moment. 
Thousands of runedead surrounded them, and everywhere he looked, Mazael saw more of the slain rising from the battlefield, more climbing out of the lake’s churning waters, more emerging from the earth of the graveyards outside the town’s walls. 
Thousands of the things – and neither Mazael’s men, nor the Tervingi, nor the town’s militia had weapons that could harm the runedead.

###

“What are you doing?” said Tymaen, gazing at the battlefield in horror.
Lucan had told her what the Great Rising would do, how it would raise the dead to hunt the Demonsouled. Even with all their power, the Demonsouled could not fend off entire armies of animated corpses.
But Lucan’s runedead were butchering everyone in sight. She saw the undead charge through the scattered Tervingi and the knights. Runedead stalked through the streets of Sword Town, going from house to house.
Even from this distance, Tymaen heard the screams. 
Lucan looked up from the spectacle, his dark eyes reflecting the green fires of his sword.
“You told me you were just going to kill the Demonsouled!” said Tymaen. “The undead are killing everyone!”
“Tymaen,” said Lucan, “I am killing the Demonsouled.”
“But…”
“Don’t you understand what I must do?” said Lucan. “The Demonsouled have existed for thousands of years. Hundreds of generations. A man like Mazael Cravenlock is half-Demonsouled. But there are countless others. Men and women who are only one-tenth Demonsouled, or even one-hundredth Demonsouled. Not enough power to manifest, but Demonsouled nonetheless.” He looked back at the raging battlefield. “They, too, must be destroyed, for the good of the world.”  
“But you’ll kill thousands of people!” said Tymaen.
“Tens of thousands, more likely,” said Lucan.
“That’s mad!” said Tymaen.
Lucan shrugged. "We are doing a terrible thing, yes. But it is necessary. Once the Demonsouled are utterly exterminated, we need never fear their threat again. A new world will rise from the blood spilled today, a better world, a happier world.”
And Tymaen could do nothing as she watched the carnage below.

###

“Others!” shouted Mazael, cutting down another runedead. “We need to find others!” 
The undead swarmed after him, wave after wave of dead thains and slain armsmen. Mazael and Romaria fought back to back, their swords trailing blue fire. Molly flickered around them, disappearing and reappearing, cutting down any runedead that drew too close. Riothamus stood nearby, his staff a blazing shaft of golden light, and unleashed blast after blast of golden flame at the runedead.
“To the town!” said Mazael. He saw bands of Tervingi and armsmen rallying below the walls, trying to fight off the runedead. They formed shield walls, covering other men as they fled into the gate. But their weapons could not touch the runedead. 
They needed his help. Without Lion’s fire, they had no hope of defeating the runedead. Mazael would spread Lion’s fire and rally a larger and larger group. Then they could turn and face the undead in strength…
“No!” shouted Riothamus. 
“They will perish without our help!” said Mazael.
Riothamus yelled, gripped his staff in both hands, and slammed it against the ground.
A ring of golden fire exploded from him, destroying every runedead in all directions for twenty yards. 
For the first time since Ragnachar fell, Mazael had a moment to catch his breath.
“No, my lord,” said Riothamus. “It won’t be enough. Lucan’s spell isn’t just raising the dead on this battlefield. His spell is touching the entire world.” 
Molly frowned. “You mean…”
Riothamus gave a sharp nod. “Yes. Everywhere. In every nation, every city, every village. The dead are rising.” 
“How can he possibly have that kind of power?” said Romaria.
Mazael cursed. “The Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem. He's using them to do this. Gods damn it all, I should have killed him, I should have hunted him down when I had the chance…”
“It’s too late for that now,” said Riothamus, his voice urgent. “You could set the swords of every man on this field aflame, drive the runedead from the Grim Marches, and the rest of the world will be overrun.” 
“Then we kill Lucan,” said Mazael, “before it’s too late.” 
“Even if we do,” said Riothamus, “no one else in the world will have the means to defend themselves.”
“Then what do you suggest we do?” said Mazael.
“We must act now,” said Riothamus. “There is a spell, knowledge of the High Elderborn that the Guardian inherited. I can do it, but I need your help, Lord Mazael.”
Mazael nodded. “You have it.” 
“There will be some pain,” said Riothamus.
“Do it anyway,” said Mazael.
Riothamus nodded and pressed the end of his staff against Lion’s blade. Then he drew a dagger. 
“Take off your gauntlet,” said Riothamus.
Mazael tugged the gauntlet off his left hand. 
“What are you doing?” said Romaria.
Riothamus raked the dagger across Mazael’s hand, and red blood welled up. Then the Guardian forced Lion down with his staff, and the blood from Mazael’s hand dripped upon the crossed sword and staff.
Pain exploded through Mazael, and he screamed.

###

Power flooded through Riothamus, the Demonsouled power of Mazael’s blood. It was hideously strong, and tainted with rage and madness. Yet he forced the power through the staff, the sigils flickering and dancing with golden light. 
And the staff’s magic scrubbed the corruption from the Demonsouled blood. 
Lion’s sword roared with azure fire, and Riothamus shouted the incantation to the spell. 
Blue flame erupted into the sky.

###

“What is that?” said Lucan, the wind tugging at his cloak. 
A slender shaft of blue fire erupted from the battlefield, stabbing into the writhing clouds the Great Rising had summoned. For a moment Lucan thought it was a counterspell, an effort to stop the Great Rising, and he began casting defensive wards around the Wraithaldr and the pulsing pillar of green flame.
Lucan felt a massive pulse of power from the blue fire, felt it wash over him and the Wraithaldr.
Leaving it untouched. 
He looked at Tymaen, but she only huddled in her cloak, weeping as she watched the fighting below. He regretted that the sight distressed her, but it was for the greater good. Still, the strange spell hadn’t affected her, or the Wraithaldr.
Or anything at all, for that matter. 
Yet it seemed there was another wizard of power nearby, and such a wizard could interfere with the Great Rising. Best to crush the threat before it manifested. Lucan began a spell, drawing on his well of stolen Demonsouled power, intending to unleash a blast of destructive force.
The pillar of blue fire faded, and it its place Lucan still saw a faint point of azure flame.
Mazael Cravenlock.
He pointed, ready to unleash the spell.
And then thousands of points of azure fire erupted on the battlefield.

###

Mazael stared in amazement. 
Every sword, every spear, every axe, and every bow in the hands of a living man burst into blue fire as far as the eye could see. A mighty cheer went up from the battling men. Everywhere Mazael saw the knights and thains going on the attack, cutting down the runedead with weapons that now had the power to harm the undead flesh. 
“Gods,” said Mazael, the last of the pain fading from his limbs. “What did you do?”
“A spell of the High Elderborn,” said Riothamus. “The High Elderborn who remained true, who did not worship the demon god, fought armies of undead. Both the staff and the sword were created to fight such threats.” He grinned. “And with the power in your blood as catalyst, I was able to spread the fire of your sword to every weapon in the world.”
Molly seized Riothamus’s head and kissed him. “That’s brilliant!”
“Then we have a chance,” said Mazael. “We’ll gather men and storm Swordgrim, put a stop to this before Lucan can do anything worse.” He lifted Lion, its fire blazing brighter than any other upon the field. “Follow me!”
He charged at the runedead, Romaria, Molly, and Riothamus trailing after him. 

###

“Mazael Cravenlock,” said Lucan. 
He watched the blue points of light struggle against the green. Through the power of the Banurdem, he felt runedead after runedead fall, ripped apart by the blue flame on the weapons of the living men. Somehow, Mazael had spread Lion’s fire to the weapons of every man on the battlefield. 
To the weapons of every man in the world, if Lucan was judging the sensations coming through the Banurdem correctly. 
His lips pressed into a hard line. 
The men below were winning. Step by step, they were pushing the runedead back. Lucan’s undead had driven Toraine's men from the castle, but the survivors from the battle were forming into an army. Unless he acted, they would storm the castle.
They would try to stop him.
Idly Lucan wondered if Toraine had fallen in the fighting, if his brother’s corpse now marched to war with a rune of green fire upon his brow.
No matter. Lucan would kill them all, and raise their bodies as runedead to hunt down every last Demonsouled. 
“They’re fighting back,” whispered Tymaen. “They’re going to fight you.”
“Yes,” agreed Lucan. “They will try.” 
And they would fail. He could not access the Wraithaldr’s power, not while it powered the Great Rising. But he still had the Glamdaigyr, and the Banurdem, and the stolen Demonsouled power. And he had the knowledge and memories of Randur Maendrag, one of the mightiest high lords of Old Dracaryl. 
Even Mazael Cravenlock could not stop him.
Lucan raised the Glamdaigyr and poured his will into the Banurdem, sending commands to the runedead. 

