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Description
For fans of Robert E. Howard, David Gemmell, Robert Jordan, and Raymond E. Feist, the DEMONSOULED saga now continues in a sixth volume. 
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is now the liege lord of the Grim Marches, fighting to defend his lands from the numberless hordes of undead. Yet old enemies plot his demise, and a cunning assassin lurks in the shadows, preparing a deadly trap. 
HUGH CHALSAIN is the youngest son of the Prince of Barellion. When invaders from the sea conquer his land, Hugh must fight to save his home...or perish upon the blades of his foes.
MALARIC is the bastard son of the Prince of Barellion, despised and outcast. But with the stolen power of Mazael's Demonsouled son, Malaric has the strength to claim what is his...and exact a horrible vengeance upon anyone who ever crossed him.
LUCAN MANDRAGON has returned from the dead, wielding dark magic beyond measure. Now nothing can stop him from fulfilling his righteous mission.
The utter destruction of the Demonsouled. 
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Author's Note
SOUL OF SKULLS has many characters and locations. At the request of several readers, I have added a Glossary of Characters and a Glossary of Locations to the end of the book, providing a short (but spoiler-free) description of all the characters and locations in the book. Both Glossaries will appear in the Table of Contents, and should you have need to consult them, you can use your ereader's Table of Contents function to quickly check one of the Glossaries and then return to your previous place in the book. 







Chapter 1 – 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.







Chapter 2 – Serpents of Bone

Molly looked around the deserted village and shivered. 
“Gods,” she said. “I never thought I would return here.”
The place was a wreck. Most of the damage from Corvad’s attack had never been repaired, and Molly saw further signs of mayhem. Some houses had burned to the ground, and Molly could guess what had happened. Generations of the dead lay beneath Morsen Village, and when the Great Rising came, the dead rose as runedead. The villagers tried to flee, only to be slaughtered. 
How many more villages were like this? How many hundreds?
How many thousands?
“The tunnel collapsed,” said Mazael, pointing with Lion. 
The gates, the surrounding wall, and most of the nearby buildings had collapsed in a pile of rubble. One of Corvad’s Ogrags had jumped from the wall here, Molly remembered, and the creature had fallen through the street to the concealed tunnel below. 
“The stairs in the church are still intact, I’d wager,” said Romaria, her bastard sword in hand. “We can use them to reach the temple and deal with Szegan.”
Mazael glanced at her. “Do you think it’s Szegan? I doubt we left enough of a corpse to rise as a runedead.”
Romaria shrugged. “If it’s not him, it could be another dead San-keth. Or one of the proselytes that possessed magical skill.” 
Mazael nodded. “Let’s go.”
He and Romaria took the lead, Riothamus came after them, and Molly followed. She had come here with Corvad to steal a map from the San-keth temple’s library, a map that led to Arylkrad and the Glamdaigyr. And from there, Corvad promised, she would have revenge upon Mazael for murdering her lover Nicholas Tormaud. But that had all been a lie. Corvad had murdered Nicholas at the Old Demon’s urging. And Corvad would have used the Glamdaigyr to transform Molly into a Malrag Queen, a monster to spawn an army of Malrags. 
For a black moment Molly wondered if she should have died in Morsen Village. If she had, Mazael would have killed Corvad, and the Glamdaigyr would never have been found. And Lucan Mandragon could not have cast the Great Rising without that cursed sword, and so many people would still live…
She saw Riothamus looking over his shoulder at her, and some of the dark thoughts fled. No, she was glad she had not died here.
Because if she had, she never would have met him. 
“Something wrong?” murmured Riothamus as he joined her. His eyes never stopped scanning the ruins. 
Molly snorted. “We’re wandering an undead-haunted ruin in pursuit of a San-keth serpent priest. Whatever could be wrong?”
Riothamus said nothing. Gods, but that man could be eloquent without saying anything. 
“Bad memories,” she said at last. 
Riothamus nodded. “I suspect I would feel the same, if I returned to the old Tervingi homeland along the Iron River. I grew up there, and nothing but Malrags and corpses dwell there now.” 
Molly had been a different woman when she was last here, a worse one. Or perhaps she was still the same woman, still a Demonsouled monster, and was only deluding herself. 
“You have changed,” said Riothamus, with his usual knack for guessing her thoughts.
Molly lifted her eyebrows. “And just how do you know that?”
“Because Earnachar is still alive.”
She snorted a laugh, and Riothamus went rigid, his eyes darting back and forth. 
“Riothamus?” said Molly, and Mazael and Romaria stopped. “It’s the Sight, isn’t it?” The Sight, a peculiar mix of precognition and farseeing, came upon him from time to time.
Riothamus blinked, shook himself, and nodded. “Aye. Lord Mazael!”
“You’ve had a vision?” said Mazael.
“Szegan, this old foe of yours,” said Riothamus. “He awaits you below. Or at least the runedead that used to be Szegan. And…something else. Something I could not quite see.”
“What?” said Mazael. 
“Black skulls,” said Riothamus. “That was all I saw.”
They stood in silence for a moment.
“Malrags have black bones,” said Molly. 
“So they do,” said Mazael, voice hard, “but Lion’s fire burns Malrag bones to ash while they still live. Runedead Malrags will burn twice as fast.”
He lifted Lion and led them to the damaged church in the village’s square.

###

The stairs ended, and Mazael found himself in the long, broad corridor outside of the San-keth sanctuary. 
It looked just as he remembered. The same stone walls, done with the same bas-reliefs showing the San-keth torturing and killing humans and Elderborn. The doors to the sanctuary stood half-open, a pale crimson light leaking from inside. 
Romaria sniffed the air, frowning.
“Anything?” said Mazael.
Lion burned in his hand, its blue light throwing stark shadows. The sword always reacted that way to creatures of dark magic. Of course, this was a San-keth temple, and dark magic had been practiced here for centuries. Lion would have blazed even if no runedead lurked in the darkness. 
“Snakes and dead things,” said Romaria. “The dead things have been moving around.” 
“I noticed,” said Mazael. “Riothamus.”
“There are active spells within the sanctuary,” said Riothamus, pointing his staff at the massive doors. “Wards, I think. Old ones, and some recently worked.”
“Szegan?” said Mazael.
Riothamus nodded.
“Molly,” said Mazael. “Check the side rooms.”
Molly vanished in a flicker of darkness, and Riothamus stared at the empty space where she had stood, his expression worried. The two were betrothed, and since Molly was the heir to Castle Cravenlock and the Grim Marches, did that make Riothamus her consort? He supposed it was traditional for a father to protect his daughter from suitors, but Riothamus probably needed more protection from Molly than the other way around. 
Then Molly reappeared in a swirl of shadows. 
“The side rooms are empty,” she said. “Both the high priest’s rooms and the library.”
“Good,” said Mazael. He took a deep breath. “Let’s settle this.”
He pushed open the doors and strode into the sanctuary, Lion raised.
A massive bronze idol of Sepharivaim reared over the bloodstained altar, the great serpent’s metal eyes seeming to watch him. Mazael’s boots clicked against the gleaming floor of crimson granite, a red glow seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere.
The thing that had once been Szegan, the high priest of the temple, stood below the altar.
Most San-keth were fifteen feet long, with wedge-shaped heads the size of a human child's. Mazael had beheaded Szegan, and now the dead San-keth cleric’s head rested atop that of an animated human skeleton, his ragged spine entangled with the skeleton’s ribs and vertebrae. A sigil of green fire blazed above Szegan’s dead eyes, and his leathery skin hung in strips from his skull and neck. 
“Gods,” muttered Molly. “He died badly and came back worse.” 
The undead creature jerked forward, head turning back and forth. 
“You’ve come!” hissed Szegan, his voice the same hissing croak it had been in life. “I saw it, yes. The woman of wolves and the lord of the demon children. Yes, I saw that you would come.” 
“Did you?” said Mazael. “If you foresaw our coming, then you should have fled when you still had the chance.”
“Why?” said Szegan, and the runedead loosed a long, demented giggle. “You already slew me. Can you slay me again? How many times can a child of Sepharivaim die?” 
“You’re about to find out,” said Mazael. “Why did you send your runedead to attack the nearby villages?” 
“I don’t remember,” said Szegan. “Or Szegan would have known, and I am only his shadow.”
Mazael took another step closer to Szegan, the others fanning out around him. The awakened runedead he had encountered, the ones able to think and speak, had been raving mad. It seemed Szegan was no exception. 
“They were faithless,” said Szegan. “They did not follow the path of the true god, the path of great Sepharivaim. Glory to mighty Sepharivaim! For the San-keth are his true servants, and when we free him from his long imprisonment, the San-keth shall be the lords of the earth! Tremble and bow before us, human worms, while you still…”
Molly made a disgusted sound. “I’ve heard enough of this.” She lifted her swords…
“Wait,” said Mazael, taking another step closer. Szegan had still made no move to defend himself. Mazael suspected that if he kept Szegan talking, the mad runedead might not realize the danger until it was too late. “Sepharivaim will return, you say?”
“I have seen it,” murmured Szegan, his voice rasping. “While I lived I was anchored in time, and could only see the single direction of its endless river. But now I live again in death unending, and I see the eternal kingdoms of the spirit realm. Great Sepharivaim shall be free again. It is unavoidable.”
Then the human bones rippled, tapping against each other with a macabre rhythm, and Szegan’s green-glowing eyes fixed upon Mazael. 
“But you,” hissed the serpent, “will not be there to see it! Oh, not you, my slayer, my murderer! Not you.” 
“Because,” said Mazael, inching closer. “You’ll kill me, I assume?”
“Perhaps,” said Szegan. “Or perhaps not. In life I tried to slay you, and you overpowered me. Why should death be any different? But the things, my lord of demons, the terrible things I see awaiting you…”
“Yes,” said Mazael. “Tell me all about it.” 
“I see a pillar of fire,” whispered Szegan, “rising from the ruin of a black temple.”
Mazael kept his face calm, but the San-keth’s words alarmed him. He had seen such a place in his dreams, the place his father claimed had been the birthplace of the Demonsouled. 
“And I see you, prince of demons, eldest child of the eldest devil,” crooned Szegan, “with two swords piercing your flesh. I see a man in golden armor, raising an army against a false prince. And I see serpents rising from the depths of the sea, spreading across the land to burn and destroy.”
His glowing eyes shifted to Romaria, and Mazael moved closer. Another few steps and he could drive Lion through the creature’s skull. 
“And you, lady of wolves,” said Szegan. “Would you like to know your fate?” 
“If I cross your palm with silver, will you tell me?” said Romaria. “If the San-keth had palms, of course.”
Molly snickered. 
“I see you entangled in the roots of a tree,” said Szegan. “I see your tainted blood soaking into the earth.” His voice rose to a shriek. “Beware the skull!” 
“The skull?” said Romaria. “What skull?” 
“The skull of the demon child,” said Szegan. “Beware the one that holds it. For it is a treasure box to hide his stolen power. Great power has he already stolen, and he shall steal even greater power, unless…”
At last Mazael was within reach. He sprang forward, Lion’s blazing point driving for Szegan’s head.
But the runedead San-keth was faster. The collection of bones and withered flesh shifted into a wraith of writhing green light. Lion slashed through the wraith, its form rippling as Szegan jumped backwards. The undead San-keth returned to material form atop the dais, skeletal hands raised.
“Defend me!” shrieked Szegan. “Your master commands! Defend me!” 
A shape stirred in the sanctuary’s darkened corner.
A massive shape.
A huge form lumbered into the crimson glow, and Mazael wheeled to face it.
In life, it had been an Ograg. In fact, it had been the Ograg that had collapsed the tunnel below the village’s gates. Now the creature was a rotted hulk, half its gray flesh decayed to reveal gleaming black bone. Green fire blazed in its empty white eyes, and the sigil of the runedead danced on the black bone of its forehead. 
The Ograg surged forward in silence, and Szegan began casting a spell.

###

Molly jumped into the shadows as the undead hulk charged Mazael. 
She reappeared atop the dais behind Szegan, her sword and dagger angled to stab. But the cleric finished his spell, and a haze of blue light appeared around him. Molly’s blades rebounded from the haze as if she had struck a solid stone wall. A warding spell, one strong enough to turn aside both the steel of her sword and fire of Lion’s magic. 
Molly drew back her blades, mind racing, and Szegan whirled to face her, skeletal hand outthrust. A blast of invisible force slammed into her stomach and flung her into the air with enough force to break every bone in her body when she landed. 
If she landed.
Molly fell back into the shadows, reappearing some distance from the dais.

###

Riothamus struck the staff against the crimson granite of the floor. Golden light blazed in the staff’s runes, and he flung a blast of brilliant flame at Szegan, intending to smash the San-keth’s ward in a single strike. But Szegan raised his carrier’s hands, summoning enough magical power to kill any living wizard that attempted to wield such force.
But Szegan was already dead.
The blast struck Szegan’s ward and dissipated, and the cleric began casting another spell. 

###

Mazael drove Lion through blazing arcs, carving the undead Ograg’s legs. A living Ograg would have bellowed in rage, but the undead creature pursued him in eerie silence. The Ograg carried a broken timber and wielded it like a club. Mazael dodged around the blows, striking at every opening that presented itself. Lion carved chips of black bone and shreds of leathery flesh from the Ograg’s leg with every hit, but the massive runedead showed no reaction. The runedead did not feel pain, and Mazael had to take off the massive creature’s head to destroy it. 
Which, since it stood twenty feet tall, might prove a challenge. 
Golden light flashed, and Mazael saw Riothamus and Szegan casting spells at each other. Darkness flickered and swirled in the dull red light, and Molly appeared before the dais, sword and dagger in hand. But where was Romaria? Had she…
A dark blur shot past Mazael, and an enormous black wolf sprang at the Ograg. The Ograg turned to meet this new threat, and Mazael’s blade carved another chunk from the Ograg’s right leg. The creature shuddered, and the black wolf flowed back into the form of Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock, her bastard sword in both hands. 
She struck, the blue fire around her blade sinking into the Ograg’s flesh, and the undead creature shuddered again.

###

Power thrummed through Riothamus. 
Szegan loosed his spell, a writhing serpent of green flame and black shadow leaping from his carrier’s skeletal fingers to hurtle at Riothamus. He lifted his staff, the sigils shining brighter, and a shield of golden light appeared before him. His ward held against the strike, but its force knocked Riothamus back a step. 
Szegan was neither powerful nor skilled. But the San-keth runedead could summon far more power than a living wizard, more power than Riothamus himself could muster. 
“Riothamus!” said Molly, appearing at his side. “Knock down his wards and I’ll take him.” 
“No,” said Riothamus. “Help Mazael with the Ograg.” Szegan began another spell. “I’ll handle the serpent.”
Molly’s eyes narrowed, but she gave a sharp nod and disappeared. A heartbeat later she appeared between Romaria and Mazael, her sword and dagger blurring as she attacked. 
Szegan unleashed another spell, and again Riothamus deflected it. The force staggered him, and he drew upon as much magical power as he could manage, from the very stone beneath his feet…
He blinked. Szegan had warded himself, but he doubted the San-keth had warded the stones of the temple itself.
He swept the staff before him, and the granite tile upon which Szegan stood exploded in a spray of rocky shards. The blast sent the San-keth cleric stumbling, and Riothamus made a hooking motion with his free hand. Freezing white mist swirled before him, and a volley of jagged icy shards shot from it, slamming into Szegan’s wards. The cleric stumbled, clawing at the air for balance.
“Aid me!” shrieked Szegan.
Riothamus braced himself, expecting the Ograg to attack. 
Instead more shapes appeared in the temple’s shadows. At first he thought they were human runedead with the sigil of green fire blazing upon their brows. Then he saw the yellow eyes beneath the green glow, saw the fangs dripping with poison jutting over their lips. 
Calibah. Human and San-keth hybrids, their fangs filled with deadly poison. 
They rushed at Riothamus as Szegan worked a spell. 

###

Mazael swung Lion again, and for the first time the huge Ograg stumbled. Its leg wavered, but the huge creature kept its balance, and its heavy club swung for Mazael.
He jumped back…but just a moment too slow, this time. 
The club’s edge clipped his chest. His armor of golden dragon scales kept the blow from shattering his ribs. But the sheer force of it knocked him hard to the ground, breath exploding from his lungs.
The Ograg raised its club, ready to turn him to paste.

###

Molly cursed as Mazael fell, as the Ograg looming over him for a killing blow. 
It was time to be reckless.
She leaped into the shadows and reappeared atop the Ograg’s left shoulder. Her feet slipped on the withered gray flesh beneath her boots, but she struck with both sword and dagger, reducing the left half of the Ograg’s face to ruin. The creature spun, wrenching its head around to bite her, and Molly lost her balance and fell. 
The shadows swallowed her, and she reappeared next to Mazael as he regained his feet.

###

Riothamus whipped the Guardian’s staff in a circle, and a sheet of golden fire exploded in all directions. 
The changeling runedead stopped, stumbling as the magic disrupted the necromancy upon their flesh. Riothamus leveled the staff and loosed blast after blast of golden fire. The four calibah slumped to the floor, nothing more than dead flesh once more.
Riothamus flung another burst at Szegan, and the San-keth cleric jerked back, standing between the altar and the looming statue of Sepharivaim. 
An inspiration came to him. He could not waste time battering down Szegan’s wards, and he knew no spells that could affect the massive bronze image.
The stone pedestal upon which the statue stood was another matter entirely.
Riothamus cast a spell, forcing his will into the crimson block of stone. The pedestal trembled, and then turned dark brown as his magic transmuted the stone into thick mud. 
The statue fell forward, the mud block collapsing into a puddle. 
Szegan just had time to look up, and then the statue fell upon him.
Riothamus blinked. The only ways to destroy runedead were with magic or fire, but crushing one beneath a ton of bronze seemed just as effective. 

###

The floor shuddered as the bronze image of Sepharivaim fell with a deafening clang, and Mazael tried to keep his balance, as did Romaria and Molly. The Ograg stumbled, all its weight coming down upon its damaged right leg.
Mazael heard bone snap. 
He struck, Lion ripping through the runedead’s knee.
The Ograg’s right leg collapsed, and the creature fell, sending another vibration through the floor. Mazael ran forward, seized the creature’s leg, and heaved himself up. 
For just an instant, he met the Ograg’s remaining eye, and then swung Lion with all his Demonsouled strength and rage behind the blow. The burning blade sheared through the Ograg’s thick neck and spine, its head rolling down its back. The rune above its forehead flickered and went out, and the body collapsed. Mazael jumped free as it slumped to the floor in a misshapen heap. 
Silence fell over the sanctuary. Mazael looked around, breathing hard, but saw no other attackers.
Lion’s fire faded. 
Riothamus walked towards them, staff clicking against the cracked floor.
“What happened to Szegan?” said Mazael. 
Molly grinned. “Riothamus turned the statue’s pedestal to mud, and it fell on him.”
“Clever,” said Mazael.
Riothamus shrugged. “Your Amathavian church tells its faithful to tear down false idols. I merely took the injunction literally.” 
“Come,” said Mazael, returning Lion to its scabbard. His chest and shoulders ached from the battering the Ograg had inflicted, but already his Demonsouled blood healed the wounds. “We’re still alive. Let us go disappoint Earnachar.”

###

“I am overjoyed,” said Earnachar, “that you were victorious, hrould.” 
Mazael nodded. “I’m sure you are.”
“Mighty Tervingar himself,” said Riothamus, “could not have done better.”
Molly snickered, and Earnachar shot them both a dark look. 
“Your folk should be safe enough now,” said Mazael. “We destroyed almost all of the runedead, along with the undead San-keth that controlled them. You will have no more organized runedead attacks on your villages.”
Unless more runedead wandered into these hills. Or desperate refugees, fleeing from the chaos the Great Rising had unleashed, decided to claim these lands as their own. 
To his surprise, Earnachar bowed. “My thanks, hrould. A hrould swears to protect to his folk, and you have defended my thains and bondsmen from the undead.”
Mazael inclined his head. “It is my duty.” 
“Though now that this village has been reclaimed,” said Earnachar, “perhaps I might settle some of my bondsmen there? The village would be a strong place, once the walls are rebuilt, and these hills would offer good grazing.”
Mazael stifled a laugh. He might have cleared out the runedead, but once Earnachar settled some of his people here, they would give the headman credit. And perhaps Earnachar would start to whisper that a man of Tervingi birth ought to be the hrould of the Tervingi nation. From there it was a short step to arguing that the Tervingi ought to conquer the Grim Marches for themselves. 
Ragnachar was dead, his dream of conquest in ruin…but not all of his followers had taken the lesson to heart.
“I shall consider it,” said Mazael. “This land once belonged to Sir Gaith Kalborn, a vassal of mine, and I reclaimed it after he betrayed me. I shall bestow it as a fief once I find a suitable vassal.”
“Of course,” said Earnachar with another bow, a twitching of his eyelid the only sign of his disappointment.
“Send word if you need further aid,” said Mazael. “Until then, I will return to Castle Cravenlock.” 

###

That night Mazael lay in his tent, staring at the canvas overhead. 
Romaria rested against him, her head on his chest.
“You cannot sleep?” she murmured. 
“It will take decades,” said Mazael. “Maybe even centuries.” 
“To do what?”
“To rid the lands of the runedead,” said Mazael. 
“We’ve made good progress,” said Romaria. “Most of the infested villages have been cleared, and the remaining runedead are in lonely places. They will not disturb anyone unless they are first disturbed.”
“Unless a renegade wizard or a San-keth takes control of them,” said Mazael. “Or more runedead wander into the Grim Marches. Or we are attacked by another barbarian nation like the Tervingi. Or more Malrags come down from the mountains.” He rubbed his face, his beard scratching beneath his palms. “Gods, Romaria, Lucan raised so many runedead.”
“But the Grim Marches have survived,” said Romaria. 
“I wonder how many other lands can say the same,” said Mazael.
There had been scattered reports and rumors as bold merchants braved the runedead-haunted roads. Mazael had heard stories of entire towns overrun, now haunted by walking corpses with symbols of green fire upon their foreheads. Of forests where no one dared to go, for the runedead killed any that entered. Of lands and lordships thrown into chaos. The Prince of Travia had been killed in the Great Rising, and his sons battled each other for his throne. The rumors claimed that a great host of runedead marched through Mastaria, and Lord Malden could not hold them back. Mazael had sent a letter to Knightcastle, but there had been no response, and he wondered how Gerald and Rachel fared. His nephew Aldane would be over three years old by now, and Rachel would have birthed her second child months ago.
Assuming they were still alive. 
“Not as many,” said Romaria. 
“And all of it,” said Mazael, “because I did not kill Lucan when I had the chance.” 
Romaria sighed. “Are you going to blame yourself for this again? Who killed Lucan and stopped the Great Rising from animating any more runedead? You did. Who kept the Tervingi and the lords of the Grim Marches from tearing each other apart? You did.”
“With Riothamus’s help,” said Mazael.
“They follow you, not Riothamus,” said Romaria. “You’ve held the Grim Marches together. You are the reason the Grim Marches has not become a score of warring fiefdoms or a runedead-haunted wasteland. Perhaps you should have killed Lucan, but you thought him a better man than he was. His deeds are not your fault.”
“No,” said Mazael. “No, they may not be my fault, but they are my responsibility.”
He fell into silence.
“You’ve done all you can,” said Romaria. “You’ve kept the Grim Marches safe, and you’ve driven out or destroyed most of the runedead. No one can ask more of you than that. And you broke the Great Rising, Mazael. There might be tens of thousands of runedead, but no new ones will rise. Sooner or later, we’ll destroy them all. Perhaps it will take decades. But someday the last runedead will be destroyed, and no one will fear them again.” 
Mazael said nothing for a moment.
“You’re right,” he said at last. “It could be worse.”
At least Lucan Mandragon was dead, and could work no further harm.







Chapter 3 – Awakening

Lucan Mandragon stood motionless in the darkness, gazing at the underground lake.
How long had he been standing here? Two days? Three? A week, perhaps? 
A month?
It didn’t matter. 
He had nothing but time.
He had been standing for days, yet he did not feel the slightest ache in his legs. He did not feel the draw of his breath, nor the beating of his heart, most likely because both had stopped. 
He felt nothing at all. 
Save for the occasional flash of grief that tore through him. 
Followed always by rage like an inferno.

###

“How long, I wonder,” said a sardonic voice, “are you going to stand there contemplating the water?”
Lucan blinked – not that he had any need for it – and turned his head. 
He stood in the vast underground cavern that had once served as his teacher Marstan's hidden workshop. Marstan had claimed the wizards’ brotherhood had expelled him for challenging their authority, but in truth he was a necromancer. He had tried to transfer his spirit to Lucan’s body and claim it for his own, but Lucan had fought him off. Yet the ordeal had left many of Marstan’s memories and powers in Lucan's mind. 
Was that where he had first gone wrong?
“As long as necessary,” said Lucan, turning from the underground lake.
A broad ledge encircled this end of the cavern, filled with tables and workbenches, their surfaces laden with jars and vials and glass tubes and peculiar brass instruments. Heavy shelves stood against the cavern’s walls, lined with books and scrolls. 
A lean, fit man in his early thirties stood a dozen yards from Lucan. He wore gleaming black boots, black trousers, 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. Despite the rigors of the long journey to Arylkrad and back, he kept up his grooming, and looked like one of the minor nobles that infested the Prince of Barellion’s court. Yet the man had the balance of a master swordsman, the cold green eyes of a hardened killer…and an aura of dark magical power that brushed against Lucan’s senses.
An aura that had grown much stronger. 
“As long as necessary?” said the man. “I suppose you could stand down here until all your enemies are dead, given your new...state, but that hardly seems like an efficient use of time.”
Lucan stared at him. “Why are you here, Malaric?”
Malaric grinned. “Why, to follow you, my lord Lucan. Power follows in your wake." 
"And death," said Lucan. 
He remembered the life fading from Tymaen's blue eyes, the shard of the Wraithaldr transfixing her heart. The grief filled him, more intense than any grief he had felt while still alive.
Were rage and grief the only emotions he would ever feel again?
"There might be more power in your wake," said Malaric. A hint of scorn entered his tone. "Unless you plan to spend your newfound immortality gazing into that lake."
The grief vanished, replaced again by rage. Tymaen had been taken from him. Lucan had been so close. He had almost rid the world of the Demonsouled forever, and then...
Something in his expression made Malaric flinch, and the other man vanished in a swirl of darkness. 
Lucan's lip curled in an amused sneer at Malaric's new trick, a power gleaned from that skull he had taken from Arylkrad. Of course, those tricks had saved Malaric's life when the Great Rising had unraveled...
When Tymaen had died.
Lucan bowed his head and stared into the rippling waters. 

###

Lucan could not have said how much time passed. He had no need to eat, to drink, to sleep, or even to rest. He had not realized how much those simple rituals allowed him to mark the passage of time. But now he had no need to maintain his physical body. He was a revenant, a soul housed in a body of changeless undead flesh, immortal and unfeeling. 
He had nothing but time.
With that time he brooded. 
Where had it all gone wrong? 
Here, in this cavern, when he had defeated Marstan?
When he had taken Mazael's tainted blood to forge a bloodstaff?
Perhaps when he had stolen the Glamdaigyr and gone to find the Wraithaldr?
So many mistakes, so many errors. Every step had seemed logical at the time. Yet together they added up to catastrophe. The Great Rising had failed. He had died and risen as this undead horror. 
And Tymaen had perished. 
It had all been for nothing.
Yet he had come so close. Another few hours, and Lucan could have rid the world of the Demonsouled forever. Yes, the cost would have been high. But a new world would have risen from the ashes, a world free of the Demonsouled. 
So close...but it had all been for nothing.
Unless Lucan made it right.
Memories flickered through the black ice filling his mind. Lucan had used the Glamdaigyr to destroy the revenant that had once been his distant ancestor Randur Maendrag. The sword had stolen Randur's memories and powers and bestowed them upon Lucan. Randur had designed the Great Rising, had forged the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem and the Wraithaldr, and his arcane knowledge had been broad and deep. 
And Randur had known of another way to destroy the Demonsouled. 
Lucan thought upon it. 

###

After some more time, Lucan realized that Malaric had returned. 
Malaric sifted through the shelves and the tables, examining the books and the scrolls and bottles. He was looking for power, for relics and secrets that Marstan had left behind. Just as he had in Arylkrad, plucking that skull from the dust of the throne chamber. 
"Why are you still here?" said Lucan.
Malaric glanced up from a shelf. "I told you, my lord Lucan. You leave power in your wake." He grinned. "And I rather like power, you know." 
"You have power," said Lucan. "Your own magic. The spells I taught you. And the skull you took from Arylkrad. With that, you are a match for any mortal man...ah."
"Oh?" said Malaric.
"You're afraid," said Lucan, "that Molly Cravenlock is going to hunt you down." 
"I could have taken the girl," said Malaric.
"And yet," said Lucan, "she is still alive."
Unlike Tymaen.
"I do not fear her," said Malaric, his tone frank. "I could kill her. That Tervingi wizard, though, the one they call the Guardian. I could not defeat him."
Lucan had faced the Guardian during the Great Rising, wielding the full might of the Glamdaigyr, the Demonsouled power he had stolen from Mazael, and the knowledge and strength he had taken from Randur. 
And yet the Guardian had still held his own.
"So I shall stay near you," said Malaric, "in case the Guardian pursues me. If he does, you can kill him for me. And perhaps rid me of Molly Cravenlock as well." He tilted his head to the side. "Though one thing does puzzle me. I have power now...but you have even more. Why not kill Mazael Cravenlock and his court? I doubt they could stop you."
Again Lucan saw Tymaen dying with the black crystal shard in her heart, and rage burned through him.
"The Guardian," said Lucan, "is a formidable opponent. But even if he were not, this is not about revenge. This is about creating a world free of Demonsouled."
Malaric snorted. "Revenge is sweet, my lord Lucan. And I intend to gorge myself upon it." 
"A futile endeavor," said Lucan.
"You only think so because you are undead," said Malaric. "If you were still alive, if you had the passions of a living man, you would feel differently. If you really loved Tymaen, you would take Mazael's head for..."
Rage filled Lucan's mind. He would have killed Malaric then and there, but the renegade realized his mistake and vanished in a swirl of darkness. 
After a moment Lucan's fury subsided, replaced by the usual cold numbness, and he stared into the underground lake. Revenge would achieve nothing. 
Better instead to free the world from the curse of the Demonsouled.

###

Weeks passed, and Lucan contemplated his plan.
Malaric made good use of his ability to walk through the shadows, and returned from time to time with news. With both Richard and Toraine Mandragon dead, Mazael had become the new liege lord of the Grim Marches. The news filled Lucan with dark amusement. Toraine had always been so fearful that Mazael would overthrow him.
No doubt Toraine had never dreamed that Lucan would kill him. 
"He's become the hrould of the Tervingi rabble," said Malaric, examining one of Marstan's tables. "Apparently he's managed to unify them, and leads them on campaigns against your runedead." 
"Is he?" said Lucan, unconcerned. Still, perhaps he should take caution. If Mazael realized what Lucan had become, he would try to stop Lucan's plan.
As he had before.
"You've made quite a mess of the world," said Malaric, tapping the side of the table with the pommel of his sword. "I've been listening to the merchants of Cravenlock Town. They speak of entire towns overrun by runedead, by vast stretches of land haunted by vengeful corpses. Do you still have control over them, incidentally?"
"No," said Lucan. "The spell broke when the Wraithaldr shattered. I could resume control over some, easily enough." He touched the black diadem encircling his brow, its metal shaped like a dragon holding a glowing emerald in its claws. "The Banurdem would let me take control of many, perhaps thousands. But not all of them at once, not any more." 
"Pity," said Malaric. He squinted at the table and returned his sword to its scabbard. 
"What the devil are you doing to that table?" said Lucan.
"There is a spell on it," said Malaric. 
"A preservation spell," said Lucan. "Marstan put preservation spells on everything down here. The lack of mold should have made that obvious."
Malaric smirked. "Perhaps that's why you haven't begun moldering yourself, my lord Lucan. But there's another spell beneath the preservation ward. One to keep an object concealed, I believe."
Lucan gave an indifferent shrug. Marstan had loved his little secrets. The necromancer had left hidden caches and lairs scattered all over the Grim Marches. Lucan had destroyed some, but no doubt others remained. 
Malaric whispered a spell. A pulse of blue light washed over the table...and then a dagger appeared on its surface.
"Gods," whispered Malaric. 
The dagger was a foot and a half long with a peculiar tapering blade, its hilt bound with rubies. In fact, the blade looked like a feather fashioned out of steel. 
Even from a distance, Lucan felt the magical power within the weapon.
Malaric looked at the dagger, and then at Lucan, eyes wide.
"Do you have any idea what that is?" said Malaric.
"Of course," said Lucan.
"And...you do not wish to claim it?" said Malaric. "All that power, and you're just going to let it...sit there?" His voice was incredulous. "You're not going to take it?"
"It is too dangerous," said Lucan.
Malaric barked a laugh. "Too dangerous? From the man who went to Morvyrkrad to claim the Wraithaldr?"
"The Wraithaldr," said Lucan, "would not earn me the enmity of creatures that even I cannot control."
Malaric blinked, his eyes straying to the dagger. 
"Stop prevaricating," said Lucan. "If you want the damned thing, take it. I have no need of it."
Malaric picked up the dagger, his green eyes alight with glee. "Perhaps you are a fool to give it up so easily. With it, I am a threat even to you, my lord Lucan."
For the first time since Tymaen had died, for the first time in months, Lucan felt himself smile.
"No," he said, "you're not."
Malaric's grin faded. "I suppose not. But I'm not a threat to your plans, am I? I have my own objectives, and you have yours." 
"Correct," said Lucan. 
"So there is no need for hostilities between us?" said Malaric. 
"Not unless," said Lucan, "you get in my way."
A hint of Malaric's bravado returned. "Yes, I'm make sure not to stand between you and that lake. No doubt you have learned many impressive secrets by staring at it for the last few months." 
Lucan walked away from the lake, making for the cavern's entrance. 
He felt a flicker of amusement at the surprise on Malaric's face.
"You're leaving?" Malaric said.
"Yes," said Lucan. 
"To do what?" said Malaric. "To attempt the Great Rising again?"
"No," said Lucan. "Tymaen...destroyed the Wraithaldr, and it took the combined might of the high lords of Old Dracaryl to create it. I have not the power to remake it. The Great Rising is over."
"Then what," said Malaric, "do you plan to do?"
Lucan considered this. Malaric was treacherous and ambitious, and would turn on Lucan at the first sign of weakness. Perhaps it would be safer to simply kill him now.
But Lucan was not weak. And he cared nothing for thrones and titles. Malaric might make a useful tool once more.
"Have you ever heard of Cythraul Urdvul?" said Lucan.
"No," said Malaric. "Those are Elderborn words, aren't they? They mean something like...birthplace of the dark, or stronghold of the dark, I think."
"Correct," said Lucan. "It is has been forgotten, but the high lords of Dracaryl knew of its existence. Cythraul Urdvul was once a temple of the High Elderborn. When some among the High Elderborn turned to the worship of evil and became the Dark Elderborn, they made contact with the demon god who fathered the Demonsouled in Cythraul Urdvul. When they tried to summon the demon god and failed, the backlash destroyed the realm of the High Elderborn and pushed Cythraul Urdvul into the spirit world, where it remains to this day."
"A historical curiosity," said Malaric. "What use is it?"
"The power of every Demonsouled that has ever been slain," said Lucan, "has been pulled into Cythraul Urdvul. It is like a...lodestone, for want of a better word, pulling the power of slain Demonsouled to itself. Or a reservoir, perhaps. All that power is there, waiting. And I will use that power to destroy the Demonsouled."
"Or," said Malaric, "you could claim that power for yourself and become a god." 
"No," said Lucan. "I have no wish for that kind of power." The pursuit of power had cost him everything - his friends, Tymaen, even his mortality. "The world does not need a new demon god rising from the ashes of the old. No, I will use the power to destroy the Demonsouled." 
Malaric frowned. "That was what Randur Maendrag tried to do, was it not? Kill all the Demonsouled and take their power?"
"And look what happened to him," said Lucan. 
"A moot point," said Malaric, "since it is impossible to physically enter the spirit world." 
"Unless," said Lucan, "you have a Door of Souls."
"I thought those were legendary," said Malaric.
"They are not," said Lucan. "The High Elderborn used them to enter the spirit world, and the Dark Elderborn tried to summon their demon god through one." Randur's memories floated before his eyes. "The High Elderborn created three. The first was in Cythraul Urdvul, and destroyed along with the demon god. The second was in the temple atop Mount Tynagis. That fool Malavost destroyed it a few years ago." 
"And the third?" said Malaric.
"In Knightcastle," said Lucan. 
"Knightcastle?" said Malaric, incredulous. "You mean old Lord Malden has been sitting on a Door of Souls for all these decades and never knew about it?"
"Lord Malden and all his ancestors," said Lucan. "Knightcastle was once a stronghold of the High Elderborn. After it fell, their human allies settled in the ruins and built what would become Knightcastle. The lords of Dracaryl warred against the old Roland kings to claim the Door of Souls, but they were never successful."
"Then the Door of Souls is still there?" said Malaric.
"Yes," said Lucan. "Most likely in the Trysting Ways below the castle. I will find the Door, open it, and use the gathered power in Cythraul Urdvul to destroy the Demonsouled." 
"Just how will you accomplish that?" said Malaric.
"Life energy," said Lucan. "It will take a great deal of power to open the Door...and stolen life energy is the most obvious available source. The deaths will be regrettable, but will serve a greater good." 
"You want my help, I assume," said Malaric. 
"You said power follows in my wake," said Lucan. "What I plan to do will create a great deal of chaos. A clever man might exploit it and rise high."
Or Malaric might overreach and get himself killed. Either outcome did not matter to Lucan.
"Very well," said Malaric. "I wish to travel to Barellion, and Knightcastle is not that far from the city."
"Yes," said Lucan. "Your plan to gorge yourself on vengeance."
Malaric's smile did not reach his icy eyes. "I have a few debts to repay." 
Lucan did not know the full details of Malaric's banishment from the Prince of Barellion's court. Or of his falling out with the Skulls and the wizards' brotherhood. But now that Malaric had the power of that skull, Lucan suspected anyone who had ever wronged Malaric was going to regret it bitterly. 
"Come," said Lucan.
Malaric followed him to the entrance.
Lucan emerged from the cave and onto the rocky shore of the Lake of Swords. The sun rose over horizon to the east, painting the lake's waters the color of gold. Lucan still expected to see the dark mass of Swordgrim, his father's castle, rising from the water, strong and unyielding.
But Richard Mandragon was dead, and Swordgrim was a pile of rubble at the bottom of the lake. 
Lucan turned and looked to the east.
"We had best start walking," said Malaric. "It is sixteen to twenty days to Knightcastle from here, assuming the roads are clear. Which they will not be, thanks to the runedead you have unleashed. We will make better time if we steal some horses, though given your...peculiar nature, your presence might frighten the animals." 
"We have no need of horses," said Lucan.
Malaric nodded. "Ah. One of your paths through the spirit world?"
"Something better," said Lucan, and he lifted his hand to cast a spell. 
Power roared through him, more power than he had ever before summoned. That kind of power would have killed him, had he still been a living man. But he was a revenant, and he was no longer bound by the limitations of the flesh.
A column of mist rose from the rocky beach, ten feet, twenty feet high. The gray mist broadened into a sheet, and through the haze Lucan saw a broad green valley, rocky hills rising on either side. 
"A mistgate?" said Malaric, a hint of fear in his voice. "You're strong enough to conjure a mistgate?" 
"Yes," said Lucan, gazing into the gate. "Corvad's Malrag warlocks knew the spell. This will put us a day south of Knightcastle itself. From there I can decide how best to begin the great work."
The work that would at last rid the world of the Demonsouled. He had failed once before, and Tymaen had paid the price for his mistakes. But this time, he would not fail. 
In Tymaen's name he would free the world of the Demonsouled.
Lucan strode through the mistgate.