###

“Sir Aulus!” said Mazael.
Sir Aulus and a yellow-bearded swordthain named Arnulf had taken command of a mixed group of armsmen and Tervingi thains. Even as Mazael drew near, the men dueled with a runedead mammoth, the undead hulk stomping and lashing out with its tusks. A dozen men perished beneath its stamping feet, but a pair of knights scaled its back and hacked its massive head from its thick shoulders. 
The giant sigil of green fire vanished from the mammoth’s head, and the great body slumped to the grasses. 
“My lord!” said Aulus, hurrying over with Arnulf.
“Guardian,” said Arnulf.
“It’s good you’re alive, my lord,” said Aulus. “Gods, but I wish I had stayed home with my wife.” 
“Sound the assembly,” said Mazael. “You too, Arnulf. We need to take Swordgrim by storm. Lucan Mandragon’s up there, and he’s going to keep summoning runedead until we stop him.”
Guilt and rage lashed at him. He had been a fool to trust Lucan, yet Lucan had been his friend. What madness had driven Lucan to take such destructive actions? 
Whatever the cause, Mazael would stop him.
“Of course, my lord,” said Aulus. “I…”
“The runedead are moving,” said Riothamus. 
Mazael saw the runedead retreating towards the castle, forming ranks before its gates. More runedead rose from the churning waters of the lake, marching to join the undead host gathering below Swordgrim’s walls. 
“Lucan,” said Mazael. “He knows we’re planning to attack. Aulus. The assembly!”
Aulus nodded, lifted his battered war horn, and blew out the call for assembly, over and over again, while Arnulf did the same on his own horn. Soon the call rose from other war horns scattered across the plain, and bands of men hastened toward Mazael, while more runedead streamed towards Swordgrim.
So it was to be a battle, with the living struggling against the dead. 
“Lord Mazael!” Lord Robert ran toward him, red-faced and sweating. With him came Lord Astor and Lord Jonaril, both wounded and bleeding, and Sir Tanam with his raiders. “What the devil is happening?”
“Lucan Mandragon has returned,” said Mazael. “He’s raising the undead with relics from Old Dracaryl. Why, I don’t know yet. But we are going to defeat his army of walking corpses, retake Swordgrim, and stop him.”
Perhaps Lucan could yet see reason. Perhaps it wouldn’t be necessary to kill him. 
“And just how are we to do that?” said Lord Robert. “Swordgrim is impregnable. I don’t know how you got that magic fire onto our swords, but even with it, the runedead are fierce foes. How…”
Lord Astor straightened, his lean features contorted with fury. “Him! There is the traitor!” 
Toraine Mandragon walked towards them, blue fire crackling around his curved sword, trailed by his household knights. 
Or what was left of them. 
If Lucan’s magic had indeed raised runedead from the ancient crypts below Swordgrim, then the inhabitants of the castle had been caught off guard and slaughtered.
Only to rise again as runedead. Mazael wondered just how many undead now waited inside Swordgrim. 
“You miserable cur!” roared Lord Robert, stalking towards Toraine. “You sent us to die!” 
“You are my vassals!” said Toraine, pointing his sword. “You will do as I command!”
Yet the young Lord of Swordgrim looked shaken. His eyes were wide and wild, and the muscles of his jaw would not stop twitching. He had faced Malrags and undead before. So why had the runedead shaken him so badly?
“My oath of fealty is dissolved!” said Lord Robert. “No longer does Castle Highgate obey Swordgrim!”
“Betray me and I’ll hang your gutted corpse from my walls!” said Toraine. 
Robert spat. “Your walls, fool boy! Those stinking corpses have conquered your castle! You’ll have to find a wall to hang me from first!” 
“You did it,” said Mazael, “didn’t you?”
Toraine flinched, and Robert fell silent. 
“What are you talking about?” said Toraine. “I am no wizard.”
“No, but Lucan is,” said Mazael. “And he needed a safe place to cast his spell, so why not Swordgrim? What did he promise you, Toraine? That he would use his magic to wipe out both your vassals and the Tervingi in one blow?”
Toraine said nothing.
“Ah,” said Mazael. “I thought so.”
“We should kill him,” growled Lord Jonaril. “Bad enough that he sent us to die against the Tervingi! And now we find that he let his brother raise up these unholy abominations?”
“Raise your hand against your liege lord,” said Toraine, pointing his sword, “and I will cut it off!”
“Don’t bother killing him,” said Mazael. “If we cut him down, he’ll just rise as a runedead, and we’ll have to kill him all over again.”
“What shall we do?” said Lord Astor.
“I am your liege lord!” said Toraine, but the lords ignored him. 
Toraine was finished, Mazael knew. He had betrayed too many of his vassals, and even those who had remained loyal would turn against him once they knew about his bargain with Lucan. 
Yet if his vassals refused to obey him, what would happen to the Grim Marches? Would the lords devolve into petty warlords, each waging war against a dozen neighbors?
Assuming they survived the next hour, of course.
“We must take Swordgrim,” said Mazael, “whatever the cost.”
“Can we even take Swordgrim?” said Robert. “The runedead are climbing onto the ramparts, and there are an entire army of the things before the gates. Perhaps it would be better to lay siege to the castle.”
“How?” said Sir Tanam. “Pardon, my lord, but one can hardly starve out an army of dead men.”
“There isn’t time,” said Riothamus, stepping forward. The lords cast cautious glances as the glowing sigils upon his staff. “My lords, Lucan Mandragon’s spell is touching the entire world, and even as we speak, thousands more runedead are rising in every nation under the sun.” 
“Gods,” said Robert. “We should have killed him when we had the chance.” 
“We must act quickly,” said Riothamus. “My lords, the the lives of uncounted millions rest on the choices you make here and now.”
“Well,” said Tanam. “Certainly words to put a man’s mind at ease.”
“We attack,” said Mazael, “and retake Swordgrim. We’ll fight our way in to the castle, and deal with Lucan when we find him.”
And what Mazael would do then, he didn’t know. Perhaps he could yet make his former friend see reason. 
“Yes,” said Toraine. “A solid plan.”
Lord Robert made a show of ignoring him. “How shall we proceed, Lord Mazael? We will follow your commands.” 
“We will array with the Tervingi for battle,” said Mazael. “The center will attack towards the gates. The left and rights wings will join the attack, and then split off towards the lake shore. More runedead keep coming out of the water, and we’ll never take Swordgrim unless we can stop Lucan from receiving reinforcements. Once the center takes the gates, we’ll break into the castle and find Lucan.”
A straightforward plan, but it had too many problems. The runedead held the castle’s gate and walls. And every man that fell in battle would rise again as a runedead to bolster the enemy. Yet Mazael could think of nothing better. Perhaps Riothamus’s magic would turn the tide…
The pillar of green flame rising from Swordgrim flared brighter, and for an instant of haze of whirling shadow swirled around the crown of Night Sword Tower.
“My lords, beware!” shouted Riothamus, lifting his staff.

###

Lucan saw the distant figures gathering around the blue flame of Lion as the host of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi assembled for battle. He smiled at the opportunity. Most of the nobles of the Grim Marches and the chief thains of the Tervingi gathered in once place? He would wipe them all out with a single spell, and the Great Rising would continue und hindered. 
He began summoning power.
“What are you doing?” said Tymaen, hurrying to his side. 
“Ensuring that no one can stop the Great Rising,” said Lucan.
“But those are the lords of the Grim Marches!” said Tymaen. “You’ll kill all of them!”
“So?” said Lucan, drawing more magical force. Why could she not understand? He was doing this for the greater good. “Robert Highgate is with them, I suspect. I thought his death would please you.”
“They’re just trying to defend their homes,” said Tymaen, her blue eyes bloodshot with tears. “You told me you were going to kill Demonsouled. Instead you’re killing everyone!”
“You’ll understand,” said Lucan, “once a new world arises from his carnage.”
He pointed the Glamdaigyr, unleashing the spell through the sword’s blade.

###

Mazael watched as something like a swirling tornado of shadow exploded from the top of Night Sword Tower and hurtled towards them. He felt the chill as the thing flew towards them with supernatural speed, felt it start to suck the life and warmth from his body…
Riothamus swept his staff before them.
A dome of blazing golden light appeared overhead, and the shadow vortex slammed into it. A tremendous thunderclap filled Mazael’s ears, and for a moment the world dissolved into strips of golden flame and ribbons of writhing shadow.
Another thunderclap, and both the dome of golden light and the vortex of shadow dissolved into nothingness.
Riothamus wiped sweat from his forehead, the light of his staff dimming. “He is strong enough to contest the power of the Guardian’s staff. That spell would have killed us all.”
Lord Astor scowled. “We cannot take Swordgrim if Lucan is flings spells upon our heads with every step.” 
“I can stop him,” said Molly. “I can avoid the runedead, and walk the shadows into Swordgrim. Then I will sneak up behind him and kill him.”
“No,” said Romaria. “He’ll have the Glamdaigyr, and the Glamdaigyr blocked your ability to travel through the shadows.” 
“There is another way,” said Riothamus, lifting the staff. “Toric!”
His voice boomed over the battlefield. Mazael saw shadows flitting below the dark clouds, and then a half-dozen griffins dropped from the sky. Their claws raked at the turf, and Mazael felt the weight of their golden gaze. 
“I will hold Lucan’s attention with my magic,” said Riothamus. “The Tervingi thains and the lords of the Grim Marches can fight the runedead. And Toric and the skythains shall carry warriors to stop Lucan.” 
“I will go,” said Mazael. If he could catch Lucan while locked in a spell-battle with Riothamus, perhaps Mazael could overpower him. 
“As will I,” said Molly.
“And me,” said Romaria.
“No,” said Mazael. “Stay here. Someone will need to command this host. Toraine can’t do it – his own lords will kill him.” Toraine scowled at this and raised his sword, but no one moved against him. “And no one among the Tervingi can command, not if Riothamus is fighting Lucan. You’re the only one both the lords and the Tervingi respect.”
She stared at him, blue eyes full of pain, and nodded. 
And if she stayed behind, she would almost certainly be safer in command of the army than facing Lucan atop Swordgrim. 
“I will go, as well,” said Toraine, crossing to Mazael’s side. “Lucan is my brother, and he has betrayed me. I will put him to the sword,” he swept his blade before him, “as I shall do to all those that have betrayed me.” 
Mazael had no doubt, that given the opportunity, Toraine would stab him in the back. Yet to leave him here would be disastrous. Many of the lords and knights still held loyalty for Lord Richard’s son, and the gods only knew what would happen if they decided to follow him. At the worst Toraine would attack his angry vassals, and the host would rip itself apart before the runedead devoured them. 
Or Mazael could just kill Toraine, wait a moment, and cut down his corpse as it rose as runedead. His hand started to move, raising Lion for a killing blow…
No. He would not murder Toraine out of hand. Not even after Toraine had betrayed him and sent him to his death. His Demonsouled blood screamed for him to kill Toraine…but he would not give into it. Not even now. 
“The runedead!” said Sir Tanam. “They’re moving.”
Mazael looked at the runedead host below the walls of Swordgrim. The army of corpses began to march forward, the sigils on their foreheads shining like a field of ghostly green candles. 
“My lords,” said Riothamus. “We must act now, or be lost forever.”
Mazael nodded. “Romaria. Take command here.” He looked at the lords. “Do as she says.” 
Romaria seized his face and gave him a quick, hard kiss. “Come back to me.”
“I will,” said Mazael.
If he could. 
“My lord,” said Toric. “I will take you.” Two other griffins walked forward, urged by their skythains. Mazael climbed into the griffin’s saddle behind Toric, while Molly and Toraine each joined another skythain. 
The runedead marched closer, moving with an eerie, mechanical precision that no living men could match. 
“My lord Mazael,” said Riothamus. He cast a look at Molly, and she returned it. “You must go now, before it is too late.”
Mazael gripped Toric’s shoulder. “Go.”
The skythains tugged the reins, and the griffin sprang into the air with a sweep of its mighty wings, leaving the ground behind.







Chapter 35 – The Heir of Dracaryl

Lucan frowned. 
No mortal wizard should have been able to deflect his strike, but that golden ward had somehow blunted his attack. Some of Randur’s memories filtered through his mind. The high lords of Old Dracaryl had warred against the Tervingi in the ancient past, and a single wizard of power had defended the Tervingi, a wizard they called the Guardian. 
It seemed the office of the Guardian had survived to the modern day. 
No matter. No wizard, no matter how powerful, could stand against Lucan. He held the Glamdaigyr, and the sword could absorb any power the Guardian flung at him. 
And redirect it back at the Guardian. 
“Tymaen,” said Lucan. She looked at him, crying silent tears. But once he had killed every last one of the Demonsouled, once he had built a new world for their children, she would understand.
She would thank him. 
“What?” she whispered. 
“They’re about to attack me,” said Lucan. “Stand away from me. It will be safer.”
She blinked and backed away.
Lucan pointed the Glamdaigyr and began casting a spell.
His runedead army marched toward the host of the Grim Marches, the skythains wheeling overhead. 