###

The mistgate closed, the mist itself blowing over the waves. 
A figure in a dark robe stood on the bluff overlooking the lake, gazing at the shore. 
He had many names. The High Elderborn, in the days before the destruction of their civilization, had called him the Firstborn. In later days the surviving Elderborn had called him the Malevagr, and the San-keth had named him the Hand of Chaos. The Tervingi and the other barbarian nations called him the Urdmoloch, the elder evil. 
The folk of the Grim Marches named him the Old Demon. 
He had watched both Lucan and Malaric for weeks. Neither man had seen him, for he had not wished it. Malaric commanded considerable magic, and Lucan was even stronger - but they were both gnats next to the Old Demon's power. 
But his nature imposed limitations on that power. He was the greatest of the Demonsouled, the eldest and the strongest - but that meant he was half-spirit, and bound by the limitations of the spirit world. He could not attack or kill, could not use his vast magic unless he was first attacked. 
So he had to use others as his weapons and tools. 
His smiled widened.
He had gotten very good at it, over the long millennia.
And he was almost ready. 
Soon the world, and everything in it, would belong to him. 
"Lucan, Lucan," murmured the Old Demon. "You are going to do great things for me."
For centuries the Old Demon had harvested the power of his children and grandchildren. How amusing that, in the end, his most effective tool would not be of Demonsouled blood.
He turned and walked into the shadows, leaving the Grim Marches behind.







Chapter 4 - Armies of the Dead

Sir Gerald Roland watched the knights and lords file into his tent for yet another council of war. 
He knew the men well. Tancred, the Lord of Stillwater, had once looked like a walking tankard, but months of hard campaigning had slimmed him down. Silver-haired Agravain Rainier, the Lord of Tumblestone, grim and implacable in battle. Young Lord Nicholas Randerly of Knightport, slim and fit with sad eyes. Lord Adalar Greatheart, once Mazael Cravenlock's squire, young as Lord Nicholas but far more battle-hardened. Sir Commander Aidan Tormaud of the Justiciar Order, arrogant and cold in his gleaming steel armor and blue surcoat with the silver star of the Justiciars. 
Gerald had fought alongside them for months, had saved their lives and been saved by them. Every last man had fought well, had led his men well.
And they were still losing the war against the runedead. 
Or, more specifically, against the man who commanded the runedead. 
"My lords and knights," said Gerald. "What news?"
"I've had word from my men at Castle Dominus," said Adalar. Gerald remembered when Adalar had been an anxious squire. The wars had aged and hardened him. "A large force of runedead march north."
"How many?" said Gerald.
"Four thousand," said Adalar. "Perhaps a little more."
Gerald's armored hand closed into a fist. His father Lord Malden could call over twenty-five thousand men to his banner. Yet those men were stretched too thin, and still more runedead came from the south. 
Lord Agravain grunted. "They'll be making for Tumblestone. We can hold them off there easily enough." 
Sir Commander Aidan frowned. Even frowning, he still looked commanding. Mazael's bastard daughter, Gerald recalled, had been in love with one of Aidan's younger brothers. "Pardon, my lord, but can the runedead not walk through walls?"
"They can," said a thin man in a black wizard's coat, with hair so blond it was almost white. "But we have warded the walls of Tumblestone against that ability of the runedead. If they take Tumblestone, they will have to do so by force, not magic." 
"Alas," said Lord Nicholas. "Would that we had known how to work such wards when the green flame filled the sky." His face grew more melancholy. "Then my brothers and father might still live." 
"But we do now," said Agravain. "I propose that we let the runedead assail the walls of my town. When they do, we can attack and pin them against the walls. If all goes well, we can destroy them with little loss."
Gerald sighed. "When has anything gone well these past months?" 
"Sir Gerald," said Adalar, "I fear that the runedead will not attack Tumblestone."
Sir Commander Aidan frowned. "Why not? If they did not assail Castle Dominus, Tumblestone is the most obvious target."
"Because if four thousand runedead are marching together," said Adalar, "that means they are under Caraster's direct command. Caraster is a wizard, and he must know that Tumblestone is warded. He would not waste minions attacking Tumblestone. Therefore he must have another target in mind."
Silence answered him. 
Gerald nodded, thinking hard. The Great Rising been bad enough, with thousands of the runedead rising from churchyards and crypts. Entire villages and towns had been slaughtered in moments. It would have been much worse, if not for the mysterious blue fire that had suddenly sheathed every sword and spear.
Mazael had done that somehow, Gerald was sure of it. The fire had been the exact same color of Lion's flames. The fire had faded eventually, but it had been enough to drive back the runedead. After that, the wizards had brewed their oil, and the knights and lords of Knightcastle fought back. 
Then the runedead became organized.
Caraster, somehow, had taken control of them.
Things had gone ill after that.
"So," said Gerald at last, "we have no way of knowing where the runedead are going. Caraster could send them anywhere."
"Somewhere to kill nobles and merchants," said Agravain, voice thick with scorn, "and to raise his glorious new order." 
"My men said the runedead had not bothered to send out scouts," said Adalar. "We could ambush them."
Aidan shook his head. "Caraster never sends out scouts. The wretched renegade has no understanding of war."
"Nor does he need to feed his men," said Tancred, shaking his head with dismay. "He has no need to maintain a supply train, or to obtain supplies and provender."
"A pity," said Nicholas. "Then we could attack his supplies and save ourselves a great deal of trouble." 
"But he has no supply trains," said Gerald, cutting the discussion short, "so we must attack the enemy directly. Do we have any idea where the runedead might go?" 
"No," said Agravain. "Once they pass Tumblestone, there are a score of villages within ten miles. Caraster might send the runedead to any one of them." 
"We cannot allow this!" said Nicholas. "You've seen what Caraster did to the other villages. All the nobles and merchants and wealthy peasants left to die on stakes."
Along with their wives and children. 
Gerald had seen it, too. 
"We cannot guess where the runedead will strike," said Agravain. "We shall follow them to their target, and then defeat them." 
"But more people shall die," said Nicholas. 
"So they shall," said Agravain, voice grim. "But we can avenge them."
"Maybe," said Gerald, "there is a way we can keep from having to avenge anyone."
All eyes turned to him.
"If the runedead passed Castle Dominus two days ago," said Gerald, "then they have not yet left Mastaria. They will have to cross the River Abelinus to enter Knightreach. There's only one place to cross the River Abelinus. Therefore we know where the runedead will be tomorrow." 
Agravain frowned. "Then you mean to attack the runedead as they cross the river?"
"I do," said Gerald. "If we march at once, we will arrive before they do. From the northern bank, we shall have the advantage of the higher ground. We can destroy them as they attempt to cross."
"I fear," said Circan, "that we are running low on wizard's oil, and have not yet had time to make more." 
"Fresh supply wagons are coming from Knightcastle," said Tancred. 
"They will not arrive for another three days at best," said Adalar. "The runedead will cross the river by then." 
Aidan frowned. "Grand Master Caldarus believes we must remain on the defensive."
Gerald felt a prickle of irritation. "Grand Master Caldarus," he said, trying to keep his voice level, "is not the liege lord of Knightreach and the lord of Knightcastle. My father is. And my father has entrusted Tobias and myself with the defense of our lands."
Aidan bowed his head. "I mean no disrespect, Sir Gerald. But I am obliged to give you honest counsel, and in my judgment, this is a risky move." 
The other lords and knights rumbled their agreement.
"It is a gamble," said Gerald. 
It was, he realized, the sort of thing Mazael would have done, and that made up his mind.
"Wars are not won by sitting behind stone walls and waiting for the foe to pass," said Gerald. "Especially not this foe. The runedead do not tire and do not grow hungry. If we withdraw behind our walls, they will simply outwait us. If we are to defeat them, we must seek them out and destroy them...or they shall destroy us. I have decided, my lords. We march for the fords of the River Abelinus." 
No one protested. Perhaps they, too, were tired of staying behind stone walls.
Gerald only hoped that he would not lead them to their deaths.

###

Two days later Gerald arrayed his host on the northern banks of the River Abelinus, overlooking the ford.
He had six thousand knights, armsmen, and militia, all of them veterans. Gerald did not bother raising fortifications. With their ability to turn into wraiths, the runedead could walk through walls. Instead he ordered the men to assemble the catapults, and soon a dozen war engines were ready. 
"Distribute the oil," said Gerald, and Adalar saw to it.
Soon after the Great Rising, the wizards had devised an oil that produced a peculiar white flame. The oil burned without heat or smoke and could not harm living flesh, but permitted steel blades to wound the runedead. Without that oil, Knightcastle would have been overrun long ago. 
Gerald only wished the wizards could make it faster. 
He stopped at the edge of the bank. The water was no more than three or four feet deep in the ford. The current would slow the runedead, giving the archers and the catapults time to fire. Then the runedead would have to scramble up the bank, making them vulnerable to the spearmen and swordsmen.
Or so Gerald hoped.
So many things could go wrong. 
"The scouts have returned," said Agravain. "The runedead approach the river."
Gerald saw a flare of green light in the trees on the southern bank. 
"Sound for battle," said Gerald. Agravain, Adalar, Lord Nicholas and the others shouted orders to their men, and trumpets rang over the host. Men lifted shields and swords and drew bows, the catapults creaking. 
A moment later the first runedead came into sight. 
Gray-skinned corpses, clad in the remnants of the garments they had owned while alive. Some wore rusted armor and decaying tabards, others the crumbling clothing of peasants and farmhands. Yet all of them bore that sigil of green flame upon their brows, the light glimmering in their dead eyes. 
Dozens, then hundreds, emerged from the trees. 
A rustle went through the assembled men. 
"Hold!" roared Gerald, drawing his sword. He applied a few precious drops of wizard's oil to the blade. "Hold!"
The mass of runedead began wading across. The runedead possessed supernatural strength and speed, but the river was stronger still, and its current slowed them. Gerald waited, his fingers tight around his sword hilt. More runedead poured out the trees, the ragged mass of undead flesh filling the ford.
The first runedead reached the northern bank, lifting dead eyes to gaze up at Gerald.
"Now!" shouted Gerald.
A trumpet blast rang out, and his host exploded into action.
All twelve catapults released at once, hurling smoking barrels to the southern bank. The barrels struck the earth and exploded, spraying burning pitch in all directions. The ground erupted in flames, as did the trees, the conflagration devouring hundreds of runedead. 
The archers released their bows, sending a storm of flaming arrows overhead. Most of the shafts struck the water and went out. But many sank into undead flesh, setting it ablaze. 
The first wave of runedead clawed their way up the bank, and Gerald thrust his sword blade into a nearby torch.
At once the wizard's oil ignited, sheathing his sword in pale white flames. Throughout the front lines, the men did the same, and hundreds of spears and swords shone with the white glow. 
Then the runedead crashed into the front rank and the fighting began.
A runedead reached for Gerald, and he struck, his sword a shining blur. His blade took off the creature's hand, and it staggered. He reversed his sword and drove the weapon into the runedead's skull. The white fire from his blade poured into the green sigil, and the runedead collapsed to the ground.
The sigil of green fire was the key. Destroy that, and the necromancy binding the corpse unraveled. 
Gerald destroyed another runedead, and another. Lord Adalar fought at his side, wielding a two-handed greatsword wreathed in white flame. He moved with speed and power, and took the head from a runedead with a single powerful blow. More flaming arrows shot overhead, along with another volley from the catapults. Gerald caught the blow from a rusty mace on his shield, sidestepped, and took the head from another runedead.
He risked a quick look around the battlefield, his heart hammering against his ribs. 
The front ranks struggled against the mass of runedead, but held their ground. An inferno raged on the far bank of the river, but the runedead marched into it, heedless of the flames. Gerald felt a surge of hope. The runedead were strong and fast, but they lacked the capacity for independent thought. If Caraster and his disciples had ordered the runedead to cross the river, then they would cross the river.
And the fire would consume them. 
Gerald swung his sword, the blade arcing for a runedead.
It struck the runedead's head and bounced away as if the skull had been fashioned of solid iron. 
The wizard's oil had burned away from Gerald's blade. 
He ducked, reaching for the flask at his belt, and his boot caught on a stone. Gerald lost his balance and fell upon his back, his armor clattering. The runedead reached for him with pale fingers, and Gerald tried to stand, tried to reach for his flask of oil.
Then the cold hands closed around his throat, and he only had time to wish that he had seen Rachel and his sons one last time...
A flash of white light shot through Gerald's vision, followed by Adalar's greatsword crunching through the runedead's skull. The undead thing jerked, and Gerald kicked it off him. He scrambled back to his feet, shield raised.
"Sir Gerald," said Adalar, fending off another runedead, "are you wounded?"
"Not yet," said Gerald, spilling a few more drops of oil on his sword. The blade burst anew into pale white flames. All around him he saw the defensive line crumple as the oil upon the blades of the men burned away. 
"Next wave!" bellowed Gerald. "Sound the next wave!" 
His standardbearer sounded the advance, and the first line fell back, the next line moving up with fresh coats of oil on their blades. They met the runedead attack with burning steel, and pushed the undead creatures back into the river. The catapults spat flame, the archers sending burning arrows into the river, and all the world seemed filled with ash and cinders.

###

It was over by noon.
Gerald pulled off his helmet and wiped the sweat and soot from his brow.
"One hundred and five dead," Lord Tancred said, "and about one hundred and fifty wounded."
"A solid victory," said Lord Agravain. 
Gerald nodded. A solid victory, and it could have been much, much worse. Yet they had lost over a hundred men, and those were men that Gerald could ill-afford to replace. 
Men who had been husbands, sons, brothers. 
Sir Commander Aidan approached, his blue surcoat and armor darkened with soot. 
"We captured one of Caraster's disciples," said Aidan. 
"What?" said Gerald. "Why wasn't I told at once?"
"I just found out myself," said Aidan. "The scouts I sent across the river found him. He tried to flee once the battle went against the runedead. Caraster must have given him control over this group of runedead."
Gerald raked a hand through his sweaty hair. "A pity we didn't know that before the battle. We could have killed him and then destroyed the runedead piecemeal without his control."
And perhaps those one hundred and five men might still live. 
"Agreed," said Aidan. 
"Which one did we capture?" said Gerald.
Aidan grimaced. "He calls himself Harbinger."
Adalar frowned. "Harbinger? He led the runedead through the villages near Castle Dominus. He killed every knight, every noble, every priest, every merchant, and every peasant that owned a brass pan or more than eight acres of land. Put their heads on stakes and made their wives and children watch, and then killed the wives and children." 
Gerald's mouth thinned into a hard line, his mustache scratching at his lip. Gods, but he needed a decent shave. "Take me to him. Now." 
"This way, sir," said Aidan. 
Gerald strode through the camp, his captains following. He made sure to circulate through the men as he did so, praising their courage, and pointing out those who had displayed conspicuous valor during the fighting. Mazael had always said that a lord needed to show his men that he relied on their courage, that their suffering had not been in vain. 
He wished Mazael were here now. But his old friend probably had his hands full dealing with the runedead in the Grim Marches.
The Justiciar portion of the camp stood in perfect order, the tents lined up in neat rows, sergeants in Justiciar colors standing at guard. Two sergeants held a man in a ragged black robe. Circan stood nearby, watching the ragged man, and the Justiciar sergeants gave him wary glances. Before the coming of the runedead, the Justiciars had refused to allow any wizards on their lands, and killed those they could catch. The Great Rising and the necessity of the wizard's oil had forced the Justiciars to change their policy...but old habits died hard.
"He is a wizard?" said Gerald.
"Aye, sir knight," said Circan. "Like Caraster's other disciples. But I have neutralized his magic, and he is currently no threat."
"Fool!" shrieked the man in the ragged robe. "You cannot escape from justice!"
Gerald looked at the man who named himself Harbinger. He was ragged and filthy, his hair and beard matted with grease. Though after months in the field, Gerald supposed that he looked no better himself. Harbinger's eyes glittered with hatred, his lips peeled back from his yellow teeth in a snarl. A brand marred his forehead, the stylized image of a closed crimson fist.
The sigil of Caraster's new order, one that promised to rid the world of both the rich and the poor and to provide bread for every man.
"You are the rebel called Harbinger?" said Gerald.
"Yes," spat Harbinger. "The day is coming when all the lords and princes shall be cast down, and the wealthy shall choke upon their own gold. And who are you, noble dog?"
His captains bristled, but Gerald raised a hand. "I am Sir Gerald Roland."
Perhaps he could glean some useful information from this madman.  
Harbinger spat. "The dog of the tyrant Lord Malden. I am surprised that you do not drip with the blood of the innocent as you walk. You too will perish when the new order arises, you and all your vile family."
"The blood of the innocent?" said Gerald, remembering the impaled corpses he had seen. Then he mastered himself and said, "I assume you call yourself Harbinger because you are the herald of this new order?"
"You recognize your doom," said Harbinger. 
"Tell me of your new order," said Gerald. 
"We shall cleanse the world of the unjust," said Harbinger, his eyes filling with a fanatical glitter. "The lords, the nobles, the priests, the merchants, all will die. We shall wash the world in their blood. And then Caraster will inaugurate a new order. There will be no more lords, no more priests, no more rich and no more poor, and every man shall have bread." 
"You blaspheme against the Amathavian gods," said Adalar, who had inherited his late father's pious streak. 
Harbinger sneered. "There are no gods. Only lies told to keep the poor enslaved and to make the priests fat and rich. Caraster has shown it to be true." 
"And how does Caraster explain the runedead?" said Gerald. Harbinger seemed more than willing to ramble, and perhaps Gerald could coax out the secret of how Caraster controlled so many runedead. Before the Great Rising, Caraster had been nothing more than a petty bandit wizard, terrorizing the hill villages of southern Mastaria. Without his control of the runedead, he would be no threat to anyone. 
"The runedead rose at his command," said Harbinger. "The dead themselves rebelled against injustice. They came at Caraster's call."
Gerald knew better.
"And how does he make them obey him?" said Gerald. 
"His blood," said Harbinger, grinning.
"His blood?" said Gerald.
"The fire of justice burns in his blood," said Harbinger, "and with that fire he binds the runedead to him." He jerked forward, heedless of the Justiciar sergeants holding him. "You will see, noble dog! Already our runedead control most of Mastaria. Soon we shall march north, and lay waste to Knightcastle! Knightreach shall be cleansed, just as we have cleansed Mastaria." 
"Cleansed?" said Gerald. "You mean you shall kill every noble, knight, priest, and merchant? Every peasant who has more wealth than his neighbors?" 
"The wicked shall perish," said Harbinger. 
"And their wives?" said Gerald. "Their children, too? They deserve to die?"
Harbinger grinned. "The wicked are poisonous snakes...and we shall crush their spawn as well." He laughed, high and mocking. "I enjoyed the screams of the merchants as we slew them, and I enjoyed the sobbing of their fat children as I killed them..."
"So," said Gerald, "you ordered the murder of the children?"
"Gladly!" said Harbinger, "and I will..."
"That is quite enough," said Gerald. "Hang him." 
He just had time to see the stunned expression of Harbinger's face before the sergeants dragged him away. Perhaps Caraster had promised his disciples immortality. Harbinger began shouting imprecations, but Gerald ignored him. 
Harbinger had no further useful information, and Gerald would not suffer a man who murdered children to live. 
"I fear this confirms what we already know," said Agravain, shaking his silver-haired head. "This war will not be over until we find Caraster and kill him. His followers are a band of madmen. Without his control over the runedead, they are nothing."
"But Caraster is somewhere in the heart of Mastaria," said Nicholas. "And we dare not venture in force south of the River Abelinus. Tens of thousands of runedead await, and we would be overrun."
Gerald nodded. Each of them had valid points. But it was not his decision to make. He had been charged to hold southern Knightreach against the runedead. His father and older brother Tobias would decide the course of the war.
If his father was still even lucid.
"We shall decide our course on the morrow," said Gerald. "For now, the men have won a victory, and shall rest and recover. Secure the camp, and prepare to march at dawn."
The lords and knights went to their tasks. 
In the distance Gerald heard Harbinger's ranting come to an abrupt halt, accompanied by the sound of snapping bone.

###

At dawn a band of horsemen approached from the north. 
Gerald walked to the edge of the camp as the horsemen reined up. The standardbearer flew the banner of the House of Roland, a silver greathelm on a field of blue. The lead rider swung down from the saddle with a grunt, his plate armor clattering, and pulled off his helmet.
Gerald blinked in surprise. “Tobias!”
Sir Tobias Roland looked like a shorter, more muscular version of Gerald. He had a broad, ruddy face, made for laughing. But he had not laughed much since Garain's murder and Lord Malden's increasing illness, and the chaos of the Grim Rising and Caraster’s rebellion had driven all traces of humor from his face. Now Tobias looked grim and implacable, and Gerald could not remember the last time he had seen his older brother smile. 
“Brother,” said Tobias. “I have ill news.”
Gerald sighed. “When was the last time we had any other sort?”
“Some time, I fear,” said Tobias. “Father is dying, brother.” 
“He has been ill since the San-keth murdered Garain,” said Gerald, “but…”
“The physicians say he has less than a week left, if that,” said Tobias. “We need to leave for Knightcastle at once.” 







Chapter 5 – The Pact

Malaric’s hand kept straying to the leather bag at his belt.
He made himself stop. An enemy might observe him, and conclude that something valuable rested within the bag. 
And the bag held an object of incalculable value. With it, Malaric would reclaim his birthright. He would repay, with interest, everyone who had ever wronged him.
And with it he would live forever. 
Assuming he was careful.
He pushed aside his plans for the future and made himself pay attention to his surroundings. 
He followed Lucan Mandragon on the westward road, the Riversteel flowing broad and strong to their right. The countryside showed signs of recent fighting. They passed two villages surrounded by newly-constructed palisades, grim-eyed militiamen watching from the ramparts. It was just as well Lucan had donned a hooded black cloak that concealed his features. 
Lucan looked healthy, if pale, but anyone who watched him for too long would notice that he had no need to breathe. 
Malaric stared at Lucan’s back, fingering the hilt of his sword as an idea came to him. Lucan carried two mighty relics of Old Dracaryl. The Banurdem allowed him to command both undead creatures and dragons. The Glamdaigyr drained life energy and power from its victims and bestowed them to its bearer. Malaric was already powerful, thanks to his own magic, the dagger he had taken from Marstan's lair, and the skull in the bag. With the Banurdem and the Glamdaigyr, he would be invincible. He need only destroy Lucan…
Lucan looked over his shoulder, pale face expressionless, his black eyes like disks of wet stone. 
“You’ve secured that skull, I trust?” said Lucan.
Malaric swallowed. “Yes, of course.”
“Good,” said Lucan, turning away. “A pity if it were to fall into the wrong hands.”
Malaric’s fingers clenched tighter around his sword hilt.
Lucan always seemed to know what he was thinking.
The skull had once belonged to Corvad of Barellion, a renegade mercenary and an assassin of the Skulls. He had also been the bastard son of Mazael Cravenlock and a Demonsouled of great power. Mazael had killed his wayward son at Arylkrad. Malaric had found Corvad's skull there.
And transformed it into a relic of great power. 
By using a necromantic spell to bind his soul to Corvad’s skull, Malaric had gained access to Corvad’s Demonsouled power. That power made him faster and stronger than ordinary men, gave him the ability to heal even deadly wounds in moments, granted him the power to walk through the shadows as Molly Cravenlock did, and vastly augmented his magical capability. He could even access that power without suffering homicidal fury as the Demonsouled did.
But that power came at a price. The skull made Malaric almost invincible, but the skull itself was vulnerable. If it was destroyed, Malaric didn’t know what would happen. He didn’t want to find out.
He would have to be very careful.  
And Lucan knew all that. 
As tempting at the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem were, challenging Lucan Mandragon was utter folly. And, in truth, Malaric didn’t need the relics. He already had more than enough power to achieve his goals.
To deal with his father and his half-brothers. 
Malaric’s lip curled in rage, and Lucan came to a halt. 
“What is it?” said Malaric, one hand going to the hilt of his sword, the other coming up to cast a spell. Had Lucan divined his intentions? Did he intend to attack?
“We’ve been followed,” said Lucan, pointing. “Up there, ahead. Someone awaits in the trees.”
Ahead the road veered away from the river, towards a patch of woods that stood between the hills and the water. It was the perfect place for an ambush. 
“Who?” said Malaric. “Runedead.”
“No,” said Lucan. “Someone else. Come.” A note of dark amusement entered his cold voice. “Let us see who is so keen to meet me.” 
He pushed back his hood, revealing the Banurdem upon his brow. Malaric drew his sword, the steel gleaming in the afternoon sunlight. Lucan strode for the trees, the black cloak billowing after him, and Malaric made sure to stay well behind him. 
If foes awaited in the trees, best to let Lucan deal with them.
Men emerged from the trees. They had the look and clothing of common peasants, and Malaric wondered if they had turned bandit, driven from their homes by the Great Rising. Then he saw their yellow, black-slit eyes, saw the fangs curling over their lips, the scaly patches on their wrists and necks.
They were calibah, changelings, the offspring of a San-keth father and a human woman. During his time with the Skulls of Barellion, Malaric had dealt with the San-keth, and he knew that the calibah were devoted servants of the serpent people. And they were rarely seen without a San-keth cleric…
A figure draped in a gray robe emerged from the trees, flashes of green light flickering in the sleeves. Beneath that robe, Malaric knew, strode an undead human skeleton, its skull removed. In place of the skull reared up the wedge-shaped head of an enormous serpent, its head and flanks covered in crimson and black scales. 
A San-keth serpent priest.
Malaric stared at the creature. Its scales were dull with great age, its forked tongue lashing ceaselessly at the air. He saw that dozens of tiny runes of green fire had been written upon the San-keth’s skin. Warding spells, most likely. This serpent priest possessed great age and great power. 
Lucan stopped a dozen paces from the San-keth and folded his arms over his chest. 
“How did you find me?” said Lucan.
The San-keth’s tongue flicked in his direction. “An undead creature of your potency is not hard to track, my lord of Mandragon.” The serpent’s voice was a dry, hissing rasp, like wind blowing dead leaves over the floor of a crypt. “At least for those with eyes to see.”
A smile appeared on Lucan’s hard face. “You have found me, and you will soon regret that you did.”
He raised his right hand, green flame swirling around his fingers, and the Glamdaigyr appeared in his grasp.
The black greatsword was massive, its long blade written with sigils of green fire, its pommel shaped like a dragon's skull. A faint dark haze shimmered around the sword, like black mist rising from a swamp. Malaric’s magical senses recoiled from the raw power radiating from the weapon, its relentless hunger, its desire to gorge upon stolen life until it left the world a cold wasteland. 
But the San-keth cleric gave no sign of alarm. 
“Peace, Lucan Mandragon,” he said. “I have not come to hinder you. In fact, we may even be of use to each other. Fight me if you will, but perhaps a parley would be more profitable.” 
“Very well,” said Lucan. “Who are you?”
“Among the followers of Sepharivaim,” said the serpent priest, “I am known as Skalatan.”
Malaric flinched, and Skalatan’s yellow eyes turned towards him.
“You know of me, human?” said Skalatan. “Then speak.”
“Yes,” said Lucan. “Do tell.”
Malaric kept his eyes fixed on the serpent. “He is one of the seven San-keth archpriests. Certainly the oldest, and probably the most powerful. He would rule the San-keth race, but…”
The San-keth did not have expressions as humans did, but Malaric suspected that Skalatan was amused. “Go on.”
“The other archpriests regard him as a dangerous madman,” said Malaric. “They would have killed him by now…but anyone who challenges him tends to die. Abruptly.”
“Quite true,” murmured Skalatan. “The blind foolish children. But they shall learn, in time.” The yellow eyes dug into Malaric. “Tell me of yourself, human. You are curiously well informed.”
“I am Malaric of Barellion,” said Malaric. And then, on impulse, he kept speaking. “Malaric Chalsain of Barellion, the eldest son of Prince Everard Chalsain, and the rightful heir to the throne of Barellion.”
Lucan’s lip twitched in amusement, but Malaric did not care. Why not claim his rightful name? He would take it once he returned to Barellion. And much more, besides. 
“Ah,” said Skalatan. “My spies reported that you traveled in the company of Lucan Mandragon before the Great Rising. Perhaps we shall be of use to each other.”
“As fascinating as I find San-keth theology and Malaric’s illustrious lineage,” said Lucan, “I assume you did not track me down for idle conversation.” 
“Indeed not,” said Skalatan. “I know the truth of you, Lucan Mandragon. I know why you conjured the Great Rising.” 
“Oh?” said Lucan. “Do you? Please, enlighten me.”
“You have spawned a dozen different legends,” said Skalatan. “The men of the Grim Marches and the High Plain say you did it to conquer the world. My brother archpriests fear that the high lords of Dracaryl have risen from the dead with an undead army. The Justiciar Order declares that the runedead are a scourge from the Amathavian gods to punish the unrighteous. The rebel Caraster of Mastaria claims that the runedead have risen at his command to cleanse the world of the wealthy and the corrupt.”
“And which of those do you believe?” said Lucan.
“None of them,” said Skalatan. “I know you cast the Great Rising to destroy the Demonsouled, Lucan Mandragon. Just as your distant ancestor Randur Maendrag did.”
Lucan stood silent for a moment. Malaric looked at the revenant and the serpent priest. Skalatan wanted something. But what? 
“Then you knew Randur?” said Lucan.
“For decades,” said Skalatan. The skeleton beneath the robe creaked. “I was already in my third century when he came to power. There was an…accord between my race and the high lords of Old Dracaryl. They understood power, and wished to learn our necromantic secrets. So we found each other profitable.” 
Lucan grunted. “Randur never mentioned that he studied under the San-keth.”
“You met him, then?” said Skalatan.
Lucan smiled. “Briefly. But to the point, honored archpriest. You know I intend to rid the world of the Demonsouled forever. Have you come to stop me?”
“Not at all,” said Skalatan. “I have come to offer you my aid.” 
Malaric blinked in surprise.
“Have you?” said Lucan. “Curious. The Demonsouled and the San-keth have often been allied.”
“To the ruin of the San-keth,” said Skalatan. “My brother archpriests and I disagree on this matter. They believe the San-keth can use the power of the Demonsouled for conquest, to destroy the races of man. They are fools. The Demonsouled are too powerful to be controlled. Time and time again I have seen this. Skhath sought to ally with the Old Demon, and we lost the temple beneath Castle Cravenlock. Straganis allied with Amalric Galbraith to take vengeance upon Mazael Cravenlock and his sister, and Amalric betrayed and slew him.” His eyes shifted to Malaric. “Only a fool seeks to wield the power of the Demonsouled.” 
Malaric scowled. 
“Plainly,” said Lucan. “So that is why you seek to aid me? To free your race from the Demonsouled?”
“Indeed,” said Skalatan. “With the Demonsouled destroyed, my people will be free to act without the dark lure of their power. In time this world will belong to the San-keth forever.”
“Unlikely,” said Lucan. “I will destroy the Demonsouled, but the San-keth will not conquer the earth. You are too few, and mortal men outnumber you a hundredfold. You will never exterminate them.”
Skalatan hissed laughter. “Why should I wish to exterminate them?” 
“Because,” said Malaric, puzzled, “that is the doctrine of the San-keth. The Amathavian and Elderborn gods stripped you of your limbs, and in vengeance, you will enslave and exterminate the race of man.”
“Such a narrow vision,” said Skalatan. “You sound like my brother archpriests.” 
“Enough,” said Lucan. “I should kill you…but I suspect you’ll have come prepared to face someone like me. So. You can aid me in the destruction of the Demonsouled. How?”
“By stopping those who will try to stop you,” said Skalatan. “Specifically, Mazael Cravenlock.” 
“Mazael Cravenlock,” said Lucan, “believes that I am dead.” 
“For how much longer?” said Skalatan. “If you came to Knightreach for the reasons that I believe, you will soon create a great deal of chaos. Mazael’s sister and his nephews live at Knightcastle. To save his sister, he destroyed our temple below Castle Cravenlock, and to save his nephew, he smashed an entire Malrag horde. What do you think he will do when your activities threaten his sister?” 
Lucan said nothing, standing as motionless as a statue, the Glamdaigyr burning in his hand. 
“By the time he realizes what is happening,” said Lucan at last, “it will be too late for him to take action.”
“You are certain?” said Skalatan. “Mazael Cravenlock is not simply another man. He is a son of the Old Demon. Perhaps the strongest Demonsouled left in this world, save for the Old Demon himself. You think to destroy the Demonsouled. Do you think Mazael will not know? He will feel it, even if he does not realize it. He will be drawn to you, and he will stop you." 
"Perhaps he will join me," said Lucan, lifting his chin, "once he understands my true goal."
"Or perhaps not," said Skalatan. "He did not aid your purpose last time. And if you intend what I believe you intend...you will need a great deal of stolen power. Slaughter on that scale will draw attention. Mazael's attention, most likely."  
"Very well," said Lucan. "Perhaps your logic is sound. How, then, shall you deal with Mazael?"
"By slaying him," said Skalatan.
Lucan laughed. "The Old Demon, the San-keth, the Malrags, the Dominiar Knights, the other children of the Old Demon, and a dragon have all tried to kill Mazael Cravenlock. Most of them are now dead, and Mazael is still alive. Trying to kill him will only make him angry." 
"Unless you kill him," said Skalatan, "with my aid. The poison of a San-keth archpriest is the deadliest venom in the world. And a dagger coated with it would be enough to kill even a child of the Old Demon."
"He's right," said Malaric. "The San-keth...provided the venom of an archpriest a few times, when they hired the Skulls to perform an assassination. It is remarkably lethal." 
"So it is," said Lucan. "And if you kill Mazael, then what?" 
"Then we proceed to our separate goals," said Skalatan, "free of Lord Mazael's interference."
"And your goal?" said Lucan. "Just what is that?" 
"That is my concern," said Skalatan.
"And perhaps it is mine," said Lucan. "You know my goal. I should know yours." 
"I urge you," said Malaric, voice low, "to accept his offer."
Lucan's dark eyes turned to Malaric. "Why? Mazael will not stop me."
"You said that," said Malaric, "the last time. And look what happened." 
Lucan's eyes narrowed. 
"Malaric Chalsain speaks wisdom," said Skalatan. "Let us join forces, my lord Lucan, to defeat our common foes. Then we can go our separate ways. If we come into conflict later, well...we shall resolve the matter then. But for now, there is no cause for enmity."
Lucan fell silent again. Surely he would see the value of an alliance. Skalatan had considerable magical power, and all the resources of the San-keth at his command. He would make a potent ally. And perhaps in exchange for the death of Mazael Cravenlock, Skalatan would aid Malaric in Barellion.
"No," said Lucan.
Malaric blinked in astonishment. 
"No?" said Skalatan. 
"Are you deaf?" said Lucan. "I will rid the world of the Demonsouled, but not to hand it over to you. The Demonsouled have blighted mankind for millennia, but your kind are almost as bad. You have lurked in the shadows for centuries, making kings and lords dance to your puppet strings. I will not ally with you, and if you get in my way, I will destroy you."
Malaric scowled. Had Lucan lost his wits? 
"Ah," said Skalatan. The green runes upon his scales flared brighter. "Then we shall come to blows? I am not certain if I can overcome you...but nor am I certain that you will overcome me." 
"I would kill you, here and now," said Lucan, "but I have greater goals. So I suggest we part ways. Yet if you try to interfere with me, I will destroy you." 
"Very well," said Skalatan. "You may proceed. But I warn you that if we see each other again, I will destroy you." 
"So be it," said Lucan, turning. "Come, Malaric."
Malaric hesitated, then stepped forward. 
"Lord Lucan may be unwilling to ally with the San-keth," said Malaric, "but not all of us are burdened with such...scruples."
Lucan stopped, frowning at Malaric. 
"Oh?" said Skalatan, tongue flicking the air in Malaric's direction. 
"And I am a better choice to kill Lord Mazael," said Malaric. 
"Why is that?" said Skalatan. "You do not have Lucan's power."
"No," said Malaric, "but I have considerably more experience killing people. I was a member of the Skulls, Barellion's brotherhood of assassins."
"Yes, I know," said Skalatan. "Very well. Should you succeed, I shall reward you with an appropriate amount of gold."
Malaric grinned. "I was hoping for payment in kind." 
"Indeed?" said Skalatan. "What do you want?"
"Barellion," said Malaric, "and all of the princedom of Greycoast."
Skalatan made a long hissing noise, the San-keth equivalent of laughter. 
"Ambitious!" said Skalatan. "Very well, Malaric Chalsain of Barellion. We shall discuss the possibility of an accord. Assuming, of course, Lord Lucan makes no objection." 
"I trust you do not?" said Malaric. "The time has come for an amicable parting of the ways. I helped you reach your goals, and you helped me reach mine."
Lucan said nothing, and Malaric felt sweat trickle down his back. Skalatan was ancient, with centuries of experience wielding necromancy. But Lucan possessed the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem, along with numerous other powers. 
"Very well," said Lucan. "Do as you will, Malaric. But if you ever cross me, you will regret it."
Malaric opened his mouth to answer, and Lucan strode away without another word. 
"Come," said Skalatan. "We have business to discuss, do we not?"

###

They stopped within the woods, out of sight of the road. 

"My plan is simple enough," said Malaric. “Mazael is too dangerous to engage alone, and he has the aid of powerful allies. Therefore, with the aid of your calibah, I will launch an attack upon him.” Perhaps ambushing Mazael at Cravenlock Town would be the best course of action. “Then, while he is distracted, I will stab him in the back with your poisoned dagger.”
Escaping would be simple enough. With his ability to walk through the shadows, Malaric could escape the vengeance of Mazael’s allies and family with ease. And perhaps Malaric would at last have a chance to settle accounts with Molly.
“Very well,” said Skalatan. “How many calibah shall you require?”
“As many as you can spare,” said Malaric. He shrugged. “They’re expendable, so I assume you won’t mind.”
“They are not,” said Skalatan. “They are devoted to the glory of Sepharivaim, and however willing they are to lay down their lives, only a fool wastes them heedlessly.”
“Of course,” said Malaric. Little wonder Skalatan did not get along with the other archpriests. “I will need to leave at once. It’s a long journey back to the Grim Marches, and I may have to fight past the runedead.”
“No need,” said Skalatan, a skeletal hand reaching into his robe. He drew out an ornate bracer, the silvery metal inscribed with elaborate symbols. 
“What is that?” said Malaric.
“A useful relic we have employed in the past,” said Skalatan. “It will allow you to open mistgates.” 
“Really?” said Malaric, lifting the bracer. “As many as I wish?”
Skalatan’s hissing laughter brushed against his ears. “Not quite. It will allow you to open three mistgates, no more, and no less. I suggest you make good use of them.”
“Oh, don’t worry,” said Malaric. “I shall.”

###

By nightfall, he was ready. 
Two hundred calibah waited behind him, their fangs hidden, their eerie eyes concealed behind their transparent inner eyelids. Malaric affixed the silver bracer to his left wrist. At once he felt its power, the magic awaiting his command. 
“Return once Mazael Cravenlock is dead,” said Skalatan, his head swaying, “and you shall have the gratitude of the San-keth. We will destroy your enemies, and you will receive the throne of Barellion from us.”
“Of course,” said Malaric. 
But he had no intention of following Skalatan’s plan.
The throne of Barellion was his by right, and he would not receive it as a gift from the serpent priests. He would take it, by his own power, beholden to no one.
And he had another use for Skalatan himself.
He felt the weight of the dagger at his belt, the blade he had taken from Marstan’s lair. If the weapon worked the way he thought it did…
Malaric felt his smile widen. 
“Farewell, honored archpriest,” said Malaric. “When I return, Mazael Cravenlock shall be slain.”
“Yes,” said Skalatan. “And when you return, you will see the great things that await.”
Malaric lifted his left arm, drawing upon the bracer’s power.
A column of mist rose before him, twenty feet high, and widened into a rippling gray sheet. Beyond the mist Malaric saw the wavering image of rolling plains.
The Grim Marches. 
“Come,” said Malaric, and he strode through the mistgate, the calibah following him.







Chapter 6 – Reavers

Sir Hugh Chalsain was the youngest trueborn son of Everard Chalsain, Prince of Barellion. When the Great Rising came, when the dead rose with symbols of fire upon their brows, Prince Everard’s sons had been pressed into service. Each one had taken command of knights and armsmen and marched to the various regions of Greycoast, hunting down the marauding bands of runedead. Hugh had found himself sent to Castle Stormsea along the northwestern coast. The castle was half a ruin, and Lord Alberon Stormsea's lack of influence was matched only by his monumental self-regard and the length of his pompous speeches. 
Fortunately, the journey had compensations. 
Hugh flopped onto the bed, breathing hard, sweat beading on his skin. The woman besides him stretched with a sigh, a satisfied smile on his face. 
“My lord knight,” said Adelaide, “is energetic in the mornings.”
He grinned at her. Adelaide was Lord Alberon’s bastard daughter, and had fortunately inherited neither her father’s looks nor his disposition. Her brown hair tumbled in curly locks down her neck and shoulders, and her wide brown eyes sparkled as she looked at him. 
“You are an excellent reason,” said Hugh, “to be energetic in the mornings, my dear.” He caught her hand in his, lifted her fingers to his mouth, and kissed them. “A year ago if you had told me that I would be awake before dawn and enjoying it, I would have thought you quite mad. Or drunk. Or both, I suppose.”
Adelaide raised an eyebrow. “Do madmen drink wine?”
“Well, why not? A man has a right to relax with wine. Even if he believes the moon is made of cheese.” 
“And speaking of cheese,” said Adelaide, climbing to her feet. The dim light coming from the shutters outlined her back and legs, and Hugh watched with admiration. “It’s past time I got up. Someone needs to make sure that the refugees get at least some bread.”
“You could always get your father’s seneschal to do it,” said Hugh. Part of him, quite a large part, wanted to coax her into bed. Another part of him knew he could do it, but that it would be better if he did not. Adelaide took her self-appointed responsibilities seriously. “You’re the lord’s daughter, not a kitchen wench.”
She gave him an arch smile as she pulled on her shift. “You’ve tumbled enough kitchen wenches, my lord knight, so I would assume you know the difference. But if I do not see that they get help, who will? My lord father would rather sit at his table and complain before he lifts a finger to help anyone else.” 
She had a point. 
“Very well,” said Hugh. “But don’t try to do everything yourself. You have servants, you know. Have them earn their keep for once.”
Adelaide finished pulling on her clothing. “Oh, they will. Come to the great hall in the evenings, and I’ll make sure you get a hot meal.” A shadow passed over her face. “Unless you are called out to face those…abominations again.” 
“We’ve not seen any new runedead bands for three days,” said Hugh. “Maurus thinks we’ve destroyed most the aggressive ones. The rest will go into hiding in ruins and forests, and only attack travelers when they get too close.” Unless another one of the damned things awakened and went on a rampage. “The worst might be over.”
“I doubt that it is,” said Adelaide. “But I pray that you are right.” 
She bent over the bed and kissed him upon the lips.
“I love you,” she said.
Hugh smiled. “I love you, too.”
How peculiar to hear those words come from his lips.
He was twenty-two years old, and had taken a string of lovers to his bed since he was sixteen. He was the son of the Prince of Barellion, a knight skilled with arms, and finding women had never been a challenge. When he had come to Stormsea, he had taken one look at Lord Alberon’s bastard daughter and decided to seduce her. 
He had never dreamed that she would seduce him in turn. 
She kissed him once more and left.
Hugh lay in bed for a while longer, staring at the stonework of the ceiling. Then the room’s chill touched his sweaty skin, and he rose and got dressed.
It was time to get to work. 

###

Castle Stormsea was half a ruin. 
When the Princes of Barellion had rebelled against the old Roland kings of Knightcastle centuries ago, Castle Stormsea had been built to ward against the raiding nations of the sea, the Aegonar and the Svardi and the others. Once the lords of Stormsea had been powerful, but as the threats from the sea subsided, the lords of Stormsea had lost their prominence. 
Hugh walked across the courtyard, his chain mail heavy against his shoulders, his sword resting at his belt, and made the way to the keep that housed the four hundred knights and armsmen that had accompanied him from Barellion. To his relief, he did not cross the path of Lord Alberon. He did not want to listen to another of the old man’s interminable speeches.
Hugh’s men drilled in the courtyard below the keep, bearing their shields and practice swords. The sergeants, grizzled armsmen long in his father’s service, barked commands. Hugh stood before them for a moment, long enough to let the men know he saw their efforts. No use expecting men to fight if you did not prepare them for it, Prince Everard always said. 
Then he climbed the stairs to the keep and strode into its great hall. 
The keep had once been the central tower of the castle, but had fallen into disrepair over the years. Now the drafty hall was empty, save for a long trestle table. Two men sat there, eating breakfast. One was burly, and wore the surcoat of a knight in service to the Prince of Barellion. The second was gaunt and wore a long black wizard’s coat, and scowled at his food as if it had insulted him. 
“Ah, Sir Hugh,” said the knight, grinning beneath his unruly mop of brown hair. Before entering the Prince of Barellion’s service, Sir Philip Montigard had been a landless knight. During his travels, he claimed to have seduced the Prince of Travia’s daughter, helped the dread wizard Lucan Mandragon escape from Justiciar knights, battled Malrags with the Knights Arminiar, and crossed the Great Mountains to dally with a dozen barbarian princesses. Hugh suspected most of that was not true. “You must be famished.”
“Why do you say that?” said Hugh, seating himself and taking some cheese.
“Given that you never returned to your chambers last night,” said Montigard, “I suspect you must have worked up quite an appetite.” 
“Ah,” said Hugh. “So you are spying on me now? Do you work for the Skulls, perhaps? Shall I assume that you are planning to kill me?”
“Of course not,” said Montigard. “But a man has to find some entertainment in this desolate place, and gossip is the best I’ve found. Though you seem to have found your own amusement. Lord Alberon’s bastard is a lovely young thing, and nothing like the old curmudgeon, thank the gods…”
“Do not,” said Hugh, “speak ill of her.” 
Montigard raised his hands for peace, but his smile never wavered. “I am certainly am not speaking ill of her, sir knight. Alas, I merely regret that you got to her first. I…”
“This is inappropriate,” said the wizard, scowling. With his gray hair and gaunt build, Maurus resembled an aging scarecrow. He was a master wizard of considerable skill and power, and had absolutely no sense of humor “You are knights of the Prince’s court, not gossiping women. Discussing Sir Hugh’s latest dalliance is beneath you.” 
“She is not a dalliance,” said Hugh.
Montigard and Maurus shared a look.
“Your previous activities,” said Maurus, “indicate otherwise.”
“Gods,” said Montigard. “Don’t tell me you’ve fallen in love? Next you’ll want to marry her!”
Hugh said nothing. 
“Truly?” said Montigard. “A minor noble’s bastard is a poor choice. She comes with no lands and estates, and even the Prince’s youngest son could get a noble lady with some incomes. Or, if you must stoop so low, the daughter of a rich merchant with a vast dowry.” 
“I doubt,” said Hugh, “that Father cares one way or another what I do. And Lord Alberon would be happy to marry his daughter to a son of the Prince.” 
“As your father, it is Prince Everard’s right to contract your marriage,” said Maurus. “I doubt he would approve.”
“Marry for money, my friend,” said Montigard, taking another bite of cheese. “As for love…well, you can keep the girl as a mistress. And if you fall in love again, why…you can always take another mistress. Or two or three or four.” He laughed. “Like your noble father.” 
Hugh stared at the table. He doubted Adelaide would accept becoming his mistress, and he wanted her to become his wife. Though if he kept visiting her room every night, it might not matter. They had taken precautions, but if he got her with child, he would have a bastard of his own. 
Just like his father.
“Father kept mistresses,” said Hugh, “and one of them bore him a bastard. Look how that turned out.”
Montigard snorted. “Sir Hugh, if you father a bastard, I doubt the child will grow up to learn necromancy and join the Skulls. That hardly ever happens.”
“To my knowledge,” said Maurus, “it has happened only once. Do you know of another occasion, Sir Philip?”
Montigard sighed and rolled his eyes. “That was a joke.”
“It is hardly a joking matter…”
Hugh ignored them as they settled into their familiar bickering. What was he going to do about Adelaide? Sooner or later the runedead threat would diminish, and he would return to Barellion. Could he convince his father to let him wed Adelaide? But even if he did, how would he support her? Prince Everard would not live forever, and his eldest son Rodric did not like Hugh very much. Perhaps Montigard was right, and Hugh needed to find a wife with lands and titles.
But he imagined the look on Adelaide’s face when he told her, and he did not like the thought one bit.
The doors to the keep boomed open, and one of the sergeants ran into the hall.
“Sir Hugh!” the sergeant shouted.
Hugh rose. “What is it?”
“One of the watchtower beacons has been lit,” said the sergeant. “The village of Kynoth is under attack.”
Hugh frowned. Kynoth was a fishing village further along the shore, four or five miles north of the castle. “The runedead?”
“Who else, sir knight?”
Hugh nodded. “Give the word. We ride at once.”
Both Montigard and Maurus shoved to their feet.

###

An hour later Hugh’s force rode from Stormsea’s barbican. He had one hundred knights and one hundred mounted armsmen in his party, along with a hundred mounted militiamen from Lord Alberon’s villages. Every man bore a flask of wizard’s oil, ready to face the runedead. Maurus himself rode at Hugh’s side, ready to bring his powers to bear. Montigard rode beside Maurus, the Chalsain banner, a black tower on a field of green, flying from his lance. 
Hugh rode past the refugees outside the castle’s crumbling walls. The chaos of the runedead had displaced countless villagers, and many of them had fled to the safety of their lords’ castles. He saw Adelaide striding through their midst, her blue gown and cloak blowing about her in the wind as she oversaw the distribution of bread.
Her eyes met his, and he saw the sudden fear for him that filled them. Hugh wanted to go to her, to comfort her.
But he could not, so he lifted his lance in salute and rode on.

###

An hour later Hugh saw smoke rising from the horizon.
“That fire is coming from Kynoth,” he said, surprised. “And it’s more smoke than their beacon should produce.”
Montigard shrugged. “Peculiar. The runedead have never burned villages before.”
“Perhaps a lantern was knocked over in the fighting,” said Maurus.
“Perhaps,” said Hugh, and he urged his men forward. Fear churned in his stomach. He had seen what happened when runedead fell upon helpless villagers, and he did not want to see it again. 
By the time his men arrived at Kynoth, the runedead would have had more than enough time to kill everyone there.
A few moments later Kynoth itself came into sight, and Hugh reined up.
He gazed at the village in shock.
“What the devil?” he said at last.
There were no runedead anywhere.
Kynoth sat on the edge of a bluff overlooking the shore and the endless gray waves of the western sea. Half the houses and barns in the village were on fire. The villagers’ fishing boats waited at the docks in a small inlet beneath the bluff, and two much larger ships had been beached besides the boats. The ships had bright crimson sails adorned with the mark of a black serpent, and dual rows of oars jutting from either side. With their prows carved into snarling dragons, the longships looked like tigers crouching among sheep. 
“Sir Hugh,” said Maurus, “those are Aegonar warships.” 
“The Aegonar?” said Montigard. “What the devil are they doing here?”
“Taking advantage of the Great Rising, I suspect,” said Hugh. “No doubt they think us distracted by the runedead, and hope to seize some slaves and loot while our backs are turned. Well, they will soon learn their folly! Montigard! Into the village!” 
Montigard raised his trumpet and blew a series of blasts, and the horsemen trotted forward, Hugh at their head.
And as they did, the Aegonar emerged from the village, howling battle cries. 
They were tall men, clad in armor of steel scales, shields on their left arms and broadswords or crescent-bladed axes in their right fists. Spiked helms rested on their heads, and bushy red beards concealed their faces. The Aegonar sprinted, bellowing curses. They were a terrifying sight, but a thrill of elation filled Hugh. The Aegonar attacked in a ragged line, without formation, without discipline. 
And one charge of horsemen could sweep them aside.
"Charge!" roared Hugh, raising his lance over his head.
Montigard blew another blast, and the horsemen surged forward, the knights and armsmen lowering their lances. Hugh's lance felt like an extension of his arm as he lowered the point.
An instant later the riders crashed into the Aegonar. Hugh drove his lance along the neck of an Aegonar, and the man's head vanished in a crimson spray. The warrior toppled, and Hugh shifted his lance. His weapon struck the chest of another Aegonar with enough force to drive the man to the ground, and the impact wrenched the lance from his hand. Hugh drew his sword with a steely hiss and sought another foe. 
He did not have to look long. An Aegonar sprinted at him, axe raised. Hugh lowered his shield and caught the stroke aimed at his leg. His shield shuddered with the impact, splinters flying from the wood. Hugh brought his sword crashing down upon the Aegonar's helmet. The blow sent the helm tumbling away, and Hugh saw his enemy's face, the glaring blue eyes, the tangled red hair and beard...
And the stylized, S-shaped brands of a serpent on either cheek, visible through the beard, identical to the black serpents upon the crimson sails of the longships.
Hugh drove his sword through the Aegonar's neck. The warrior toppled, and Hugh kicked him off the blade with an armored boot. He killed another Aegonar, and another, and the sheer press of the horsemen drove the enemy into the village square. 
The sight of the square surprised Hugh. He had expected the Aegonar to burn Kynoth and carry off its valuables as loot and its women and children as slaves. 
Instead, it looked as if the Aegonar had set up a tribunal. A row of dead villagers lay against the doors of Kynoth's small stone church. A tall crimson banner flew from a pole, adorned with the same stylized black serpent. 
Hugh had never heard of the Aegonar using a serpent as a sigil. 
Another score of Aegonar charged the horsemen, and a strange figure walked in their midst. Tall and gaunt, the man was clad only in boots, ragged trousers, and a leather vest that left his arms and shoulders bare. A bronze diadem in the shape of a serpent encircled his shaved head, and a half-dozen bronze rings adorned each of his arms, the metal piercing his flesh. 
The Aegonar lifted his hands, fingers hooked into claws...and purplish light flared and danced atop his palm. 
"Maurus!" roared Hugh. An Aegonar warrior lunged at him, and he parried the blow with his shield and spun his horse around. His mount's iron-show hooves struck the warrior's legs, and the Aegonar stumbled. Hugh slashed with his sword, denting the warrior's helm and sending him to the ground. "Maurus! Wizard!"
The Aegonar wizard flung out his hands. Something like a serpent of violet light leapt from his fingers with the speed of an arrow. The glowing serpent plunged through the knight to Hugh's right, and the man screamed, his eyes rolling into his head, black foam bubbling at his lips as if he had been poisoned. 
The man fell dead from his saddle, and the purple serpent leapt from his back, killing another man, and another, before it faded into mist. 
"Maurus!" shouted Hugh, killing another Aegonar and spurring his horse forward. If Maurus could not deal with the wizard, then Hugh would have to do it. The Aegonar wizard spun to face Hugh, the sun glinting off his bronze rings. Hugh raised his sword as the wizard began another spell...
Then a dazzling blue spark slammed into the Aegonar's chest, knocking him backward. Hugh saw Maurus galloping towards the Aegonar wizard, hands gesturing in a spell. The Aegonar wizard turned to face Maurus, beginning a new spell.
Hugh galloped past him, sword blurring.
The wizard's head jumped from his shoulders in a crimson jet, the diadem clanging as it rolled across the ground. 
Hugh turned his horse to face the remaining Aegonar, and the battle soon ended. 

###

Kynoth's bailiff was an elderly man named Corman, and he shared the same sense of injured self-importance as his lord Alberon. 
"It is not surprising that those heathen devils should attack Kynoth," declared Corman, leaning hard upon his cane. "We are the most prominent of Lord Stormsea's estates. Why, the Prince of Barellion himself dines upon fish caught by Kynoth's fishermen."
"Indeed," said Hugh, who had never once seen his father eat fish. 
They stood in Kynoth's cramped manor house. Hugh doubted Lord Alberon had ever spent the night here, but the stone walls were thick and sturdy. Corman and some of the villagers had barricaded themselves inside when the Aegonar longships pulled into the harbor.
"I expect Lord Alberon will be enraged when he hears," said Corman. 
"No doubt," said Hugh. "But...you said the Aegonar were uninterested in slaves? Or in plunder?" 
"No," said Corman. "The leader made a...a speech to the men and women he captured. He said that he had come to spread the word of great Sepharivaim, and they would kneel before him or die."
"Sepharivaim?" said Maurus, voice sharp. "You are sure of this?"
"I'm old, not deaf," said Corman. 
Hugh scratched his jaw, thinking. He knew about the San-keth, though he had never encountered one. From time to time his father's men captured and executed San-keth proselytes, but Hugh could not fathom why any man would worship the serpent god. Did not the San-keth preach that they were the chosen race, and all others would be their slaves? 
"I suppose," said Hugh, "that there are stranger things in the world than a band of San-keth proselytes among the Aegonar." 
"But the Aegonar do not worship Sepharivaim," said Maurus, scowling. "They worship a peculiar variety of gods - a one-eyed old man with a staff, a warrior with one hand, a berserker with a hammer, and so forth. Not the serpent god. To my knowledge, they kill the San-keth whenever they encounter them."
"I can only tell you," said Corman, "what I heard with my own ears, master wizard." He gave Maurus a sidelong look. "No one converted to the worship of the serpent god. We of Kynoth are good godly folk."
"Indeed," said Hugh. The old man's indifference to the dead peasants annoyed him. "The Aegonar are slain, and I doubt they will return. Raiders prefer easier prey. Bury your dead and rebuild, and..."
Montigard ran into the room. "Sir Hugh!"
Hugh blinked. For the first time that he could recall, Sir Philip Montigard was not smiling. 
"What is it?" said Hugh.
"You need to see this. Now."
"Excuse me," said Hugh to Corman, and followed Montigard outside. 
"But, sir knight," said Corman, "I have messages to send to Lord Alberon and Prince Everard..."
Hugh shut the door behind him.
"If that was an excuse," said Hugh, "I thank you for it." 
"It's not," said Montigard. They walked to the edge of the village, overlooking the beach. "Look at the sea."
Hugh did...and felt his eyes grow wide. 
Red sails rose over the horizon. Dozens of them. Hundreds of them.
Thousands. Thousands and thousands of longships. 
"Gods," said Maurus. 
"All those ships," said Montigard. "They could hold an army."
Hugh looked at the abandoned longships in the inlet.
"They weren't raiders," he said. "They were advance scouts for an invasion." 







Chapter 7 - To Live Again

Night fell by the time Lucan reached the gates of Castle Town. 
Though darkness no longer hindered his vision in the slightest.
Castle Town sat on the banks of the Riversteel, a prosperous town of ten thousand people. At least it had used to enjoy prosperity. Once barges of goods had floated down the river, either bound for the harbor in Knightport, or moving inland to the lords and townsmen of the High Plain and the Stormvales. Now the town’s gates stood closed, militia patrolling the walls, crossbows and torches in hand.  
Beyond Castle Town rose a low range of mountains, and in their foothills sat Knightcastle itself. 
The castle was enormous, far larger than Castle Cravenlock, larger even than Swordgrim. The first Roland kings had settled here long ago, building a fortified citadel over the ruins of a High Elderborn stronghold. Every Roland king and lord since had expanded the castle, raising new towers and rearing new walls. 
Now Knightcastle was the size of a small city, a fantastic jumble of towers and courtyards and keeps. The castle boasted three concentric curtain walls, each higher than the other. Even at night, the Roland banner, a silver greathelm upon a field of blue, flew from the Old Keep, the highest and oldest tower of the castle. 
And within that castle, Lucan would find a Door of Souls, the path to Cythraul Urdvul…and the destruction of the Demonsouled. 
He kept walking. A maze of tents and ramshackle shelters squatted outside the gates of Castle Town. Refugees, Lucan supposed, driven from their homes by the runedead. He suspected both Castle Town and Knightcastle already overflowed with refugees, and any new arrivals had to survive outside the walls as best they could. 
Between the town and Knightcastle stood a fortified camp, ringed with a ditch and an earthen wall. Inside Lucan saw neat rows of tents, sentries guarding the camp, clad in chain mail and blue tabards adorned with an eight-pointed silver star. 
The sigil of the Justiciar Order.
Lucan stared at the camp. It made sense for Lord Malden Roland to rely upon the Justiciars. He had been closely allied with them, and when the Great Rising came, they would have possessed the strongest military force in Knightreach. And the Justiciars were sworn to cleanse the world of dark magic and worshippers of the San-keth. No doubt they blamed the rise of the runedead upon the gods, visited upon mankind in repayment for wickedness…
Lucan recalled what Skalatan had told him. Not many people would believe that one man had wrought the Great Rising. To most of the world, it would be an inexplicable disaster, a catastrophe without cause. People would seek a scapegoat for the horrors they had suffered. 
And Lucan needed a great deal of power to open the Door of Souls.
The Justiciars and Lord Malden would claim it for him.
He whispered an incantation, wrapping himself in a concealing spell. Then he walked through the tents of the dispossessed peasants, listening. Men stood in clumps, speaking in low voices. They discussed the news, and none of it was good. Bands of renegade runedead wandered the countryside, killing anyone they could catch. Most of the knights and lords had marched away to the south to deal with a huge runedead army led by a rebel named Caraster.
Lucan wondered how this Caraster had managed to take control of the runedead. 
One rumor caught his ear. Lord Malden was gravely ill, and expected to die within in the month. His son Tobias would then become Lord of Knightcastle. A few men wondered if Lord Tobias would gain victory where his father had failed, while most despaired of any hope at all.
Lucan nodded to himself. Lord Malden would make an excellent starting point. He turned to go…
And froze, his eyes wandering over the tents.
So many people, all of them scared and hungry. Most had lost loved ones to the runedead. A row of low mounds rose outside the camp. Fresh graves, dug for those who had died after reaching Castle Town.
Lucan had done this. 
He had wrought their suffering. He could blame it on the Demonsouled, true, or upon Mazael’s interference, but that was a feeble justification. The Great Rising was Lucan’s doing, and his doing alone. 
If not for him, none of this would have happened. Years ago, the Grand Master of the Justiciars had ordered Lucan’s assassination. Lucan had survived, if barely, but perhaps it would have been better if he died. Then the Great Rising would never have happened. 
All this suffering was his fault. 
So why didn’t he feel guilty about it?
Perhaps he had lost the ability to feel such emotions when he had lost his mortality. 
For a moment an image danced in his mind, a ruined black city, a dragon breathing crimson flame, and then vanished into nothingness. Lucan dismissed it as a stray dream of Randur’s. 
He would not turn back now. He would rid the world of the Demonsouled. The cost would be great, but if he succeeded, he would free the world from the blight of the Demonsouled forever. To relent now would mean these people had suffered for nothing.
That Tymaen had died for nothing.
Lucan would not allow that. 
He looked around at the refugees, fixing them in his mind. In their name, in the name of their suffering, he would succeed. 
Even if he had to kill them all to do it.
Lucan strode towards Knightcastle. 

###

Lord Malden Roland lay in his bed, dying. 
Every breath filled him with searing agony, his palsied limbs trembling. 
He struggled to rise, but he could not. The disease had gone too far, the tumors eating his flesh like rats. Sometimes he could not remember where he was, his mind wiped by the pain.
Again he struggled to stand, to move. He had to rise! His people needed him. His remaining two sons needed him. Before the illness had advanced so far, he had heard the reports. The dead rose in the night to kill the living, sigils of green fire upon their brows. And in a south, a madman commanded the runedead, promising a new order and to destroy everything Lord Malden had spent his life to build.
Knightcastle and the lords of Knightreach faced a foe more terrible than any they had ever known. 
His people needed him. His sons needed him.
He struggled to rise.
Malden sagged against the pillows, trembling, every breath setting an inferno within him. 
It was over.
He had lived sixty-four years, longer than his own father. He had repaid the Dominiars for the death of his son Mandor, their order crumbling when Mazael smashed them at Tumblestone. He had even outlived Richard Mandragon, the murderer of his son Belifane, and he had laughed when the Tervingi barbarians murdered him. Malden Roland had defeated his enemies, safeguarded his lands and people, taken more women into his bed than he could recall, and left a strong son to rule Knightcastle when he died.
It was a good life, more than many lords of Knightcastle could claim.
But it was not enough. 
Not with the runedead ravaging his lands and people. 
Again he fought to rise, knowing it would be futile.
But he struggled anyway. 

###

Lucan stopped outside Malden Roland’s bedroom door, adjusting his cloak and hood. 
Entering Knightcastle had been easy enough. Layers of mighty wards rested upon the castle’s walls, laid by generations of court wizards, and newly strengthened against the immaterial form of the runedead.
They had not been crafted to stop an undead creature of Lucan Mandragon’s power and skill. 
He slipped a steel mask over his face. The mask displayed a stern, unsmiling visage. It had no holes for the nose or mouth, but since Lucan didn’t need to breathe, that presented no problem. Given how much Malden Roland hated Richard Mandragon, Lucan knew that showing his true face would be unwise. Lucan could have cloaked himself in a spell of illusion, but one of Malden’s wizards might detect it.
Richard Mandragon had always said the simple disguises were the best. What would his father think of him now? Perhaps he would approve. Richard had always done what he thought necessary…and now Lucan did the same. 
Lucan opened the door and slipped into Malden’s bedchamber. 
It was opulent and vast, as befit the Lord of Knightcastle. The balcony doors had a splendid view of the castle, the town, and the Riversteel itself. A huge canopied bed stood against one wall.
Malden Roland lay upon the bed, dying. 
In the years since Lucan had last seen him, Malden had lost sixty pounds, and now resembled a skeleton draped in wrinkled skin. Every breath pained him, and Lucan saw the bulge of the tumors beneath the sweaty sheet covering the old man. 
Amazing that he had lasted this long.  
Malden’s blue eyes glared up at Lucan.
“Are you death, come to take me at last?” spat Malden.
“No,” said Lucan. “Would you like to be young again?” His voice sounded metallic, hollow, inhuman. 
Malden stared at him, wheezing.
“What?” said the old lord at last. “What sort of rubbish is this?” 
“You can be young again,” said Lucan. “This is within my power. I can take away your illness. I can make your arms and legs remember their strength. You will be able to walk again. To fight, to rule, to make love.” 
Malden managed a croaking laugh. “I am hallucinating now. Seeing fever dreams. A shadow in a steel mask who promises immortality. Perhaps I shall see a dancing purple elephant next.” 
“No,” said Lucan. “I am just as real as you, my lord. Just as real as your pain.”
He jabbed two fingers into one of the lumps beneath the sheet.
Malden went rigid, his eyes bulging, his back arching. After a moment he slumped against the bed, trembling. 
“Who are you?” said Malden, his voice a rattle. 
“Who am I?” said Lucan. He smiled behind his mask. “You may call me Ataranur.” Randur Maendrag had known the High Elderborn tongue, and the alien word rolled off Lucan’s lips with ease. “Once, I was a wizard of the High Elderborn. When the Demonsouled and the Malrags destroyed our citadel here, I entered the long sleep beneath the mountain. For we foresaw that one day a host of the dead would descend upon the race of man, and I would return to defend you.”
There had always been legends of High Elderborn kings and princes slumbering beneath Knightcastle, waiting until the hour of greatest need to rise up. Malden would have heard those stories all his life. The old lord’s pain-wracked face twisted with disbelief…but Lucan saw the faintest glimmer of doubt in his bloodshot eyes.
It would be enough. 
“Impossible,” said Malden. “The High Elderborn are myth, and nothing more.”
“A myth?” said Lucan. “Just as the runedead are nothing more than a myth, my lord?”
“Even if you are real,” said Malden, “you can do nothing. The physicians have examined me, the wizards have cast spells upon me, and the priests have prayed over me. I am an old man, and my time is spent.”
“No,” said Lucan. “Knightcastle needs you, my lord. Who will shepherd your people?”
“My sons,” whispered Malden, “my sons…”
“Are young men,” said Lucan, “and lack your wisdom. Knightreach needs you, my lord. You will defeat the runedead and make your people safe. Knightcastle shall stand foremost among the lords and princes. And perhaps a Roland will again reign as king over the entire realm.”
“A dream,” whispered Malden, “and nothing more.”
“It is to save your land and fulfill this dream,” said Lucan, “that I have awakened from my long sleep.” 
A hinge creaked, and the door swung open. A young woman in servant’s livery stepped into the room, a folded blanket in her arms. No doubt she had come to change Malden’s sheets. 
Her timing was perfect. 
Lucan gestured, summoning power, and blue light flared around his hand. Malden trembled once and fell asleep as the spell washed over him. It would not last for long, but Lucan only needed a moment.
The maid froze, eyes going wide with fear. “Who…”
Lucan gestured again, and the maid went silent, motionless as his will wrapped around her like an iron vice. He beckoned, and she floated towards him, eyes bulging with terror. 
“I regret,” said Lucan, “this necessity. But you may die in the knowledge that the loss of your life will be the first step to a better world.”
Her eyes grew wider, lips trembling as she tried to scream.
Lucan held out his right hand and called the Glamdaigyr. 
A flash of green flame, and the massive black sword appeared in his hand. The symbols of emerald flame upon the blade writhed, and the empty eyes of the dragon’s skull pommel glared at him. A haze of darkness swirled around the blade, and Lucan felt the weapon’s terrible hunger. The Glamdaigyr was the most powerful artifact ever forged by the high lords of Old Dracaryl, a weapon that could penetrate any spell, could drain the power of any wizard. And the sword drained the life force of its victims, transferring that stolen life and vitality to its bearer.
Lucan knelt besides the bed, the Glamdaigyr angled up, and wrapped Malden’s thin hand around the hilt.
Then he beckoned once more, and his will drove the maid onto the blade.
She sagged at the sword drank her life. One moment she looked like a healthy young woman of twenty-five. Then a matron of fifty. A crone of one hundred. Then nothing remained but gray dust and crumbling bones.
The stolen life energy surged down the Glamdaigyr and into Malden Roland.

###

Sunlight filled Lord Malden’s eyes. 
He sat up, annoyed. He had ordered the servant girls to leave the curtains drawn until the sun passed to the western side of the castle, lest the light gave him a headache. A stern rebuke ought to...
Malden blinked in surprise. 
He was sitting up. It had been weeks since he could last sit up unassisted. He took a deep breath, surprised...and was even more surprised at the lack of pain. He drew another breath, and another.
Still no pain. 
Malden looked at his hands, and his mouth fell open in shock. 
The illness had turned his arms into withered sticks and his hands into trembling claws. Yet now he saw lean muscle upon his arms once more. Amazed, he pushed aside the blankets and climbed to his feet. 
He did not fall, and his legs held his weight. 
Gods, he was standing. How long had it been since he had stood on his own legs? 
Malden found himself blinking tears from his eyes.
He felt so strong. 
A mad notion seized him, and he strode across the room. A mirror stood in the corner, covered by a sheet. He had ordered the servants to cover it. He did not want to watch as his flesh wasted away, to watch as he withered into a living skeleton.
But now he seized the sheet and yanked it away. 
"Gods," whispered Malden. 
His astonished reflection gazed back at him. Last night he had been a man on death's doorstep. Now he saw a vigorous man of fifty in the mirror, his hair more blond than gray. In fact, he looked stronger than he had at fifty. 
"How?" said Malden, staring at his reflection. It was impossible. He felt wonderful, full of vigor and energy. But it was utterly impossible. Was it a miracle? 
He saw a dark shadow in the mirror’s corner. 
Malden whirled. 
The masked shadow stood by the doorway, watching him. The figure remained motionless, as motionless as a statue in a black cloak and a steel mask. 
Or a spider, waiting in its web. 
"So you weren't a dream," said Malden. 
"No," said the cloaked figure, "I am not a dream."
"Who are you?" said Malden.
"I already told you," said the cloaked figure. "I am Ataranur." 
"A High Elderborn wizard?" said Malden. "Can you not take off your mask and show me?"
A note of pain entered the hollow voice. "I fear I cannot. The fight with the ancient Demonsouled left me grievously scarred, and the long centuries of sleep weakened me further. The touch of sunlight would wound me."
"Indeed," said Malden, dubious. Everything about Ataranur seemed like a clever trick. Yet somehow the wizard had come unnoticed into the heart of Knightcastle, into Malden's very bedchamber. 
And somehow Malden had been healed. 
"Your lands need you, my lord," said Ataranur. "That is my purpose, the reason I slept for centuries when all my kin have passed into the dust of death. The runedead threaten to destroy your people. They need you to lead them, to defend them."
"You're right," said Malden. He had lain abed for far too long, letting the burden pass to Tobias and Gerald. 
"And you shall have the aid of my humble spells, my lord," said Ataranur, "if you will permit it."
"Of course," said Malden.
He crossed the room to summon his squires, stepping over an odd streak of gray dust by his bed. He would have to tell the servants to clean it up. 

###

Lucan watched as Malden bellowed for the servants to attend him.
The old lord did not trust him, not quite yet...but the gratitude was there, and trust would come in time.
And then dependency.
The first step to Cythraul Urdvul, and the final destruction of the Demonsouled, had been taken. 







Chapter 8 - The Grand Master

Every morning Rachel took her younger son Belifane in her arms and walked to Knightcastle's outer wall, her older son Aldane walking with her. Her maid, a cheerful old matron named Elsie, trailed after, ready to assist. Elsie did not ask to carry Belifane. She knew better. Rachel had lost Aldane once, and would not lose her children again. 
She stopped and rested one hand against the stone battlement, Belifane squirming in her other arm. From the wall she saw the Riversteel and the walls of Castle Town, and the low mountains of Knightreach to the south. More importantly, she saw the road stretching to the mountains. When Gerald returned from Mastaria, he would ride along that road.
Or if he had been slain, the messenger bearing news of his death would take that road…
Rachel pushed the thought aside. 
How often had she done this? How many times had she stood upon a castle wall and waited to see if the men she loved returned from war? There had been Mitor’s foolish war against Lord Richard. The war against the Dominiars. Mazael and Gerald leaving in pursuit of Corvad and his Malrags. 
And now the horror of the Great Rising and the rebel Caraster. 
Would it ever end?
She shivered and let go of the wall, taking Aldane’s hand in hers, her other arm holding Belifane tight. 
“Are you cold, Mother?” said Aldane. He had been too young to remember his abduction at Sykhana’s hands, but the experience had left his mark upon him. He was always so serious. Of course, so was his father.
“No, dear,” said Rachel. “Just…thinking.”
“Father will return,” said Aldane. “When he is victorious.”
He sounded so confident. But he was only three years old. 
“You are a good boy, my little lord,” said Elsie. “When your father returns, I will tell him so.” 
But it was not only Gerald who occupied Rachel’s thoughts.
She looked east. 
There had been no word from the Grim Marches for months. In Mazael’s last letter, he said that Lucan Mandragon had wrought the Great Rising, though the wizard had been killed in the attempt. Few believed the story, and even Rachel doubted that Lucan could have worked such a disaster alone. Some said that Lucan Mandragon had taken up the mantle of Old Dracaryl, and unleashed an army of the runedead to conquer the world. Others said that Lucan had murdered his family and then been destroyed by his own dark magic. Still others said that the Tervingi had run amok, or that Mazael had butchered the House of Mandragon and claimed the liege lordship of the Grim Marches for himself.
Rachel doubted that last one. 
She stared over the wall for a few more moments. No riders came, from either the east or the south.
But no riders bearing ill news, at least. 
“Come, Elsie,” said Rachel, turning from the battlements.
“My lady?” said Elsie.
“We’ll take the children to their rooms,” said, “and you’ll look after them for the day.”
There was work to be done.