###

Molly whooped, the wind streaming through her hair. 
The griffin screamed, its wings beating. Toric’s griffin and the griffin bearing Toraine flew ahead, their tails curled behind them. The ground blurred beneath them, and Night Sword Tower drew closer, the clouds snarling and dancing overhead. 
It was terrifying.
Exhilarating. 
Even if she died in the next few moments, she was glad she had lived to experience this, to see the world the way the eagles did. 
“Up!” shouted the skythain, tugging at the griffin’s reins.
The beast rose higher, circling above Night Sword Tower's crown. The pillar of fire rose from the tower’s turret, surrounded by rings of burning sigils like the glyphs upon the foreheads of the runedead. A staff of black crystal floated in the center of burning pillar, rotating slowly. A woman in a blue gown stood just outside the ring of burning sigils, and Molly recognized Tymaen Highgate. 
Lucan stood at the edge of the parapet, his black cloak and coat billowing around him. He wore the Banurdem upon his brow, and held the Glamdaigyr in both hands, the blade pointed at the battle below. 
The clashing men and undead held Lucan’s close attention. A quick stride through the shadows, a pair of blades buried in the wizard’s back, and this entire thing would be over. Molly reached into her blood, for the Demonsouled fire that burned there, and…
Nothing. 
The Glamdaigyr's power kept her from entering the shadows. Molly gritted her teeth, watching as Lucan began casting a spell. If the skythain could get close enough, Molly could creep behind Lucan and stab him in the back.
Or if the griffin dived lowed enough, it could sweep Lucan from the tower. 
The griffin swooped around the tower, and Molly tensed, preparing to jump.
And then Lucan looked up and saw her.

###

Lucan looked up from the contesting armies, saw the griffins circling overhead. Circling closer than he would like, in fact. He knew each of the Tervingi skythains carried a bow, but he had raised wards against arrows. 
Then he saw that the nearest three griffins each carried two riders. 
A shock of recognition went through him as he saw Molly Cravenlock atop one. A second griffin, further away, carried Toraine, who looked none too pleased with Lucan’s treachery. And a third held Mazael Cravenlock, Lion an inferno of blue fire in his fist. 
“Clever,” murmured Lucan. 
Using the griffins to sneak up on him while he focused upon the Tervingi Guardian? Clever, indeed, but stupid. The griffins were vulnerable, and Lucan would blast them out of the sky. 
And as an added bonus, he suspected that the Guardian had used Lion’s fire to set the weapons of the army below ablaze. Once Lucan killed Mazael, the spell would shatter, and the men of the Grim Marches would have no defense against the runedead. 
He pointed the Glamdaigyr at Mazael’s griffin and focused his will.

###

Riothamus gripped his staff in both hands, staring at Swordgrim. 
“A shield wall!” Romaria’s voice rang over the army. He saw her run past the front rank of men, a slim figure in leather armor, her bow in her right hand. “A shield wall. Swords and spears, defend the archers!” 
Tervingi and armsmen, knights and thains, stood side by side to face the undead. 
The great mass of runedead moved closer, marching in perfect order. They would throw themselves against the shield wall, Riothamus knew, grinding against it like the sea hammering at the shore. The men would fight for a long time, but unless Lucan was stopped, the runedead would overwhelm them.
He felt a surge of power from Night Sword Tower, and raised the staff, ready to cast a ward. 
But the magical force was not directed at him.
Lucan had seen the approaching griffins.
Riothamus began casting a spell of his own.

###

Dark power welled up in Lucan, and he prepared to loose a blast of green flame that would wither Mazael's griffin to dust and bone.
Then blue-white lighting ripped out of the writhing sky and tore into Lucan. 
The first blast knocked him back a half-dozen steps. His wards sparked and shuddered from the strain, but managed to hold. The second blast collapsed his wards, charring the stone around his boots. 
The third blast drained into the Glamdaigyr. 
As did the fourth, the fifth, and the sixth.
Lucan snarled and thrust out his left hand, crimson fire dancing in his cupped fingers, pouring the stolen power into a spell. He shouted the final word, and a ribbon of crimson flame ripped from his fingers, shooting toward the Guardian.

###

For an instant Riothamus thought that his spell had struck home, that he had managed to batter down Lucan’s wards.
Crimson light flared atop the tower, and a bar of blood-colored flame shot toward Riothamus. He swept his staff before him, another dome of golden light encasing him. The fire slammed into the dome, the howling snarl of straining spells filling Riothamus’s ears. He felt the dome start to buckle under the massive strain, and he drew on the staff's power and cast another spell.
His dome collapsed, but the bar of crimson flame rebounded and shot into the Lake of Swords, destroying a score of runedead and raising a plume of hissing steam. Riothamus began casting another spell without hesitation, throwing his full strength and the power of the staff into the incantation. He had to hold Lucan’s full attention. Otherwise Lucan would blast the griffins out of the sky. 
And Riothamus would watch the woman he loved plummet to her death. 
Blue-white lightning thundered into the tower, and ribbons of crimson flame and green light screamed toward Riothamus.

###

Mazael gripped the griffin’s saddle with his free hand, Lion ablaze in his right fist. Toric steered the griffin in a tight spiral around the tower, and Mazael’s stomach threatened to burst through his ribs.
If he lived through this, he swore, he was never flying again. 
Lightning slashed out of the sky, ripping at Lucan, while Lucan loosed blasts of crimson flame. The air howled as Lucan dueled Riothamus, both wizards hurling spells at each other. Mazael had seen Lucan in battle before, and Lucan had never done anything like this. How much more powerful had he become? How much stronger had the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem made him? 
“I can't land!” screamed Toric over the wind. “The wizard will rip us apart. You’ll have to jump!”
"Do it!" shouted Mazael. 
The griffin went into a sharp turn, banking over the crown of the tower, and dove. The top of Night Sword Tower rushed toward them, the pillar of green fire filling Mazael’s eyes. He glimpsed the other two griffins drawing closer, saw Molly and Toraine ready to jump.
“Now!” said Toric. 
Mazael nodded and let go of the saddle.
He fell and slammed hard into the black stone of the tower, rolling over the sigils of green flame. For a panicked instant he thought he would roll into the black crystal staff and the pillar of green flame, but he managed to stop himself. He heaved himself to his feet, saw Tymaen Highgate staring at him with wide, terrified eyes, saw Molly come out of a graceful roll, saw Toraine turn towards his younger brother, mad hatred on his face. 
Lucan stood with his back to them, wreathed in the blazing halo of his duel with Riothamus. 
Mazael’s chance to end this madness had come.
He sprinted toward Lucan, Lion raised, Toraine and Molly trailing after him.
“Lucan!” shouted Tymaen. 

###

Lucan tried to turn his full attention from the Guardian, tried to divert some of his strength to rip the griffins from the sky, but to no avail. The Guardian was simply too strong. 
Then the griffins swooped overhead, and Lucan had to act. The wards sheathing him would turn aside arrows and steel blades, but Lucan suspected Lion’s power would tear through his magic like hot iron through paper. 
A distraction, then.
Lucan deflected the Guardian’s next strike, draining the power through the Glamdaigyr and flinging it back at the Tervingi wizard. But his next spell was one of summoning, and he saw a patch of gray mist swirl around the dome of golden light that surrounded the Guardian.
He sent his will into the Banurdem, directing a command at the runedead, and a ripple of green light went through the undead army as hundreds of them took incorporeal form, walking through both the flesh of both their allies and enemies with ease. 
The ghostly runedead surged towards the Guardian, and his barrage of attacks stopped. 
Lucan smiled and turned to see Mazael Cravenlock, Molly, and Toraine running at him.
Oh, but this was going to be sweet.

###

Gray mist swirled outside of Riothamus’s wards, and spirit creatures sprang forth from nothingness. The beasts looked like the ghastly offspring of scorpions and tigers, spiked tails rising over their striped haunches. The creatures surged towards him, passing through his wards, and Riothamus had to break off his attack on Lucan to defend himself. Blue light burned around him, disintegrating two of the creatures into gray mist, and lightning fell from the sky to destroy more. 
Yet more kept coming. 
Wraiths of green smoke drifted towards him, walking through startled knights and thains as if they were not there. The wraiths solidified into runedead, charging him with swords and spears. Riothamus met their attack, unleashing his powers. Fists of stone rose from the ground to smash the runedead. White mist rippled overhead, hardening into spikes of ice that pinned the runedead to the earth. Bolts of lightning ripped through runedead and spirit creature alike.
But still the runedead and the spirit creatures kept coming for him. 
And he had no power to spare for a strike at Lucan.

###

Mazael was a dozen paces away when Lucan turned. 
He raised Lion, and Lucan thrust out his left hand, his right remaining around the Glamdaigyr’s hilt. 
And a wall of invisible force slammed into Mazael with enough violence that he felt bones break. The magic flung him from his feet, sent him sprawling towards the edge of the turret. 
Towards the long drop to Swordgrim and the Lake of Swords. 
He seized a battlement as he fell, and hung dangling against the side of the tower. He tried to heave himself up, saw Molly slam into the battlements, saw her scramble for a grip. 
Saw her lose her grip.
“Molly!” shouted Mazael.
She slipped and fell, hurtling past him.

###

“Another!” said Romaria, drawing her bow.
A star of azure flame glimmered at her arrow's tip. She was grateful that whatever magic Riothamus wielded had set the arrows ablaze as well. 
Otherwise the runedead would have overwhelmed them by now. 
The men held fast, the shield wall repulsing the undead. Volleys of arrows weakened the runedead, and the burning spears and swords tore into the creatures. The men of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi repulsed attack after attack. 
Yet the runedead kept coming. 
And some of the runedead turned into wraiths and attacked Riothamus. His powers repulsed them, but that meant he had no magic to spare to aid the defenders.
Or to aid Mazael.
Romaria looked at Night Sword Tower just as a black speck fell from its turret, arms and legs flailing. Was that Lucan? Molly?
Mazael?
Romaria tore her eyes from the tower.
“Release!” she shouted.
A storm of burning arrows lanced from the bows, pouring into the next wave of runedead attackers. 

###

Molly tumbled head over heels, the wind whipping past her face.
She tried to reach for the wall of Night Sword Tower, hoping to slow her fall. But Lucan’s spell had carried her too far, and the wall was out of reach. 
The courtyards of Swordgrim yawned up to swallow her.
Molly reached for the shadows again and again. Every time she felt the Glamdaigyr’s strange barrier. The flagstones of the courtyard filled her vision. Would it hurt? Would she live long enough to feel any pain? 
Gods, gods, she wished she could have seen Riothamus one last time, kissed him just once more…
The ground rushed up to embrace her, and Molly reached for the shadows once last time…
...and this time she could touch them. 
She threw herself into the shadows.
She reappeared atop the stairs to Swordgrim’s great hall, her momentum still with her. She tripped and rolled across the courtyard, finally coming to a stop against the base of an inner tower. The impact made every bone in her body rattle, and she felt bruises on every inch of skin, but she was still alive.
A four hundred foot fall, and she was still alive.
“Gods,” muttered Molly, breathing hard as she got to her feet, ignoring the aches. “Let’s not do that again.”
A man’s laughter rang in her ears, and Molly whirled, weapons in hand.
“How appropriate! I came to the Grim Marches to kill you…and you fall out of the sky into my lap! Truly, fortune has smiled on me.”
Molly stiffened.
She recognized that voice. 

###

Mazael strained and pulled himself onto the turret.
The black staff still floated in the center of the pillar of flame. Tymaen Highgate stood near the runes of fire, staring at him in terror. There was no sign of Toraine, and Mazael suspected that he had fallen to his death. 
Lucan Mandragon watched him, face expressionless. The Banurdem rested upon his brow, the emerald in its dragon’s claws glowing, and the sigils of the Glamdaigyr blazed in his right hand. He reminded Mazael of the carvings in Arylkrad, the reliefs that showed the terrible high lords of Old Dracaryl.
For a moment they stared at each other.
“Why?” said Mazael at last. 
“Because of you,” said Lucan.
“Me?” said Mazael. He raised Lion and took a step forward. Lucan made no response. “What does this possibly have to do with me?”
“Not you, precisely,” said Lucan, his voice cold and hard, “but what you are. You are Demonsouled, my lord Mazael, and so long as your kind exists, the world will never be free of war and bloodshed.”
“War and bloodshed?” said Mazael, incredulous. He took another step forward. “If you want to rid the world of war, loosing an army of your undead upon the Grim Marches is a strange way to go about it.”
“It is necessary,” said Lucan. “The Banurdem allows me to command the runedead. And they will hunt down every last Demonsouled and kill them all.”
“Then why are they attacking my men?” said Mazael.
Another step closer.
“Because they are Demonsouled,” said Lucan.
“Has your dark magic driven you mad?” spat Mazael. “I am Demonsouled! They are not! Your walking corpses are killing innocent men!”
“Some innocents will die,” said Lucan, “but they are a necessary sacrifice. And many of your men are Demonsouled, Mazael. They just don’t know it. Half your soul is demon. But the Demonsouled are old, and extend back for a hundred generations. Some of your men have blood that is one-twentieth Demonsouled, or perhaps even less. Not enough power to manifest, but Demonsouled blood nonetheless. They must die, if I am to cleanse the world of the Demonsouled taint.” 
“You cruel madman!” said Mazael. “You will slaughter thousands of men who bear no threat to you or to anyone else. Men and women and children!” He pointed Lion at the walls of Sword Town. “Can you hear the screaming, Lucan? How many women and children did your undead slaughter today?” 
“It is a hard thing I am doing, yes,” said Lucan, without a hint of remorse, “but it is necessary. From their deaths will arise a better world.”
“How can you believe that?” said Mazael. “Have you no conscience?”
Lucan flinched, all the blood draining from his face. “What did you say?”
Mazael opened his mouth to answer…and stopped.
He saw a dark shape crawling along the battlements, a curved sword glimmering with pale flames in his right hand. 
Toraine.

###

Molly turned.
A man stood on the steps to the great hall, slim and fit. He wore a crisp white shirt and a black leather vest, and a sword and dagger hung at his belt. His blond hair and beard were trimmed with precision, and he descended the steps with easy grace. 
The man was handsome, and the sight of him filled Molly with alarm.
“Malaric,” spat Molly, pointing her sword and dagger at him. 
“Little Molly,” said Malaric, grinning. “Look at you. All grown up and the daughter of a lord.”
“The Skulls sent you after me,” said Molly.
“They did,” said Malaric. He stopped a dozen paces from her and craned his head, still smiling.
And for an instant, he reminded her of Corvad. 
“But I can’t blame you for leaving the Skulls,” said Malaric. “I did, too.” His smile widened. “I found something in the darkness, something that made me so much stronger than the Skulls.”
“So,” said Molly. “I suppose you work for Lucan now.”
“For now,” agreed Malaric. He drew his sword. “But I’m still going to kill you and take your head back to the Skulls. They will reward me richly…and I will use that reward to claim the throne of Barellion.”
“A stupid plan,” said Molly.
“Oh?” said Malaric. His sword burst into pale green flames. “Why is that?”
“Because it assumes you can kill me,” said Molly. “We’ve fought before. You can’t take me.” 
“Things have changed,” said Malaric.
Molly set herself, sword and dagger ready. She had fought Malaric when they had both been assassins in the brotherhood of the Skulls. She had his measure, and she knew she could kill him in a straight fight.
Malaric charged at her.
Much, much faster than she expected. 

###

Tymaen watched Lucan, a sudden hope flaring in her heart.
“What did you say?” he whispered. 
“Conscience,” said Lord Mazael. He was a terrifying man, a solid mass of muscle and armor with gray eyes like sword blades. Yet Lucan was listening to him. “Have you no conscience?”
“Conscience,” said Lucan, a muscle in his jaw working. “I…I don’t know.” His free hand went to his head, as if he had a headache. “I don’t…remember.” He shook his head. “That can’t be right. All this is necessary. I am doing what is necessary. Yet…yet there’s something I’ve forgotten. Something important. I am ridding the world of Demonsouled. Yet what can’t I remember?”
“You’re slaughtering thousands of innocents,” said Mazael. Tymaen wondered if he would attack, if he would try to plunge that burning sword into Lucan’s heart. Yet he only seemed to want to talk. “Doesn’t that bother you?”
“Their deaths are necessary,” said Lucan.
“And that doesn’t trouble you?” said Mazael. “I’ve known you for years, Lucan. You swore to fight dark magic, to keep it from devouring others as it devoured you. Look at what you’re doing! An army of undead? Why?”
“To…to rid the world of the Demonsouled,” said Lucan, shaking his head. “Yes. It…I must do it. I must! It will be worth the cost in the end.” An instant of terrible confusion crossed over his face. “Isn’t it?”
“The Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem,” said Mazael. “Don’t you see what’s happened? They’re too powerful for you, just like the bloodstaff. They’ve warped your mind until you are capable of doing…this.” 
“No, no,” said Lucan, shaking his head. “No, that’s not it. The Banurdem and the Glamdaigyr and the Wraithaldr are only tools. I can control them. I am controlling them!”
“Then why,” said Mazael, “are you so comfortable killing all those people?” He took another step closer. Tymaen watched him, her heart hammering. “All those thousands of people, Lucan.” His gray eyes flicked towards Tymaen, and she flinched from the heavy force of his gaze. “All those women like Tymaen. They’re all going to die. And you feel no remorse? A year ago you would never have dreamed of doing anything like this! What changed?” 
“I don’t know,” whispered Lucan. Again the terrible confusion came over his face.
“Was it the bloodstaff?” said Mazael. “Something it did to you?”
“I don’t know!” shouted Lucan. He shook his head and pressed the heel of his free hand against his temple, his fingers brushing against the Banurdem. “I remember…something. Wait. I remember it. A…a black city, full of ruins…”
Tymaen saw a shadow moving along the battlements behind Lucan. She glimpsed armor of black scales, a curved sword glimmering with blue fire.
Lord Toraine Mandragon.
“Lucan!” she screamed.
He turned, looking at her, and Toraine jumped from the battlements, sword angled to kill.

###

Malaric’s sword, wreathed in green flame, swung for Molly’s head. She ducked, slipped past his next thrust, and stabbed for his chest. But his sword snapped up, deflecting the blow, and he brought his blade hammering for her face.
She crossed her sword and dagger before her and caught the descending blade, her arms trembling with the strain. 
He was strong. Freakishly strong, strong enough to match Molly’s Demonsouled strength. And he was much faster than she remembered. That wasn’t possible. Men slowed as they aged. They didn’t get faster.
Yet Malaric moved so fast she could barely follow the movements. 
He stabbed at her, and Molly slipped into the shadows, reappearing a dozen paces away to consider her options. 
Malaric laughed. 
“You’ve gotten slower, little girl,” he said. “Or maybe I’ve just gotten faster.” 
“What is this, some spell?” said Molly. “Or some enspelled toy you found with Lucan?”
Malaric’s smile widened. “It is, indeed an enspelled toy. And it lets me do some impressive tricks. Like this.”
He disappeared in a swirl of darkness. 
Molly blinked in astonishment. Had he turned invisible? Or…
A heartbeat later her brain caught up with her eyes and screamed a warning.
She whirled just as Malaric reappeared behind her, her blades coming up to beat aside the thrust that would have plunged between her shoulders. 
Somehow, Malaric had gained the power to travel through the shadows, just as Molly did. 
She jumped back into the shadows, reappearing atop one of the inner walls. Malaric disappeared, and reappeared atop in the wall in a swirl of darkness an instant later, his sword ready.
“Run as far as you want,” said Malaric, “run as fast as you can. It won’t matter. You can never escape from me.”
He came at her in a blur, his sword spitting green fire.

###

Lucan whirled just as Toraine sprang from the battlements. 
He flung out his hand, hurling a blast of invisible force, but Toraine was moving too fast. His spell clipped Toraine’s shoulder and spun him, but his older brother’s black-armored body slammed into Lucan. He lost his balance and fell to the ground, hand still clutching the Glamdaigyr’s hilt, and Toraine landed beside him with a clatter of armor. 
Lucan heard Tymaen shouting, Toraine snarling, and the clatter of boots as Mazael ran at him.
He cursed in fury.
It had all been a trick, the deception of a Demonsouled trying to save himself. For an instant Lucan had wavered, wondering if he had made a terrible mistake. 
If he had become the puppet of something else. 
But it all had been another lie. No doubt Mazael had planned to distract Lucan, keeping him occupied until Toraine struck. Mazael was Demonsouled, and the world would not be safe until every last drop of Demonsouled blood been spilled. 
Starting with Mazael.
Toraine rolled to his feet, sword raised, and Lucan cast a spell.

###

Malaric pursued Molly through the shadows, and they danced and flickered over the walls of Swordgrim. 
She hissed in fury, risking a look at the top of Night Sword Tower. Mazael needed her aid. But she could not walk the shadows to his side, and she could not get away from Malaric long enough to take the stairs. 
She reappeared atop one of Swordgrim’s outer towers, Malaric behind her. Their blades met in a furious dance, the pale blue flames from Lion straining against the necromantic fire of Malaric’s sword. Her sword caught his, and she rolled her left wrist, her dagger raking against his hip. Malaric staggered with a grunt of pain, and at last Molly had her opening.
Her sword flashed across his neck, opening his throat. 
Malaric stumbled against the battlements, blood dripping down his neck...and grinned.
A few heartbeats later the wound in his throat closed.
Malaric had gained the ability to heal his own wounds.
“How?” said Molly.
Malaric laughed. “Let us just say your brother was most obliging.”
“Corvad?” she said. “Corvad’s dead, you idiot.” But while Malaric and Corvad had not been friends, they had respected each other, at least as much as Corvad respected anyone. Had Corvad given Malaric a bloodsword, the way Amalric Galbraith had given Ultorin one? “So what is it? Did he give you a bloodsword?”
“Don’t be absurd,” said Malaric. “A bloodsword is a gift. I took this power by right. Just as I shall take your head.”
His blade came at her, and Molly parried.
She realized she could not defeat Malaric on her own.
Molly fled into the shadows, and Malaric pursued her. 