###

Knightcastle’s men had gone to war, so it fell to the women to keep the castle and town from falling into ruin.
And both tottered on the edge. 
Rachel followed Lady Rhea Roland as she strode through Knightcastle’s lower courtyard, her skirts billowing around her. A pair of armsmen kept watch over them, and Lady Rhea issued a steady stream of commands to a trio of seneschals. 
“We’ll need more ditches dug outside the camps,” said Rhea, “at least until the peasants are brave enough to return home.”
“It should be safe enough, my lady,” said one of the armsmen. “Most of the runedead in Knightreach have been defeated, at least in the villages near the castle. Lord Tobias has been busy.”
“Indeed he has,” said Rhea, “but it will take some time for the peasants to believe that. We must be mindful of sanitation. The last thing we need is for pestilence to break out in the tents. New trenches must be dug.”
“We haven’t the men to spare,” said one of the seneschals. 
“What of the town’s guild of masons?” said Rachel.
They looked at her. Once that would have daunted her. But in the past five years, Rachel had broken away from the vile worship of the San-keth. She had chased her son’s kidnapper through war and fire and ruin. And she had stabbed a wizard of dread power as he tried to use her son’s blood to work a mighty spell.
Rachel had seen far worse things than an annoyed seneschal. 
“The masons’ guild,” said the seneschal, “are stonecutters.”
“But they need to dig holes to build their buildings,” said Rachel. “I expect they’re rather good at it. And they ought to be grateful for the work. No one is raising new buildings in Castle Town.”
“An excellent idea, daughter,” said Rhea. She looked at the seneschal. “See to it.”
Rachel hid her smile. Compliments from Lord Malden Roland’s wife were rarer than pearls. 
The discussion ended, and the seneschals dispersed to carry out Rhea’s bidding. 
“I should go to the barbican,” said Rachel. “I can oversee the morning bread distribution.” The town’s priests were competent, but she suspected her presence helped their tasks. The people of Knightreach needed to know that their lord and his sons looked to their needs. Or perhaps Caraster and his mad ideas of a new order would not seem so outlandish.
Though after the devastation of the Great Rising, Rachel suspected only madmen would join a man who commanded so many runedead. 
“I shall walk with you,” said Rhea.
They started for the barbican, the armsmen following at a discreet distance. 
“Thank you,” said Rhea.
Rachel blinked. “For what?” 
“For your aid,” said Rhea. “In times of war, certain duties fall upon a noblewoman. But Tobias’s wife is a drunken wastrel, and I cannot rely upon her. Garain was widowed, and did not have the chance to remarry before the San-keth murdered him. Both my other sons died in battle before they had a chance to wed.” 
The words chilled Rachel. Rhea had borne five sons, and she had seen three of them die. Would Rachel’s own sons one day fall to the sword?
No, she could not think about that. 
“I have no one to rely on but you,” said Rhea. “Thank you for that.”
“I only want to do my duty,” said Rachel. 
A wicked glint came into the old woman’s eyes. “Then lure Gerald into your bed when he returns. You’re young enough for at least three or four more children.” She laughed at Rachel’s blush. “The House of Roland has too few members, now.” Her laughter faded. “And we shall soon have one less.”
“My lady?” said Rachel.
“I know you will be able to lure Gerald into your bed,” said Rhea, voice quiet, “because he will return soon. I sent word to him and Tobias. The wizards and the physicians have despaired. My husband will be dead within a week. Perhaps less. Tobias will soon be the lord of Knightcastle.” 
“I’m sorry,” said Rachel.
Rhea let out a ragged breath. “He’s lived a long life, the philandering old scoundrel. But I will miss him.” She gazed up at Knightcastle’s jumble of towers and keeps. “I have seen Knightcastle through war before, daughter. But this…our lord dying, and these armies of dead men, and a rebel who wants to kill every man who is not poor…Rachel, we have never faced anything like this. I fear how it will end.” He voice dropped. “Grand Master Caldarus says the runedead are the vengeance of the gods, a punishment for our sins, and sometimes I wonder if he is correct.” 
“Oh, rubbish,” said Rachel. “Lucan Mandragon cast the Great Rising, and my brother slew him. If the Grand Master thinks otherwise, then he is a pompous windbag.” 
Her eyes widened as she realized her lapse, but Lady Rhea laughed. 
“I cannot dispute your logic, daughter,” said Rhea. She lowered her voice. “But mind your words. The Grand Master’s pomposity is exceeded only by his ruthlessness. Malden allied himself entirely too closely with the Justiciars. Caldarus would turn all of Knightreach into a fiefdom for the Justiciar Order. Once my husband dies, he will try to challenge Tobias, mark my words.” 
They reached the barbican, and already hundreds of ragged, hungry people awaited bread, most of them women holding children. Rachel looked at them and wanted to weep. So many people had died in the Great Rising, and so many more had been displaced. But perhaps it would be over soon. Perhaps Gerald and Tobias would defeat Caraster, and…
“Make way!” 
Hooves clattered as a band of horsemen robe into the barbican, the peasants pulling away. The lead rider bore a lance with the Roland standard. Rachel’s heart rose into her throat. Had they come bearing news? Had there been a battle? Had…
Then she saw Gerald, handling his horse with easy skill, and her fear melted away. His armor was scratched and ragged, his blue surcoat stained with dirt and blood, yet he looked uninjured, thank the gods.
Thank the gods.
Tobias Roland swung down from his horse, and Gerald joined him.
He smiled as his eyes strayed to Rachel, and she smiled back.
“Mother,” said Tobias. “We came as soon as we received word. How is he?”
“Not well,” said Rhea. “Tobias, Gerald, it is…it is good you have come. I think he will want to see you one last time before, before…” She swallowed and gathered up her dignity. “How goes the war?”
“Gerald gave the runedead a whipping at the ford of the Abelinus,” said Tobias with a faint smile. “That ought to slow them down.” His grin faded. “But the war’s not over. Not until we find Caraster and stick his head on a pike.” 
“Grand Master Caldarus has also returned from the field,” said Gerald. “He is two hours behind us.”
Rhea scowled. “Damnation. Can that grasping rogue not give us a few moments of peace?”
“Now, now, mother,” said Tobias. “That grasping rogue is the Grand Master of the Justiciars.” 
“And he will make himself master in Knightcastle, if you let him,” said Rhea. 
Tobias nodded. “Well, if he thinks to find me half-crazed with grief from Father’s death, he shall be disappointed. Father would rise from his grave in wrath if I gave away a single inch of land.”
“Caldarus will argue that you need his knights to defend Knightcastle,” said Rhea.
“True enough,” said Tobias without rancor, “but he needs Father’s vassals and knights as well. Neither Knightcastle nor the Justiciar Order are strong enough to face Caraster on our own, and Caraster wants to kill us all. Come. We have a few hours before the old buzzard arrives. Let us exchange news,” he took a deep breath, “and then say farewell to Father.”
“I will join you presently,” said Gerald, taking Rachel’s hand.

###

Her husband returned to their rooms with her, and Rachel slipped out of her gown and shift. 
She had tried to take care of herself after Belifane had been born, making sure not to overindulge in food or to sit about in idleness. She knew many noblewomen who had let themselves grow fat after their first child, only to react with dismay when their husbands took younger women as mistresses. 
Rachel doubted that Gerald would be unfaithful…but, gods, she loved him too much to give him the temptation. 
She thought looked much the same as she had before Aldane had been born…though her breasts sagged more, and her belly was no longer as flat as it had been.
Fortunately, Gerald’s ardor had not diminished in the slightest. 

###

Gerald entered the Hall of Triumph with Rachel on his arm to find the argument already well underway. 
The Hall of Triumph sat at the base of the Old Keep, in the High Court of Knightcastle’s highest curtain wall. Slender marble pillars supported an arched ceiling, and gleaming crystal windows offered a magnificent view of the Riversteel valley. Dozens of faded banners hung from the ceiling, and hundreds of ancient swords and shields adorned the walls. The lords of Knightcastle had hung the banners and arms of defeated foes here for centuries. 
The great hall was empty, save for Tobias, Lady Rhea, and Grand Master Caldarus. His mother stood between the two men, as if to keep the two men from coming to blows. 
“Outrageous,” said Tobias. “Absolutely outrageous. Caraster threatens to overwhelm both our lands, and you dicker about manors? Truly, the Justiciars are selfless champions indeed.” 
“Your sarcasm,” said Caldarus, “does not become your rank, Lord Tobias.” He was in his early sixties, lean and trim, with close-cropped white hair and eyes like chips of gray ice. His ornate plate armor looked heavy, yet the Grand Master moved with the ease of a man clad in light clothing.
Gerald felt a stab of annoyed anger. Lord Malden Roland was hardly a saint. Yet he was generous to his friends, and had defended his lands and people for decades. That his father should lie dying and a man like Caldarus should remain hale seemed a gross injustice. 
But when had the world ever been just? 
Caldarus’s cold eyes swept over Gerald and Rachel as they approached. “Surely you cannot deny the justice in my request, Sir Gerald? Justiciar Knights have bled and died to defend Knightcastle. Our calling is to defend the entire realm from dark magic, not just the lands of one lord. But we must have the means to support this mission. The castle of Breaksword lies just south of Swordor. Surely you can convince your brother to see reason and gift it to the Justiciars?”
“The knight who holds Breaksword in my father’s name,” said Gerald, “might be inclined to disagree.” 
Caldarus sniffed. “I suppose I should expect no less from a man who married a former San-keth proselyte.”
Gerald felt Rachel stiffen against his arm, and his sword hand closed into a fist.
“Insults, Grand Master?” said Gerald, voice soft. 
“I withdraw my remark,” said Caldarus. Perhaps he had recognized he had gone too far. “Nevertheless, the point remains. Breaksword would serve our noble cause well.” 
"Your order's mission is indeed noble," said Gerald. When he had been a boy, serving as Mazael's squire, he had dreamed of becoming a Justiciar knight. Of wearing gleaming armor and a blue cloak with a silver star, and going into righteous battle against the San-keth and dark wizards. That dream had shattered five minutes after meeting the Grand Master for the first time. "And your time is valuable. I have no wish for you to waste it."
"Oh?" said Caldarus. "Then you would deny us entirely?" 
"Not at all," said Gerald. "But only Lord Malden can recover the fief of Breaksword and assign it to a new vassal."
Tobias shot Gerald a grateful look. 
"Unless, of course," said Gerald, "you wish to swear as Lord Malden's vassal." 
"The Justiciar Order," said Caldarus, "answers only to the gods, and not any earthly lord."
"Indeed," said Gerald. "Then this discussion is merely an exercise in rhetoric. I submit, Grand Master, that we have more urgent concerns. Such as the defense of our lands from the runedead."
"Very well," said Caldarus. "We shall await the decision of Lord Malden." His cold eyes shifted to Tobias. "But I might soon have to speak with a new lord of Knightcastle."
"Perhaps not."
The strong voice echoed off the walls. Gerald turned with a frown, wondering who would intrude, and...
His eyes widened with shock. 
Malden Roland, Lord of Knightcastle, strode into the Hall of Triumph. He wore gleaming boots and dark trousers beneath a fine blue coat. His cloak had been thrown back, a beret with a golden badge resting atop his head, and carried a polished walking stick in his right hand. 
But he hardly seemed to need the cane. 
Rhea's hands flew to her mouth, her eyes wide. Tobias stood with his mouth hanging open, and Rachel kept blinking as if to awaken from a dream. Caldarus stared at Malden, his eyes thinned to hard slits. 
"Husband?" whispered Rhea. 
Gerald could not look away from his father. When last he had been at Knightcastle, six weeks past, Malden Roland had been at death's door. Now he looked vigorous and healthy.
If anything, he looked fifteen years younger. 
Malden grinned. "You all seem surprised to see me. Am I not still lord here? May I not enter my own hall?"
"Husband!" said Rhea, and she flew into his arms. 
A moment later they were all clustered together, laughing and crying while Caldarus watched. 
"I was so sure," said Rhea, "I was so sure that you were going to die. I even summoned Gerald and Tobias home." 
"I can see that," said Malden. "But I have a little more life in me yet." 
"How?" said Rachel. "It is...it is a miracle. I can think of no other word for it." 
Malden's smile faded, and his eyes grew distant. "I...had some help." 
He turned his head, and Gerald followed his gaze. 
Then he stepped away from his father, pushing Rachel behind him, and dropped his hand to his sword hilt. 
A dark shadow stood in the doorway besides the dais, utterly motionless. For some reason it made Gerald think of a statue draped in a cloak. Or perhaps a spider lurking in a web. The hooded shape moved forward, and Gerald saw a steel mask concealing its face, black gloves hiding its hands. 
"Husband?" said Rhea. "Who...is this?"
"My benefactor," said Malden. "This is Ataranur."
Rachel blinked, staring hard at the masked figure. 
"And just who," said Gerald, "is Ataranur?"
"His identity," said Malden, "is a secret known only to the Lord of Knightcastle. Suffice it to say, I owe my life to his intervention. With his aid, we shall defeat Caraster, destroy the runedead, and restore peace and prosperity to Knightreach." He turned to Caldarus. "Come, my old ally. Too long I have laid abed while my lands need my sword. With Ataranur's aid, we shall at last be victorious."

###

"Gerald," said Rachel, her arms wrapped tight around herself, "something's wrong." 
She walked with Gerald along the Arcade of Sorrows, a covered colonnade running along Knightcastle's inner curtain wall. The Arcade ended at Audea's Garden, a small square of bushes and flowering trees. 
"It seems to be a miracle," said Gerald, but his voice was thoughtful, and his hand tensed as it touched her shoulder. "Father restored to health, ready to lead his vassals to war once more. He could unite us and bring the Justiciars to heel as Tobias and I never could."
"It's just like Simonian of Briault!" said Rachel. 
"What do you mean?" said Gerald. 
"Mitor wanted to overthrow Lord Richard for years," said Rachel. "But he was never strong enough, and he knew it. Then Simonian came to Mitor's court. He poured lies into Mitor's ear, made him think that the San-keth would have the power to give him the Grim Marches. And then the San-keth came, and...and..."
And Mitor had sworn his soul to the San-keth, and Rachel had done the same. She had become a San-keth proselyte, pledging herself to Skhath. The serpent priest would have fathered calibah, San-keth changelings, upon her. Once she had thought it a great honor. Now the thought made her skin crawl with horror. 
Gerald and Mazael had saved her from that. Gerald, who had wed her anyway, despite knowing what she had done.
Her eyes filled with tears, and she blinked, looking away. 
"Rachel," said Gerald, putting his hands on her shoulders. "I, too, am suspicious of this Ataranur."
"It's not even a name," said Rachel. "It's just a title. It's High Elderborn for...Lord of Gifts, I think."
"You know High Elderborn?" said Gerald. 
Despite her dark mood, the astonishment on her husband's face made her smile a little. "Romaria taught me some, when we rode north from Deepforest Keep after Ultorin's defeat."
"An alias, then," said Gerald. "Whoever he is, he wishes to remain anonymous." He scratched his chin. "There are legends of High Elderborn kings sleeping below Knightcastle, waiting until the hour of greatest need to come forth. And our present need is certainly dire." 
"Aye," said Rachel, "and that is exactly the sort of legend a trickster would use to gain trust." 
"I agree," said Gerald. "But we cannot deny that my father has been healed. Neither Simonian of Briault nor Skhath ever did anything like that."
"No," said Rachel. "At least, Simonian never did. Skhath had a trick of necromancy. He could take the blood from a sacrificial victim and use it to heal the wounds of another. But...gods, Gerald. You saw how ill your father was. Now he looks fifteen years younger! Skhath never had the power to do anything like that." 
Gerald nodded. "Perhaps this Ataranur is a necromancer. Or a renegade wizard. Still, he has healed my father, and we need all the allies we can find. I promise you I shall keep a close eye over him, and if I see anything suspicious, I shall act."
Rachel nodded. She trusted Gerald's judgment, and she knew if Ataranur was a danger, then her husband would act decisively. 
But that was not enough to conceal the dread that rose in her heart when she thought of that cold steel mask.
"I could almost swear," she murmured, "that I've met him somewhere before, but cannot recall where."

###

Lucan Mandragon stood to the right of Lord Malden's seat, watching as the lords and vassals assembled. Lord Malden would gather his vassals and the Justiciar officers, and lead them south to smash Caraster and his runedead host.
After Lucan had made a few preparations. 
He looked at the Hall of Triumph's doors, and in the distance saw Sir Gerald and Lady Rachel on the other side of the High Court, walking along the Arcade of Sorrows.
Discussing him, no doubt.
That might prove a problem. 
He considered what to do. 
For a brief moment, he had been certain, utterly certain, that Rachel had recognized him. Both Gerald and Rachel had known him as a living man, and without the mask they would recognize him at once. 
And if Lord Malden realized who he was - what he was - the entire plan would collapse. For all his power, Lucan could not open the Door of Souls unaided, not without allies, unwitting or not.
He would have to proceed carefully.
And if Gerald and Rachel interfered, he would have to kill them both. 







Chapter 9 – Lies and Shadows

"Your name?" said the big knight, scowling behind his black beard.
Malaric grinned. "Gaston of Travia, at your service. I've come with two hundred doughty lads."
Sir Hagen Bridgebane, Mazael Cravenlock's armsmaster, gave a sour grunt. Despite his size and strength, the knight looked tired. Which was not surprising. No doubt Hagen had spent the last several months in the saddle, hunting down marauding runedead. 
“You’re a Travishman, then?” said Hagen at last.
“Aye, sir knight,” said Malaric. 
They stood south of the walls of Cravenlock Town. The two hundred calibah Skalatan had given him stood in orderly ranks a short distance away, arrayed in chain mail and helmets, swords at their belts and shields on their backs. With their fangs hidden and their yellow eyes concealed behind their inner eyelids, they made a passable imitation of a mercenary company. 
“Why come here?” said Hagen. “The Prince of Travia is dead, and his sons are fighting each other to claim his title. Good business for a mercenary company.”
“Truly,” said Malaric, “but riskier than I’d like. Rampaging runedead, and every lord taking arms against his neighbor. A noble loses a battle, he gets ransomed. But his mercenaries, alas, end up with their heads atop pikes. In the Grim Marches, a man need only worry about the runedead. Lord Mazael does not seem the sort to tolerate rebellion.”
“He’s not,” said Hagen. “Or disorder. You start looting and terrorizing the peasants, you’ll wish you had stayed in Travia.” 
Malaric grinned and spread his hands. “We simply want to make an honest wage.”
“And it will be an honest wage,” said Hagen. “We'll have hard fighting in the days ahead. Mark my words, if you take Lord Mazael’s coin, you’ll earn your pay. We’ve cleared out many runedead strongholds, but there are more left. There seems to be no end of the things.”
A mischievous impulse took Malaric. “I heard a priest say the runedead are the punishment of the gods.”
“Rot,” said Hagen. “Lucan Mandragon’s black wizardry wrought the Great Rising, and nothing else. I was at the Battle of Swordgrim, and I saw him raise the runedead. If you doubt me, ride north and look at the empty spot where Swordgrim used to stand. But Lord Mazael dealt with Lucan Mandragon, and he’ll deal with the runedead, too.” 
Malaric hid his smile.
“So if you want work for your company, you’ll have it,” said Hagen. “Fight hard and loyally, and you’ll be paid well. And many nobles fell in the fighting. If you’re loyal and clever, you might become a landed knight or a minor lord by the time this is done.”
“Then we shall join,” said Malaric. “My company is at your disposal.” 
“Good,” said Hagen. “Camp north of the town, near the tournament grounds. Make sure your men dig proper privy trenches. Lord Mazael will not be pleased if you start a pestilence in Cravenlock Town. Oh, and watch your step around the Tervingi.”
“The Tervingi?” said Malaric. “The barbarians? I thought Lord Mazael tamed them.”
Hagen scowled. “That’s hardly the word for it. If not for the Great Rising, we’d still be killing each other. The Tervingi swore to Lord Mazael, and their Guardian and chief headmen want to keep the peace…but they’re still a bloody prickly lot. Keep your men in line around them, and for the love of the gods, stay away from the Tervingi women.” 

###

Malaric strolled into Cravenlock’s Town main square, keeping a calm smile on his face. None of these townsmen posed a threat to him. Yet both Molly Cravenlock and the Guardian would recognize him…and they would try to kill him on sight. 
Best to be cautious. 
He threaded his way around a cart. Cravenlock Town had grown drastically, with people packing every street and alley. Malaric supposed the rural peasants had fled to the safety of the town’s walls, first from the Malrag horde, and then from the runedead. 
Which meant a great many people would witness the death of Mazael Cravenlock. 
Malaric examined the square with a critical eye. A domed church, built in the style of Old Dracaryl, stood on one end of the square, and a tall three-story inn on the other. The houses of the town’s wealthy residents occupied the other two sides. Carpenters worked in the center of the square, assembling a wooden dais. 
It seemed that Mazael had adopted one of the customs of the barbarians, a curious practice called a “moot.” In a moot, the Tervingi gathered and presented their petitions to their lord, who was expected to resolve them. Malaric thought it the idea ridiculous. The commoners were vermin, and needed to be led by a strong ruler. The thought of letting them have a say in their own governance was preposterous. 
Still, that meant the town’s square, and the surrounding streets, would be packed with people. 
Making it all the easier to unleash the kind of chaos that Malaric had in mind.
He smiled and went to rejoin the calibah. 

###

That night Malaric traveled across the darkened plains of the Grim Marches, his hand resting on the leather bag holding Corvad’s skull. The skull’s power filled him with dark fire, and he used it to stride in and out of the shadows, covering miles in the space of a few moments. He laughed aloud for the exhilaration of it. 
Molly Cravenlock was a fool. She had been born with this power and made poor use of it. In Molly’s place, Malaric would have slain Mazael by now, and claimed the Grim Marches for himself.
His smiled widened. Barellion and Greycoast would be his…and Malaric had so many debts to repay. 
How sweet that would be.
A distant flare of green light caught his eye, and he came to a stop. 
He watched the light for a moment, then nodded and drew the feather-shaped dagger he had taken from Marstan’s lair. 
The rubies in its hilt throbbed with a dull red light.
Malaric strode into the shadows.
When he reappeared, a band of runedead stood before him. About forty, clad in the crumbling remnants of peasant clothing. The sigils of green fire blazed upon their foreheads, filling their dead eyes with green light.
As one they attacked Malaric.
He struck the nearest runedead, the dagger opening a bloodless gash on its gray forearm. The runedead trembled and went motionless. As it did, Malaric felt a mental link to the creature form in his thoughts. He sent a command through the link, and the runedead turned and attacked its fellows. 
Malaric strode in and out of the shadows, striking with the dagger at every step. Within moments he had all forty-seven runedead under his perfect control. One final stride through the shadows, and Malaric reappeared before them, the dagger in hand. 
He gazed at it in admiration.
In the Dark Elderborn tongue, it was called a caethweisyr, a dagger of enslavement. The ancient Dark Elderborn wizards had created them to bind creatures from the spirit world with a single touch. Shortly afterward, the wizards had discovered that the caethweisyrs also worked on other Dark Elderborn, and the resultant centuries of internecine warfare destroyed all the daggers. 
Almost all the daggers. 
Malaric wondered where Marstan had gotten this one. With it, Malaric could enslave creatures of the spirit world. He could also enslave magical creatures, such as the runedead. And he could use it to dominate mortals who wielded magical power. Though unlike spirits, they had a chance to resist, assuming the dagger’s wielder was weak of will. 
Malaric was not.
He tapped the flat of the caethweisyr against his palm a few times, thinking of Skalatan.
The San-keth cleric was in for a nasty surprise once Malaric returned. 
“Come,” he commanded his runedead, and led them towards Cravenlock Town.

###

Mazael slept, and in his sleep he dreamed.
He strode through the ruined black temple, the broken columns and the damaged walls towering over him like a forest. Intricate carvings covered the crumbling walls, weathered and worn by the years. The ruin looked like the High Elderborn temple atop Mount Tynagis. 
But this temple was black as the deepest night. 
Mazael stepped into what had been a vast cylindrical chamber topped by a huge dome. Only a few ragged fingers remained of the dome, and vast breaches marred the curving walls. Rubble lay heaped everywhere. A circular dais, a hundred yards across, lay in the center of the chamber.
And from that dais rose a pillar of crimson fire. 
When last Mazael had seen this place in his dreams, the pillar had been only a dozen yards across. Now it had swelled to almost forty, and poured into the writhing black clouds like a river of burning light. The floor trembled as the pillar pulsed, as if the power contained within threatened to blast the ruined temple to dust. 
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, gaunt face, his brown hair streaked with gray at the temples.
“Father,” said Mazael.
The man turned his face. He had gray eyes, identical in shape and color to Mazael’s…but a crimson glare shone deep within them.
“Why, Mazael,” said the Old Demon. “Such a surprise.” 
They regarded each other in silence for a moment. 
“I suppose it is not surprising,” said the Old Demon, “that you should be drawn here involuntarily.” He titled his head to the side. “Unless you came for the pleasure of my company.”
“Don’t be absurd,” said Mazael. “If I ever see you again in the waking world, I will kill you.”
The Old Demon laughed. “Do you know how often I have heard that over the centuries? Over the millennia? So many men and women have vowed to kill me, so many have made my destruction their life’s work…and yet I am still here, and they are not.” The crimson glare in his eyes brightened, and for a moment the teeth behind his grin looked like black, twisted fangs. “There is a lesson in that, I would think.” 
“Bold words,” said Mazael, “from a man who will not confront me in the flesh.”
The Old Demon scoffed. “And just how do you think I have survived this long?” He turned to gaze at the throbbing pillar of flame. “Lucan did better than I expected.”
“Lucan?” said Mazael. “Lucan is dead. What does he have to do with anything?”
“That statement is entirely correct,” said the Old Demon. “Lucan is dead. But you were there, were you not, for the Great Rising? You stopped it before he could finish. But his runedead…ah, his runedead killed so many Demonsouled.”
“He was telling the truth, then,” said Mazael.
“Of course,” said the Old Demon. “His runedead killed almost all of the weaker ones. And when they were slain, their power returned here, to where it all began.”
“That’s why I keep seeing this place in my dreams,” said Mazael, looking at the pillar of fire. “That fire…that’s the power of the slain Demonsouled, isn’t it?”
For the first time a hint of a frown appeared on the Old Demon’s gaunt face. 
“It gathers here when the Demonsouled are slain,” said Mazael. “So the fire draws me here when I sleep. Like a lodestone drawing an iron nail. That’s what this is about, isn’t it? All those Demonsouled you raised up and devoured over the centuries. All this violence and bloodshed. You’ve been raising Demonsouled and harvesting them. Like a peasant gorging himself on the fat of his pigs. All so you could gather this power here…and then claim it.”
The Old Demon laughed. “Is that what you think?” He flung out a hand. “Then go on. Claim the power. I won’t stop you. Take it. It’s yours.”
Mazael hesitated. He was not here physically, he knew, in this peculiar dream world. Yet he did not know what would happen if he touched that howling pillar of bloody fire. 
Nothing good, he suspected.
“You know nothing,” said the Old Demon.
“Whatever you intend,” said Mazael, “I will stop you.”
“You cannot,” said the Old Demon. “It has already begun. Events I put into motion centuries ago are at last coming to fruition. You can no more stop them than an ant could stop an avalanche.”
He gestured, and the black temple dissolved.

###

Mazael sat up, blinking sweat from his eyes.
His bedchamber in the King’s Tower of Castle Cravenlock was dark, a cool spring breeze coming through the balcony doors. Romaria lay curled beside him, looking up at him.
“What’s wrong?” she said. 
Mazael gazed at her for a long moment.
“I don’t know,” he said at last.

###

Morning dawned, and Mazael rode for Cravenlock Town, escorted by his knights, with Romaria, Molly, and Riothamus following him. 
He tried not to think on the dream of the strange black temple, but it would not leave his thoughts. 
“So the last time the Tervingi nation met in moot, you decided to invade the Grim Marches?” said Molly, scowling at her horse. She was an indifferent rider at best, and much preferred her own feet to a horse’s saddle. Which made sense, since she could travel far faster than any horse.
“Aye,” said Riothamus. He looked even more uncomfortable than Molly. The Tervingi preferred to fight on foot, and had no tradition of fighting from horseback. If not for that, they might have conquered the Grim Marches. “We thought he had found a new homeland in the mountains, safe from the Malrags…but they were waiting for us. Then Ragnachar convinced the moot to undertake the journey to the Grim Marches.”
“And here you are,” said Romaria. She rode with easy grace, her bastard sword slung over her back, a short bow and quiver waiting at her saddle. No one went unarmed in the Grim Marches.
Not since the Malrags, and not since the runedead. 
“And here we are,” said Riothamus. “Those of us who survived. Even if we must fight the runedead, I hope we can have peace. With each other, and with the neighboring lords.” 
Molly twisted in her saddle. “Do you hear that, father? Perhaps the moot will declare that we shall go to war. I hope they choose to invade Greycoast. I hear the weather is lovely this time of year.” 
Riothamus laughed. “No, this will not cause a war. By custom, that would take a moot of the entire Tervingi nation. This is only a lesser moot, when headmen and thains assemble to present their petitions and grievances to their hrould.”
“Like a lord holding court,” said Molly.
“Precisely,” said Riothamus.
Mazael snorted. “Though it’s a rare court that has the power to depose a lord that displeases them.” 
“I think that unlikely,” said Romaria. “Earnachar dislikes you, true, but he fears you. Arnulf and Toric support you, and so do Ethringa and the other holdmistresses.”
“Aye,” said Riothamus, “and Ethringa is not the sort of woman to hold her tongue. If anyone makes too much trouble, she will hector them into silence.”
“And, of course,” said Romaria, “you have the support of the Guardian of the Tervingi.” 
Riothamus frowned. “I hardly think that significant.”
“You do not give yourself enough credit,” said Romaria. “The Tervingi heed you, and respect your word.”
“They respected Aegidia,” said Riothamus. “They merely tolerate me in memory of her name.”
“Aegidia,” said Mazael, “did not lead the Tervingi through the Great Rising. If you had not cast the spell to spread Lion's fire to the blades of the entire host, the runedead might have killed every man on the field outside Swordgrim that day." 
He had heard reports of other lands that had suffered that fate, where the runedead had killed every man, woman, and child, and now only the dead haunted empty streets and weed-choked farms. 
And because Mazael had not killed Lucan when he had the chance.
His hand closed into a fist around the reins. Romaria was right. He could not blame himself for what Lucan had done. But he would set it right. He would rid the Grim Marches of the runedead, and make sure the Tervingi and the folk of the Grim Marches lived in peace.
He suspected finishing off the runedead might prove to be the easier task.
"A pity you can't do that again," said Molly. "It would be useful if you could spread Lion's fire to every blade in the world."
Riothamus shook his head. "I could only do it because of the turbulence Lucan unleashed. Lucan's spell touched every part of the world. My spell was able to…follow in its wake, as it were. The only way it would work again is if someone cast another spell as potent the Great Rising."
"I hope not. Living through one," said Romaria, "was quite enough." 
Mazael looked at the sky, thinking. The Old Demon had gloated about Lucan's success. Had he arranged the Great Rising? But how would the Old Demon benefit from it? To devour the power of hundreds of minor Demonsouled in a single moment? Was that even possible?
Mazael pushed aside the thought. Right now, he needed to keep the Tervingi headmen and the lords of the Grim Marches from killing each other. 
They rode for the town's gates.

###

Malaric stood on the ramparts of Cravenlock Town's walls. 

A dozen horsemen made for the town's gates. Mazael himself rode at their head, a dark-haired woman at his side. Molly rode behind them, her usual smirk on her face, the Tervingi Guardian riding besides her. The man's poor horsemanship did not fool Malaric. He had faced the Guardian's wrath in battle.
Of all Mazael's allies and vassals, he was the only one with the power to kill Malaric. 
His hand strayed to the leather bag at his belt, the curve of Corvad's skull beneath his palm. 
All of Mazael's kin and friends were dangerous. If Malaric was to kill him, he would need to separate Mazael from his allies. 
And his plan, if it worked, would do just that.
The daggers Skalatan had given him waited at his belt. Three blades, all coated with Skalatan's venom. Just one would be enough to kill even a son of the Old Demon. 
Mazael's party rode through the gates, and Malaric climbed down from the ramparts, slipped into a narrow alley, and strode into the shadows. 
He reappeared in the room he had rented at the Three Swords Inn. The room was cramped, but it did have a fine view of the town's square. Malaric saw the crowds filling the square and the surrounding streets, most of them Tervingi thains. 
His calibah, disguised as mercenaries, waited throughout the crowds. 
And one other surprise lurked below the town's streets.
Malaric waited for Mazael to appear. 

###

Mazael climbed the dais, the assembled thains and townsmen looking up at him, and waited for Riothamus to call the moot.
"Hear me!" said Riothamus, his magic amplifying his voice to echo off the walls. "Hear me, headmen steeped in renown! Hear me, holdmistresses wise and prudent. Hear me, valiant thains of sword and spear and sky! Hear me, sons of Tervingar! I am Riothamus son of Rigotharic, the Guardian of the Tervingi nation, the bearer of the bronze staff, a trust bestowed at the dawn of ages!" He lifted the staff and thumped it against the boards. "By my office, by my rights as Guardian, I call the headmen and thains now assembled to moot!" 
The final echoes died away.
"Mazael, hrould of the Tervingi nation," said Riothamus. "Earnachar son of Balnachar has business to lay before the moot."
"I will hear him," said Mazael, unsurprised.
"Mazael, son of Adalon of the House of Cravenlock," said Earnachar, his chest puffing as he addressed the moot. Idly Mazael wondered how Earnachar would react if he knew Mazael was really the son of the Old Demon. "I, Earnachar son of Balnachar, come before the moot today to..."
Mazael made himself look attentive.

###

Malaric swept his eyes over the assemblage. Most of the people looked bored, even listless, and the only one who seemed interested in the Tervingi headman's speech was the Tervingi headman himself. 
The perfect time to strike.
Malaric touched the hilt of his caethweisyr and sent a silent command to the waiting runedead.

###

"And so," said Earnachar, "the mills along the Northwater would make an ideal home for my bondsmen. From there, they could labor diligently, and support themselves through the sweat of their brows, rather than relying upon the charity of others. Would that not be better?"
"I thank you for your wisdom, Earnachar son of Balnachar," said Mazael, "and truly, the lords of the Grim Marches posses enough unused land to support the Tervingi. We suffered grievously, both from the Malrags and from the runedead. Yet there are richer lands to the east, in the foothills of the Grim Marches. Those lands must be peopled. For though the lords of the Grim Marches defeated the Malrags, and the headmen of the Tervingi escaped them, they may come over the mountains again. The Tervingi are a nation of warriors. Who better to hold those lands than the valiant headmen and thains of Earnachar son of Balnachar?"
A sour look went over Earnachar's broad face, but a rumble of agreement went up from his thains and bondsmen. Earnachar shot a quick look at them, saw which way the wind was blowing, and wiped the scowl from his face. 
"Thank you for your wisdom, hrould," said Earnachar. "Truly, you are a strong hrould for the Tervingi nation, and my folk shall prosper in their new homes."
Earnachar was a snake...but a predictable one, at least. 
"Together," said Earnachar, "we shall..."
A pool of green mist swirled behind Earnachar. 
Mazael blinked in surprise. 
Earnachar continued his oration, heedless. "A new flowering for both our peoples, and..."
A dozen more pools of mist appeared in the crowds, and a ripple of alarm went through the Tervingi. Earnachar sputtered and fell silent, his brow furrowing.
Pale wraiths of ghostly light rose from the pools of mist, dozens of them.
Mazael yanked Lion from its scabbard, and the sword jerked in his hand, the blade crackling with azure flames. Timothy and Riothamus and the other wizards had laid wards upon the walls of Cravenlock Town, preventing the runedead from becoming immaterial and striding through the stone. 
But would those wards keep the runedead from walking beneath the walls?
"Lord Mazael!" shouted Riothamus, raising his staff. "The runedead!"
The wraiths hardened into gray-skinned corpses, and the killing began.







Chapter 10 - Dripping Blades

Malaric watched the fighting.
It had caused less chaos than he had hoped. Most of the Tervingi were veteran fighters, and knew how to handle themselves. Tervingi thains and militiamen formed themselves into squares, and those who had wizard's oil set their blades ablaze. Mazael struck Lion against the blades of his companions and charged into the fray, striking every runedead he could reach, Romaria at his side. Molly flickered in and out of the darkness, while the Guardian flung blasts of golden fire that crumbled the undead to dust. 
The runedead would not last for long.
Just long enough for the calibah to strike.

###

Molly jumped into the shadows, her sword and dragon's tooth dagger crackling with Lion's fire. 

She reappeared on the steps of the church, where a trio of Tervingi spearthains tried to keep a pair of runedead at bay. They had no wizard's oil, and had not been close enough to Mazael to touch their weapons to Lion's fire, and so tried to keep the runedead at bay with their spears.
Molly stepped behind the nearest runedead and plunged her sword at its back. The creature staggered, and Molly drove her dagger into its neck, the blue fire quenching the green sigil on its forehead. The second runedead reached for her, but the Tervingi spears slammed into it. Normal steel could not harm the creature, but the blows staggered it, giving Molly enough time to finish it off. 
She spun, seeking more foes, her mind racing. This was not an attack by a random band of runedead. Someone or something with the ability to plan had taken commanded of these runedead. But who? A renegade wizard? Or...
"Die! Die in the name of great Sepharivaim!"
Molly blinked in surprise. 
A man in the leather armor and chain mail of a mercenary ran at her. Mercenary companies had grown more and more common in the Grim Marches since the Great Rising, guarding caravans to and from Sword Town and Cravenlock Town. The mercenary charging at her looked no different than hundreds of others.
Save for his yellow eyes and the fangs curving over his lips. 
The man was a calibah, a San-keth changeling.
"Die for Sepharivaim!" shrieked the calibah, stabbing with a dagger. Dull yellow grease smeared the blade. Poison, made from the venom of the calibah's fangs. Calibah poison could not kill Molly, not with her Demonsouled nature, but it would slow her down, and then the calibah need only cut her throat. 
Molly twisted past the calibah's thrust and plunged her dagger into the changeling's side. The man staggered with a grunt of pain, ripping free from her dagger. Molly parried the calibah's next thrust and drove her sword between his ribs. The calibah slumped, and Molly finished him off with a slash from her dagger.
She turned, and saw chaos raging through the square.
Dozens, perhaps hundreds, of calibah ran in all directions, attacking everyone in sight. They screamed prayers to the serpent god as they struck, and Molly saw dozens of men lying dead upon the ground.
Her lips thinned, the Demonsouled rage rising up in her. Mazael had killed several San-keth clerics, and he had expected their revenge for years. Perhaps the serpents thought the runedead would give them the perfect opportunity. 
Instead, the San-keth would find they had made a fatal mistake. 
Molly stepped into the shadows, reappeared on the far side of the square, and started killing calibah.

###

Malaric gripped the windowsill, watching the melee. 
The calibah assault had thrown the defenders into disarray. Tervingi thains died as poisoned daggers plunged into their backs, and militiamen fell as the changelings swarmed over them. But for all the lethality of their venom, the calibah were not warriors. Whenever the Tervingi and the militiamen stood and fought, the calibah died. Malaric supposed they were used to lurking in the shadows, not fighting in a battle line. 
No matter. Skalatan might honor their devotion to Sepharivaim, but Malaric did not. They were expendable tools and nothing more. 
And useless tools, if they could not separate Mazael from his allies.
Malaric snarled in frustration. Mazael and Romaria fought side-by-side, cutting their way through the remaining runedead and the calibah. Any fool could see that they had spent a great deal of time fighting alongside each other, their movements and blows harmonized. Malaric doubted he could take Mazael Cravenlock in a straight fight.
He knew he could not defeat both Mazael and his wife.
Malaric touched the hilt of the caethweisyr and sent a command to the remaining runedead.
As one, they flowed into their wraith forms, gliding towards Mazael. 

###

A calibah stabbed at Mazael, shrieking curses, and he made no effort to dodge. The blow bounced off his chest, deflected by the golden dragon scales of his armor. Mazael brought Lion around and took the head from the changeling with a single blow. 
Besides him Romaria ducked, both hands wrapped around the hilt of her bastard sword. Mazael twisted, his blade blurring over the top of Romaria's head, and Lion tore through a changeling's throat. The creature fell with a gurgled scream. Still another calibah lunged at Mazael, and Romaria caught it with a quick slash, taking the creature's dagger hand. The calibah staggered with a shriek, and Mazael killed it with a thrust.
He risked a look around the square, the Demonsouled rage burning in his veins. Everywhere he saw men fighting and dying and screaming. Still, both the calibah and the runedead were confined to the square. That was good - if the calibah fled into the town and hid, the gods only knew what mischief they could work. 
A wall of green light flared before Mazael's eyes. 
A dozen runedead stepped through the struggling militiamen and calibah and lunged at Mazael, driving him back. He cut the head from one, the hand from another, and sliced the legs from beneath a third, but still they drove at him.
As if they had been ordered to kill him, and kill him alone.

###

Malaric tensed.
The runedead drove Mazael back, cutting him off from Romaria. Mazael swung that blazing sword of his in great arcs, destroying a runedead with every blow. A dozen animated corpses were no threat for a son of the Old Demon. 
But they would distract him. 
Malaric yanked the first of the poisoned daggers from his belt and stepped into the shadows.
The world dissolved into darkness, and Malaric reappeared in the midst of the raging melee, less than three paces from Mazael Cravenlock himself. The lord of the Grim Marches wore armor fashioned from golden dragon scales, and Malaric knew his poisoned dagger could not penetrate that armor. 
Instead he ducked under the hanging skirt of golden scales and buried his poisoned dagger in Mazael's right leg. 