###

Lucan flung out his hand, and invisible force hammered into Mazael. 
The blast knocked him over and sent him rolling across the turret. He clawed at the floor, trying to stop himself before he bounced over the battlements and plunged to his death.  
But something lifted him up, and Mazael found himself floating in the air, unable to move. He saw Toraine floating a short distance away, cursing and slashing at the air.
Lucan’s magic held them fast. 
“I should have known,” snarled Lucan, leaning on the Glamdaigyr as he staggered back to his feet. “Deception is the chief weapon of the Demonsouled. I am going to rid the world of the Demonsouled, now and forever!”
“What are you going to do to them?” said Tymaen.
Lucan ignored her. “They will not stop me.” 
“Lucan,” said Mazael. “Listen to…”
“You will release me!” screamed Toraine. “I command it! I am the liege lord of the Grim Marches. You will release me!”
Lucan’s black eyes turned toward Toraine.
“We had a bargain!” said Toraine. “You would rid me of both Mazael and the barbarians! That was our bargain.”
“I suppose,” said Lucan, “that it was the great disappointment of our father’s life that he turned us both into weapons, but not into capable lords. If he had left the Grim Marches to the town’s drunkard, my brother, he would have left them in better hands than yours.”
“You miserable wretch!” shouted Toraine. “I am your liege lord, release me, I command you to release, me, I command…”
Lucan pointed the Glamdaigyr and beckoned.
And invisible force wrenched Toraine forward and slammed him upon the blade of the Glamdaigyr.
Toraine screamed and aged before Mazael’s eyes as the black sword drank away his life. In a heartbeat he looked fifty years old. A heartbeat after that he looked a hundred years old, and then a thousand. Then only a ragged skeleton hung upon the Glamdaigyr, black dragon’s scales falling to the floor. 
Lucan shook the Glamdaigyr, and the bones clattered against the floor, the dust blowing away. 
“You killed him,” whispered Tymaen. “You killed your own brother.”
“He tried to kill me,” said Lucan, voice toneless. “And his death was necessary.”
“Necessary,” spat Mazael. “You’re fond of that word. How many more deaths will be necessary?”
“Yours, to begin,” said Lucan, turning towards him. “I assume you slew Ragnachar? The Glamdaigyr captured the power released by his death, and that power served as the catalyst to work the Great Rising. How much more power will I draw from your death, my lord Mazael? How many more runedead will I raise? It would be appropriate if your death provided the power to rid the world of the Demonsouled forever.”
He strode toward Mazael, the Glamdaigyr drawn back to stab. 

###

Riothamus summoned another volley of lightning, ripping apart the wave of runedead charging towards him. 
And, for just a moment, nothing was attacking him.
He risked a look at the army. It stood fast against the runedead, Romaria’s clear voice ringing over the fray as the archers loosed volley after volley. Riothamus was exhausted, his head pounding, his heart thundering with the exertion of loosing so much magic in so short a time. Even the Guardian had limits. Yet the men needed his aid, and he knew he should fling his spells into the fray.
He looked at Night Sword Tower. Molly was up there, facing Lucan Mandragon. She needed his help…
Then darkness swirled, and Molly appeared before him, the grass burned by his spells crunching beneath her boots. 
“Molly?” said Riothamus. 
“Help me,” said Molly.
Darkness swirled next to her, and a man appeared. He had a sleek, predatory look about him, and his sword blade glimmered with a necromantic spell. Even without trying, Riothamus sensed the dark magic rolling off the man. A series of mighty necromantic spells rested upon the swordsman, filling him with power.
The swordsman advanced on Molly, blade raised, and Riothamus leveled his staff.
The swordsman's green eyes widened, and he glanced at Molly.
"The Tervingi wizard," said the swordsman.
"You're right, Malaric," said Molly. "I can't defeat you by myself."
“Oh,” Malaric said. “That was clever.” 
Golden fire burst from the staff and hammered into Malaric, tearing at his spells. Malaric screamed, burns appearing on his skin as his spells collapsed, but for some reason the burns healed almost at once. Malaric threw himself to the side, vanishing into a swirl of shadow.
He did not return.

###

Tymaen watched Lucan stalk towards Mazael, the Glamdaigyr drawn back to strike.
Mazael was Demonsouled. He deserved to die. The world would be better without the Demonsouled. Lucan had said so.
Lucan had said a lot of things…and in the last hour he had wrought more horrors than she had seen in her entire life. 
It was her fault. She should have refused Lucan. She should have talked him out of his mad plan, made him see reason. Instead she had followed him like a love-blinded fool, and now his armies of runedead would kill everyone in the Grim Marches.
And thousands upon thousands more throughout the world. 
She had dreamed of doing something significant with her life, and instead she had helped Lucan to kill countless innocents. 
She had to stop him from doing anything worse.
Her eyes fell upon the Wraithaldr, revolving within the column of pulsing green flame. Lucan had cautioned her not to touch the staff or any of the sigils he drew upon the floor. The spell was a delicate thing, he said, involving fantastic amounts of magical force. 
Delicate enough, perhaps, that she could disrupt it?
Tymaen ran at the pillar of green fire and flung herself at the staff, intending to knock it out of the light. The light washed over her like liquid ice, like a torrent of freezing blood, and she struck the staff.
She bounced away as if it had been made of iron instead of black crystal.
Tymaen staggered back, her boots scraping through the sigils. Agony flooded through her, every vein in her body turning to ice, filling her with so much pain that she could not even scream.
“Tymaen!” shouted Lucan.
The Wraithaldr still revolved within the column of green light, but Tymaen’s shove had knocked it askew, and it spun faster and faster. A horrible keening sound, like metal under stress, came from the staff, and the tower began to shake. She heard Lucan shouting, heard the Wraithaldr’s shriek, but it all seemed so terribly distant. 
The Wraithaldr screamed, and the staff exploded.
Shards of burning dark crystal shot in all directions, plunging into Tymaen’s heart and throat and chest.
A brief moment of pain, and then everything went black.

###

Mazael hit the floor and rolled as Lucan’s spell released him. 
He scrambled back to his feet. The tower trembled and quaked around him, and the pillar of green fire began to bore into the stone like a massive drill, hot chips of rock spraying in all directions. The clouds spun faster and faster overhead, the wind rising to a howling gale. 
Tymaen Highgate stood before the widening column of fire, her chest transfixed by a shard of black crystal as long as Mazael’s forearm. She turned towards Lucan, held out a hand toward him, and then fell upon her face.
Dead.

###

Lucan screamed.
This could not be happening.
This could not be happening!
The pain flooded through him, worse than anything he had experienced, even worse when she had broken their betrothal. She had been lost to him, and he had reclaimed her from Lord Robert. Now to lose her again…it was too much. 
The Demonsouled had done this to him.
Still screaming, Lucan whirled to face Mazael, all his power summoned for a killing spell.

###

Mazael sprang forward as Lucan raised the Glamdaigyr, shadows and ghostly fire dancing around the black sword.
He drove Lion forward, and the blade sank to the hilt into Lucan’s chest.
Lucan sagged, his eyes going wide, his right hand still clutching the Glamdaigyr.
“I’m sorry,” said Mazael.
Lucan turned his head, looked at Tymaen, his face filled with horror and regret.
Then he slid from Lion’s blade, dead, and the glyphs on the Glamdaigyr’s blade went cold and dark. 
A roar filled his ears, and the pillar of fire widened. Mazael lost his balance, grabbing at the battlements for support as the turret cracked and splintered around him. The floor titled, the pillar of fire chewing through it. Mazael looked for the stairs, but it was too late. The pillar of fire had engulfed them, and Night Sword Tower would collapse any second…
“My lord!”
A griffin flashed past, Toric on its back. 
He rammed Lion into its scabbard and jumped over the crumbling battlements.
The griffin hurtled past him, and Mazael grabbed the beast’s right hind leg. The griffin shrieked in annoyance, wings flapping as it tried to deal with the unexpected weight, but the griffin’s flight leveled out as it swooped away from Swordgrim and towards the battle below. 
Mazael hauled himself up to the saddle, and behind them the pillar of green fire devoured Night Sword Tower. 
And then it exploded. 

###

A ripple went through the massed runedead.
Romaria lowered her bow, frowning, her arms and shoulders aching. The runedead lost their precise formation, some surging forward to attack, others wandering away across the plains. This time the shield wall held easily against the scattered attacks, the runedead mass disintegrating into an incoherent mob. 
The mind controlling the runedead had been defeated.
Lucan was dead.
Romaria let out a long breath and looked at Swordgrim just in time to see it explode.
The pillar of green fire pulsed, expanding to colossal size, and ripped through the stone walls and towers of Swordgrim like paper. Burning chunks of stone rained in all directions, ripping through the scattered runedead and falling into the lake like hail. The ground heaved beneath Romaria’s feet, and for a dreadful moment she wondered if the pillar of green light would expand and consume the entire world…
Then the green light winked out, and Swordgrim was gone.
Utterly gone. Not even one stone of the massive castle sat atop another. Even the finger of land upon which it had stood had vanished. The lake boiled and writhed, massive waves sloshing at the shore.
Romaria stared at the empty spot where Swordgrim had stood. Mazael had been atop Night Sword Tower, and not even a child of the Old Demon could have survived an explosion like that.
Then she saw the griffin descending towards the army, a leather-clad swordthain and a man in golden armor upon its back.







Chapter 36 – The Lord of the Tervingi

Mazael spent the rest of the day and the better part of the night in Hauberk’s saddle, driving the runedead from the field. 
With Lucan dead and the Banurdem destroyed, the undead lost the eerie, precise coordination that had almost defeated the Tervingi and the men of the Grim Marches. Yet the creatures still attacked with brutal ferocity, retaining the skill at arms they had possessed in life. Others fled across the plain, or back into the lake. 
It would take years to hunt them all down. Riothamus said the runedead would most likely lurk in ruins, lying in wait for any travelers. But Lucan’s terrible spell had touched the entire world. How many thousands of runedead had he raised? How many thousands had died in the chaos?
At least Riothamus had managed to spread Lion’s fire to every blade in the world, if only temporarily. 
But by sunrise, the runedead had been driven away, and the streets of Sword Town were safe.
The refugees started arriving, along with the requests for aid and assistance. Every village in the Grim Marches had a graveyard or a crypt below its church. Some of the villages had managed to fight off the runedead. In others, the villages had managed to escape, fleeing to the imagined safety of Swordgrim.
And some villages were wiped from the face of the earth.
Mazael worked through the day, commanding the lords as they raised new defenses around Sword Town, and overseeing the townsmen as they found places for the terrified peasants. 
At last Romaria led him to a bed in the Red Theobald's house, and he collapsed into a black and dreamless sleep.

###

A week later the lords and knights of the Grim Marches and the headmen and holdmistresses and thains of the Tervingi nation met in council, gathering in the town’s domed church.
With Swordgrim destroyed, it was the only structure large enough to hold so many lords, knights, and thains. 
Mazael walked to the stairs of the dais, his boots clicking against the polished stone floor. Men in armor filled the pews, knights in chain mail, lords in gleaming plate, Tervingi thains in ragged hauberks. The headmen and the nobles sat mingled together. All trace of the enmity between the folk of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi had vanished. 
Facing an army of animated corpses, Mazael supposed, would do that. 
“My lords,” said Mazael. Riothamus, Molly, and Romaria stood at his side. “We have faced the Malrags in battle, and the war between our two peoples, and the attack of the undead. Now the war against the runedead will continue.”
Sir Tanam rose. “My scouts have been following the undead. They report that some of the runedead seem to have…awakened, gained minds of their own. Much like the balekhans among the Malrags. These awakened runedead have bands of undead at their command, and have made strongholds for themselves in ruins and other lonely places.” 
Lord Robert stood. “And we’ve heard word from the neighboring lands, from the Burning Plains and the High Plain and Knightcastle. The same thing has happened there. We have reports that renegade wizards are able to take command of the runedead and use them for nefarious purposes of their own.” 
Riothamus stepped forward. “But we will face no additional runedead. The spell Lucan created broke with his death. No further runedead will arise.”
One of the Tervingi headmen, a yellow-bearded man named Arnulf, snorted. “Aye. That leaves only a few hundred thousand to smash.” 
Toric the skythain rose and stood beside Arnulf. “We must take action. The gods only know what the runedead will do if we leave them alone. Or some vile renegade like Lucan Mandragon will take command of them and raise another army.” 
“And we need to be on guard against the neighboring lords,” said Lord Jonaril. He did not stand, since he had taken a sword to the thigh during the battle. “We have been terribly weakened, even with our new Tervingi friends. The other lords will try to use the chaos seize our lands.”
“We need a liege lord,” said Sir Tanam.
“The House of Mandragon is now extinct,” said Lord Astor Hawking. He sighed and shook his head, his lean face pinched with pain. “Ragnachar murdered Lord Richard. Lucan slew Toraine, and Mazael slew Lucan. Where shall we find a new liege?”
Mazael closed his eyes. He knew where this was going. 
“Perhaps we would be better without one,” said a holdmistress, a sour-faced woman named Ethringa. “Toraine became liege lord, and he almost led your folk to ruin. Perhaps it would be better to have the lords and thains govern our folk in council, as the Tervingi nation did of old.”
Lord Robert shook his head. “That will not work, I fear. Your hroulds tried to govern themselves, and in the end Ragnachar almost led your nation to ruin.”
"True," said Ethringa. "Too many cooks spoils the stew."
“Nicely put. And we face many foes,” said Tanam. “We must unify, my lords and thains, and respond as one to any threats. If we do not, we shall be destroyed, either by the runedead, the Malrags, or the neighboring liege lords.”
“An heir of the House of Mandragon,” said Lord Jonaril, “should become the liege lord of the Grim Marches.”
“There are no Mandragons left,” said Lord Astor, “and Swordgrim is no more. How can the Lord of Swordgrim be the liege lord of the Grim Marches when Swordgrim is a pile of broken stone at the bottom of the Lake of Swords?”
“Were Athanaric still alive,” said Arnulf, “I would suggest that he become lord of both our peoples. But our hroulds are slain. Perhaps the Guardian should oversee the Grim Marches.”
“I refuse it,” said Riothamus. “The Guardian’s office is to protect the Tervingi nation from danger and stand vigilant against the powers of dark magic. Not to rule over the Tervingi.” 
“There is another answer, my lords,” said Tanam. “The lord of the House of Mandragon was not always the liege lord of the Grim Marches. Once the House of Cravenlock ruled the Grim Marches.”
“No,” said Mazael. “I object. Because my ancestors once ruled the Grim Marches does not mean that I should do so now.”
He didn’t want this. He had fought it at every turn. Lord Malden would have allied with him, he knew, to overthrow Lord Richard and claim the Grim Marches. But Mazael wanted the Grim Marches to have peace, and he didn’t want to rule over them. He always feared becoming a Demonsouled tyrant, a man like Amalric Galbraith or Ragnachar. 
But now, it seemed, that temptation would be thrust upon him. 
“I shall be blunt, Lord Mazael,” said Robert. “What your ancestors did is irrelevant. We need a liege lord, and you are the only man here we can all agree to support. You’ve been victorious in battle, again and again, and we need a commander who can lead us in war.”
“And you will listen to the counsel of your vassals,” said Lord Astor, “unlike that fool Toraine.”
“The Tervingi nation respects strength,” said Arnulf, “and generosity. You are victorious in battle, and open-handed to your followers. Just as a proper Tervingi hrould should be.” 
"More," said Ethringa, "again and again you have shown us mercy, when Toraine would have killed us all."
“As Guardian of the Tervingi nation,” said Riothamus, gesturing with his staff, “you are free to ignore my counsel. But it is my counsel that the lords of the Grim Marches choose Lord Mazael as their new liege lord, and that the thains of the Tervingi nation choose him as their new hrould.” 
Mazael took a deep breath, intending to refuse. What would happen if he did refuse? Could the vassals unite behind another noble? Or would the Grim Marches devolve into a dozen squabbling principalities? Would the Tervingi remain at peace, or would they go to war against the bickering lords? And what if a renegade like Malavost or an ambitious San-keth priest took command of the runedead? 
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
“Very well,” said Mazael. “If this is the decision of the lords and thains of the Grim Marches, then I have no choice but to accept.” 
Robert walked to the dais, drew his sword, and went to one knee, laying the blade across his leg. 
“I, Robert of the House of Highgate, Lord of Castle Highgate, do swear fealty and loyalty to you, Mazael, Lord of Castle Cravenlock…”
After he finished Arnulf came and went to one knee before Mazael.
“I, Arnulf son of Kaerwulf, do swear as a headman and a swordthain in the service of the hrould Mazael of the hold of Castle Cravenlock…”
And one by one the lords and knights and headmen and holdmistresses of the Grim Marches strode before Mazael and pledged their loyalty, fealty, and obedience. He knew some of the lords would have preferred Toraine, and would turn on him given the chance. And that many of the thains had eagerly followed Ragnachar to war, and would rise again if given the chance.
But, Mazael vowed, he would do his utmost to keep them from having that chance.

###

“Do you think it will work out?” said Molly.
Riothamus shrugged. They stood upon the walls of Sword Town, the sunset giving the Lake of Swords the appearance of a sheet of burning steel. Workmen swarmed over the walls, trying to repair the damage from the battle, but for now Riothamus and Molly were alone. 
“For the moment,” said Riothamus. “There are still too many runedead for the lords and the Tervingi to squabble among themselves. It will take some time to defeat them. After that…we will see, I suppose. No one can see the future.”
She laughed. “Not even the mighty Guardian?”
“No,” said Riothamus. “Not even the Guardian.” The Sight came upon him in flashes now, showing visions of possible futures. In some the Malrags came down from the mountains once more. In others he saw a poisoned arrow lying in a pool of blood. In still others he glimpsed Mazael leading an army to the west.
But in every potential future he saw the grinning shadow of the Urdmoloch, laughing and waiting. 
Mazael held the destiny of the Tervingi in his hands…and he would face the Urdmoloch, once day. 
“I don’t know what will happen,” said Riothamus.
Molly took his hand. “No one does.” 
“I suppose not,” said Riothamus. “We can only do the best we can in the present.”
She smiled. “That’s wise.”
"You're absolutely right," said Riothamus, bracing himself.
Her smiled widened. "I'm glad you agree with me."
Riothamus took a deep breath. “Marry me.”
Molly blinked and stared at him, and Riothamus suddenly felt like a complete fool. 
“Unless it’s a bad idea,” he said, aware that he was babbling and could not stop. “You will be the liege lady of the Grim Marches one day, and perhaps…”
“Oh, for the gods’ sake,” said Molly. “Of course I will marry you.”
She kissed him, and for a moment Riothamus forgot the runedead.

###

“I wonder if the Old Demon was wrong,” said Mazael.
He sat atop Hauberk, outside the walls of Sword Town. Nearby the host of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi nation gathered for battle. Mazael had decided to split his men into groups, and then strike hard and fast, taking the main holds of the runedead. The wizards had developed a burning oil to rub on sword blades, an oil that produced a flame harmless to living flesh but dangerous to the runedead. 
With luck, they could secure the Grim Marches from the runedead by autumn. 
“Of course he lied,” said Romaria, sitting on her own horse. “That’s what he does.”
Mazael shook his head. “Not that he lied, but that he was wrong. He seemed so sure that I was about to die.” He sighed. “He must have known what Lucan intended. Maybe even aided him secretly.”
“Why would the Old Demon want to kill all the Demonsouled?” said Romaria.
Why indeed? The Old Demon wanted to devour the strength of the Demonsouled for his own. He could hardly do that if Lucan killed them all.
Couldn’t he?
A memory of the strange black temple and the column of bloody fire flashed through Mazael’s mind.
“Maybe the Old Demon intended Lucan to kill you,” said Romaria, “but you stopped him. Lucan did a lot of damage…but you stopped him, in the end.”
“My fault,” said Mazael. “I should have seen the treachery coming. You and Molly both warned me.”
“You trusted him,” said Romaria. “And it is always hard to believe ill of a friend.” 
Mazael gave a short, sharp nod. He had failed with Lucan. But he would not fail again, he vowed. He would make the Grim Marches safe and secure, and he would maintain the peace between the lords and the Tervingi.
And if the Old Demon returned…Mazael would deal with him then.
“Come, my lord Mazael,” said Romaria, adjusting her reins. “Your host awaits.”
Mazael sighed. “Then let’s not keep them waiting.”
He snapped his reins, and he and Romaria rode to join the men.







Epilogue

Night fell, and the Old Demon walked along the shore of the Lake of Swords. 
He gazed at the waters where Swordgrim had once stood. No trace of the mighty castle remained, not even a hint. The Old Demon stared at the waters for a long time, the waves splashing against the rocky shore. 
“Well,” he said at last. “I certainly did not intend for that to happen.”
He had been there when the high lords of Old Dracaryl had raised Night Sword Tower, when the Grim Marches had been the outer march of their empire. And he had been there when Randur Maendrag had lost control the Great Rising and destroyed Dracaryl. It was all gone, now. Dracaryl was dust, and Swordgrim broken rubble below the waters. 
But the Old Demon was still here. He had outlived them all. 
He grinned.
He would outlive the world itself. 
“I did not intend for that to happen,” said the Old Demon, “but I told Lucan the best games are the ones where you win, no matter the outcome.” 
He turned, walking west along the shore. Had anyone observed him, they would have only seen an old man in a black cloak, rambling along the lake. Which, he supposed, was an accurate observation. He was millennia old. And for all that time, all those long centuries, he had been working toward his goal.
It was almost within reach, now. 
Just a few more things to do.
One of which lay on the shore just a few yards ahead. 
The Old Demon stopped and gazed at the corpse.
Lucan Mandragon lay motionless upon the stony shore, the Banurdem resting upon his brow, his hands still clutching the Glamdaigyr. The sword’s sigils flared to life as he approached, and the Old Demon felt the sword’s malevolent joy. And why not? He was the sword’s master. True, Randur had forged it, believing he had done so with knowledge stolen from the Old Demon. 
Knowledge that the Old Demon had wished him to steal.
The Old Demon’s grin widened. 
The game was rigged, and he would win no matter the outcome. 
“Soon,” he told the sword, “very soon, we will be reunited, you and I.”
He looked at Lucan’s corpse, saw the spells still lingering upon the dead flesh.
And within it.
“You’re about to learn,” said the Old Demon, “that you should be careful from whom you steal power. Which I think you would have realized by now.”
He turned his face to the west and walked into the shadows, leaving Lucan behind.
How strange that his most effective tool would not be Demonsouled at all. 