###

Riothamus worked another spell, flinging a blast of golden fire at the runedead. The flame washed over the undead, quenching the emerald fire of their sigils. When the light cleared, the runedead collapsed to the cobblestones, crumbling into dust as they fell. 
Darkness flickered, and a man appeared next to Mazael and stabbed him in the leg. 
It was Malaric, the Skull assassin who had tried to kill Molly at Swordgrim during the Great Rising. Somehow, he had gained the supernatural strength and speed of a Demonsouled, along with Molly's ability to travel through the shadows. 
Yet for all his power, he had fled from Riothamus.
More precisely, he had fled from the staff of the Guardian. 
Riothamus leveled his staff, gathering power to shatter the unusual necromantic spells upon Malaric.
But Malaric seized Mazael's shoulder, and both men vanished in a swirl of darkness. 

###

The shadows cleared, and Mazael found himself outside of Cravenlock Town, the ramparts rising over him. He stumbled forward several steps, his right leg a pillar of agony. Already he felt the dagger's wound closing as his Demonsouled blood stitched together the torn flesh. But the burning pain of the wound did not fade, and he felt its fiery numbness spreading up his leg and into his torso. 
Poison. It might kill him. More likely, it would cause him a great deal of pain as his Demonsouled nature fought it.
Mazael forced his right leg to remain upright, Lion raised, and confronted his attacker.
The man stood a dozen paces away, sword in right hand, bloody dagger in left. He looked like a common mercenary, but his beard and mustache were styled and trimmed, and his bright green eyes watched Mazael with amused wariness. 
"I know you," rasped Mazael, taking a step closer. 
"Do you?" said the blond man. "We've never met, I fear. I’ve heard a great deal about you, though, from quite a few different people. You've made an astonishing range of enemies."
"Malaric," said Mazael, taking another step closer. "The Skull that tried to kill Molly at Swordgrim."
"And I would have, too," said Malaric, "if your pet Tervingi wizard hadn't interfered."
"I thought the Skulls didn't give second chances," said Mazael. The wound on his leg closed, but the burning sensation of the poison worsened. 
"They don't," said Malaric. "I'm afraid the Skulls are displeased with me. But that doesn't matter. I'm going to deal with them, you see. Right after I kill you." 
He stepped forward. Mazael raised his shield, but Malaric vanished in a swirl of darkness. Mazael whirled, recalling the tactic when he had fought Molly within Arylkrad. Another swirl of shadow, and Malaric reappeared, his sword and dagger blurring. Mazael caught the blows on his shield, shoved, and struck back with Lion. The burning blade gashed Malaric on his forearm, and the assassin stumbled back with a cry of pain. Mazael drew back Lion for the kill, but Malaric stepped into the shadows, reappearing a dozen feet away. 
“Gods,” said Malaric, rubbing his forearm. Mazael saw the wound shrinking as it healed. “That thing stings.” 
“Come closer,” growled Mazael, “and you’ll see how much more it can sting.” 
The waves of throbbing pain in his veins grew worse, his vision swimming, sweat pouring down his face. 
“I’m surprised,” said Malaric, “that you’re still standing. That poison is potent enough to kill a grown man in the space between two heartbeats.” 
“It will take more than that to finish me,” said Mazael, walking towards Malaric, trying to ignore the pain in his leg. 
Malaric smiled. “Yes. Another one of these, perhaps?” 
He disappeared into the shadows.
Mazael spun, shield raised, waiting for Malaric’s attack. As he expected, a column of darkness swirled, and Malaric sprang out of it, sword in his right hand and a fresh dagger in his left. Mazael caught Malaric’s sword thrust on his shield and sidestepped, beating aside a slash of the dagger with Lion’s blade. 
Then Malaric stepped back, whispered a spell, and his sword erupted in snarling green flames. Even at a distance, Mazael felt the chill radiating from those flames. A necromantic spell, he suspected, designed to suck the life and warmth from its victims. 
Malaric went on the attack, hammering at Mazael’s shield with his sword. Mazael felt the chill from the sword soaking through the wood and into his left arm. Normally, he would have been able to shrug it off, but with the pain from the poison spreading, it was harder and harder to hold his shield steady. 
Then Malaric sidestepped and disappeared. Mazael turned, his leg throbbing, and tried to guess where Malaric would reappear.
He guessed correctly, and the assassin materialized out of shadow, sword and dagger reaching for Mazael’s head. He deflected the sword thrust on his shield, and raised Lion to catch the dagger.
But his throbbing arm moved a heartbeat too slow, and the poisoned dagger plunged into his neck.

###

Molly blinked and climbed to the dais alongside Riothamus and Romaria. “He took Mazael?”
The battle in the square had ended. The runedead had been destroyed, and the calibah hunted down. But, gods, the calibah had slain so many. They had killed at least sixty thains and townsmen in their initial attack, and wounded dozens more in the fighting that followed. 
“Aye,” said Riothamus, stooping over a wounded thain. The sigils upon his staff pulsed with golden light, and the man sat up with a cry. The thain doubled over and vomited upon himself, purging the calibah poison from his body. “Malaric appeared, and stabbed Lord Mazael in the leg with a dagger. Then he seized Mazael’s shoulder and vanished in a swirl of darkness, much as you do.”
“Just like he did at Swordgrim,” said Molly. “How the devil did he learn to do that?”
“How far could he have traveled?” said Romaria. “A few miles, perhaps?”
Molly shook her head. “No more than two or three hundred yards. Perhaps a little less. Mazael is heavy, and traveling through the shadows is harder with greater weight. They have to be somewhere inside the town. Maybe outside the walls, but not far.”
“We must find him,” said Romaria. Molly saw the alarm on the older woman’s face. The gods only knew why Malaric had taken Mazael, or what the renegade might do to him. “I’ll take wolf form, and smell…”
“No,” said Molly. “If he walked through the shadows, he wouldn’t have left a trail for you to follow. Stay here. I’ll find Mazael and Malaric, and come for you when I do.”
And then she would finally kill Malaric. 
Molly had many regrets from her years as a Skull of Barellion, but not killing the Prince of Barellion’s bastard son when she had the chance was high among them. Malaric had been working with Lucan, and Molly was sure Lucan could not have cast the Great Rising without Malaric’s help. 
She turned and strode into the shadows, reappearing atop the domed roof of the church. A quick scan of the nearby streets showed no sign of either Mazael or Malaric. Another hop through the shadows took her to the roof of a prosperous merchant’s house, and again Molly saw no sign of either man.
She jumped from rooftop to rooftop, seeking for her enemy and her father. Malaric would want no witnesses when he dealt with Mazael, lest allies come to the Lord of Castle Cravenlock’s aid. He would have taken Mazael someplace isolated, then. A prepared warehouse or room, then? Molly doubted it. Accurate travel through the shadows grew harder with increased distance, and even more difficult when carrying a great deal of weight…
The answer came to Molly.
Malaric would have traveled outside the walls, away from the town’s only gate.
She walked the shadows to the town’s eastern rampart, scanning the empty plains surrounding the town. 
There was no trace of either man.
Then she saw a flare of green fire below the wall.
The same sort of necromantic fire Malaric liked to conjure around his sword. 

###

Pain exploded through Mazael, filling his head and neck, and he ripped free from Malaric’s dagger, blood pouring down his armor. Already he felt his Demonsouled power closing the wound. But the ghastly poison roared through his veins, filling him with agony. 
Malaric lashed out with his sword, the blade plunging deep into Mazael’s left shoulder. His arm went numb, his shield falling, and Malaric danced around Mazael’s sluggish blow from Lion. 
Malaric’s next swing slammed into Mazael’s belly. The dragon scales turned aside the blow, but the chill of the green flame poured into him, and his dizziness grew worse.
He lost his balance, fell to one knee. 

###

Riothamus worked over the wounded, trying to ignore the gnawing fear. Molly had gone after Malaric…and Malaric had almost bested her the last time. If not for Riothamus’s intervention, the renegade assassin would have killed her. 
And a man like Malaric would not have attacked Mazael Cravenlock unless he was absolutely certain of success.
Romaria paced back and forth across the dais, giving orders to any thains or militia sergeants that approached. The chaos in the square was over, and all that was left was to treat the wounded and bury the dead.
Darkness flickered next to Romaria, and Molly appeared.
“Outside the eastern wall,” she said. “He’s fighting Malaric. Hurry!”
She vanished again. 
Romaria jumped from the dais.
And as she landed, she changed. 
One moment she wore the form of a human woman. The next she had became a massive black wolf, with gleaming white fangs, bristling black fur, and blazing blue eyes. The wolf raced across the square, townsmen and thains falling over each other to get out of her way, and shot for the eastern wall. 
Riothamus could neither turn into a wolf nor stride through the shadows.
But he could run, and he sprinted after Romaria.

###

Malaric could not believe it had been this easy. 
Mazael Cravenlock slumped on one knee, leaning on his blazing sword like a cane, sweat pouring down his face. One good blow would finish him off. Skalatan’s poison was every bit as potent as the archpriest had promised. 
“Do you like it?” said Malaric. “The venom of a San-keth archpriest, the most potent poison ever brewed. It would have killed any other man by now. Though I suppose the death of a son of the Old Demon should be a bit more…difficult than that of other men.” 
Mazael spat out a mouthful of blood. “You run errands for the serpents now? You’ve turned proselyte?”
“Hardly,” said Malaric. “An alliance of convenience, that is all. And once you are dead, an alliance that becomes…less convenient. Though to my advantage.”
He glimpsed a flicker of movement atop the town’s wall and looked to the side. No one was there. Still, best to get on with it. Help might arrive at any moment, and Malaric had a throne to claim and a princedom to conquer.
“I wonder,” said Malaric, “if anyone will ever know that I killed the great Mazael Cravenlock.” He shrugged. “No matter. Work well done is its own reward, no?”
He drew the final poisoned dagger in his free hand and strode towards Mazael. 

###

Mazael watched Malaric approach, his death in the assassin’s left hand. 
His certain death. 
He had endured two wounds from those poisoned daggers, and he knew he could not survive a third. That poison, if it was indeed the poison of a San-keth archpriest, was the most deadly Mazael had ever suffered. He half-suspected that he was going to die anyway, that the poison already in his blood would overwhelm him. 
But he refused to yield.
Even if he no longer had the strength left to fight.
But there was only one place left from which to draw strength. 
He had no other choice. Malaric was going to kill him, and the gods only knew what the renegade would do next. Mazael reached into himself, into the Demonsouled rage that filled his mind and heart. The dark fire rose at his call, pouring past the barriers of restraint he had built for all these years. 
The pain didn’t vanish…but it suddenly seemed less significant. 
Molten rage drowned Mazael’s mind.
He surged to his feet with a roar and charged Malaric. The assassin got his sword up in surprise, and blocked Mazael’s first blow, his second, his third. But Mazael was not aiming for Malaric’s chest or head. He had seen the leather bag dangling at the assassin’s hip, the way his hand strayed to it. The contents of that bag were precious to Malaric, and its loss would cause him pain. 
And Mazael wanted to cause Malaric agony.
He slashed down, stepping past Malaric’s guard, Lion’s blazing blade reaching for the leather bag. Malaric jerked to the side, and Lion cut open the bag. Inside Mazael saw yellowing bone and symbols of crimson fire.
“No!” shouted Malaric, his face white with fear, and he disappeared into the shadows, reappearing twenty yards away. Mazael stalked after him, intending to smash him to pieces…
Then his legs buckled, and Mazael collapsed to his knees, shaking.
Even his Demonsouled blood could not exceed the limits of his body…and the poison had just reached them. 

###

Malaric chastised himself. 
A child of the Old Demon was not a foe to take lightly, and Malaric had almost gotten himself gutted.
Well, it was not a mistake he would make twice. 
He strode towards Mazael, the last poisoned dagger in hand.
An instant later pain exploded through his back and side, and Malaric screamed. He drew on the skull’s dark power, filling himself with strength, and surged forward, ripping himself free of a slender sword and a dark dagger.
He turned as the stolen Demonsouled power healed his wounds, and saw a slender woman standing behind him, weapons ready.
Molly Cravenlock. 
“You’re like a drowned rat, Malaric,” said Molly. “You just won’t die. You should have stayed in the shadows.” 
“Don’t lecture me,” hissed Malaric, “about shadows.” 
From the corner of his eye he saw more movement atop the town’s walls. Allies, come to Mazael’s aid.
Malaric was out of time. 
Molly charged him, and Malaric whispered a spell, summoning both the skull’s power and his own magic. Invisible force exploded from him in all directions, slamming both Mazael and Molly to the ground. 
Malaric leapt into the shadows and reappeared over Mazael, the poisoned dagger raised high. He brought the weapon down…
A dark blur slammed into him, throwing him to the ground. A huge black wolf loomed over him, blue eyes ablaze with rage, fangs yawning to rip his throat open.
Malaric slammed the poisoned dagger into the wolf’s chest.
The beast flailed and fell off him, thrashing and kicking as the poison sank into its veins.
Malaric scrambled to his feet and felt a surge of magic. He saw a Tervingi man standing atop the ramparts, a staff in hand, golden fire crackling around his fingertips.
The Guardian. 
The Tervingi wizard might not have figured out what Malaric had done to Corvad’s skull, but the barbarian had the power to destroy Malaric nonetheless. 
Malaric shot a look at Mazael. The Lord of Castle Cravenlock lay motionless. Dead? Probably. The man had taken enough venom to kill an entire herd of Tervingi war mammoths. Demonsouled or not, if he was not already dead, he would be in a few moments. 
Molly climbed to her feet, the Guardian leveled his staff, and Malaric fled into the shadows.

###

Mazael levered himself on one elbow. 
He saw the black wolf shift back into Romaria, saw her lie motionless upon the trampled grass.
The front of her leather jerkin was wet with blood, steaming and bubbling with Malaric’s damned poison.
No. 
He had seen her die once before…and now he was seeing it again.
Mazael had to help her. He tried to rise, but his strength failed, and blackness swallowed him.

###

Ten miles later, chest heaving from exertion, Malaric at last dared to look over his shoulder.
No signs of pursuit. He saw nothing but the empty plains in all directions. A few farms dotted the landscape here and there, along with the occasional village, but they presented no trouble. Most likely the peasants hadn’t seen him, and if they had, they would not be able to tell Molly and the Guardian where he had gone.
He had gotten away.
Malaric laughed, wiping sweat from his brow. He supposed Molly would be the Lady of Castle Cravenlock now. Idly he wondered if she could hold Mazael’s followers and the Tervingi together, or if they would turn on each other in brutal civil war.
As entertaining as it would be to watch Molly fail, it was not his problem. 
Barellion was his to claim. 
But first, he had to collect a debt from Skalatan.
Malaric lifted his arm, drawing on the magic of the bracer. A sheet of mist sprang up from the ground, widening into a mistgate back to the woods in Knightcastle where Skalatan waited.
Malaric strode through the gate, closing it behind him, and left the Grim Marches behind.







Chapter 11 – Before the Storm

Hugh Chalsain had never before seen so many terrified, hungry people in once place.
They traveled south in a long line, filling the road and spilling into the surrounding fields. Men driving carts laden with their worldly possessions, their worried wives walking at their sides. Women trudging along the road, carrying babies and clutching the hands of their children. Entire families of three or four generations, abandoning their villages to flee for the safety of the Prince’s city.
Fleeing from the all-conquering Aegonar. 
“There are so many of them,” muttered Montigard from his place at Hugh’s side. 
Maurus threw the knight a sour look. “Can you really blame them?”
Hugh could not.
Especially since he knew what the Aegonar did to those who resisted. 
“Come,” said Hugh, turning his horse around. “We need to be seen.”
Maurus snorted. “Do you really think we can protect them, sir knight?”
Hugh glared at the wizard. “Perhaps not. But we shall try. And some among the peasants would try to take advantage of this misfortune. Best to discourage them before make trouble.”
Maurus grunted, but did not argue. He would do what Hugh said. They all would, even the petty, proud lords like Alberon Stormsea. Hugh was only a knight, the youngest son of the Prince of Barellion…but there was no one else to take command.
So he had taken command. 
He rode along the line of peasants. From time to time he stopped and spoke to the villagers, listening to their stories. They spoke of longships with crimson sails landing and disgorging hordes of screaming warriors in scale mail. Others described the Aegonar wizards, men who apparently called themselves the "seidjar" and served as priests of the serpent god. 
“They demanded that the bailiff kiss the serpent,” said an old man, “and when he didn’t, they cut off his head.” 
Hugh bade them to keep walking, to look after their sick and wounded. Barellion was only a few more days to the south, and once they reached the Prince’s walls, they would be safe.
Empty words, but all he could offer.
At last Hugh reached the end of the column, and heard a familiar querulous voice raised in outrage.
He sighed. 
“This is an egregious slight,” said Lord Alberon Stormsea. Hugh spotted the old lord sitting atop a horse. His bald head, prominent nose, and fur-lined collar made him look a bit like a vulture perched atop a saddle. “I am the Lord of Castle Stormsea, and I should ride in the vanguard! It is my militiamen that patrol these…these rabble, after all.”
“The wounded need to go in the van, Father,” said Adelaide, riding at her father’s side. She wore a plain gown and a heavy cloak against the chill, her brown hair pulled into a tail. “The Aegonar kill any wounded they find.”
Lord Alberon snorted. “If Prince Everard’s brat thinks I will sacrifice my own armsmen for some flea-ridden peasants, then…”
He trailed off as Hugh and his companions approached.
“Sir Hugh,” said Alberon, “I…”
“Sorry to interrupt, my lord Alberon,” said Hugh. “I need to speak with your daughter for a moment. A trivial matter, and not worthy of my lord’s valuable time.”
Alberon inclined his head in a passable imitation of a regal nod. “You have my leave, sir knight.”
Adelaide smiled and steered her mare to join Hugh. His companions fell back, giving them a modicum of privacy. 
“I see Lord Alberon,” said Hugh, “has handled our current travails with all his customary grace and dignity.” 
“Be gentle,” said Adelaide. “He is an old man who has lost his home.” She looked over the column and sighed. “As so many have.” 
“How do we fare for food?” said Hugh.
Just as Hugh had taken command of the knights and petty lords fleeing the Aegonar, so had Adelaide organized the column of terrified refugees. Many of them knew her and trusted her from the Great Rising, and so listened to her.
And there was no one else to do it.
“Not well,” said Adelaide. “We have enough food to reach Barellion without starving, but little more.”
Hugh gave a sharp nod. “Then we shall have to travel as quickly as we can.”
“Hugh,” said Adelaide. “There is another danger.” 
"Beyond the obvious?" said Hugh.
"Yes," said Adelaide, taking a deep breath. "The peasants might turn on us. And some of the nobles, too."
Hugh shrugged. "I expected something like that. In times of war, the peasants always blame their lords." He scowled. "Perhaps they were right. If my father's men had not been so dispersed to fight the runedead..." 
"That's not what I meant," said Adelaide. "They might side with the Aegonar."
The thought was so bizarre that it took him several moments to consider it.
"Why?" he said at last. "You know what the Aegonar do to the villages they conquer. All the men are put to the sword, and their heads heaped in a pyramid outside the village. The women are made slaves, concubines if they're fertile, kitchen drudges and domestic slaves otherwise. Anyone too old, too young, or too sick to work is tortured to death. Why would the peasants choose that?"
"What happens," said Adelaide, keeping her voice low, "to villages that surrender to the Aegonar?"
Hugh frowned. "I hadn't considered that."
"They're spared," said Adelaide. "I've spoken with some of the survivors. Those who surrender become...thralls of the Aegonar, that is the term. They're like our peasants, but with fewer rights. They're allowed to keep their lands, though they have to pay an additional tax." 
Hugh shrugged. "That's hardly remarkable. Villages change hands between lords often, whether through marriage or war."
"Most lords," said Adelaide, "do not invite the villages to convert to the worship of Sepharivaim."
"They're trying to force the villagers to worship of the serpent god?" said Hugh.
Adelaide nodded. "If a man kneels before a seidjar and swears to worship Sepharivaim, he becomes a vassal of the Aegonar. He gets to keep all his property and wealth, and his family remains unharmed, though he will have to join the Aegonar in their wars." 
"Who would do that?" said Hugh, shocked. "The San-keth are monstrous, all men know that. Only the blackest villains betray the Amathavian gods to bow down before Sepharivaim." 
"The San-keth are monsters," said Adelaide, "but the Aegonar are just men, if crueler than most. Hugh," she glanced back at Lord Alberon, "some of my father's knights stayed behind and swore to worship Sepharivaim. I heard about it from the peasants. The knights pledged themselves to the serpent god, and killed any of their peasants who did not follow suit. Some of those who refused escaped and joined us." 
"Gods," muttered Hugh, rubbing at his jaw. Stubble scraped beneath his fingers. "The Aegonar are here to conquer, else they wouldn't bother with conversion. But an entire nation of San-keth proselytes? My father has dealt with San-keth proselytes before. They've always skulked in the shadows, met in ruins and tombs and such. They'd never raise an army like this."
"That is because there are so few San-keth proselytes here," said Adelaide. "The lords, the church, the wizards' brotherhood, the Justiciars...they all unite to hunt down proselytes. But what if the San-keth took over an entire nation, converted everyone to the worship of the serpent god? The Aegonar might well be the result." 
"And now they're here," said Hugh, "to spread the worship of the serpent god." 
"I think you say it true," said Adelaide.
Hugh nodded. "We've got to get to my father as soon as possible. We must tell him the nature of our foes. The armies of Greycoast..."
A horn rang out, long and loud. Hugh spun his horse around, drawing his sword. This portion of the Prince's road wound its way through low hills, the landscape dotted here and there with trees. The terrain offered any number of ideal places for a small band of Aegonar to launch an assault. Hugh had over six hundred mounted men under his command, both those he had brought from Barellion and those he had gathered along the way. But they were scattered around the line and in scouting parties, and if a large Aegonar force struck...
Then a horseman galloped around one of the hills, one of the scouts Hugh had dispatched. But he had sent out the scouts in bands of four, not alone...
"Sir Hugh!" shouted the scout, one of Lord Alberon's militiamen. "The enemy come! At least two hundred Aegonar." The man shook his head, wiping dried blood from his face. "They got the others, but..."
"You did well," said Hugh. "Adelaide. Keep the peasants moving. If they stop, the Aegonar will overrun them." Adelaide nodded and galloped back to the line. "Montigard!" The knight rode over. "Sound assembly! Now!"
Montigard nodded, lifted his war horn to his lips, and blew a series of blasts. The ragged column of refugees stretched for nearly three miles, and Hugh's men had scattered nearly its entire length. Montigard raised the Chalsain banner, the green cloth blowing in the wind, and the horsemen started to gather near Hugh.
"What is the meaning of this?" said Lord Alberon, spurring his horse to Hugh's side. "You've called assembly? Why? I demand to know why!"
"I suggest, my lord," said Hugh, "that you arm yourself. The Aegonar are coming, and we need to keep them away from the peasants." 
Alberon's face paled. "Perhaps...perhaps I should oversee the peasants. They can be unruly, and my daughter could use my aid."
"Yes," said Hugh. "I'm sure she would rejoice in your help, my lord."
He expected a rejoinder, but Alberon had already spun his horse and started back toward the peasants. Hugh shook his head in disgust. How such a craven and petulant man could have fathered a daughter like Adelaide, he would never understand. 
Then he heard the Aegonar war horns in the distance, and he understood Alberon's fear a little better. 
"They'll come around that hill, sir knight," said the scout, pointing. 
Hugh nodded and raised his voice. "Knights and armsmen, to the front! Those of you with bows, to the rear and ready your arrows. Release on my command!" 
The men reshuffled themselves, and Maurus and Montigard rode to Hugh's side.
"Maurus," said Hugh. "If you see any seidjar, you'll know what to do."
Maurus gave a grim nod and drew a copper tube from within his black coat, both ends stuffed with cork. Hugh drew breath to give another command, and then there was no more time.
The Aegonar boiled into sight.
There were at least two hundred of them, tall men in scale armor and spiked helmets. But in their midst ran hulking men in cloaks of bearskin and bronze helmets shaped like the yawning mouths of serpents. 
"Oh, damn," said Montigard. "Those things." 
"Ulfhednar," said Maurus. 
Hugh lifted his sword. The regular Aegonar warriors were dangerous enough. The madmen the Aegonar called the “ulfhednar” were much worse. Maurus claimed that the ulfhednar had been possessed by spirits of rage, granting them superhuman strength and twisting their minds with insane fury. They would not maintain formation with the other Aegonar, but would charge into the fray, heedless of their own lives. 
If they reached the peasants it would be a slaughter. The ulfhednar charged with bestial howls, their faces twisted with fury beneath their serpent helms. Their speed carried them forward, away from the other Aegonar warriors, and Hugh saw his chance. 
“Montigard!” said Hugh, pointing his sword. “The charge, now! Archers, focus on the men behind the ulfhednar!” 
Montigard lifted the horn and blew a long blast, and the horsemen surged forward, Hugh at their head. Arrows hissed overhead as the militia archers raised their bows, falling into the mass of Aegonar warriors behind the ulfhednar. 
Then the ulfhednar crashed into the horsemen, and the battle filled Hugh's world.
He swung his sword as his mount galloped past an ulfhednar, the blade a steely blur. It struck the ulfhednar’s neck with terrific force, and the man collapsed to the ground. Hugh rode on and swung at another ulfhednar, his blade ripping through the man’s shoulder.
Then an ulfhednar howled and jumped, crashing into Hugh. The blow knocked him from the saddle, and he fell to the ground with a clatter of armor, the ulfhednar atop him. Hugh saw the Aegonar’s face through the yawning mouth of the serpent helm, saw the Aegonar’s bloodshot blue eyes, the rage-crazed face. 
The Aegonar howled, and Hugh slammed his forehead against his foe. His steel helmet clanged off the bronze serpent helm, and the Aegonar jerked back, blood pouring from his nose. Hugh slammed his sword into the side of the serpent helm. Again the Aegonar reeled, and Hugh shoved the ulfhednar off him. 
He rolled to one knee and stabbed, his blade plunging into the ulfhednar’s belly. The ulfhednar bellowed, reaching for Hugh’s throat, hands hooked into claws. Hugh released his sword hilt, yanked the dagger from his belt, and plunged it into the ulfhednar’s neck.
The Aegonar stiffened and toppled sideways, and Hugh yanked his weapons free and staggered to his feet. The chaos of the battle surged around him, and he saw several of his men dead upon the ground. But the charge of the ulfhednar had been blunted, and his knights and armsmen drove back the mass of Aegonar warriors. Hugh looked around for his horse and found it standing a dozen yards away. He picked up his shield and hurried towards his mount.
The howl of an Aegonar battle cry stopped him.
Hugh whirled and saw two Aegonar warriors coming at him, both wielding crescent-bladed axes. He got his shield up in time to block the first blow, and it smashed against the iron-banded wood with terrific force. The top third of his shield splintered into broken kindling, and Hugh stumbled. The Aegonar grinned and raised his axe for the killing blow.
Hugh flung his broken shield, catching the Aegonar in the face. The warrior lost his footing, and Hugh stabbed with his blade. The Aegonar slumped, blood pouring from the wound in his throat.
The second Aegonar lunged at Hugh, and Hugh tried to block with his sword.
The heavy axe snapped his sword in two, the blade shattering. Hugh fell to the ground, the broken shard of his sword hilt falling from his hand. The Aegonar bellowed laughter and raised his axe for a two-handed blow. The strength of the Aegonar’s arm and the weight of the heavy axe would drive the blade through Hugh’s breastplate like tissue paper.
Montigard galloped past, his war horse slamming into the Aegonar as the blow fell. Hugh threw himself to the side, and the axe buried itself in the ground. He kicked, his boot catching the warrior in the gut.
Montigard’s sword came down and sent the Aegonar tumbling. 
Hugh staggered back to his feet, breathing hard. Had Montigard arrived a few seconds later, or had Hugh been just a touch slower, he would now be dead. “My thanks.”
Montigard nodded. “Your horse is over there, sir knight.” 
Hugh retrieved the axe from the slain Aegonar, plucked a shield from a dead ulfhednar, and heaved himself into the saddle. 

###

An hour later the fighting was over.
“Thirty-seven dead,” said Montigard, “and another twenty wounded. But we killed all the ulfhednar, and most of the warriors. The rest are running back to their masters like whipped dogs.” 
Hugh scowled. “They’ll report our location, and the Aegonar will come for us in force.”
“Well, yes,” said Montigard. “That.” 
“Did they reach the peasants?” said Hugh.
“No,” said Montigard. “None of them got past us.”
Hugh grunted. “At least we can claim that much success.”
He rode with Montigard back to the main column, which had only managed to cover another three miles or so during the battle. At this rate, it would take at least week for the refugees to reach Barellion, if not longer.
The Aegonar would overtake them well before that.
A horseman galloped to Hugh’s side, clad in chain mail and leather armor, a bushy brown-gray beard hanging over his chest. “Sir Hugh!”
“Sir Edgar,” said Hugh. “What news?” The man was a capable scout, and a steady head in a fight. Hugh suspected Sir Edgar had acquired his skills stealing cows and sheep from his neighbors, but Hugh had larger problems. 
“Naught good, sir,” said Edgar. “Some of the scouts have returned, and a few men fleeing from the villages near Barren Point have arrived. Almost all of northwestern Greycoast has fallen to the foe. Old Sir Aelfmane still holds his keep, but it will fall soon enough, and then the Aegonar can continue their march.”
“How many Aegonar have landed?” said Hugh.
Edgar shrugged. “Based on what I have seen and heard, I would guess at least thirty thousand. Perhaps even as many as fifty thousand.” 
“Ill news,” said Montigard.
“And there is more to come,” said Edgar. “Sir Aelfmane’s castle is small, and not all the Aegonar are needed to siege it. The rest have broken into small bands and rove across the countryside.”
“In search of provender, I expect,” said Hugh. 
“Aye,” said Edgar. “It is the same as we already seen. If a village resists, the men are slain and the women and children taken as slaves. But if they surrender and embrace the worship of the serpent god…well, they are spared.”
“I fear many shall take that path,” said Hugh.
“But the Aegonar bands are moving quickly,” said Edgar. “We have another day, if that, before they find us.” 
Hugh took a deep breath.
“Gather the lords and the knights,” he said. “It’s time we made a difficult decision.”

###

The column came to a halt for the night. Those peasants who had tents raised them and gathered wood for a fire. Others bedded down beneath their carts. Those who had neither tents nor cots wrapped themselves in their cloaks and lay down near the campfires. 
Hugh and the nobles met at the northern edge of the rambling camp, ready to respond if the Aegonar attacked. 
“My lords,” said Hugh, “we must decide how to proceed. The Aegonar host sieges a castle north of here, but it will fall ere much longer. Worse, Sir Edgar’s men report that many Aegonar warbands already range over the countryside, forcing villages to submit and destroying those that defy them. Sooner or later one of those Aegonar warbands will find us These peasants will make a tempting target.”
Silence answered his pronouncement, the lords and knights looking at each other. 
“We have horses,” said Lord Alberon at last. “I suggest we ride south and make our way to Barellion as swiftly as we can.”
“You would abandon your peasants?” said Adelaide, voice soft. 
Alberon shrugged. “I wish them no ill will, of course, and will hope for their safety. But we certainly cannot save them. And if they slow the Aegonar long enough for their lords to escape…well, that is a sacrifice they should be honored to make.”
“Then you would abandon your peasants, who look to you for protection,” said Adelaide, “to the Aegonar? You would abandon them to slavery? Or if they submit, you would hand them over to the tender mercies of the seidjar and their cruel serpent god?”
“Do not question me, daughter,” said Alberon, his voice sharp. “We will do what we must.”
He looked at the circle of nobles, but few of them would meet his eye.
“Loath as I am to abandon any man to the Aegonar,” said another lord, “I fear Lord Alberon’s words have cruel truth to them. We cannot defend the peasants if the Aegonar come in force. Dying alongside them would be noble, but what good would that accomplish?”
Hugh took a deep breath. “There is another way.”
“And what is that, pray?” snapped Alberon.
“We ride north and attack the Aegonar warbands one by one,” said Hugh, “and draw their attention.”
Adelaide looked at him, her eyes wide with fear. 
“That is almost certain death,” said a knight.
“Not necessarily,” said Hugh. “We will ride quick and light, strike at the enemy, and fade away before they can pursue us. If we are clever, they shall assume that many more enemies ride against them. The Aegonar seem to prefer to fight from foot. We can outdistance them easily enough, and draw their attention so the peasants can escape to the city. Then we shall ride south and join them.”
It sounded so reasonable when he said it, though Hugh knew it might well mean his death. 
“And who shall command?” said Alberon.
Montigard grinned. “Why, my lord, perhaps you should. You are the highest among us, after all.”
Hugh had the dark satisfaction of seeing Alberon splutter.
“No, my lords,” said Hugh after a moment. “I shall command the sortie. Everard Chalsain of Barellion has sworn to protect all of Greycoast. His son, even his youngest son, can do no less. We shall leave Lord Alberon in command of the refugees.” Hugh would not trust Alberon to run a chicken coop, but the terrified old lord would do whatever Adelaide told him. “You shall take these people to Barellion, and warn my father of the peril Greycoast faces.” He looked at the knights and lords. “We shall leave at dawn.”
No one objected. 

###

“I would tell you,” murmured Adelaide against Hugh’s chest, “not to go, but I know you would not heed me.”
Hugh said nothing.
As the Prince’s son, he had commandeered a tent, and had used it to say farewell to Adelaide. Part of him had wanted to push her away. To tell her that she was only Alberon’s bastard, that she meant nothing to him, that she was merely another in a long string of conquests. Better that she forget him entirely, since he would likely not return from the attack on the Aegonar. Better that she forget him and find another man.
But he could not bring himself to do it.
So instead they lay together in the blankets. 
“It’s dawn,” said Hugh at last. “I should go.”
He rose and gathered his clothes.
Adelaide gazed up at him from the bedroll, her brown hair dark against the pale skin of her shoulders and chest. 
“Return to me,” she said.
“I will,” said Hugh. 
“No,” said Adelaide, blinking, her eyes wet. “You will return to me. I know it. I know it. Every day I will wait for you.”
He wanted to tell her to forget him, to move on.
“I love you,” he said instead, and kissed her.
“I love you,” she said when he pulled away.
Hugh gazed at her for a moment longer, and then left the tent.

###

“Sir Hugh?” said Montigard with a yawn, holding the lance with the Chalsain banner.
Hugh swung up into his saddle. “Let’s make the Aegonar regret ever setting foot upon Greycoast.”







Chapter 12 – Masks

Gerald took a deep breath, adjusted his cloak and sword belt, and stepped onto his father’s balcony.
Lord Malden Roland sat at a wooden table, eating breakfast and reading a letter. The sun rose to the east, painting the Riversteel the color of burnished bronze. The sunlight illuminated thousands of tents between the castle and the town. The vassals of Lord Malden Roland, come to aid their lord in his grand offensive against Caraster. 
And the knights of the Justiciar Order, come at their Grand Master’s bidding. 
“Father?” said Gerald. “You sent for me?”
Malden looked up from his letters. “Yes. Please, sit. The servants should be along shortly, if you want something else for breakfast.” From the look of the plates, Lord Malden had enjoyed a hearty breakfast of bacon and eggs and bread. His appetite had increased greatly after…
After whatever Ataranur had done to him. 
“A letter from the bailiff of Knightport to Lord Nicholas,” said Malden with a disgusted snort. “He asks to send only half the militiamen I have summoned. Half! He thinks to protect the wealth of Knightport from bandits. Bandits are the least of his concern.”
“Truly,” said Gerald. It still amazed him how healthy Lord Malden looked. A week ago he had been on the verge of death. Now he looked like a man in his prime. His hair was even more blond than gray. 
“If he thinks to defy the Lord of Knightcastle,” said Malden, his blue eyes glinting, “he shall receive something else entirely.” 
“Explain to him,” said Gerald, “that if Caraster comes north, the wealth of Knightport ensures that Caraster will kill him in front of his wife and children.” He remembered the gutted villages he had seen. “And then Caraster will kill them.”
Malden snorted. “A fine argument.” He hesitated. “This Caraster, and his talk of killing all lords, of freeing men from the laws of the gods. Was I truly such a cruel lord, Gerald? Why else would they turn against me, if they did not hate me?”
Gerald shrugged. “I have seen crueler lords than you, father. The Dominiars terrorized Mastaria for centuries, and most of Caraster’s disciples are Mastarian. And these times, father, these evil times…the runedead, the Malrags and barbarians in the Grim Marches. Many peasants think the end of the world has come, and the Destroyer will arrive to overthrow the nations of men. Perhaps they think Caraster’s mad vision offers hope. Besides, I think Caraster rules more through fear than loyalty. A man who turns up on your doorstep with ten thousand runedead is not one to ignore.” 
“True,” said Malden, “though when we are done, Caraster shall wish we had ignored him. When we march south, Gerald, I would like you to take command of the footmen of the left wing. We'll need a man with a steady head to hold the line together.” 
Gerald nodded. “What of Tobias?”
“He shall command the horse on the left wing,” said Malden, “and I shall command the center. Knightreach is under attack, and the House of Roland has sworn to protect Knightreach. The people will see us protect them.”
“Hopefully,” said Gerald, “we shall do more than simply be seen.”
Malden nodded. “I mean to find Caraster and stick his head on a pike. Once he’s dead, his runedead horde will become a hundred little bands, and we can deal with them at leisure.” 
“A solid plan,” said Gerald.
They sat in silence for a moment. 
“Father,” said Gerald at last.
“I suppose you are wondering,” said Malden, “how precisely Ataranur healed me.”
“The thought had crossed my mind,” said Gerald.
Malden smiled. “I was wondering when you would ask. And the truth is, Gerald, I don’t know.” He gazed into the distance. “At first I thought he was a fever dream. Or perhaps death himself, come to collect me. Then I passed out, and when I awoke, he had healed me. I wondered if he was a charlatan or a trickster, but,” he waved his hand over himself, “you can see the results.”
“But who is he?” said Gerald. “No one has ever seen him without that mask.”
“His identity,” said Malden, “is a secret only for the ears of the Lord of Knightcastle.”
“Father,” said Gerald, “I shall be blunt. There are whispers in the court. Some say that Ataranur is a necromancer, like Simonian of Briault, and that he has corrupted you the way Simonian beguiled Mitor Cravenlock. Or that there is a San-keth cleric behind that mask. Father, if…”
He had expected Malden to dismiss the questions with a sneer or a barbed joke. Instead Malden’s face turned purple with fury, and he shot to his feet so fast the table almost fell over.
“What do they say?” he hissed, his blue eyes wide. “What do they say?”
“Father,” said Gerald, “I…”
Malden slammed his fist on the table, the dishes rattling. “I will have them hung! I will tear out their tongues and let them bleed to death. I will kill their wives and children in front of me and make them beg for mercy!” His voice rose to an enraged scream. “Tell me now!”
Gerald stared at Malden in shock. He had seen his father angry before, many times. But he had never seen him in such a rage. Had his vassals been assembled before him, Gerald was sure Malden would have started killing men at random.
“Father,” said Gerald.
Malden blinked, and the rage drained from his face. Suddenly he looked surprised, and perhaps, a touch ashamed. 
“I’m sorry,” he said, sitting back down. “I don’t…I don’t know what came over me.” He shook his head. “Why should that make me angry? It’s a perfectly logical response. Vassals and knights always gossip about their lords. It gives them something to do to fill the idle hours. Why should that upset me?”
“Is it,” said Gerald, deciding to take a risk, “something that Ataranur did to you? A…side effect, perhaps, of the healing?”
“I don’t think so,” said Malden, his voice distant. “I feel better than I have in years, Gerald.” He snorted. “Perhaps better than I ever have.”
Gerald leaned forward. “Father. If Ataranur is playing you false…”
He expected another outburst of mad rage, but his father only laughed. 
“So earnest,” said Malden. “Very well. This does not leave this room, understand?” Gerald nodded. “Ataranur is High Elderborn.”
“Rachel thought as much,” said Gerald. “But that’s impossible. The High Elderborn have been dust for millennia. That…”
But even as he spoke, he remembered the tales. Knightcastle was old, its walls heavy with centuries of history. The castle had once been a stronghold of the High Elderborn, in the days before the first Roland king settled in the ruined citadel and raised his banner. Legends told of princes and kings of the High Elderborn sleeping in hidden chambers below the castle, waiting until Knightcastle’s hour of greatest need to awaken… 
“Then,” said Gerald, “Ataranur is one of these sleeping High Elderborn kings?”
“I believe so,” said Malden. 
“Or he claims to be,” said Gerald. “You’ve never seen him without that mask? Father, he could be a trickster.”
“A charlatan who healed me?” said Malden. Gerald had no answer for that. “Perhaps Ataranur is a charlatan. If so, he is a charlatan with power. And if he is truly a High Elderborn prince risen from the dust of time…Knightcastle’s need has never been greater, Gerald. We need all the aid we can gather.”
Gerald gave a slow nod. “As you say, father.”
But he would keep a close eye on his father and Ataranur nonetheless. 
The balcony door swung open, and a maid in Roland livery entered, a tray of food in her arms.
“Ah,” said Malden. “The rest of breakfast is here.”
The maid bowed and put the plates on the table, along with two cups of mixed wine. As she did, her sleeve caught on one of the cups, spilling the wine.
“My lord!” said the maid, her face flushing with mortification. “I am so sorry! My hand slipped, and…”
Gerald waved his hand. “It is no matter, my dear. You…”
Malden bellowed in fury, surged to his feet, and backhanded the maid. 
The woman shrieked and fell to the floor, the food flying everywhere. Malden kicked her in the side, hard. 
“You stupid bitch!” he roared. “I am the Lord of Knightcastle! Do you think…”
Gerald seized his father’s shoulders and slammed him against the wall. 
“What the devil is wrong with you?” said Gerald. “Have you become the sort of lord that beats his servants?” 
Malden glared at him, face twisted with rage. For a surreal moment Gerald wondered if his father would strike him. Then Malden shook his head and looked at the weeping maid, and again ashamed chagrin flooded over his face. 
“What is wrong with you?” said Gerald. “What did Ataranur do to you?”
“You are both dismissed,” said Malden.
“Father…”
“Dismissed!” bellowed Malden, ripping free of Gerald’s grasp and walking to the railing. 
Gerald helped the sobbing maid to her feet and left the balcony. 
Before, he had suspected that something was wrong.
Now he was certain of it.