###

Lucan Mandragon’s eyes shot open.
He felt no pain. That was certainly peculiar. The last thing he remembered was the blue flash as Lion plunged into his heart, the grinding roar as Night Sword Tower collapsed around him...
As Tymaen screamed.
That brought pain.
Lucan sat up with a choked scream, his fingers gripping the Glamdaigyr’s hilt like curled claws. 
Tymaen was dead. He had failed her, failed the world. He had been so close to destroying the Demonsouled. And then Mazael had come, Mazael and his damned brother, and they had ruined everything.
And Tymaen was lost to him.
Lucan doubled over, weeping. He sat like that for a long time, curled over the Glamdaigyr. 
Bit by bit, a few details penetrated his grief-choked mind.
The first was that no tears fell from his eyes.
The second was that he felt no physical pain, none at all. 
The third was that he should be dead. Lion had pierced his heart, and the tower had collapsed around him. How was he even still alive? 
He noticed that he was not breathing, that his heart was not beating.
Lucan surged to his feet in a panic, moving with a speed and grace he had never possessed in life.
He was dead. Dead.
Or undead, rather.
Randur Maendrag, his distant ancestor. Lucan had stolen his power, drained it through the Glamdaigyr.
Randur had been a revenant. 
And Lucan had stolen his power…including, it seemed, the spells that had raised Randur’s corpse as a revenant. 
And after Lucan had died, those same spells turned him into a revenant. 
He had become a monster. Lucan stared at the Glamdaigyr, wondering if he should fall upon it and destroy himself. Tymaen had been right. He had gone too far, caused too much destruction, and all of it for nothing. 
He had gotten Tymaen killed.
His cold hands trembled.
The Demonsouled had killed Tymaen. If Mazael had not intervened, Tymaen would still live. The Demonsouled would have been destroyed, and Tymaen would have seen the new world rise form the ashes. Lucan had made mistakes, but if not for the Demonsouled, Tymaen would yet live. 
He would still destroy the Demonsouled…and he would make them pay for Tymaen’s death.
He took two steps and stopped.
Malaric stood further down the shore, staring at him.
“You survived,” said Lucan, his voice cold.
“And so did you,” said Malaric, tilting his head to the side. “Though…after a fashion.” He shrugged. “You found the Wraithaldr in Morvyrkrad. And I wondered…what else might you have found there? The secrets to becoming a revenant, perhaps?”
Lucan stared at him. Malaric was too clever. Yet a plan started to form in Lucan’s mind, drawn from Randur’s memories. Randur had known many secrets, and in those secrets held another way to destroy the Demonsouled.
They would pay for Tymaen’s death. All of them. 
“Come,” Lucan said, beckoning. “We have a great deal of work to do.”

###

In Knightcastle, Lord Malden Roland lay dying.
He struggled to rise, but he could not. The disease had gone too far. Yet his people needed him. The dead rose in the night to attack the living, sigils of green fire upon their brows. His sons Tobias and Gerald were good men, but Malden was the Lord of Knightcastle. He would not abandon his people.
Yet it seemed that disease and old age would leave him no choice.
A dark shadow loomed over his bed.
“Are you death, come to take me at last?” spat Malden.
“No,” said Lucan Mandragon. “Would you like to be young again?”
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Soul of Skulls bonus chapter – A Village of the Dead

On the morning of his thirty-eighth birthday, Mazael Cravenlock watched the undead swarm over the rocky hill. 
Gaunt figures, their faces sallow and their eyes empty, wandered over the slopes. Most wore peasant clothing, their garments ragged and decaying. Upon their foreheads blazed a sigil of emerald fire, the same ghostly light glimmering in their eyes. The creatures were called runedead, and they were stronger than lesser undead.
Mazael flexed the fingers of his sword hand. 
He knew just how strong they were. 
A ruined village stood atop the stony hill. Once Morsen Village had been the fief of Sir Gaith Kalborn, one of Mazael’s knights. Gaith had been a secret proselyte of the San-keth, a worshipper of the serpent god, and perished for his folly. Corvad’s Malrags had devastated the village, the survivors huddling in the ruins of their San-keth temple as Mazael rode in pursuit of Corvad.
He supposed any survivors had perished during the Great Rising, when generations of dead buried beneath the temple rose with runes of green fire burning upon their foreheads. 
As so many villages had perished.
A column of darkness swirled next to Mazael, and his hand fell upon his sword hilt. The darkness vanished to reveal a lean woman of twenty or so, dressed in leather armor and a dark cloak. A slender sword rested in a scabbard at her belt, alongside a dagger fashioned from a tooth of the dragon Mazael had killed at Arylkrad. Her brown hair had been tied in a ponytail, and her gray eyes were the exact color and shape of Mazael’s. 
The same color and shape of his father’s, come to think of it.
“Daughter,” said Mazael. “You enjoy startling me.”
“I didn’t startle you,” said Molly Cravenlock. “If I had, you’d have put Lion through my heart.” She squinted at the ruined village. “You know, I thought this place was a miserable sty when I first came here. It hasn’t improved.” 
When she had first come here, she had sworn to kill Mazael. Subsequent events had changed his daughter’s mind. Mostly. 
“How many?” said Mazael.
“At least three hundred,” said Molly. “I think after we had our…disagreement, the villagers dumped the corpses in the temple.”
“So when Lucan cast the Great Rising,” said Mazael, “the corpses rose and killed everyone in the village.”
“Who then rose as runedead in their turn,” said Molly. 
Mazael remembered the pillar of green fire erupting from Swordgrim, remembered the uncounted legions of undead rising with green fire upon their brows. He had stopped Lucan Mandragon, had ended the Great Rising. 
But if Mazael had not saved Lucan, if Mazael had not taken the Glamdaigyr back to Castle Cravenlock, then the Great Rising would never have happened.
And so many who had perished would now live.
The rage that always smoldered beneath his thoughts burned hotter. 
“Something’s controlling the runedead,” said Molly, shaking Mazael out of his dark thoughts. 
“It looks like they’re wandering,” said Mazael.
“No,” said Molly. “Well, the outer ones are. The ones atop the hill are standing guard. Something’s controlling them.”
“An awakened runedead?” said Mazael.
“Probably,” said Molly. “Gods know we’ve seen enough of them.”
The runedead, Riothamus had told Mazael, were only shells animated by necromantic force. The souls of the dead had gone to whatever fate awaited them. Yet the runedead retained shards of the memories and skills they had possessed in life. And sometimes their undead minds awakened, gained a malevolent and insane form of will. It happened quite often with runedead wizards. 
And Mazael wondered how many San-keth high priests had been buried beneath the village.
“Then Earnachar was right,” said Mazael. “The runedead of the hill country are moving in organized raids.”
“Gods,” muttered Molly. “The damned gasbag will never shut up about it.”
Mazael grunted. “He is one of the chief headmen among the Tervingi.”
“That doesn’t make him any less of a gasbag.” 
Mazael walked along the valley to where his men awaited, Molly trailing after him. He had brought four hundred men. One hundred were his sworn knights, and another hundred were mounted armsmen in his service. Another hundred were archers, peasant militia from the villages near Castle Cravenlock.
And the final hundred men were Tervingi swordthains, grim men with yellow hair and beards, clad in ragged shirts of mail. From time to time the swordthains and the knights glared at each other. They had fought together for months, ever since Lucan had unleashed the runedead upon the world. Before that they had been mortal enemies, had faced each other at the great battles of Stone Tower and Swordgrim.
Old suspicions died hard. 
Three men and a woman approached as Mazael drew nearer. 
“Well, hrould?” said one of the men, a middle-aged Tervingi swordthain with a hard face and ragged yellow beard. “How many do we have to kill again?” 
“About three hundred, Arnulf,” said Mazael. “Something’s controlling them. Probably a runedead San-keth cleric.” 
Arnulf son of Kaerwulf, a headman of the Tervingi, nodded. “Best get on with it, then.”
“Did I not say that it was so?” said a second man, also Tervingi. While Arnulf was tall and rangy, the second man was short and squat. Despite his size, he bore not a trace of fat. “Did not I, Earnachar son of Balnachar, warn you of the organized runedead? Just as in the days of old, when the scouts sent word to mighty Tervingar of the Dark Elderborn host, and…”
Mazael saw Molly mouthing the words to Earnachar’s oft-repeated speech and stifled a laugh.
“You are correct, Earnachar,” said Mazael. “The runedead of the hills are indeed organized, and something is controlling them.”
Earnachar scowled. “And what shall you do about it, hmm? You are our hrould, despite not being of Tervingi birth. Shall you let your folk perish beneath the cold hands of the runedead? Ragnachar would not have let this…”
“Lord Mazael,” said the third man, Tervingi like the others, “has come at your call, Earnachar.” He was still under thirty, lean and strong with thick black hair and bright blue eyes. He wore leather and chain mail, and in his right hand he carried a staff of bronze-colored wood. From time to time the symbols carved into the staff flickered with golden light. 
“So he has, Guardian,” said Earnachar, “but this…”
“Lord Mazael has come to defend your folk,” said Riothamus son of Rigotharic, shifting his grip on the Guardian’s staff. “But a hrould has the right to call upon his loyal headmen for aid.”
“And you are right, Earnachar,” said Mazael, voice quiet. “Ragnachar would not have let things come to this pass. Ragnachar would have led the Tervingi to their destruction, and your children would have risen as runedead. None would be left to sing the songs of mighty Tervingar.”
Earnachar scowled again, but gave a sharp nod. He had been a loyal follower of Ragnachar, though he had never worshipped the Old Demon. And he was afraid of Mazael.
He had seen what Mazael had done to Ragnachar. 
“Is there any sign of the runedead San-keth?” said the woman. She was only a few inches shorter than Mazael, her long black hair pulled into a braid to reveal the delicate points of her ears. Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock was the daughter of a human man and an Elderborn woman, and her Elderborn heritage gave her uncanny senses, superhuman skill with a bow…and certain other advantages. 
Mazael met his wife’s blue eyes. She was one of the very few people who could meet his gaze without flinching. 
“No,” he said. “And if a runedead San-keth is controlling these runedead, it won’t show itself. The San-keth lurk in the shadows and send others to do their killing for them.” 
Arnulf grunted. “A man should do his own killing.”
“True,” said Molly. “But they’re serpents, not men.” 
“And there is no one to kill here,” said Mazael. “Only undead to destroy.”
“Yes, hrould,” said Earnachar, “And how shall you destroy them? My folk have settled in these hills, and we must have pasture for our flocks! Or shall you leave us all to starve?”
Earnachar feared Mazael, but that never seemed to shut him up.
“We will deal with these runedead as before,” said Mazael. “The swordthains and armsmen will form a shield wall, between these two hills.” He pointed. “The knights will wait atop the hill, ready to strike.”
“And the archers?” said Romaria, checking her bowstring. She carried an elegant composite bow, a gift from the Elderborn bowyers of Deepforest Keep. Mazael had seen her use that bow to put a shaft through a man’s eye at fifty yards. 
“Behind the shield wall,” said Mazael.
“What will that avail us?” said Earnachar. “Arrows will not harm the runedead devils. Even with wizard’s oil and…ah, your own particular sword, hrould.”  
"No," said Mazael, "but once the arrows are set aflame, they will annoy and hinder the runedead. Which will make it easier for the shield wall to hold. And then when the runedead are committed, the knights will strike...and Riothamus will show them what he can do." 
He looked at Riothamus, and the Guardian of the Tervingi nodded. Riothamus's powers had been formidable even before he had taken up the Guardian's staff. Now Mazael suspected that the young man was one of the most powerful wizards in the world. 
Certainly Riothamus had held his own against Lucan. 
"And what task, noble father," said Molly, "do you have for me?"
"You'll do what you do best, beloved daughter," said Mazael. "You'll annoy them." 
Arnulf grunted. "The Lady of Shadows is formidable in battle." 
Earnachar frowned. "Black witchery, that's what it is."
Molly smirked at him. "Come over here and say that, mighty headman."
Earnachar's frown deepened. "Why? You'll just flit through the shadows and gut me."
Molly's smirk vanished, her eyes narrowing. "You..."
"Enough," said Mazael. "If you want to fight, destroy some runedead. Take your places, all of you." 
The men took formation, the archers lining up behind the thains and armsmen. The knights climbed the sides of the valley, preparing for their charge. Molly drew her sword and dragon's tooth dagger, and Riothamus gazed at the ruined village, hands tight around the Guardian's staff.
Mazael took a deep breath and drew his sword. 
The sword's crosspiece and pommel were golden, the pommel worked in the shape of a roaring lion's head. The long steel blade flashed blue in the morning sun, and the weapon jolted in Mazael's hand. He called the sword Lion, and the ancient blade had been forged long ago by the greatest wizards of the High Elderborn, imbued with mighty power to fight creatures of dark magic. 
The sword trembled in his hand, and then the blade burst into raging azure flames. 
"Well, father?" said Molly.
Mazael tapped the flat of Lion's blade against Molly's sword and dagger, and the fire leapt from his sword to her weapons. Molly rolled the blades through a quick flourish, her eyes wary. She knew the bite of that azure flame.
Given the demon-tainted blood that flowed through her veins. 
Mazael walked through the lines, slapping Lion against the weapons of every man. Soon it seemed as if a field of blue flames crackled in the valley. Mazael glanced towards the runedead milling around the slopes of the hill, half-expecting that whatever mind controlled the undead would attack.
But the runedead made no response. Perhaps they would not attack until they felt threatened. 
Mazael stopped next to Romaria and touched Lion to her quiver, spreading the sword's fire to her arrowheads. 
"You're growing patient in your old age," she said with a smile. 
"Oh?" said Mazael. 
"You didn't cut Earnachar's head off," said Romaria, glancing at the headman. Earnachar stood before his swordthains, exhorting them to fight with valor, just as mighty Tervingar had once upon a time. 
"I cannot say I was not tempted," said Mazael. "I could have let Molly kill him." 
"Or," said Romaria, "you could just ask him about mighty Tervingar. He'll talk until he passes out." 
Mazael barked a laugh. For a moment he forgot the battle, forgot the runedead, even the Demonsouled rage simmering beneath his thoughts. If not for Romaria, that rage would have consumed him long ago. It would have twisted him into someone like Ragnachar, someone like Amalric Galbraith.
Or, worse, into someone like his father. 
He squeezed Romaria's hand, and walked to the front of the shield wall. Arnulf nodded at him, and Earnachar lifted his chin like a bulldog spoiling for a fight. 
Mazael took a deep breath and strapped his shield to his left arm, Lion a torch of blue fire in his right hand. The runedead wandering the slope of Morsen Village's hill still paid no attention. 
Time to change that.
Eagerness filled him at the thought of battle. He wanted peace for his lands and his people, but his Demonsouled nature never stopped thirsting for blood. In times of peace he struggled to keep himself in check. Then the Tervingi and the Great Rising had come, and with them incessant war. 
Not enough war to satisfy his Demonsouled nature...but enough, perhaps, to slake it for a time. 
"Archers!" shouted Mazael. "Begin!" 