###

Rachel smoothed the sides of her gown. 
She would not show any fear. She could not show any fear. Gerald had told her about his disturbing encounter with Lord Malden this morning, voiced his fear that Ataranur had developed some sort of dark hold over his father. 
She would find out the truth of it.
No one else dared approach Ataranur. The masked wizard inspired too much fear, even though he always spoke cordially. But Rachel was merely the wife of Lord Malden’s youngest son, and she hoped the wizard would not see her as a threat.
If Gerald knew about her plan, he would stop her. 
So before she could change her mind, she left the Hall of Triumph and walked to the edge of the inner curtain wall, the ramparts overlooking all of Knightcastle and Castle Town.
Ataranur stood there, robed and hooded, gloved hands clasped behind his back. His cloak stirred in the breeze, but he remained otherwise motionless. 
If Rachel had not known better, she would have thought him a statue draped in a black cloak. 
She stepped to his side. Ataranur gave no sign that he noticed her presence.
Rachel clasped her hands before her and put on her most tremulous smile. “Lord Ataranur?”
The steel mask within the cowl turned to face her. Through the mask’s eye holes she saw nothing but blackness.
“Lady Rachel,” came Ataranur’s hollow voice. “What do you wish of me?”
“I wanted to thank you,” said Rachel, “for saving Lord Malden’s life.”
Ataranur’s shoulders rippled in a faint shrug. “It was necessary for the greater good.”
“Perhaps,” said Rachel. “But we love Lord Malden, and we are grateful to you for saving him. Thank you.”
She touched Ataranur’s sleeve. The black cloth felt cold beneath her fingers, bitterly cold, as if Ataranur was ice, not flesh and blood. Every instinct screamed to pull her hand away, as if she had touched some poisonous thing. Yet Ataranur said nothing, the mask staring at her. After a moment Rachel withdrew her hand.
"Well," she said, "I thank you again, Lord Ataranur."
She turned to go. 
"You truly love him?"
Rachel turned. Ataranur was still watching her. 
"I'm sorry, my lord?"
"Lord Malden," said Ataranur. "You truly love him?"
"Of course, my lord," said Rachel. She smiled at the memory. "When I first came to Knightcastle...I was very frightened. Yet Lord Malden made me feel welcome. Like I was his daughter, come home at last. And he has accepted me into his family."
"And your own father?" said Ataranur. "Did you love him?"
"Yes," said Rachel after a moment's hesitation. She remembered Lord Adalon Cravenlock well. He had been a kindly man, gentle and generous...but weak. Her mother had dominated him utterly, and Lady Arissa had been cruel. And she had introduced Mitor to the worship of the San-keth, and Mitor had lured her into it...
"You hesitate," said Ataranur. "You did not love him?" 
"He's been dead for almost twenty years," said Rachel. "He was not a perfect man, and he made many mistakes. But, yes, I did love him."
"Perhaps you were fortunate," said Ataranur, his mask turning towards the valley. "My father was a tyrant."
Rachel blinked. "The High Elderborn had tyrants? All the tales say they were wise and kindly and powerful."
"You'll recall the Dark Elderborn were once High Elderborn," said Ataranur. For the first time there was a note of humor in the cold voice. "And my father had noble intentions. He desired order, peace, prosperity. All noble goals. Yet to achieve those goals he was willing to do terrible things. He turned me into a weapon, Lady Rachel. A weapon to smash any foes who threatened his order and his peace." He looked towards the sky. "And he succeeded beyond his fondest hopes."
"So your father left you here," said Rachel. "Below Knightcastle. Waiting until we would need you."
"Yes," said Ataranur. "He did." 
"I'm sorry," said Rachel.
"Do not be," said Ataranur. "I made my own choices. My father and all my kin are dust. Only I remain. I will do what I must to defend this world, regardless of the cost."
Rachel hesitated, and then decided to take a risk.
"But are you really High Elderborn?"
Again amusement entered the metallic voice. "Have I not said so?"
"But you wear that mask," said Rachel.
"Did I not heal Lord Malden? Would I do that, if I meant him ill?"
"True," said Rachel. She made sure to keep her tone nervous. It was not difficult. "Yet...oh, I do not want you to think me ungrateful, my lord. But...well, my mother and brother were beguiled by the lies of San-keth priests. My brother listened to the poisoned words of a necromancer. I fear...I fear..."
"That I am the same?" said Ataranur. "I assure you, my lady, I am High Elderborn." He reached for his face. "See for yourself. Though I warn you...three thousand years sleeping below the earth has not improved my appearance."
He lifted the steel mask, and Rachel forced herself to look. 
She did her very best not to flinch.
The face within the cowl was ancient, a lined mask of skin stretched tight over a skull. If a man could live a thousand years, and age every day, he might look like Ataranur. The colorless lips pulled back from the yellowed teeth in a humorless grin. 
"Does my appearance," rasped Ataranur, "so terrify you?"
Rachel forced herself not to look away. "My lord looks...my lord looks very tired."
Ataranur managed a short, dusty laugh as he lowered his mask back in place. "Indeed. Forgive me. The sunlight…pains me."
Footsteps clicked against the flagstones, and a page in Roland blue and silver hurried towards them. 
"My lord Ataranur," the boy said, face frightened. "My lady Rachel. Lord Malden bids you come to the Hall of Triumph. There is news from the south."
"Thank you," said Rachel.
She strode away from Ataranur without another word.

###

Another wizard waited for her next to the Hall of Triumph, a tall young man with pale blond hair.
"Well?" murmured Rachel, looking across the High Court. Ataranur stared over the ramparts, ignoring both her and the summons. 
"That wasn't his real face," said Circan. Rachel did not like wizards, but she trusted Circan as much as she trusted any wielder of magic. He had stood with her and Gerald through some very dangerous times. "I sensed the spell he cast, just before he removed his mask. The face you saw was an illusion."
Rachel had expected as much. Skhath had always hidden his true form behind a spell of illusion, masquerading as Sir Albron Eastwater. It had not been much of a stretch to imagine Ataranur doing the same.
Perhaps he wore the steel mask to avoid the bother of maintaining the spell.
"Could you see his true face?" said Rachel. 
"No," said Circan. 
"Very well," said Rachel. 
But whoever or whatever Ataranur was, Rachel was sure he was not a slumbering High Elderborn king come to aid Knightcastle in its darkest hour.

###

Gerald stood to the right of his father's chair in the Hall of Triumph, listening to the messenger from Lord Agravain Rainier. 
The news was not good. 
"The runedead come in great numbers, my lord," said the messenger, his clothes dusty and stained from fast travel. "They forced their way across the River Abelinus, and we lacked the numbers to resist. We had no choice but to fall back to Tumblestone. The runedead besiege the city, and Lord Agravain bade me to ride north and summon aid." 
Briefly Gerald remembered that day, years ago, when another messenger had ridden north asking for aid. The Dominiars under Amalric Galbraith had laid siege to Tumblestone, and Lord Malden had been too paralyzed with grief from Garain's murder to act. Mazael took command of the armies of Knightcastle, smashed the Dominiar Order, and slain Amalric in single combat.
But Mazael was not here. Gerald didn't even know if he was still alive. 
Lord Malden stood. "This challenge will be met. Caraster threatens our lands and our people, and we will not allow this provocation to pass unpunished. Ataranur!"
The hooded and masked wizard approached the dais.
"My lord Malden?" said Ataranur. 
"Will your powers be sufficient against the runedead?"
There was a hint of an amused sneer in Ataranur's voice. "More than sufficient, my lord. This braggart Caraster claims to be a wizard, but we shall see how he fares against one who studied beneath the master wizards of the High Elderborn."
"Indeed," said Lord Malden.
Gerald saw his father's stratagem plainly enough. The fighting at Tumblestone would put Ataranur to the test. Rachel's risky gambit had proved that Ataranur wished to keep his face concealed, but if the wizard was truly what he claimed to be, then his powers would be of great use against the runedead. If he was not, then...
"Sir Gerald," said Malden.
"Father," said Gerald. "I am at your command." 
"Take command of the relief force," said Malden, "and destroy the runedead besieging Tumblestone."
If Ataranur was not what he claimed to be, then it would fall to Gerald to deal with him. All while saving Tumblestone from the runedead.
But life for Lord Malden's sons had never been easy.
"It will be as you wish, Father," said Gerald.
"A contingent of Justiciars will ride with you," said Malden. "Grand Master Caldarus generously offered the assistance of his Order."
"That...is indeed generous of him," said Gerald, shooting a look at the Justiciar Grand Master. Caldarus gave him a thin-lipped smile. "But Tumblestone is well outside the Justiciars' demesne of Swordor. While the Grand Master's gesture is noble, he is under no obligation to aid us." If Gerald lifted the siege, no doubt the Justiciars would claim credit, and Caldarus would demand Tumblestone for his Order. 
Malden thought he could keep the Justiciars under control, but Gerald suspected his father was in for a nasty surprise. 
"We cannot turn away any aid, my son," said Malden. "Sir Commander Aidan will command the Justiciar forces."
That was a relief, at least. Aidan Tormaud had a level head, and was not nearly as grasping as Caldarus himself. 
"As you command, Father," said Gerald. He looked at the windows behind the dais. It was already past noon, and it would take several hours to prepare to march. "We shall depart at dawn."

###

At midnight, Lucan Mandragon walked alone in the dark maze underneath Knightcastle. 
He strode unhindered through the blackness. The lack of light did not trouble his undead eyes, and he easily avoided the occasional pile of broken stone or fallen block. From time to time a rat crossed his path, but the rodents scented him and fled in terror. 
Wise of them.
The Trysting Ways spread in a stone labyrinth through the walls and towers and cellars of Knightcastle. The castle had been built and rebuilt and expanded over the centuries, and the various lords and kings had added secret passages for their own use. Gradually the passageways had become the maze called the Trysting Ways, the name gleaned from the number of lords who had used them to secretly visit their mistresses. After the San-keth had used the Trysting Ways to enter the castle, Lord Malden had ordered them sealed.
Lucan found his way inside anyway. 
Now he walked through the darkness, hand extended, his magical senses seeking. He felt a multitude of spells down here - the wards raised over Knightcastle's walls to keep the runedead out, residues from his magical duel with Straganis, the lingering spells cast by generations of long-dead court wizards. 
And another source of power, a faint echo, so faint that it would have escaped the senses of any mortal wizard.
But not Lucan’s. 
At last he stopped before a stone wall, deep beneath the castle. It looked no different than any other of the walls, the ancient stones rough and massive. Yet Lucan felt faint whispers of power, and he smiled behind his mask. The High Elderborn had been subtle. A faint ward, just enough to misdirect the attention of anyone looking at it. Yet the spell had been enough to keep this place hidden for three thousand years. 
For who would seek for a Door of Souls beneath Knightcastle? 
Lucan raised his hand, summoned power, and released the ward.
The stone wall vanished. Beyond Lucan saw a great vault of white stone, its ceiling rising to a pointed arch, the chamber as large as the nave of a church. In its center stood a delicate arch of white stone, ten feet wide and thirty feet tall, its top coming to point. Ornate sigils and carvings covered the arch's side, as fresh and sharp as if they had been carved yesterday. Even without using a spell, Lucan felt the potent magic within with the arch, magic strong enough to rip open a passageway to the spirit world and Cythraul Urdvul itself. 
The Door of Souls.  
Lucan walked in a slow circle around the Door. He waved his hands, muttering spells to sense the presence of magic, probing the magic of the Door. It held great power, but that power was...latent, asleep. 
Like an ocean that had been turned to ice. The ice could be melted, but it would take a tremendous amount of heat.
Lucan could reactivate the Door of Souls, but it would take vast power. More than he could conjure on his own, even with the well of stolen Demonsouled power in his mind, even with the strength he had stolen from Randur Maendrag. 
But not, however, more than he could steal with the Glamdaigyr. 
And he knew just where to claim that power.
Lucan left the vault, reestablishing the ancient ward behind him, and his thoughts turned to Lord Malden. Stolen life energy healed and rejuvenated the recipient. But there were side effects. The recipient's self-control and moral center began to...erode. Acts that were once unthinkable became palatable, even desirable. 
And the recipient became easier to control.
As Lord Malden was about to find out.

###

It did not take Lucan long to locate a calibah.
He suspected the San-keth would maintain spies in Lord Malden's castle, should they ever need to move against him, and his suspicions were true. He found the changeling in the servants' quarters, disguised as a stable hand. The changelings were masters of disguise and infiltration, and Lucan doubted anyone had ever suspected the man. 
But the calibah could not hide from Lucan.
The calibah's eyes opened as Lucan loomed over him.
"What is it?" said the changeling. "I..."
His eyes turned yellow in alarm and his fangs curled over his lips as he saw the steel mask.
A gesture from Lucan sheathed the changeling in paralyzing force. 
"Come along," said Lucan. "I have a use for you."
He beckoned, and the calibah floated after him, suspended in the power of Lucan's magic.

###

Lord Malden turned from the balcony. As Lucan expected, he had not been sleeping. His mind and body would be in too much turmoil for that. 
"Ataranur," said Malden. "What..."
His eyes widened, and his hand shot to his sword as he saw the floating changeling. 
"What is this?" said Malden. "Have you betrayed me?"
"Indeed not, my lord," said Lucan. "I discovered the changeling hiding among your servants. I brought him to you, to do with as you see fit."
Malden nodded. "Have it killed. I will not tolerate the slaves of the serpents crawling through my halls." 
"Perhaps," said Lucan, reaching into his cloak, "you should dispatch him yourself, my lord." 
He drew a black dagger and held it out hilt-first to Malden. A rune had been carved into the blade, flickering with a pale green glow.
"What is this?" said Malden.
"A weapon," said Lucan, "to cleanse your lands of the wicked, of the ones who have brought these disasters upon your head."
In actuality, it was a weapon Lucan had fashioned and linked to the Glamdaigyr. Whenever Malden killed with that blade, some of the victim's life force would drain into his body. But most of it would flow to the Glamdaigyr, and then into the Door of Souls. 
And life by life, Lucan would gather the power to open the way to Cythraul Urdvul. 
Malden hesitated, gazing at the black dagger. Lucan knew it would feel cold, icy cold, against mortal flesh. He saw the doubt bloom in Malden's eyes, the hesitation.
"My lord," said Lucan, "the San-keth murdered your eldest son, and tried to kill you and all your family. Will you allow this calibah to go unpunished for the crimes of his race?"
Malden's eyes hardened. "Indeed not."
He plunged the dagger between the calibah's ribs. The rune on the blade flared as the dagger drank the changeling's life, and Malden's eyes grew wide. The changeling slumped to the ground, and Malden stepped back. Lucan felt the power flow from the dagger, to the Glamdaigyr, and then to the Door of Souls. 
It was working.
"What happened?" whispered Malden, breathing hard. Some of the gray had faded from his hair, and a few more of the lines had vanished from his face. "Ataranur...I've never felt so strong. So alive."
Lucan shrugged. "Righteousness has its rewards. And you, my lord Malden, are the rightful lord of Knightcastle, appointed to drive out the runedead. Perhaps even to restore order to the entire realm after the horror of the Great Rising." 
Malden said nothing, staring at the dead changeling. Lucan knew that his mind was considering the possibilities. 
Stolen life force was...addictive.
"I shall dispose of the corpse, my lord," said Lucan.
Malden nodded. "See that you do."
Lucan beckoned, and Lord Malden's first victim floated into the air.
But not the last.







Chapter 13 - Cross Purposes

Malaric strode deeper into the woods, making for the rocky hill where Skalatan awaited him. 
His hand strayed to the caethweisyr at his belt, and he forced it away. Skalatan might recognize the weapon. Malaric would have to strike without warning or hesitation. 
And then he would command a San-keth archpriest. Skalatan had magical power, true, but he also possessed the allegiance of the lesser San-keth, the calibah, and the human proselytes. With Skalatan's authority, Malaric could command them. 
And then his conquest of Barellion would begin.
He looked forward to seeing the expression on his father's face. 
Malaric rolled his shoulders as he walked, stretching the muscles of his back and shoulders. The skull's power had healed the ghastly wounds Molly Cravenlock had inflicted, and now only a faint ache remained. A pity he hadn't buried the last poisoned dagger in her chest and not Romaria's. 
Well, he doubted he would ever see Molly again, but if he did...he would have all the power of Greycoast behind him. 
And, if all went well, the power of the San-keth.
Night fell by the time Malaric reached the hill.
It jutted from the heart of the woods, its slopes covered in trees. Higher and rockier hills rose behind it, and a half-ruined keep stood on its crest. The keep had once belonged to a knight in vassalage to the Lord of Knightcastle. But it had been abandoned years ago, and the ruined keep served as a refuge for bandits and outlaws.
And San-keth archpriests. 
Malaric climbed to the hill's crest. A single stride through the shadows could have taken him there, but he preferred to walk. It gave him time to spot any traps, and he liked the idea of making Skalatan wait for him. 
He reached the top of the hill, the keep stone’s shell rising over him. A hooded figure in a gray robe stood in the empty doors to the keep, lined in the moonlight, and Malaric saw the yellow glint of a serpent's eyes within the hood.
"You have returned?" said Skalatan, his dry, rasping voice slithering over the barren hilltop. 
"So I have," said Malaric.
He felt the weight of the caethweisyr in its scabbard, and took a step closer towards the San-keth.
"And Mazael Cravenlock?" said Skalatan.
"He is slain," said Malaric. "Along with Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock." He shrugged. "She got in the way."
"You are certain of it?" said Skalatan.
"Of course," said Malaric.
"None of my calibah have returned," said Skalatan. 
Malaric smiled. "They perished gloriously, doing the work of great Sepharivaim." 
"So I see," said Skalatan. "A quiet death would have been better, but no matter. Lord Mazael will not upset my plans now." 
Malaric took another few steps closer to Skalatan. The San-keth archpriest made no reaction, gave no signs of alarm. 
"An answer to a question, if you will," said Skalatan.
"Of course," said Malaric, flexing the fingers of his sword hand.
"Why have my people failed?" 
Malaric blinked. He had expected Skalatan to ask about the assassination, or his plans for the future. "Your...people?"
"The San-keth," said Skalatan, "believe themselves to be the chosen of Sepharivaim. They believe that long ago the human and Elderborn gods stripped us of our limbs and left us to crawl in the dust. So in vengeance, we will conquer the world and make the humans and the Elderborn and all other races into slaves. We have believed this for over three thousand years. Yet in that time, we have failed again and again. Why?" 
Malaric shrugged. "In all candor, honored archpriest, I have not given the matter any thought."
"Consider it, then," said Skalatan. "What do you think?" 
Malaric shrugged again and looked at the sky, as if thinking. But the movement blocked the caethweisyr from Skalatan's view, and Malaric loosed the ornate dagger in its sheath. 
"I suppose," said Malaric at last, "it was just as Lucan Mandragon said. Your people have tried to turn the Demonsouled into weapons, only to be destroyed by them."
The hand of Skalatan's carrier made a dismissive gesture. "That is part of it. But only a small part. Think deeper."
Malaric faced the archpriest, moving closer. Another few paces, and he would be close enough to strike with the caethweisyr. 
"Perhaps," said Malaric, "it is because most commoners and nobles hate and fear you."
"Yes," said Skalatan. "Why?"
"Because the Amathavian church paints you as devils," said Malaric. "And because your proselytes are cravens and schemers. Of course, you try to rule them with an iron fist, and that's..."
"Yes," said Skalatan. "Precisely." 
"Precisely what?" said Malaric. 
"You have identified the problem," said Skalatan, his tongue flickering in the darkness of the cowl. "We have tried to enslave the humans for centuries. Even those humans who come to us willingly and embrace the worship of Sepharivaim we treat as slaves. We regard them as expendable fodder."
"Is that not," said Malaric, "what one does with slaves?"
"You look at the proselytes with contempt, do you not?" said Skalatan. 
"Of course," said Malaric. "The San-keth believe that they are the master race and that all others are slaves. What fool would volunteer to be a slave?"
"And that," said Skalatan, "is why we have failed." The ancient yellow eyes turned to face him. "Do you see? A slave ruled with fear will always betray you. That is what my people have failed to understand. But if you create servants who serve you willingly, who hold your cause in common with their own...they will not betray you. They will even die for you. Joyfully, even."
"An interesting argument," said Malaric, "but useless one."
"Perhaps not," said Skalatan. "My people have failed because they allow emotion to rule them, rather than logic. They take the short view, and prefer to torment our proselytes rather than turn them into loyal allies."
"I can see," said Malaric, "why the other archpriests consider you so dangerously heterodox."
He edged closer. One more step...
"Perhaps," said Skalatan, "the archpriests will see the path of wisdom I have laid before them."
"What path is that?" said Malaric. 
"Suppose," said Skalatan, "we sent missionaries to a barbarian nation. Missionaries who worked slowly and carefully. You humans live such short lives...and a thing that seems new and fearful to you becomes commonplace and mundane in a mere forty or fifty years. It would not take long, no more than a century or so, for the worship of the serpent god to become the dominant faith. The people would embrace it. They would defend it. They would believe themselves to be the chosen of Sepharivaim, and march forth to conquer in his name. Can you not see how a nation of willing allies is better than a few despised slaves?" 
Malaric snorted. "And if you had such a nation of fanatical converts, what would you do with them?" 
His fingers curled around the caethweisyr's hilt. 
"I would bid them to sail to your shores," said Skalatan, "and my true work would begin."
"A pity," said Malaric, "that you will never have the chance to fulfill such a fine plan."
In one smooth motion he drew the caethweisyr and stabbed. The dagger plunged into the gray robe, seeking for Skalatan's trunk. Yet the blade met no resistance, passing through Skalatan's robe and undead carrier and body as if the San-keth cleric were not there at all...
Malaric cursed and waved the caethweisyr back and forth before him. And again both the weapon and his arm passed through Skalatan as if he were not there. 
An illusion.
Suddenly Malaric felt like a tremendous fool.
A brief, hissing laugh came from Skalatan's jaws. "Did you think I would not anticipate treachery, Malaric Chalsain of Barellion? I recognized that Dark Elderborn blade hanging at your belt. A useful tool, no? It would have been interesting, had you used it upon me. The dagger's magic would have engaged us in a contest of wills. It would have been fascinating to watch your will shatter beneath mine."
"You are too confident," said Malaric, backing away from the illusionary image. He saw no sign of any hidden attackers, but Skalatan could have used his magic to conceal calibah...
"Do not bother," said Skalatan. "I am many leagues from here."
"Oh?" said Malaric. "Will you not take vengeance for my treachery?"
Again Skalatan made that dry, hissing laugh. "Whatever for? You could no more hurt me than a mouse could harm a poisonous serpent." The yellow eyes glittered in the cowl. "And you may yet be of use to me."
"So I tried to kill you...and you think to parley?" said Malaric, incredulous. 
"Did I not tell you," said Skalatan, "that I seek willing servants, not cowed slaves? You will serve me in time, Malaric of Barellion."
Malaric snorted. "Unlikely."
"You shall. You aren't desperate enough, not yet. But you will be. And then you shall ask for my aid. Eagerly, even." 
"Your great age has driven you mad," said Malaric, "and..."
"Do," said Skalatan, "take care of that skull. It would be unfortunate if you perished before I made any use of you."
The words sent a chill down Malaric's spine, but before he answered, Skalatan vanished in a flicker of silver light.
Malaric spun, scanning the hilltop for any foes. He cast the spell to sense the presence of magic, straining to detect any spells, but felt nothing.
He was alone. 
His hand strayed to the leather bag holding Corvad's skull. The damaged leather bag. Mazael had almost skewered it. Another few inches, and he could have destroyed the skull. Worse, Skalatan had figured it out, and if the archpriest had discovered the secret, then others could as well. If the skull was destroyed, Malaric didn't know what would happen...and he didn't particularly want to find out.
Before he could proceed, he had to take steps to safeguard the skull, even from a necromancer of Skalatan's power. 
And then, once the skull was safe, Barellion was Malaric's for the taking. 
If Skalatan interfered, Malaric would just have to crush him.







Chapter 14 - The Staff of the Guardian

Mazael's heavy eyes opened.
He lay upon a floor of rough stone. A sky of black clouds writhed overhead, illumed with a bloody glow. Mazael turned his head, and saw the damaged stone hulk of the black temple rising over him, the pillar of crimson flame shooting into the sky. He sat up, and realized that he lay upon a balcony jutting from the side of the temple. Beyond the broken stone railing he saw nothingness. 
A drop of a thousand feet, and then an ocean of rippling black clouds, arcs of crimson lighting leaping between them. 
"Our father never comes here," said a woman's voice, low and familiar. 
That voice turned Mazael's heart to ice.
He surged to his feet, reaching for Lion, but as always in the dreams, her bore no weapons. 
A woman in a black gown stood at the other end of the balcony. She had long brown hair and cold gray eyes in a pale, sad face. Her gray eyes looked a great deal like Mazael's, like the Old Demon's. 
“You,” said Mazael.
“Yes,” said Morebeth Galbraith.
When Mazael had last seen his half-sister four years ago, she had been dead upon the floor of Knightcastle's chapel, her plan to twist him into the Destroyer foiled. 
"You're dead," said Mazael. "I killed you."  
"You did," said Morebeth. "And you are almost dead yourself. Which, I suspect, is why you can see me. Why you were drawn here, to where it began...and where it shall end." 
"No," said Mazael. 
Morebeth lifted her eyebrows. "No to what?"
"To this," said Mazael, gesturing at her. "I'm not listening to you. You tried to turn me into a monster. No more. I..."
"You are right," said Morebeth, voice quiet. "Forgive me."
Mazael hadn't expected that. 
"I sought a good end," murmured Morebeth. "To defeat our father, to rid both us and the world of his tyranny, his murders, his endless webs. Yet I sought evil means to reach that end. I seduced Amalric, and turned him into my weapon. And then when I realized that you were the stronger, I tried to seduce you, and I failed." She bowed her head. "Forgive me, brother. For I erred grievously, and paid with my life." 
Mazael stared at her for a moment, a dozen different emotions warring within him. 
"How am I talking to you?" said Mazael at last. "The power draws me here when I sleep, and I talk with our father. But you're...you're dead."
"So I am," said Morebeth. "When a Demonsouled is slain, any Demonsouled, his power is drawn here, to Cythraul Urdvul. And sometimes his spirit is pulled along with it."
"Cythraul Urdvul?" said Mazael.
"What the Dark Elderborn call this place," said Morebeth. "The birthplace of the dark. It was once a temple of the High Elderborn, the place where they first contacted the great demon. The father of our father. And when the great demon was destroyed, Cythraul Urdvul was pulled into the spirit world. Here it has waited over the long centuries...and as the Demonsouled have been born and slain, their power has returned here. Like iron filings drawn to a lodestone." 
"That's what our father been doing for all those centuries," said Mazael. "I thought he sired Demonsouled and then slew them to claim their power for his own. But instead the power has been going here, for thousands of years." He looked at the throbbing tower of flame. "Waiting for him to claim it." 
"The end has almost come," said Morebeth. "Soon there will be enough power. And then our father shall have what he has always desired. What he has labored to achieve, for so many centuries."
"What?" said Mazael. "What does he want?"
"Do you not know?" said Morebeth. "He wants to become a god. The demon god, reborn, but free to act in the mortal world. The world shall be his. The souls of all mortals shall be his for all time, free to rule as he wishes." She shivered. "To torment as he wishes." 
"No," said Mazael. "That cannot be."
"It will be," said Morebeth. "Unless he is stopped."
"Then I shall stop him," said Mazael. 
"You must," said Morebeth, her voice urgent. "I can no longer fight him. I am dead, and cannot act upon the mortal world. But you can, Mazael. You must stop our father. There is no one else who can." 
Suspicion colored Mazael's thoughts. "You...sound as you did before. When you convinced me to kill Amalric."
Morebeth's red mouth curled in a half-smile. "I suppose I do, do I not? Perhaps I am manipulating you, Mazael. It is a hard habit to abandon. But I speak the truth to you, as I never did in life. You must stop our father, or we shall be his slaves for eternity. We all will be his slaves."
"I will stop him," said Mazael.
"If you can," said Morebeth, and she sighed. "I am sorry for the pain that awaits you in the waking world. I would not wish it upon you." 
"What do you mean?" said Mazael. 
But the black temple, Cythraul Urdvul, dissolved into swirling nothingness. 

###

"Lord Mazael," said a man's familiar voice. "My lord, can you hear me?"
Mazael opened his eyes, and wished he hadn't.
Pain flooded through him, throbbing with every beat of his heart. After a moment his eyes swam into focus, and he realized that he lay upon a cot in the barracks of Castle Cravenlock. A man in a black wizard's coat stooped over him, face grim behind his mustache and beard. Mazael's court wizard, Timothy deBlanc. Behind him stood Riothamus, the staff of the Guardian in his right hand. 
"My lord," said Timothy, voice tight with anxiety. "Do you know me?"
"Yes," said Mazael. 
"My name?" said Timothy.
Mazael frowned. "Timothy deBlanc. When I first met you, some bandits were trying to kill you for your boots."
Timothy grunted. "They were good boots." 
"And me?" said Riothamus.
"Riothamus son of Rigotharic," said Mazael. "Betrothed to my daughter Molly."
Riothamus gave a slow nod. 
Mazael sat up. Timothy reached for his arm, but Mazael waved him away. The pain throbbed through him in a steady pulse, but with an effort of will he could stay upright. 
"Why are you asking me that?" said Mazael.
"We feared," said Timothy, "that the poison damaged your mind. That you would forget your own name, or that you would go mad, and see things that were not there, or the faces of those long dead." 
Mazael nodded, and saw Morebeth Galbraith standing in the corner, watching him.
He flinched. Had the dream been a hallucination? Was he going mad?
He blinked, and she was gone. 
"My lord?" said Timothy and Riothamus in unison. 
Mazael rubbed his face, trying to ignore the burning pain in his limbs. 
"Why am I not dead?" said Mazael.
"I do not know," said Timothy. "The poison...it was one of astonishing lethality. You should not be conscious. My lord, you should not even be alive."
"Timothy," said Riothamus, voice quiet. "Please find Lady Molly. We need her." 
Timothy bowed and left the room.
"What is it?" said Mazael. Gods, but his head hurt. 
"You should be dead," said Riothamus. "I believe the poison upon Malaric's blades was the venom of a San-keth archpriest." 
"What of that?" said Mazael. "San-keth are venomous. What is any different about an archpriest's venom?"
"The San-keth archpriests are ancient," said Riothamus, "and steeped in necromancy and dark magic. Their venom is more lethal than any other poison in the world. The only reason you are not dead is your Demonsouled blood. That pain you feel? That's the venom eating at your bones and muscles. Your Demonsouled blood heals you faster than the poison kills you, but only just."
Mazael stood, wincing. He felt as if every inch of his body had been beaten with clubs. "Can you cure it?"
"I cannot," said Riothamus. "There is only one antidote. The blood of the archpriest must be found and used to make a cure for the poison. Nothing else will work."
Mazael nodded, trying to think through the ache in his head. He felt as if he had missed something important, something vital. "So I will remain this way for the rest of my life?"
"No," said Riothamus. "Gradually the poison will pass from your blood as you sweat and relieve yourself. Eight weeks, I suspect, and the last of it will pass from you. Perhaps as long as three months. Had Malaric gotten any more poison into you, though, we would not be having this conversation."
"Good," said Mazael, taking a tentative step forward. He could still keep his balance. "What can..."
He blinked, and realized what he had forgotten.
Romaria wasn't here. 
He remembered Romaria springing upon Malaric, remembered the flash of steel in the assassin's hand...
"Gods," said Mazael, his voice a hoarse croak. "She's dead, isn't she? He killed her."
For a moment he felt nothing at all.
Then the rage and pain erupted within him, like lava cracking through stone. Malaric would pay for this. Mazael would hunt him to the ends of the earth, find him and break him utterly, butcher him and anyone he had ever loved and anything he had ever cared about. 
He noted that Riothamus had taken a cautious step back, had raised his staff, but Mazael did not care. He strode towards the door, intending to hunt down Malaric like a dog...
Darkness swirled, and Molly appeared in the corner. 
She looked at Mazael, and then to Riothamus. 
"You've told him?" she said. 
"Lord Mazael!" shouted Riothamus, and Mazael paused, just for a moment. "She's not dead!"
Mazael blinked. "She's not?"
"No." Riothamus took a deep breath. "But...I think you should say farewell."
"Show me," said Mazael. "Now."
Riothamus nodded and led him to another room of the barracks. Romaria lay upon one of the cots, her eyes closed, her black hair a sweaty tangle around her head. Her leather armor had been cut away, her shirt sliced upon, and Mazael saw the angry red scar Malaric's dagger had left between her breasts. 
"That cut?" said Mazael, scarce recognizing his own voice. "You healed it?"
Riothamus nodded. 
"How is she still alive?" said Mazael. "You said archpriest poison was lethal."
"It is," said Molly, her voice grim. "It's the wolf in her, I think. The Elderborn half of her soul. The earth magic refuses to relent."
"But she can't heal herself the way you can," said Riothamus. "My lord, she has a few hours left at most. Maybe less. You...should say farewell to her. While you still can."
Mazael said nothing and stared at his wife. He had seen her die once before, challenging the Old Demon. Her death had almost destroyed him. To think that she had survived the Old Demon, the wrath of Ultorin's Malrags, the Ritual of Rulership below Mount Tynagis, and the horror of the Great Rising, only to fall to the blade of a rodent like Malaric...it was more than he could process. He felt himself shaking, felt the rage threatening to erupt. 
Then he blinked, and Morebeth appeared on the other side of the bed.
"You love her," said Morebeth, "do you not?"
"You're not real," said Mazael.
"My lord?" said Riothamus. No doubt he thought Mazael addled from the poison. "I fear this is all too real." 
"Of course I am real," said Morebeth. "Your spirit has journeyed too often to Cythraul Urdvul, and now I can speak with you in the waking world. But you love this woman, do you not?"
"Yes," said Mazael. "More than anything."
"Then fight for her," said Morebeth. 
It was hopeless. The archpriest venom would take Romaria's life in a matter of hours. There was no time to act, no time to fight...
The rage burning within him hardened his heart. By all the gods, he would not yield! And if he had to leave the world in ashes to save Romaria, then he would do it, and woe to anyone who stood in his way. 
Morebeth's image flickered and vanished. Perhaps her spirit really had spoken to him. Or perhaps he had hallucinated her. Mazael found that he did not care which. 
"Riothamus," said Mazael. "You said the archpriest's blood can cure her?"
"Yes," said Riothamus. "If we locate the archpriest that provided Malaric's poison, we can extract his blood and use it to heal Romaria. But my lord, there isn't..."
"Then you can heal her," said Mazael, "if we find the archpriest?"
"Yes," said Riothamus. "But she will die long before we can find the San-keth!"
"What of the spell you told me about?" said Molly. "The one that could put her to sleep?"
"You can...suspend her?" said Mazael. If Riothamus could put Romaria to sleep, to suspend her until Mazael could find the cure, then time did not matter. No amount of time and no number of miles would save Malaric from Mazael's wrath. 
"Perhaps," said Riothamus. "I do not know if it will work. The High Elderborn knew a spell that permitted them to sleep for centuries, once they grew weary of their long lives. It will not work on a human, but Lady Romaria is half-Elderborn. It might work. Or it might kill her. I cannot know until I try."
"Do it," said Mazael. "If we do nothing then she is dead anyway." 
"It might kill you," said Riothamus. "I will need the power in your blood to act as a catalyst, as I did at Swordgrim." 
"You will have it," said Mazael. 
Riothamus gave a sharp nod. "We need to touch bare earth."
"The courtyard," said Mazael. He stooped and picked up Romaria. She felt cold, so cold, and a sheen of sweat glittered on the gray-tinged skin of her forehead. "Hurry."