###

Riothamus took a deep breath, his fingers tight against the Guardian's staff.
His staff, now.
He had been the Guardian ever since Aegidia had given him the staff, moments before she perished from Ragnachar's treachery. The Tervingi nation respected him and feared him, and heeded his counsel. 
He felt like an imposter. 
Aegidia had been the Guardian for decades. Riothamus had borne the staff for less than a year. Aegidia would have known how to reconcile the folk of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi. She would have known how to deal with the runedead. 
But Aegidia was dead, and Riothamus had no choice but to carry on in her stead. 
His eyes strayed to where Molly stood next to her father, sword and dagger ready. She looked sleek and deadly in her dark leather and cloak, the image of an assassin of the Skulls. Deadly and lovely. 
And his betrothed. 
Riothamus loved her as he had never loved anyone. He might not know how to fulfill the duties of the Guardian's office...but he vowed that he would see Molly safely through the battle. 
Though, he mused, she might not need his protection. 
Mazael's voice boomed over the battlefield, Romaria shouted a command, and the archers drew their bows and released. A storm of blue flames lanced overhead and slammed into the wandering runedead. Most of the arrows missed, but those that struck tore deep into undead flesh.
The hill flashed with green light as hundreds of runedead turned to face them, the sigils upon their foreheads blazing. 
"Again!" shouted Romaria. The archers loosed another volley, and the undead creatures broke into a charge. More and more runedead boiled from the empty village, a tide of dead flesh surging down the hill. They would not be as dangerous as some of the runedead Riothamus had faced. A runedead retained the skills it had possessed in life, and Riothamus doubted these villagers had been potent warriors. 
But they were stronger and faster than living men. 
Riothamus lifted the Guardian's staff, its sigils flaring with golden light. The Guardian used his power to preserve and defend, never to kill a living man or woman or child.
But the runedead had already died. 
Power flooded into Riothamus, magic drawn from the bones of the earth beneath his boots, the wind moaning overhead, even the roots of the low bushes clinging to the rocky hills. 
He struck the butt of the staff against the earth, and three blue-white lightning bolts screamed from the sky and tore into the runedead with deafening thunderclaps. The blasts reduced a score of the animated corpses to smoking shreds and threw dozens more to the ground.
But the rest kept charging, reaching with cold hands for the shield wall.
"Hold fast!" roared Mazael, and the mob of corpses slammed into the waiting men. 
Molly disappeared in a flicker of darkness. 

###

The darkness vanished, and Molly Cravenlock reappeared on the flank of the charging runedead. The burning blades of the men in the shield wall rose and fell, destroying the creatures, but more pressed the attack. 
Molly felt herself grinning. The rage of her Demonsouled blood burned inside her, making her faster and stronger, giving her the power to walk instantly through the shadows. She had grown weary of killing...but she could embrace a fight against Lucan Mandragon's pet monsters without hesitation. 
She darted forward, her Demonsouled blood lending her strength and power. Her sword and dagger flashed, and two runedead toppled, blue fire quenching the green light in their eyes. She took down another and danced to the side, and some of the runedead turned to face her. 
Swords darted from the shield wall, cutting down the undead, and Molly jumped into the shadows. 
She reappeared on the far end of the shield wall, where Earnachar and his swordthains struggled. For all his windy speech, Earnachar was no coward. He stood in the shield wall with his men, bellowing exhortations as he laid about with a spiked steel mace. A runedead reached for him, and Earnachar struck with such force that the creature’s head exploded. 
The headless corpse slumped to the ground.
Molly joined the fray, her blades a blur of blue fire. She dispatched one, two, three of them in as many heartbeats. More undead turned to face her, and Molly danced around their attacks. The creatures were fast and strong, and possessed the skills they had used in life…but they had been farmers and shepherds, not warriors. Had they been alive, Molly could have killed them with ease.
Their animated corpses did not fare much better. 
A score of runedead attacked her, and Earnachar’s swordthains seized the moment and pushed forward. A shout rang out, and the waiting knights charged down the hillside, plunging into the mass of runedead. The sheer weight of the attack drove the undead back, forcing them towards the ruined village. 
Then green light flared through the runedead, and dozens of them transmuted into wraiths of mist and ghostly green light. They strode through the shield wall, through the bodies of the men, and into the mass of archers. 

###

Riothamus had seen the runedead do this before. They could turn themselves into wraiths, to stride unhindered through walls and doors. Then they would take physical form once more and rip apart their foes. While in wraith form, they could not be harmed, not even by Lion's fire.
But Riothamus had access to weapons beyond mere steel.
The staff’s magic flooded through him, old as the mountains and just as strong. The last wizards of the High Elderborn had imbued their powers into the Guardian's staff, to stand forever vigilant against the Demonsouled and the powers of dark magic, and the staff had been passed down from bearer to bearer over the millennia.
And now Riothamus was the custodian of that power. 
He leveled the staff and cast a spell.
Blasts of golden flame erupted from the staff and stabbed into the immaterial runedead. The bolts of flame reduced them to piles of smoking ash. A few of the runedead shifted into material form to avoid the golden fire, only to have the surrounding militia archers attack with their short swords. 
In a matter of moments the attack collapsed, the shield wall and the knights pushing back the runedead.
“Advance!” Mazael’s voice roared over the melee, and he led the charge, striking right and left with Lion. His armor of golden dragon scales glittered in the sun, and with Lion in hand he looked invincible. 

###

The battle was over a few moments later.
Mazael wiped sweat from his forehead. Hundreds of runedead lay carpeted upon the ground, their flesh and bone crumbling into black dust. No matter how long they had been dead, the runedead usually crumbled into dust after the spells binding them had been destroyed. A few runedead retreated towards the ruined village, but not many.
Mazael had lost seven men in the fighting, and a score more wounded. 
The cost had been much lighter than he expected. 
“We should pursue them, hrould!” said Earnachar, face flushed with excitement and battle-rage. “Cut them down as they flee, just as mighty Tervingar pursued the sons of Greuthungar after…”
“No,” said Mazael.
Earnachar blinked in surprise. “What? Why not?”
“They’re withdrawing in an organized fashion,” said Mazael. “Which means that mind in the village is controlling them. Pursue the runedead, and we’ll run right into a trap.” 
Earnachar grunted. “Then perhaps our work is done. If the undead priest in the ruins has no further runedead to command, it is no threat. Let it lurk in its lair and lord over dust and bone.”
Arnulf barked a laugh. “Turning from a fight, Earnachar? I’d never thought I’d see the day.”
Earnachar scowled and raised his mace an inch or so. “Earnachar son of Balnachar does not run from battle! But there is a difference between honorable battle and chasing a poisonous serpent into its hole.”
“Exactly,” said Mazael, “but if our guess is right, this poisonous serpent is an undead San-keth cleric. It won’t stay in its hole. Sooner or later more runedead will pass Morsen, and it will take control of them. Or it will decide to attack your villages directly. No, best to deal with it now.” He raised his voice. “I will defeat with the undead priest myself. Guardian, Lady Molly, come with me.” 
“We shall accompany you, hrould,” said Earnachar, and Arnulf nodded in agreement.
“No,” said Mazael. “I have Lion’s fire, and the Guardian has his magic. Together we can protect ourselves. The priest probably lurks underground, and if it unleashes its spells while the men are packed together, it would be a slaughter.” Besides, Mazael’s and Molly’s Demonsouled blood would heal any wounds or injuries. The other men were not so lucky. “Lady Romaria will remain in command here.”
“No,” said Romaria, voice calm. “It will be dark underground, and my senses are sharper than yours. You will need my aid.” 
Mazael gritted his teeth. He could command her to remain behind, but he knew she would follow him up the hill anyway. And he could use her help. But he remembered that dark day she had followed him into the San-keth temple below Castle Cravenlock, the day the Old Demon had killed her.
He did not want to lose her again.
“Very well,” said Mazael. “Earnachar, Arnulf. You’re in command until I return. For the love of the gods, don’t kill each other.”
Earnachar scowled. “It will take more than the likes Arnulf to slay Earnachar son of Balnachar!”
Arnulf only snorted.
Mazael turned and strode up the hill, the others following.
Follow this link to continue reading Soul of Skulls.
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