###

Riothamus strode into the courtyard, the Guardian's staff warm beneath his fingers. 
He shot a glance over his shoulder. Mazael followed, Romaria in his arms, heedless of the crowd of servants and armsmen trailing after them. The nobles and knights of the Grim Marches might have feared Romaria, but the commoners loved her.
But Mazael's cold, dead eyes held his attention. 
The rage in those eyes unsettled Riothamus. He knew Mazael was a son of the Urdmoloch, and he had watched Molly struggle to control the darkness within her blood. How much harder would it be for her father? What would he do to save Romaria?
And what would he do if they were unable to save her?
He pushed the thought out of his mind. 
"Here," he said, taking a deep breath. The spell would need all of his skill and concentration. "Lay her upon the ground."
Mazael knelt and put Romaria upon the earth. She lay motionless, the only hint of life the faint twitching of her chest as she drew breath after ragged breath. 
Riothamus closed his eyes and drew on the staff's power. The magic flooded through him, along with the memories of the High Elderborn wizards that had left their powers within the staff. He sifted through the memories, examining the spell they used to put their brethren into hibernation.
He opened his eyes and spoke the incantation. The sigils upon the staff's bronze wood flared and pulsed with golden light. His spell grew louder, the golden light in the sigils shining brighter. The staff shivered in his hands, once, twice, three times. 
And then a twig sprouted from its side. It grew with a crackling noise, until a slender branch six inches long jutted from the staff, studded with green buds. The sapling fell loose from the staff, and Riothamus caught it. It felt delicate against his fingers, its roots like hair.
"Molly," said Riothamus, power thrumming through him. "Loosen the earth, please."
Molly nodded, produced a throwing knife, and jabbed it into the hard-packed earth of Castle Cravenlock's courtyard. Riothamus went to one knee and gently placed the tiny sapling over the torn earth. The roots slithered into the torn ground as the sapling took hold. 
"Lord Mazael," said Riothamus, standing once more, "cut your palm, and let the blood fall upon the sapling."
Mazael gave a curt nod, drew a dagger, slashed his palm, and let the drops of blood fall. The torn earth drank the blood at once, and Riothamus felt the power. Dark, raging power, like an inferno of black flame, filled Mazael's blood. Only a fool would try to steal and wield the power of the Demonsouled. But with the Guardian's staff, Riothamus could direct the power without touching it. 
He began a new incantation. A wind whipped through the courtyard, and the watching servants backed away. Riothamus lifted the staff high, drawing as much power as he could manage.
Then he struck the butt of the staff against the earth.
A thunderclap rang off the keep and the curtain walls, and the sapling grew. 
It grew with terrific speed, the ground shaking as it swelled to six feet of height, twelve feet, eighteen feet, leaves unfurling from its thickening branches. Dozens of slender roots erupted from the ground and wrapped around Romaria, slithering under her clothing and against her skin. They lifted her as they did, propping her against the trunk, and she looked as if she had fallen asleep against the tree.
Mazael staggered, his eyes going wide with sudden pain. This was the critical part, Riothamus knew. The blood in the earth would link to Mazael, drawing on his Demonsouled strength to empower the tree. If it worked, Mazael would survive, and Romaria would live.
If it failed, they both would die.
Molly caught her father's arm, and Mazael swayed for a moment. Yet after a moment he took a deep breath and caught his balance.
"Did it work?" he said, gazing at Romaria.
"Aye," said Riothamus, wiping sweat from his brow. "It did."
"What did you do?" said Mazael.
"Those roots reach into her skin, into her veins," said Riothamus. "They have put her into a deep sleep, and filter her blood to keep the poison from doing any additional harm. But so long as she is sleeping..."
"The poison will not pass from her body," said Mazael.
Riothamus nodded. "She will not need to eat or drink or relive herself...but the poison will not leave her."
"So we have bought time," said Mazael. "How long will the spell last?"
Riothamus shrugged. "I don't know. But this castle will crumble into ruin long before the spell weakens. It will last long enough. Now it is only a matter of finding the archpriest that provided the venom."
"One damned serpent," said Molly, "in the entire world. Where will we start?" 
"The poison," said Mazael. "When the San-keth kidnapped my nephew Aldane, Lord Malden's court wizard had a vial of the child's blood. With it, he could track Aldane anywhere. Could you do the same with the archpriest's poison?"
"I don't know," said Riothamus, "but we are going to find out." 







Chapter 15 - On Bladed Wings

A full day after his confrontation with Skalatan, Malaric checked over his preparations one final time. 
The interior of the ruined keep had proven an adequate shelter for his work. His spells had cleared the debris and dirt from the floor, revealing the worn flagstones. Upon the floor he had drawn an intricate ring of elaborate circles and sigils, each spiraling around the others. Malaric's power to walk through the shadows had taken him to a small village a half-day’s ride away, and he had bought out the village chandler's stock of candles, along with a few other items of importance. Dozens of candles stood atop specific sigils in his design, flickering and dancing in the breeze. 
The circle was exactly twenty-two feet in diameter. Malaric had made sure of that. 
In the center of the design stood a small brazier, its bowl filled with smoldering coals. 
Malaric took a deep breath to clear his mind. With the power of Corvad's skull and the magic of the caethweisyr, he now had the chance to repay so many debts. To revenge himself on those who had wronged him. 
Now, at last, he could begin.
He lifted his arms, the caethweisyr in his left hand, and spoke an incantation. At once a cold wind swept through the chamber, the chill soaking into Malaric's bones. Despite the wind, the candles' flames went motionless, shining with an eerie blue light. 
Power welled up in Malaric, and he drew on the Demonsouled power in Corvad's skull. Dark fire filled him, and the blue candle flames grew brighter and taller, until it seemed as if glimmering spears of blue light encircled the brazier.
Or swords, perhaps. 
Malaric shouted the final phrase of the incantation and clapped his hands. A bolt of blue lighting fell out of the darkened sky and slammed into the brazier. It erupted into ghostly white flames, the brazier melting and twisting and crumbling into ash. Yet the white fire brightened, intensifying, and Malaric felt a sense of distance, as if the fire was a doorway to another place.
The fire cleared, and the woman stood in the circle.
She was beautiful, unearthly beautiful, and had the sort of face that would inspire poets. She wore only a shirt of diamond-shaped steel scales that fell to the middle of her thighs, her arms and shoulders bare. A diadem of daggers and steel wire rested upon her brow, encircling her white hair. Her eyes burned with brilliant white flame, like sunlight falling upon fresh snow. 
And her wings stretched from one end of the circle to the other. They were not wings of flesh and feathers and bone, but sword blades, hundreds of sword blades, their edges gleaming with razor sharpness unlike any blade found in the mortal world.
Of course, she was not a mortal woman but a spirit, a creature of the spirit world. More to the point, she was a ruler of that realm, a spirit of surpassing potency and might.
And she hated Malaric. 
"Lady of Blades," said Malaric, finishing the spell. "By my power and my will, I summon you and compel you." 
The Lady's glowing eyes narrowed. "Malaric the bastard." Her eerie voice echoed and reverberated, bouncing off the keep's stone walls. "Malaric the usurper. Malaric the fool." Her eyes looked at the leather bag hanging at his belt. "And you have stolen more power. Little surprise. For you are nothing, and only by stealing the strength of your betters can you amount to anything."
"I see your tongue has lost none of its charm," said Malaric. 
She laughed at him, the sound echoing inside of his head. "Have you brought more innocents for me to slay, Malaric? Some of my brethren enjoy tormenting mortals, but I care nothing for their lives. But if they offend my dignity, they will perish." Her smile resembled a blade itself. "Does anyone still look at you with trust? Perhaps I will slay them as well."
"Silence," said Malaric. 
He had summoned the Lady of Blades before, intending to bind her power, and it had not gone well. He had executed the summoning perfectly, but his stepmother had blundered upon the scene, and tried to stop him. She crossed the boundaries of the circle, and the Lady of Blades had regarded that as an insult and killed her at once. 
After that, a furious Prince Everard banished Malaric, and the wizards’ brotherhood expelled him for practicing dark magic. Malaric had been forced to take refuge with the Skulls. True, he enjoyed working as an assassin. But he was a wizard and the eldest natural son of the Prince of Barellion. The Skulls were too limited for his ambitions. 
He wanted more.
And he would have it. 
"Why have you summoned me?" said the Lady of Blades. "You cannot compel me. Even with your stolen power, you lack the magical strength. Do you think to use me in your childish schemes?"
"You're going to guard something for me," said Malaric. "Something very precious."
Again the Lady's eerie laughter echoed inside his head. "I doubt that. You are a fool, Malaric of Barellion. You are nothing but a puppet, dancing upon strings that you lack the wit to see. Even your master Lucan Mandragon is a puppet."
"I am not a puppet," said Malaric, "and Lucan is not my master." 
“Then you are an even bigger fool than I believed. You are a puppet, and realize it not. Perhaps you will kneel before the bearer of the Glamdaigyr, or perhaps you will grovel before the lord of serpents. Or you will destroy yourself. You stole the power in that skull. You plot to steal the throne of Barellion. You mortals never understand. There is a price to wielding power to which you have no right."
"Barellion is mine by right!" said Malaric.
"By your own laws, it is not," said the Lady. "Steal that throne as you wish...but stolen power always turns upon its thief. Just as the power of the skull shall betray you." 
Malaric opened his mouth to argue...and then realized the absurdity of it. He had summoned the spirit to bind it, not to debate his plans. 
"Empty words," said Malaric. "You are a spirit, and cannot harm me unless I attack you first."
The white fire in her eyes flashed. "Cross this circle, little wizard, and you shall see the limitations of that law. But I do not care to destroy you myself, worm. You will destroy yourself. I shall merely watch and derive pleasure from your folly." 
"You will not," said Malaric. "You cannot attack me unless I first attack you, but since I summoned you, there is an exception to that law. If I cross the boundary of the summoning circle, than you may to do me as you wish." He drew on the skull's power, filling himself with Demonsouled strength. "Your chance has come."
He took a deep breath, kicked aside a candle, and stepped into the circle.
The Lady of Blades stared at him, a hint of astonishment on that immortal face. 
Then she moved in a blur. Her bladed wings coiled around him, wrapping him in a cocoon of razor-edged steel. All she needed to do was to tighten her wings and she would shred him into bloody pulp.
But before she could, Malaric plunged the caethweisyr into her right arm. 
And as he did, he felt a mental link to the Lady of Blades.
It staggered him. Controlling the runedead with the dagger had been one thing. They were nothing but empty shells, dead flesh animated by necromancy. The Lady of Blades was a living sprit, her will like a fortress of iron, her magical might like a mountain of unyielding stone. But she was a spirit, not a mortal. And that meant no matter how mighty, Malaric could command her with the caethweisyr. 
"Release me," he said.
He felt his link to the Lady tremble, like using a thread to pull a boulder.
But the thread did not break. 
The bladed wings uncoiled, the steel chiming.
"A blade of the Dark Elderborn?" said the Lady, her voice a hiss. "Again you wield power you have not the right to claim."
"Power," said Malaric, "belongs to those bold enough to seize it for their own."
"You have earned my enmity for this, Malaric of Barellion," said the Lady of Blades, her voice soft. "Before you were only an amusing annoyance. Now I shall see you destroyed."
Malaric laughed. "I doubt that."
"Do you? I am eternal. You are a worm that crawls for a little while across the face of the earth and then crumbles into dust. I am patient. I am immortal. I will see you pay for this insult, pay in ways you cannot..."
"Do shut up," said Malaric, turning his back on the Lady and stepping outside the circle. "Listen well to my command." He pointed the caethweisyr at her. "I forbid you to harm me. I forbid you to command any of your vassals and servants in the spirit world to harm me. I forbid you to plot against me, and your every action shall be devoted to my well-being and advancement. Am I understood?"
"Yes," hissed the Lady. 
"I'm glad we are of one accord," said Malaric. "Your first task is this." He reached into the leather bag and drew out Corvad's skull. "You will guard this. All your servants shall look after it, and you will not permit the slightest harm to come to it. Do you understand my commands?"
"Yes," said the Lady. "You will place the object that is the source of your strength and power, the object that holds your soul, into the hands of your most powerful enemy. A brilliant plan." 
Malaric laughed. "A powerful enemy who has no choice but to do as I command. Take the skull." The Lady held out her hand, and for just a moment, Malaric hesitated. But he knew the Lady could not challenge the power of the caethweisyr. He put Corvad's skull in her hand, and the Lady took it. 
"Return with the skull to the spirit world," said Malaric. "Guard it diligently, and come when I call. I shall have work for you soon."
Her beautiful face twisted in a sneer. "Tread carefully, fool. You meddle with powers you do not..."
"Silence," said Malaric, "and do not trouble me until I call for you."
The glowing white eyes narrowed, and the Lady of Blades vanished in a swirl of gray mist, taking the skull with her. 
Malaric stood alone in the ruined keep, the blue flames winking out one by one.
Yes, leaving the skull in the Lady of Blades' care was a risk. But it was an acceptable one. So long as Malaric kept the skull with him, he was vulnerable. A foe could discover its secret, as Skalatan had, or even destroy it by accident, as Mazael had almost done. And the Lady of Blades was a potent spirit. Few could challenge her directly...and even the strongest wizard could not work a more powerful binding than the caethweisyr. 
No, the skull was safe for now, until Malaric constructed a more suitable refuge for it. 
In the meantime, he was free to take his revenge.
To take his revenge, and claim what was rightfully his. 
He walked out of the ruined keep and set his face north. He would have used the last mistgate in Skalatan's bracer to travel there at once, but the San-keth had somehow disabled the bracer. But, no matter. His ability to walk through the shadows would take him to Barellion in a few days.
Malaric smiled once more, savoring the moment. 
He walked into the shadows, leaving the ruined keep behind. 







Chapter 16 - The Siege of Tumblestone

Gerald marched south with six thousand knights, armsmen, and militia archers, all equipped with wizard's oil and flaming arrows. Sir Commander Aidan Tormaud's Justiciars followed, five hundred mounted knights and five hundred sergeants on foot. Circan rode at Gerald's side, stark in his black coat. 
Ataranur followed them both, his head bowed in his dark cloak, the sun sometimes flashing off his steel mask. His horse moved with a rigid, precise step, and Gerald suspected the wizard used a spell to keep the beast under control.
As if the horse was terrified of his touch. 
The other men kept away from the High Elderborn wizard. 
Gerald set a brisk pace. It was almost a three day march to Tumblestone, using a pass through the low mountains south of Knightcastle. The city might fall to the runedead before he could arrive. Or, worse, Caraster might send runedead to block the pass. A thousand men could hold that pass against an army, and by the time Gerald's force circled around the mountains to the south, Tumblestone might well have fallen. 

###

Two days later they reached the pass.
"Anything?" said Gerald.
Circan lowered his head, rolling a wire-wrapped quartz crystal over his fingers. The crystal flickered with light as Circan worked his spell.
"No, Sir Gerald," said Circan. "There are no runedead in the pass. But there is a force of living men. Two thousand strong, I deem. They are heading this way. Perhaps some of Caraster's living followers?"
"Caraster," said Gerald, "does not have that many living followers."
He put spurs to his horse and rode into the pass, Circan, Ataranur, Aidan, and a guard of knights following. As they drew nearer, he saw a ragged mass of men marching through the pass. Gerald recognized many of them, and saw a familiar figure riding a horse at their head. 
Lord Adalar Greatheart.
Gerald rode forward, and Adalar and his knights met him.
"Sir Gerald," said Adalar, his lean face smudged with dirt and blood, "by all the gods, you are a welcome sight. Has Lord Tobias sent aid?"
"My brother," said Gerald, "is not the liege lord of Knightreach yet. Lord Malden has...recovered from his illness, and is assembling a force to take the fight to Caraster. In the meantime, we have been sent to relieve Tumblestone." 
Adalar stared at Ataranur, frowning. 
"That is Ataranur," said Gerald. "We can discuss him later. For now, we have more pressing matters. We must march for Tumblestone with all haste."
"It may be too late," said Adalar.
Gerald frowned. "Tumblestone has fallen?"
"Not yet," said Adalar, "but it will. At least thirty thousand runedead crossed the River Abelinus, and they put us to rout. Our host broke into a dozen fragments. My men managed to cut our way loose and elude the runedead."
Aidan frowned, his blue surcoat rippling in the wind. "Surely the Justiciar knights did not flee?"
“I do not know, Sir Commander," said Adalar. "Most of our host fell back to Tumblestone. Lord Agravain and Lord Tancred are within the city, and I suspect Lord Nicholas Randerly as well. More runedead have crossed the river, and thirty-five thousand attack the city, if not more."
"What are you doing here, then?" said Gerald.
Adalar took a deep breath. "Sir Gerald, I fear Tumblestone is lost. Even with the men you have brought, we would have scarce eight thousand to face thirty-five thousand undead. Once Tumblestone falls, Caraster will turn his attention to Knightcastle itself. I came here to fortify the pass and send word that aid is needed, immediately."
Gerald gave a curt nod, thinking.
The loss of Tumblestone would be a devastating blow, and the gods only knew how many innocent people Caraster would butcher. Worse, most of Knightreach’s fighting men had been guarding the fords of the River Abelinus. If they had retreated to Tumblestone, Caraster would kill them all, and Knightcastle would no longer have the strength to fight. 
But Gerald's and Adalar's combined force was not enough to defeat the runedead host, not without defensive fortifications. Perhaps Adalar's plan to fortify the pass was best. 
But everyone in Tumblestone would die...
"Sir Gerald."
Ataranur spurred his horse forward to join them.
"I shall deal with the runedead," said the masked wizard. 
"There are thirty-five thousand of the damned things," said Adalar, the doubt plain in his voice.
"Unimportant," said Ataranur. "I have awakened to save Knightcastle, and the runedead threaten Knightcastle. Therefore, I shall destroy them."
"One mortal wizard," said Adalar, "cannot handle that many undead."
"I am no mortal wizard," said Ataranur. "I studied at the feet of the great High Elderborn wizards of old. I know spells and arts unlike anything practiced by your wizards' brotherhood. If you allow it, Sir Gerald, I will destroy the runedead and save Tumblestone." 
Gerald stared hard at the steel mask. The masked wizard claimed to be High Elderborn, but Gerald doubted that a High Elderborn would have gone to such lengths to conceal his true features. But who, or what, Ataranur really was, Gerald could make no guess. And certainly a man who went to such lengths to conceal his features did not have any good end in mind.
But the wizard did have power.
Malden's newfound health and vigor proved that. 
Could that power prove effective against Caraster’s runedead? If Ataranur was some wielder of dark magic, a disguised San-keth like Skhath or a renegade wizard like Malavost, then that power would lead to only disaster. 
Yet Gerald thought of all those people trapped within Tumblestone, people Caraster would butcher to build his mad new world. 
It was time to take a risk.
"Very well," said Gerald. "Ataranur, I shall speak bluntly."
The metallic voice sounded almost amused. "I would have it no other way." 
"While I am grateful for your efforts on my father's behalf," said Gerald, "I do not trust you, and you have given me no reason to trust you. We shall do as you suggest, and ride against Caraster. But if you give me any reason to suspect betrayal, it will not go well with you."
"I act," said Ataranur, "in the name of the greater good. As I always have. If that is insufficient for you, Sir Gerald, you may put your sword into my chest at your leisure." 
Gerald nodded. "So be it."

###

The next day they reached the plain between the mountains and Knights' Bay. 
Lucan rode masked and cloaked, saying nothing and listening to everything as Sir Gerald led his men to battle. Gerald rode tirelessly through the host, consulting with his captains, praising men who showed disciple and initiative, and rebuking the sluggards. The man was a capable commander, and if he survived the upheaval, would one day make a fine lord. 
Lucan remembered the last time he had been at Tumblestone, following Mazael as he led the armies of Knightreach against Amalric Galbraith and the Dominiar Order. Mazael had been victorious, and Amalric and his sister Morebeth, both children of the Old Demon, had been slain… 
Lucan pushed aside the thought. Caraster and his runedead were a distraction, and nothing more. Lucan needed Knightcastle to open the Door of Souls and reach Cythraul Urdvul. He could not do that if Caraster destroyed Knightcastle. 
So Lucan would destroy him first. 
A few hours later Tumblestone itself came into sight. 
"Gods," muttered Adalar. "There are even more of them." 
The city of Tumblestone sat on a peninsula jutting into the blue waters of Knights' Bay, ringed by massive stone walls. Even at a distance, Lucan sensed the wards upon the walls, spells fashioned to keep the runedead from becoming immaterial and striding through the stones. A vast black mass of runedead surrounded the city, thousands of sigils burning with ghostly green light. Wave after wave of runedead assaulted the gates, and water surrounded Tumblestone on three sides, but the waves were no hindrance to the undead. They swarmed through the water and climbed up the walls. 
The defenders put up a valiant fight. Volleys of flaming arrows and waves of burning oil fell from the battlements. The runedead that reached the battlements met knights and armsmen wielding blades soaked in wizard's oil. Yet the undead were tireless, and the defenders were not. Sooner or later they would be overwhelmed. 
"Ataranur," said Gerald, voice hard. "I trust you have a plan?"
"Of course," said Lucan, spurring his horse forward. "I shall..."
He felt a surge of magical power in the air.
"Sir Gerald!" said Circan, his voice tight with alarm. "A spell! It..."
The air before them flickered, and a figure fashioned of black shadow and silver light appeared. A ripple of alarm went through the nearby men, and most drew their swords. 
Lucan's lip curled behind his mask.
"Don't bother," he said. "That's nothing but an illusion. An image fashioned of light and shadow and a minor spell."
Circan worked the spell to sense the presence of magic. "He's right, my lords."
"Fools."
The voice coming from the silver-lined shadow was a deep rumble, though the spell made it snarl and vibrate like a buzzing insect. 
"You cannot prevail against me," said the image. "History itself is upon my side. Justice has raised up the runedead to serve me, and I shall use them to cleanse the world of wickedness forever."
Lucan had raised the runedead, not some impartial force, and he certainly had not unleashed the Great Rising to put the runedead at the disposal of this fool.
"You, then," said Gerald, "are Caraster?"
The robed image gave a mocking bow. "Forgive me, oh most noble knight, for not visiting your august self in person. But nobles are treacherous and wicked."
"I am Sir Gerald Roland," said Gerald. "And if you wish to meet in parley, I give you my word of honor for your safe passage."
Caraster laughed. "Do you think I would trust the word of a noble swine? For that is what nobles are. Swine, all of you! You grow fat and bloated upon the sweat and toil of your peasants."
Lucan expected Gerald to react with anger, but Lord Malden's youngest son remained icy calm. "And butchering people at random is better?"
"Not random!" shouted Caraster. "No, not random. I will find the nobles. I will find the merchants. I will find the lying, sniveling priests. I will find everyone who has more than his neighbor. Then I shall kill them all, and take their stolen wealth and give it to the poor. I will raise a new order on the ashes of the world, a world where there are no wealthy men, where no one shall go without bread." 
"A fine dream," said Gerald. "But you seek to make the world clean by washing it in blood. That, in the end, will lead only to more blood." 
"You say that because you are corrupt," said Caraster, "because you cannot see the purity of the new world I will fashion. I will cleanse the world of all evil - and I shall kill you and all your family. Never again will a noble taint the world."
"As entertaining as it is to bandy words with a madman," said Gerald, "I fear I have more pressing demands upon my time. Stop your attack at once, and withdraw back across the River Abelinus." 
"Or?" Lucan heard the sneer in the distorted voice.
"Or," said Gerald, "I shall destroy you utterly."
Again Caraster brayed laughter. "With what? Your paltry host? The men cowering behind the city's walls? You cannot stop me! In fact, Gerald Roland, I will make you an offer. Draw your sword and fall upon it, and rid the world of your filthy noble blood. And if you do, I will spare the lives of Tumblestone, and allow your host to withdraw."
"And if I do not?" said Gerald. 
"Then I will destroy your host," hissed Caraster, "and my runedead will butcher every last man, woman, and child in Tumblestone. I will save you for last, Gerald Roland. I will make you watch as I kill them all, and you will know that their deaths are upon your head. Only then will I permit you to die, and then I shall send your head to Knightcastle."
A dead silence fell over the host. 
"I think not," said Gerald. "You have spat upon the laws of both men and gods, Caraster. Were I to surrender myself, I suspect you would simply kill the folk of Tumblestone anyway, and then congratulate yourself on your courage. No, we shall fight you."
"And who will stop me?" said Caraster. "You?"
"No," said Lucan. "I shall."
The image's hood turned toward him. "And who are you? A masked mummer? A monkey come to perform for my amusement? Such fripperies have no place in the new order."
"I am one," said Lucan, "who is going to teach you the true meaning of power."
He lifted his hand and cast a spell. Caraster's image flickered and vanished. 
"What did you do?" Gerald said.
A ball of snarling purple fire erupted from Lucan's gloved hand. It shot over the heads of the runedead in a high arc and slammed into the beach a mile or so south of the city. There was a bright violent flash, and a heartbeat later a thunderclap rolled over the plain.
A ripple went through the runedead. 
"Did...did you kill him?" said Adalar, stunned.
"Not yet," said Lucan. "I disrupted his projection, traced the flow of magic back to him, and then struck. Regrettably, he thought to ward himself from attack." 
Again the runedead host rippled, and they broke off their attack on Tumblestone.
The army of the undead turned to face Gerald's host, thousands upon thousands of sigils shining with green flame. 
"I think," said Adalar, "that you made him mad."
The runedead raced forward, charging towards Gerald's men.
"I hope, Ataranur," said Gerald, "that your powers extend to this."
"They shall," said Lucan. "I would not presume to command, Sir Gerald, but I suggest your men remain in place."
He dismounted, handed his reins to a befuddled Circan, and strode towards the charging runedead. Behind him Gerald's host scrambled into battle formation, the armsmen forming a shield wall, the mounted knights arranging themselves on the wings. Clearly, Gerald had no faith in Lucan's ability to defeat the runedead.
Sensible, but in a few moments Lucan would prove him utterly wrong. 
He strode towards the runedead, feeling the weight of the Banurdem beneath his mask and cowl. The high lords of Old Dracaryl had forged that diadem, and with it Lucan had the power to command the undead.
Any undead. 
He didn't know if he could command of all thirty-five thousand of Caraster's runedead, but he could certainly dominate enough of them. He would turn the runedead against each other, and then track down Caraster and destroy him.
Lucan drew on the Banurdem's might, and sent his will towards the advancing runedead, commanding them to halt.
Nothing happened.
He frowned and channeled more of the diadem's magic, sending an irresistible command. For a moment the charging runedead faltered, and the sigils upon their brows flared with crimson flame instead of green.
Lucan had never seen that happen before. 
But the crimson flame passed, and the runedead resumed their charge.
Somehow, Caraster bound the runedead which such power that even the Banurdem could not break his control.
And for a moment, Lucan was at a loss. 
Perhaps he should try to break the binding upon the undead? That might work, but even his power could not break the binding upon thirty-five thousand runedead at once. His next impulse was to summon the Glamdaigyr. With the greatsword, he could drain the spells binding the runedead...
No. Gerald had seen the Glamdaigyr at Arylkrad. If Lucan used the sword, Gerald would very quickly realize who he was. Lucan would have to kill him then, which would generate unwelcome complications. 
Hundreds of runedead closed around him, reaching for him with dead hands.
If subtlety had failed, then it was time to resort to raw force. 
Lucan pulled off his gloves and summoned power. Magic flooded him, a river of raw might, drawn from his own strength, the stolen Demonsouled power in his thoughts, and the knowledge and experience he had taken from Randur Maendrag. Any mortal wizard who tried to use that much magic would die instantly, burned to ashes...but Lucan had left his mortality behind. 
He raised his hands, sigils of crimson fire burning on his palms, the bloody light falling over the runedead.
And hundreds of them erupted into raging flames, the fire chewing into dead flesh. Lucan strode through their ranks, the heat from the inferno making his cloak billow around him, and wherever the crimson light fell, the runedead burned. More undead rushed him at Caraster's command, but it was like chaff trying to attack a candle flame. The inferno spread, and Lucan paused to cast a few wards around himself, lest the fire grow hot enough to harm even him. 
He felt a surge of magical power in the air, and dark clouds roiled overhead. A moment later rain fell in sheets from the sky, quenching the burning runedead, leaving Lucan in a field of charred, twisted corpses. 
Interesting that Caraster had the strength to conjure a rainstorm - that kind of spell required a great deal of raw power. 
Another wave of runedead charged at Lucan, thousands of them, a solid mass of dead flesh. Lucan flexed his fingers, gathering more power, and started another spell. He had seen the Malrag shamans use the spell during Ultorin's invasion of the Grim Marches...and Lucan had put it to good use since.
He lifted his right hand, and a bolt of green lighting screamed out of the sky and slammed into the earth with a resounding thunderclap. The blast incinerated a dozen runedead, and flung a dozen more to the ground, their rotting clothing on fire. The spell was a potent one, and as a living man, Lucan had barely possessed the strength to cast it. 
But he had far more power at his disposal now. 
Another lighting blast howled out of the sky, another, and another, a steady volley of the bolts falling like rain. Lucan moved forward at a slow pace, and the volleys of lightning drove the runedead before him. They charged, trying to reach him, and failed. The emerald lightning ripped them to burning shreds, and if any drew too close, he flung a blast of psychokinetic force. A storm of magic howled through him, and he directed it with his will, raining destruction upon the runedead. 
Then the runedead trembled, and they shifted into wraiths of smoke and green fire.
All of them. 
Lucan stood in a sea of wraiths, tens of thousands of them flowing towards him. He guessed Caraster's plan well enough. In wraith form, the runedead were immune to physical attacks, including fire and lightning. If enough of them surrounded Lucan and shifted back to material form all at once, they could overwhelm him. 
But Lucan understood the runedead. He knew the spells that bound their undead flesh. And he had stolen the memories of Randur Maendrag, the most powerful necromancer Old Dracaryl had produced. 
Randur had known how to create the runedead...and he knew how to destroy them. 
Lucan lifted his hands, sheets of green flame erupting from his fingers. The flames tore into the immaterial runedead, cutting through them like a scythe through wheat. Any runedead touched by the green flames dissolved into gray smoke. Lucan's fire blasted through the runedead, unhindered by physical obstacles. Thousands of them vanished into smoke, covering the plains outside of Tumblestone with gray ash. 
He resumed his stride forward, still unleashing emerald fire. He could force his way through the runedead, find Caraster, and kill him. Then he could turn his undivided attention to the Door of Souls...
The runedead shifted back into material form, turned, and fled. 
Lucan lowered his hands, the green fire winking out. The runedead retreated across the plan, hastening away from the gates of Tumblestone. He supposed Caraster himself led the rout. 
Lucan stared after the undead army, puzzled. 
How had Caraster been able to bind the runedead so strongly? The Banurdem was a relic of Old Dracaryl. It ought to have dominated Caraster's runedead as easily as a key sliding into the proper lock. One renegade wizard should not have been able to block the Banurdem, let alone control thirty-five thousand runedead at once. 
The sooner Lucan unraveled Caraster’s mystery, the better. 
Fortunately, figuring out how he had bound the runedead should prove simple enough.
Lucan made a hooking motion and cast a spell. His will caught one of the fleeing runedead, suspending it in the air. The undead creature went motionless and floated through the air towards Lucan. 
He strode back towards Gerald Roland's host, the trapped runedead floating behind him. 

###

"Gods save us," whispered Adalar, staring at the battlefield.
Gerald kept his face impassive. A commander of armies, both Mazael and Lord Malden had told him, must never show doubt, hesitation, or fear before his men. No matter how frightened a commander became, no matter how badly the battle went, the commander must always show confidence and surety before his men.
It was a struggle to do so now.
Gerald had never seen such a display of magical wrath. 
He had seen battle magic before. The fire-spells of wizards like Timothy deBlanc and Circan. The fury both Lucan Mandragon and Malavost unleashed during the siege of Deepforest Keep, and the mad sorcery of the Great Rising.
But he had never seen anything like this.
Ataranur had smashed the runedead like insects, mowing them down like wheat before the reaper. At least a third of the runedead host lay destroyed, reduced to charred, smoldering husks. The rest fled in disarray to the south. Ataranur had put fear into Caraster. It was the single biggest defeat the rebel had suffered since he had first taken control of the runedead in southern Mastaria.
"Sir Gerald," said Circan, his voice hoarse. "The sheer amount of magical power Ataranur conjured...no member of the wizards' brotherhood could have done it. The entire wizards' brotherhood, working in concert, could not have managed it. Perhaps...perhaps he is truly High Elderborn, as he claims." 
"Perhaps," said Gerald. 
Gerald spurred his horse and rode to meet Ataranur, his knights and captains following. The masked wizard moved with an unhurried stride, a runedead floating after him, the sigil upon its forehead pulsing and flaring with crimson light.
Crimson light? Gerald had never seen a runedead with a crimson sigil upon its brow. 
"I take it," said Gerald, reining up, “there were complications?"
He would not show fear before Ataranur.
"Indeed," said Ataranur, his hollow voice annoyed.  "Caraster has bound the runedead so utterly that even I could not break the spell. I had hoped to destroy him, yet he has eluded me. Still, Tumblestone should be safe for now. I suspect Caraster will withdraw across the River Abelinus and prepare a new attack." 
"That will give my father time," said Gerald, "to gather his forces." 
"And for the Justiciars to rally our Order," said Sir Commander Aidan, giving a hard look at Ataranur. "For steel and valiant men, not witchery, shall overcome this evil." 
Gerald found himself impressed. Few men would have the courage to challenge Ataranur after that display of magical might.
But Ataranur seemed not to care.
"I will study this runedead," said Ataranur, "and discover how Caraster has bound it. Perhaps I will find a way to undo the spell. If I can, Caraster will lose control over his hordes, and you can defeat him easily enough."
Ataranur walked away, the runedead still floating after him. Gerald watched him go, thinking. Who was the masked wizard? And what did he really want?
Gerald suspected Ataranur’s ultimate goals boded nothing good for Knightcastle. 
And with the power Ataranur had just displayed…Gerald doubted he could oppose the wizard.
"Come," said Gerald to his companions. "Let us make for Tumblestone, and see if we can offer any assistance to Lord Agravain."
They rode for Tumblestone’s gates.

###

A few hours later Lucan straightened up, the remains of the destroyed runedead spread out around him. 
Its skull rested in his hand, a faint sigil of red light pulsing upon the forehead. He gazed at it with trepidation. 
He had discovered how Caraster was controlling the runedead. 
Was the Old Demon himself trying to stop Lucan?
He pushed aside the thought and headed for Tumblestone. A short walk brought him past the host encamped outside the walls, the men drawing away from him in fear. Lucan strode through Tumblestone's massive gates and into the market plaza. The city and its buildings had been constructed of stone to withstand the bay’s fierce storms, and walls and towers of gray stone loomed over Lucan. Sir Gerald Roland conferred with his chief captains on the steps of a stout stone church. 
Even from a distance, Lucan heard the argument.
"This is completely unacceptable," said Sir Commander Aidan Tormaud, his face flushed with emotion.
"What other alternative do we have?" said Gerald. "I am no happier about this than you are, Sir Commander. But without his aid Tumblestone would have fallen."
"And we," rumbled silver-haired Lord Agravain, "would all be dead." 
"I have no difficulty using wizardry," said Lord Nicholas, voice quiet, "if it will bring us victory against Caraster and his corpses." 
"Bad enough that we must rely upon the wizards and their oil," said Aidan, shooting an annoyed glance at Circan, who remained impassive. "But this...my lords, you know your history. No wizard of such power has walked the earth for centuries. And those that did were the cruel high lords of Old Dracaryl, who tried to subdue the earth with their vile necromancy. Your own ancestors, Sir Gerald, warred against those necromantic tyrants. And now we have such a necromancer in our midst."
"Ataranur," said Gerald, "has done no necromancy that I have witnessed."
"Sir Gerald," said Aidan, “you know I trust your leadership, and that I have not always agreed with our Grand Master's more...stringent positions. But you cannot rely upon this masked necromancer. A man of such power cannot be controlled. He will turn on..."
Lucan stepped closer, and the Justiciar fell silent. 
The lords and captains stared at him.
"I have found," Lucan said, holding up the skull, "how Caraster is controlling his runedead."
"How?" said Gerald. 
Lucan rotated the skull to face him. "Do you see the sigil upon the forehead?"
Gerald frowned. "Crimson? I've never seen a runedead with a crimson sigil." His frown deepened. "That...looks familiar, almost." He snapped his fingers. "Ultorin's bloodsword. The flames of his bloodsword were the same color. The precise same color." 
"Exactly, sir knight," said Lucan. He closed his fist, and the skull crumbled into dust. "The flames are the same color because they came from the same source of power."
Gerald's eyes narrowed. "That means..."
"Caraster is Demonsouled," said Lucan, "and he's using his blood to bind the runedead to his will.”
The lords looked at each other in consternation, while Gerald bowed his head in thought. 
Lucan stared at Aidan Tormaud. Perhaps it had been a mistake to use his powers so openly against the runedead. The Justiciars despised magic, and Lucan's display of power would turn them against him. Grand Master Caldarus might push Lord Malden to banish Lucan from Knightcastle…and Lucan would need Malden’s unwitting help to open the Door of Souls.
And if Caraster was Demonsouled, he was a far more powerful adversary than Lucan had suspected.
He watched Aidan, and an idea came to him.
Perhaps he could use one problem to solve the other.







Chapter 17 - The Compass

"I'm afraid," said Riothamus, "that this is going to hurt."
Mazael looked up from the window, his smile bleak. 
"At this point," he said, his voice a rasp, "a little additional pain will make no difference." 
The Lord of Castle Cravenlock looked terrible. Dark circles ringed his bloodshot eyes, and his haggard face had grown sallow. Streaks of gray had appeared at his temples and in his beard that had not been there before Malaric’s attack. Mazael appeared as if he had aged five years in the last five days. 
But the hard light in his eyes never wavered. If there was a way to save Romaria, Mazael would find it. 
"Do it," said Mazael, looking out the window.
Through the window Riothamus saw the tree in the courtyard, Romaria lying against it. 
"I am ready, Guardian," said Timothy.
Riothamus got to work. 
He stood over the worktable in Timothy's tower workroom. Shelves lined the round walls, cluttered with books and scrolls and jars and the other tools of Timothy's spells. Mazael sat at the table, right arm resting on the scarred wood. Timothy waited with a set of jewelers' tools spread out before him. 
Next to Mazael's hand rested an ornate bronze compass that Timothy had made, a round metal case as wide as Riothamus's hand. Riothamus had never seen a compass before (or the ocean, for that matter), but Timothy assured him it would work for the spell. The older wizard had already disassembled the compass, the magnetic needle lying on the table.  
Riothamus drew a dagger and slashed Mazael's forearm, blood welling up. A muscle twitched below Mazael’s eye, but he gave no other sign of pain. Riothamus caught the blood in a glass cup, watching it fall drop by drop.
It looked no different than any other blood...but its power kept the poison from killing Mazael and held Romaria’s death at bay.
And if Riothamus was correct, it would let him find the archpriest whose venom had coated Malaric’s daggers. 
He picked up the needle and dropped it into the cup while Timothy bound and bandaged Mazael’s arm. That wasn't necessary - Mazael's Demonsouled nature would heal the cut in a matter of moments. But Timothy did not know that Mazael was Demonsouled, and Mazael preferred to keep it that way. The gods only knew how Mazael’s vassals would react if they ever learned the truth, though Riothamus supposed Ragnachar’s old followers would start worshipping Mazael as a god…
He pushed the thought out of his mind, held up the cup, and began casting a spell. His left hand closed around the Guardian's staff, drawing upon its power. The blood flared with light, and then burst into brilliant golden flames.
Mazael growled, his hands balling into fists. As before, the spell drew on the power of his Demonsouled blood. Mazael's eyes screwed shut, the cords in his neck bulging, and for a moment Riothamus thought he would fall.
But then his eyes opened.
"Gods," he muttered. "You weren't lying about the pain."
Riothamus nodded and looked into the cup.
The blood had vanished, and now a faint golden glow radiated from the needle. If Riothamus was right, the needle would no longer point north. Instead, the essence of the archpriest's venom had been bound into the needle, and it would point towards the San-keth cleric.
Allowing Mazael to track him down. 
"Permit me, Guardian," said Timothy, taking the cup. He took the needle from the cup with a pair of tweezers and mounted it in the compass's bronze housing. 
"Your skill is remarkable," said Riothamus. “Not even the best goldsmiths among the Tervingi could do that. You..."
"Guardian," said Timothy, not looking up from the compass, "your words are kind, but please do not talk just now. I need to concentrate." 
Mazael snorted, and Riothamus fell silent. 
Timothy worked quickly, with the sort of skill that made the task only look easy. After a few moments he had reassembled the compass and cast several spells over it to focus and refine the tracking spell Riothamus had placed upon the needle. Timothy held up the compass, squinted at it for a moment, and then set it on the table.
"I believe it is finished," said Timothy.
"Is it working?" said Riothamus. The glowing needle swung back and forth, and at last settled to point at the wall.
"It's working," said Mazael, getting to his feet. 
"How do you know?" said Riothamus.
"It's pointing west," said Mazael.
"Slightly to the northwest, I think," said Timothy. He unrolled a set of maps and made a set of calculations on a wax tablet. Most of the lands west of the Grim Marches claimed to be part of the same realm, the same kingdom, though liege lords like Mazael acted like sovereign kings in all but name. 
"Guardian," said Timothy. "Does the spell upon the needle allow you to estimate the distance to the archpriest?"
"Yes," said Riothamus, laying one hand upon the compass. He concentrated for a moment. "I think...yes. Four or five hundred miles away. No more than that." 
"Just as well," said Mazael. "More than five hundred miles would put you into the western sea."
"Greycoast," said Timothy, pointing at a peninsula jutting into the western sea. Riothamus scrutinized the map. This Greycoast was west of a place called the High Plain, and north of another peninsula named Knightreach. If Riothamus remembered correctly, Lord Mazael's sister Rachel was married to the son of the Lord of Knightcastle. Riothamus wondered what she was like. Probably some gray-eyed warrior with a temper, much like Molly.
"The Prince of Barellion rules Greycoast," said Mazael. "I wonder what a San-keth archpriest is doing there."
"It is entirely possible," said Timothy, "that there is a hidden temple of San-keth proselytes in Barellion. It is the largest city in the realm, with fifty thousand people." 
"And the archpriest could be on the move," said Riothamus.
Mazael grimaced. “Can he block the compass?"
"No," said Riothamus. "Not without removing his fangs and the organs that produce poison, which would be fatal to a San-keth. So long as the archpriest still lives, no spell or ward can block the compass." 
"Good," said Mazael. 
Timothy frowned. "Both the Lord of the High Plain and Prince Everard of Barellion might object if you took an army through their lands, my lord. Or the lords of the Stormvales, for that matter."
"I'm not bringing an army," said Mazael. "I will go alone." 
"My lord," said Timothy, "the San-keth are a formidable foe, and..."
"They are," said Mazael, "but an army will avail us nothing. The San-keth hide in the shadows and leave the fighting to their puppets and proselytes. Well, that compass will strip away their shadows. I will find the archpriest, take his blood, and return."
"I will not," said Riothamus, "permit you to go alone." 
Anger flashed in the older man's eyes. “How do you intend to stop me?"
"You are the hrould of the Tervingi nation," said Riothamus, "and if you die, the Tervingi nation will almost certainly go to war with the lords of the Grim Marches. Therefore, as Guardian of the Tervingi nation, it is necessary that I accompany you, to keep you alive. Additionally, by attacking you, Malaric has attacked a Tervingi hrould. Both Malaric and the San-keth are wielders of dark magic, and I am within my rights to bring them to justice."
The anger in Mazael's eyes hardened, and Riothamus felt a twinge of alarm. How much of a grip did Mazael have on himself?
Then Mazael sighed. "I suppose you are right. I cannot simply ride west and kill everyone in my path, much as I might wish it." He took a deep breath. "We shall leave on tomorrow. As soon as I can make the necessary arrangements." 

###

An hour later Mazael stood in the great hall of Castle Cravenlock, trying to ignore the throbbing pain in his arms and legs and head.
Many of the Tervingi headmen and Mazael's vassals had arrived soon after Malaric's attack. Rumors had spread that Malaric had killed him, and most of the powerful men of the Grim Marches had set out for Castle Cravenlock at once, lest civil war break out and they find themselves at a disadvantage.
More than a few of the headmen and lords were disappointed that Mazael still lived, but he did not care what they thought.
He was going to save Romaria, or die trying. 
"My lords, knights, and headmen," said Mazael, looking at the assembled nobles and Tervingi. "You may have heard the rumors, and most of them are true. Malaric of Barellion, at the instigation of the San-keth, attempted to assassinate me during the moot at Cravenlock Town. I was wounded, but I survived. Lady Romaria was wounded and lies near death. This is an attack upon both the lords of the Grim Marches and the thains and headmen of the Tervingi."
Riothamus stood at his side, face impassive, the staff of the Guardian in hand. His idea about declaring the attack an assault upon the Tervingi nation had been a clever one.
"Hrould," said Earnachar son of Balnachar, his chest puffing out. Besides him Arnulf son of Kaerwulf rolled his eyes. "This craven attack upon you is an insult to the Tervingi nation. I propose we gather our swordthains and spearthains at once. Let us lay siege to the city of Barellion, and demand that its Prince surrender Malaric to us. If he does not, we shall raze his city and seize his lands for ourselves."
Arnulf snorted. "From which you shall carve wide estates for yourself, no doubt."
Earnachar smiled. "To the victor goes the spoils." 
"Your valor does you credit, Earnachar son of Balnachar," said Mazael, "but Malaric is a bastard and a renegade. No doubt the Prince of Barellion would gladly slay him and surrender his head. And Malaric acted at the instigation of the San-keth archpriest that provided the venom."
Toric, one of the Tervingi headmen, spat. "The serpents are ever treacherous."
"Mighty Tervingar," said Earnachar, "slew them whenever he found them."
"Mighty Tervingar showed wisdom," said Mazael. "The Guardian has worked a spell that will allow me to follow the archpriest wherever he goes. I shall hunt him to the ends of the earth and repay him for this grievous assault upon the Tervingi nation. Malaric of Barellion shall face justice for his crimes."
He remembered Malaric plunging that poisoned dagger into Romaria's chest. 
Once Mazael found him, Malaric would regret it. Bitterly. 
"I shall accompany the hrould," said Riothamus. "Malaric used dark magic, and it is the task of the Guardian to ensure that the Tervingi are protected from dark magic. I shall find him and defeat him."
"But if you leave, hrould," said Earnachar, his eyes glittering with opportunity, "who will rule the Grim Marches?"
"Aye," said Lord Robert Highgate, one of Mazael's nobles. A plump keg of a man, he was nonetheless a capable battle commander. "The realm is unsettled, with more refugees and wandering bands of runedead crossing our lands every day. A firm hand is needed. Who will oversee the Grim Marches in your absence?"
"You will," said Mazael.
"Me?" said Robert, blinking in alarm.
"All of you," said Mazael. "Earnachar, Arnulf, Toric, Lord Robert, Lord Astor Hawking, and Lord Jonaril Mandrake will govern the Grim Marches in my absence. I expect you to defend the Grim Marches and maintain peace and order. Act as you will against runedead and bandits, but an attack upon another lord or one of my vassals will require each of you to consent."
The headmen and lords gave each other uneasy looks. Some of them were allies - Arnulf and Toric had been friends for years, while Lord Robert and Lord Astor had acted in concert since the earliest years of Lord Richard Mandragon's rule. Yet Earnachar loathed Arnulf and Toric, and Lord Astor could not stand Lord Jonaril. Mazael hoped the rivalries would keep the lords and headmen in check. 
He would have named Molly castellan of Castle Cravenlock in his absence, but she would likely wind up killing half of his vassals from sheer annoyance. She was not yet ready for such a responsibility Besides, he suspected she would insist on accompanying him, just as Riothamus had. 
"My lord," said Robert, scratching his chin, "are you sure this is...wise?"
"Of course I am sure," said Mazael. "My lords and headmen, I am certain you will maintain the peace in my absence. Because if you do not, and I return to find the Grim Marches rent by strife and civil war, I will be...wroth, my lords. Most wroth."
Dead silence answered his pronouncement. 
"Fortunately," said Mazael, "I have utter confidence that I shall return to find the Grim Marches at peace."
"Yes," said Earnachar, his voice strained. "Of course." 
Arnulf nodded. "You will have peace awaiting your return, hrould." He grinned and slapped Earnachar on the back, who responded with a sickly smile. 
"Thank you, my lords and headmen," said Mazael. "I vow that this attack upon the Tervingi nation and the honor of the Grim Marches shall be avenged."
And he vowed that he would save Romaria's life, too.
If he could.

###

"I am coming with you, of course," said Molly. 
Riothamus frowned. "I would prefer if you didn't." 
They stood on Castle Cravenlock's curtain wall, watching the sun go down and paint the plains the color of blood. 
Molly raised her eyebrows. "And just why not?" 
"You could be hurt or slain," said Riothamus. "And you are the heir to Castle Cravenlock...which means one day you will be the liege lady of the Grim Marches. It's time the headmen and the lords learned to obey you."
Molly scoffed. "I could be hurt, aye...but I can heal far more quickly than you. And the lords can look after themselves for a few months." She glared over the walls. "This is my fault."
Riothamus frowned. "Malaric wounded Romaria, not you."
"Aye," said Molly, "but if I had killed that rat at Swordgrim, none of this would have happened." She shook her head. "If had figured out how he had gained the powers of a Demonsouled, perhaps I could have found a way to stop him."
"Or he could have killed you," said Riothamus. 
But he had his suspicions. How had Malaric gained the powers of a Demonsouled? It seemed unlikely that they had been latent all his life and only manifested at the Battle of Swordgrim. He must have claimed them somehow. But where? Had Lucan given them to him? Or had he acquired them in another fashion? 
Riothamus didn't know...but he intended to find out.
"And Romaria has been very kind to me," said Molly, her voice quiet. "When I first came to Castle Cravenlock, after Arylkrad and Corvad...I almost came to blows with my father a dozen times." She offered a ragged smile. "Romaria smoothed things over. Father and I would probably have killed each other if not for her."
Riothamus nodded.
"And," said Molly, her voice so faint it was almost a whisper, "Riothamus, watching you ride off, not knowing if you would return...I could not bear it. I lost Nicholas that way. I left his rooms and returned and found him dying in his own blood." She rubbed her face, and for a moment Riothamus glimpsed tears in her gray eyes. "I'm not...that's not going to happen. Not again. I am going to go with you and Mazael, and if anyone tries to kill you...gods, I swear they will regret it."
They stood in silence for a moment, and Riothamus took her hands. 
"All right," he said. "Mazael and I should not go alone, anyway. And you know our enemy. You know how Malaric thinks, and you know the Skulls. Your aid would be invaluable." 
"Damned right," said Molly, "and I owed Malaric a debt, even before he came to the Grim Marches to kill me. I owe him all the more for what he has done since." 
"Then we will repay him together," said Riothamus, "and save Romaria."

###

That night Mazael stood alone before the tree in the courtyard, gazing down at Romaria. 
People had brought gifts – flowers and candles and the like. Mazael had ordered his seneschal Cramton to keep watch over the tree and note those who brought gifts. Someday he would repay them a hundred times over for their kindness.
After he had saved Romaria. 
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying to ignore the constant pain in his head and arms and legs. 
And the rage that threatened to burn out of control. 
He had always known how much he relied upon Romaria, how she helped him to keep the Demonsouled fury in check. But now that she lay in this state between life and death, preserved only by the power of Riothamus's magic...the Demonsouled rage hit him harder than ever before.
Gods, but how he had wanted to kill them all, the lords and the headmen and the knights and the thains. If he killed them all he would have peace, if he killed and killed until his arm ran red with blood...
He opened his eyes and looked at Romaria, trying to keep the rage at bay.
She looked almost peaceful. As if she were asleep. 
But if she died...there would be no reason to keep himself in check, would there? No reason not to let the fury transform him into the monster he had always known himself to be?
He closed his eyes again, and when he opened them, Morebeth Galbraith stood next to the tree, a dark shadow in a black gown.
"Are you real?" said Mazael. "Or is Riothamus right, and you are only a vision induced by the poison?"
Morebeth shrugged. "Does it matter? Either way, I am dead." 
Mazael said nothing. 
"You truly love her," said Morebeth, "do you not?"
"What do you care?" said Mazael.
"Do you remember," said Morebeth, "why I hated Amalric? I was in love with a man, and Amalric arranged his death."
"I thought that another of your lies," said Mazael.
"No," said Morebeth. "It was the truth. I know what it is to have loved, and to have it stolen from you. I had hoped to wed him and forget my Demonsouled blood." She shook her head, her eyes hooded. "But that was not to be."
"Nicholas Tormaud," said Mazael.
"Who?"
He realized that she was not a hallucination, that he was in fact conversing with Morebeth’s spirit. If she was only a vision, a delusion created by his damaged mind, she would know everything he knew. 
But she didn't recognize the name.
"Molly loved him," said Mazael. 
"Your daughter," said Morebeth. 
"She hoped to leave an assassin’s life behind and wed him," said Mazael. "But Corvad slew him and laid the blame at my feet. And he almost twisted Molly into a monster."
"As happened to me," said Morebeth. "Amalric slew my love...and I twisted myself into a monster. And now Malaric of Barellion has left Romaria at death's door. Will you become a monster, Mazael?"
"I don't know," he said. 
Morebeth shrugged. "The choice is yours. But remember two things. If you become a monster, if you become the Destroyer...it will only aid our father in his great work."
"I know," said Mazael.
But, gods, the rage burned within him, and he wanted to kill and kill...
"And this," said Morebeth. "Our father seeks to steal the power of the gods. But there are others who would steal that power for themselves. Malaric might have attacked you...but the San-keth sent him. Why do you think that is?"
"Because I've killed San-keth clerics and calibah," said Mazael, "and cost them dearly. They have every motive for revenge."
"True," said Morebeth, "but might they might play a larger game than mere vengeance?" 
Mazael opened his mouth to answer, but the spirit had vanished.  
He rubbed his forehead in irritation. Bad enough that his wife lay dying, that his Demonsouled nature threatened to burn out of control. Would he be haunted by the spirits of all the Demonsouled he had slain? 
Still. Her counsel was sound. 
Mazael stared at Romaria for a moment longer.
"I will return to you," he said. "I swear it."
He stooped, kissed her cold forehead, and walked away.

###

The next morning Mazael left Castle Cravenlock, clad in his dragon's scale armor, Lion at his belt. Riothamus and Molly rode at his side, Riothamus leading a string of pack horses with food and supplies. The compass rested on Mazael’s saddle, the gentle glow of its needle pointing to the northwest. 
Mazael rode past the town, set his face to the west, and did not look back.







Chapter 18 - Last Stand

Shortly after dawn, Hugh and his remaining men rode past another village that had resisted the Aegonar. 
It was not a pretty sight. 
A pyramid of heads rested outside the village, a mob of crows circling overhead. At least half of the village's houses had been burned. It was plain the villagers had made a fight of it, but the village’s men had been slaughtered, and the women and children claimed as slaves. The Aegonar had taken what supplies they could carry, and then put the village to the torch. 
Hugh had seen it happen again and again. 
"See if anyone is hiding in the ruins," said Hugh. "If they are, tell them to make for Barellion."
Montigard gave a curt nod and carried out the orders. 
Hugh rode to the center of the village and to another gruesome sight. A corpse with its heart cut out lay sprawled in the center of the square. Whenever the Aegonar took a village, they selected a victim from the populace, and a seidjar cut out the sacrifice's heart and burned it as an offering to Sepharivaim. Maurus claimed the seidjar used the resultant ashes to enhance their magical powers, but Hugh supposed it served just as well to terrorize the Aegonar's conquered subjects.
He rubbed a hand across his jaw. The Great Rising and the runedead had been bad enough. But the Aegonar were living, breathing men, and they embraced cruelty to an extent Hugh had never seen. 
Somehow that was worse than the runedead. 
A moment later Montigard and Sir Edgar rejoined him. 
"No survivors," said Montigard, voice grim. "Quite a few corpses. If anyone survived, the Aegonar carried them off."
"They might not be far," said Edgar. "This looks like it only happened yesterday." 
"We could ride after them, rescue anyone who can still be rescued," said Montigard.
"Perhaps," said Hugh. "How many were in the Aegonar war party?"
Edgar shrugged. "Judging by the tracks, about two hundred. Maybe three hundred." 
"We could overtake them," said Montigard.
"That might be unwise," said Maurus, riding to Hugh's side. A duel with a seidjar a few days past had burned away most of his gray hair, along with his eyebrows, which made him look even more irritable. "To judge from the sacrificial victim, they have a seidjar with them. Maybe two or three. My powers have been badly drained, and I might not be able to defeat them."
"But if we overtook the Aegonar, we could rescue the villagers," said Montigard.
"Or we could get ourselves killed," said Maurus. "Those of us who are left."
Hugh said nothing. They had fought fifteen skirmishes in the last seven days, and he had lost fifty-seven men, with thirty more wounded. He wasn't sure how many more fights his men could endure. 
"Sir Hugh," said Maurus, "I suggest we ride south at once. Lady Adelaide and the refugees must have reached Barellion by now. And your father will have called his vassals to gather the host of Greycoast for war against the Aegonar. We should join them." 
"Then we leave the villagers to the mercy of the Aegonar," said Montigard.
Maurus grunted. "Many peasants will be left to the mercy of the Aegonar until the Prince defeats them." 
"If the Prince can defeat them," said Montigard.
"You doubt my father?" said Hugh, lifting his eyebrows.
"Prince Everard is a capable warrior," said Montigard, "but you've seen the Aegonar, Sir Hugh. They are hard fighters, and have already seized much of Greycoast. Even if your father calls his vassals and gets aid from the Justiciars, it will still be a close fight."
"Then every Aegonar we kill now," said Hugh, "is one my father doesn't have to face when the battle comes. We pursue the Aegonar. Where are they headed?"
"North," said Edgar. "All the Aegonar war parties had been heading north of late. I think they are assembling their host to march on Barellion itself." 
"There's a village seven miles north of here," said Hugh. "A place called Prince's Rest, built around an inn where one of the Princes of Barellion stayed a few centuries ago."
"Aye, I know it," said Edgar. "The village's bailiff has sworn to worship Sepharivaim." 
"The Aegonar war party may stop there for supplies," said Montigard, "before they head north to rejoin their main host." 
"A good place, perhaps," said Hugh, "to launch an ambush?" 
"I think so," said Edgar. "The Aegonar will take the road to Prince's Rest. But we can ride over the country. We can reach the village before the Aegonar if we hasten."
"Then we shall do it," said Hugh.
Maurus scowled. "It is a terrible risk." 
"It is," said Hugh, "but even if we move south, we face risk. The Aegonar control this land, and if we march south we may encounter war parties marching north. If we hit the Aegonar at Prince's Rest, we can do some damage, and slip south in the chaos." 
It made sense. Yet part of Hugh, most of Hugh, wanted to ride for Barellion. Adelaide must have reached the safety of the city's walls by now. Hugh wanted to see her again, more than anything. Yet he had his duty. 
And if he failed to weaken the Aegonar, even Barellion's walls might not be enough to save her. 
"We ride," said Hugh, and Montigard nodded.

###

By midday they reached Prince's Rest. 
The village was little different than many others Hugh had seen. A large inn stood in the center of the village, no doubt where Hugh's distant ancestor had spent the night. A stone church faced the inn from the other side of the square.
A red banner, adorned with a crude image of a black serpent, hung from the church's door. 
Prince's Rest had gone over to the Aegonar. 
"I cannot blame them," said Hugh, looking over the village. "Given what the Aegonar do to those who resist them...well, what choice would they have?"
"My scouts have returned," said Sir Edgar. "There's no sign of the Aegonar, and the villagers are hiding in their houses."
"Might the Aegonar have headed north?" said Hugh.
"Possibly," said Edgar. "There are too many tracks to tell for certain. Many men have passed here recently."
Hugh nodded. "Montigard, Maurus, with me. We're going to speak to the village's bailiff."
"Is that wise, Sir Hugh?" said Maurus. "These villagers have sworn to the Aegonar."
"Out of fear," said Hugh. "We won't be long. We'll stay long enough to ask them a few questions, and then be on our way." 
"As you command," said Maurus. "But I suggest we take all the men into the village, lest the villagers seek to curry favor with their new masters by killing you."
"Very well," said Hugh, and he urged his horse forward. 
They rode unchallenged into the village. Neither a stone wall nor a wooden palisade surrounded Prince's Rest, which explained why the bailiff had not been willing to fight. The place seemed deserted. There were no men working in the fields, no women going about their chores. Hugh didn't even see any animals, not even a chicken or a cat. Had the Aegonar killed the people or carried them off into slavery? Yet the Aegonar had burned the villages they had plundered, and Prince's Rest looked untouched. 
Hugh reined up in the center of the square, his men around him. He looked over the inn and the church, at the empty windows in the houses. He stood up in his stirrups.
"Hail!" he shouted. "I come in peace, and wish no fighting. I seek to speak with the bailiff! "
No one answered.
"Sir Hugh," said Edgar, voice urgent, "I don't like this. We..."
The door to the inn opened, and a gaunt man in ragged clothing staggered out. A bloodstained bandage encircled his head, and his eyes were wild and frightened. He stopped before Hugh's horse, looking back and forth at the knights and armsmen.
"Please don't kill me," he whispered.
"You are the bailiff of Prince's Rest?" said Hugh.
"Aye," said the peasant. "I...I know you."
"I fear we've never met," said Hugh. 
"But I've seen you, when I visited the city in better times," said the bailiff. "You're Prince Everard's youngest son."
Hugh nodded. "I am Sir Hugh Chalsain."
The bailiff swallowed. "I am sorry, sir." 
He turned and sprinted away.
"Wait!" said Hugh. "We..."
The inn’s door burst open. As did the door to the church, the houses ringing the village square, and every other door Hugh could see.
Aegonar warriors poured into the streets, mingled with ulfhednar in their bronze serpent helms. 
Prince’s Rest had been a trap all along.
"Ride!" shouted Hugh. "Ride through them, now!" 
"Sir Hugh!" said Montigard. "We..."
"Ride now!" said Hugh, drawing his Aegonar war axe. "If they surround us we're finished!"
Montigard raised his war horn to his lips and drew a long blast, and Hugh put spurs to his horse. The beast surged forward with an angry whinny, and behind him the knights and armsmen started forward. 
A heartbeat later he crashed into the Aegonar. 
Hugh's axe caught an Aegonar on the helmet, sending the warrior sprawling to the ground with a ghastly crunch. His horse crashed into another warrior, stunning the man, and Hugh killed him with a blow from the axe. His horse trampled the dead man, and Hugh killed another Aegonar. 
But there were too many Aegonar, and for every man he slew, two more came at him. Worse, too many Aegonar warriors clogged the streets, blocking any chance of escape. His men could not ride down the Aegonar, not in such enclosed spaces.
Hugh had led them into a trap. 
How had they known where to find his men? Had they been tracking him all along? Or perhaps his men had done enough damage that the Aegonar had sent a war party to hunt them down. 
An arrow hissed past Hugh's shoulder and plunged into the chest of the knight to his left, punching through the armor. The man fell from his horse with a choked scream and vanished beneath the trampling hooves. Hugh looked up and saw Aegonar warriors on the inn’s roof, short bows in their hands. They loosed a steady stream of arrows, and more of Hugh's men fell. He struck down another Aegonar, seeking an escape, a way his men could flee...
Then Maurus stood in his stirrups, a copper tube in one hand.
"Get back!" shouted Hugh, recognizing the war spell. "Get back! Get..."
Maurus finished his spell, and a raging blast of yellow-orange flame erupted from the tube and tore into the Aegonar ranks. Scores of Aegonar warriors fell, screaming, as Maurus's magical flames chewed at their flesh. A ripple went through the Aegonar, the warriors pulling away from the wizard.
And for a moment, Hugh saw a clear path through the main street. If his men rode out of Prince's Rest, they could escape the Aegonar in the open country...
"Ride!" roared Hugh at the top of his lungs. "Ride! Ride!"
His men surged forward, trampling the wounded Aegonar. Hugh killed another Aegonar with a blow from the axe, his heart pounding. Another few moments, just a few, and...
An arrow buried itself in the flank of Hugh's horse. 
The poor animal screamed and stumbled, blood pouring down its side, and Hugh lost his saddle. He crashed into a pair of Aegonar warriors and sent them stumbling. Hugh scrambled to his feet, his body aching with the impact, and swung his axe. The blade skidded off an Aegonar's shield, splinters flying everywhere. 
Then something slammed into the side of his head. White light filled his vision, and then everything went black.

###

Some time later, Hugh's eyes fluttered open.
He upon his side on stone stairs, his wrists and ankles bound with thick rope. His armor was gone, along with all his weapons. He tried to sit up, and a wave of nausea washed through him. 
He doubled over, threw up, and slumped against the stairs, panting. 
After a while his eyes swam into focus. 
He lay upon the stairs of the church. Aegonar warriors swarmed through the square, and Hugh saw them looting the slain knights and armsmen. There were fewer than he had expected, and Hugh felt a wave of hope. Perhaps his men had escaped?
"Ah," said a rough voice. "You are awake."
An Aegonar warrior towered over him. The man's armor was fashioned of steel scales edged with gilt, his helmet worked with elaborate spiraling designs of writhing serpents. A fine broadsword hung at his belt, and a pair of seidjar stood behind the warrior, awaiting his commands. The warrior pulled off his helmet, and Hugh saw a narrow, gaunt face, the cheeks shaded with red-gold stubble. 
"I had thought the blow to your head would prove fatal," said the Aegonar. "I am pleased I was wrong."
"Your solicitousness," said Hugh, his voice thick, "is most kind."
The Aegonar snorted. "It was not for your benefit. My task was to bring back a son of the Prince of Barellion, and I have done so."
"Who are you?" said Hugh.
The Aegonar inclined his head. "I am Ryntald, earl in service to Agantyr, the High King of the Aegonar and the Anointed of Sepharivaim. And you are Hugh, the youngest son of the Prince of Barellion, and you have led me on a merry chase." 
"How regrettable," said Hugh, "that the minor annoyances of my raids should waste the time of so august of a man."
"True," said Ryntald, "your raids were annoying. But that is hardly the point. One of the Heralds of Sepharivaim desired your presence, and I am a loyal servant of the High King and the Heralds."
Hugh frowned. "Why would you go to such effort to capture me? I am no one of importance."
Ryntald shrugged. "That is of no consequence. The Herald of Sepharivaim commanded your capture, and I obeyed. I suggest you embrace the worship of Sepharivaim at once."
"Never." Hugh lifted his chin, aware that his words might bring his death. "I have seen the worship of the serpent god, and it is monstrous and cruel beyond all measure."
"Pity for you," said Ryntald. "The Heralds are often...impatient with unbelievers. And I suspect you will crawl in the dust on your belly and beg for death before all is done. Take him."
Two of the Aegonar warriors seized Hugh, shoved a hood of rough cloth over his head, and dragged him along.  







Chapter 19 - Ascension

One final stride through the shadows, and Malaric arrived at last.
Barellion stood before him. 
The journey had taken longer than expected. A great many people crowded the roads, and Malaric had no wish to be seen. From what Malaric had overhead, the Aegonar had launched a series of raids against the northwestern coast, terrifying the peasants. It was hardly important. Malaric would crush the Aegonar in short order.
Greycoast belonged to him, and he would suffer no challengers.
He pushed the Aegonar out of his thoughts and paused for a moment, taking in the sight of Barellion.
His city.
It was the greatest city in the realm, home to over fifty thousand men, women, and children, and twice that during the merchant fairs, when lords and ladies and merchants from across the world came to buy and sell in Barellion's grand markets. A strong wall of stone, the Outer Wall, encircled the city, thirty feet high and fortified with towers rising fifty feet high, their turrets crowned with catapults and ballistae. Inside the city stood the towers and turrets of the older Inner Wall, the battlements of the ancient Prince's Keep itself, and the spires of the city's cathedral. The Inner Wall divided the Old City and the New, the nobles and priests from the merchants and poorer commoners. Beyond the city lay its fortified harbor, guarded by twin castle-lighthouses, and the vast blue expanse of the western sea. A canal to the River of Lords flowed into the harbor, permitting barges of goods to travel inland to the High Plain and the Stormvales. 
Malaric strolled towards the Gate of Knights, the city's southernmost gate. Armsmen in the livery of the House of Chalsain stood guard, checking the long line of carts that wished to pass the gate and sell in the city's markets. Malaric walked past the guards, making no effort to conceal his appearance.
Sooner or later he would be recognized. Prince Everard had never forgiven Malaric for the death of his wife, and had banished him from the city under pain of death. Additionally, the Skulls had probably put a price on Malaric's head by now, since he had failed to kill Molly Cravenlock. With his attention focused on the runedead and the Aegonar pirates, it would take the Prince a few days to notice Malaric's presence. 
The Skulls would notice much sooner. 
Malaric counted on it.
He strode to the Knights' Inn, a impressive five-story edifice of stone and timber that dominated the plaza below the gates. Wealthy merchants, the emissaries of powerful nobles, and minor nobles themselves preferred to stay at the Knights' Inn when visiting Barellion. Few of them knew that the Skulls actually owned the Inn. Since most of the Skulls' targets were wealthy and powerful men, the Knights' Inn allowed the Skulls an easy way to gather their targets in one place. Of course, the targets were never killed in the Inn itself. 
No sense in spoiling the trap. 
Malaric strode into the Inn's common room. Twin hearths crackled at either end, reflecting upon the polished wooden paneling of the walls. The tables and benches held a variety of merchants speaking in hushed voices about the Aegonar raids. They paid him no attention. But the serving maids and the footmen spied for the Skulls, and every last one of them froze for just a moment when they saw him.
So the First Dagger of the Skulls had indeed put a death price on his head. That would make things easier. 
One of the serving maids hurried to him. She was a pretty, with bright blue eyes, a pert nose and curly blond hair. Her smile exposed gleaming teeth, but her eyes remained icy and focused.
The smile of a Skull.
"Lord Malaric," she said. "You do us too much honor. We did not expect to see you in Barellion so soon. Especially since you failed..."
"Stop talking," said Malaric with a smile. "I will take a cut of beef. Does the chef still prepare those marvelous spiced potatoes? If he does, I'll have some of those as well, and slices of cheese, too. And a pitcher of wine. Good wine, mind. Now run along."
He seated himself at a table, amused at her incredulous expression. But she recovered herself and disappeared into the Inn's kitchen. She returned a moment later with a tray bearing Malaric's food.
"Here you are, my lord," said the maid. "Though I have some business..."
"What's your name?" said Malaric.
"Rosala, my lord," said the maid.
"Very good," said Malaric. "Go away and let me eat in peace."
Rosala stared at him, her expression full of amused incredulity. Then she strode away. Malaric watched her go, admiring the movement of her hips beneath her skirt. Then he ate with a will. He had not eaten a decent meal since leaving Castle Cravenlock with Lucan all those months ago, and the Knights' Inn had a fine kitchen.
Both the wine and the potatoes had been poisoned, but the Demonsouled power of Corvad's skull was more than sufficient to deal with it, and Malaric thought the poison rather enhanced the taste of the wine. From the corner of his eye he saw Rosala standing near the kitchen door, watching him. Two footmen, both burly young men, joined her.
Malaric finished his meal, wiped his mouth, left a suitable number of coins on the table, and departed the Inn. He walked into the plaza and circled to the back of the Inn, listening to the familiar noise of the city, the rumble of carts and the cries of the hawkers. 
Gods, but it was good to be home.
He slipped into the alley behind the Inn, and found Rosala and the footmen waiting for him. 
They had discarded their servants' livery for the dark leather and lightweight black chain mail favored by the Skulls. Rosala carried a sword and a dagger, and both of the footmen carried swords as well.
"Malaric of Barellion," said Rosala, her cold voice a contrast with her gleeful smile. "The bastard son of the Prince, come home at last. You shouldn't have done that. You received a task from the First Dagger, and you failed."
Malaric shrugged. "Molly Cravenlock proved a slippery foe with powerful allies. Besides, I had more important things to do than the First Dagger's little errands." 
The footmen appeared shocked at his impertinence. One did not speak ill of the First Dagger and live. At least not for very long. 
“You failed,” said Rosala, “and you know the penalty for failure.”
“Yes, death and all that,” said Malaric. He grinned and spread his arms. “As amusing as this is, you cannot kill me. No one need die today. Escort me to the presence of the First Dagger, and…”
“Kill him,” said Rosala.
The footmen charged, swords raised.
Malaric laughed, waited until the footmen were only a few steps away, and then strode into the shadows. He reappeared a dozen paces behind Rosala. The footmen spun, their expressions comical. 
“Come,” Malaric said. “Surely you can do better than that. I would hate to think that the First Dagger had let standards slip since my departure.” 
Rosala sneered. “So you’ve learned one of Molly Cravenlock’s little tricks? Pathetic. But appropriate, since you're both traitors. Take him!” 
The footmen sprinted forward, and Malaric drew on the Demonsouled power of Corvad’s skull. The footmen reached him, and Malaric made no effort to block. They plunged their swords into his chest and belly, blood welling over his shirt and coat.
That…rather hurt.
But the skull's dark fire filled Malaric with strength, and he seized the throats of the footmen. He caught a brief glimpse of their astonished expressions, and then he picked them up and flung them. They sailed across the alley to smash against the dirty ground. Malaric ripped their swords from his chest, grimacing at the pain.
The wounds began to heal as his stolen Demonsouled power went to work.
Rosala’s blue eyes grew wide. “What kind of demon are you?”
“Demon,” said Malaric, grinning. The wounds on his chest sealed themselves shut. “Quite right.” 
The footmen wavered, their eyes wide with fear.
“Take him!” said Rosala, pointing with her sword and dagger. “Do you want to tell the First Dagger that we failed? Kill him and cut out his heart! Demon or not, he won’t survive that!”
The footmen drew daggers and attacked again, Rosala a half-step behind them. Malaric drew his sword and met them, his limbs filled with Demonsouled power. The first footman stabbed him in the shoulder, but he ignored the pain and opened the assassin’s throat. As the dead man fell, he wheeled, the wound in his shoulder closing, and killed the second footman with a quick slash.
Rosala came at him, her sword and dagger a blur. His sword snapped back and forth as he blocked and deflected her blows. He had fought and faced Molly Cravenlock, and if not for the Tervingi wizard, he would have overpowered her.
Rosala was no match for Molly. 
She stabbed with sword and dagger, and Malaric blocked, sweeping her blades to the side. He slammed her against the wall of the Inn, and the breath exploded from her lungs. Rosala gasped, and Malaric’s free hand caught her by the throat, and he slammed her against the wall once more. The sword and dagger tumbled from her fingers, and Malaric lifted her into the air, her boots dangling. 
Her face turned purple in short order.
“Please,” she rasped, eyes bulging, “please…”
Malaric threw her to the ground. She landed hard, coughing and wheezing. 
“Go tell the First Dagger,” said Malaric, “that I have returned, and wish to come to a…mutually profitable arrangement.”
Rosala pulled herself to her feet, rubbing her throat. “What?”
“Run along and deliver the message like a good girl,” said Malaric. “Or else I’ll change my mind and cut that pretty throat of yours.”
She ran without another word. 
Malaric waited until she left the alley, and then stepped into the shadows.
He reappeared atop the Knights’ Inn, the roof's clay tiles gritting beneath his feet. He saw Rosala hurrying across the plaza. She had found a brown cloak, since a woman hurrying across the city in chain mail and leather would draw notice. Malaric strode through the shadows, moving from rooftop to rooftop as he followed Rosala. 
She came to one of the churches in the New City. Barellion’s cathedral was vast, but even it could not hold the entire population, and dozens of other churches stood throughout the city. This church looked like an overgrown country church, with thick stone walls and narrow windows. Rosala circled to the back of the church, to the graveyard, and then vanished down a set of stairs along the church’s back wall. 
The crypt.
Malaric walked the shadows to the graveyard, standing among the ancient tombstones.
“What the devil?” The graveyard’s caretaker, a middle-aged man in a dirty smock, hurried towards Malaric. Of course, he was a Skull, and Malaric saw the outline of a hidden weapon beneath his coat. “This is a sacred…”
Malaric killed the lookout and kept walking. He descended the stairs and pushed open the door to the crypt.
The crypt was broad and wide, its vaulted ceiling supported by a forest of stone pillars. Torchlight threw back the darkness, and a dozen men in dark clothing stood in a half-circle. Rosala stood before them, looking like a deer trapped by wolves. Of course, she was not helpless…but the men before her, the chief assassins of the Skulls, were more dangerous by far. 
The First Dagger, Souther of Barellion himself, stood in their midst, both hands resting upon the handle of a polished wooden cane.
Throughout the centuries, the leader of the Skulls had come from the nobility, from disgraced sons of lords, from renegade wizards, even from the Justiciars on a few occasions. Souther was the son of an illiterate fisherman from southern Greycoast, and had the broad belly and smiling, pleasant face of a successful innkeeper. Malaric had seen him wear that smile as he cut the fingers from a traitor one by one. 
“So, girl,” said Souther in his gentle voice. “Our wayward brother Malaric has returned, and you decided on your own authority to deal with him. Perhaps gain both the reward and the favor of the First Dagger, hmm? Instead two of our brothers lie dead at Malaric’s hand, and you have run here to spill your tale.”
“I could not have defeated him, master,” said Rosala. “We stabbed him through the lungs and chest, mortal wounds both! Yet somehow he healed them both in a matter of moments. He’s gained some magic we cannot defeat.”
“Magic,” said Souther. “Ever the sluggard’s excuse for failure.” The smile vanished from his face. “I think you are lying to me, sister. Perhaps we should put you to the question until you see fit to tell me the truth…”
“No, I swear!” said Rosala. “I am telling the truth! I…”
“She is,” said Malaric, stepping into the torchlight. “First Dagger. You’re looking plump as ever.” 
As one every man in the circle drew his weapons and wheeled to face Malaric. All save for Souther, who only smiled his kindly smile.
“Do forgive an old man, Rosala,” said Souther. “It seems I should have believed you after all. But such a preposterous story! Surely the Prince’s bastard would not be so stupid as to walk into the Knights’ Inn and parade himself before us? And he was not. Instead, he is stupid enough to walk into a sanctuary of the brotherhood he betrayed. I dispatched you to kill Molly Cravenlock, Malaric. Yet the latest reports from our spies in the Grim Marches indicate that she is still alive.”
Malaric shrugged. “I was busy.”
Souther gave a weary sigh. “Clearly, I should never hire the bastard children of nobility. For first Molly Cravenlock forsook us, and then you followed suit. If I want an honest day’s killing, I'll need to hire a peasant.”
“I have an arrangement,” said Malaric, “that would…”
“Silence,” said Souther. “Kill him.” 
The assassins charged Malaric, and he flew into motion.
He drew on the skull’s power and stepped into the shadows. He reappeared behind the charging men, and gutted one before the others could respond. Another leap through the shadows, and Malaric traveled to the far side of the crypt. The assassins whirled to face him, and Malaric began casting a spell. They almost reached him, and Malaric grinned and flung out his free hand. A wave of invisible force lashed from his hands with Demonsouled-driven power, and the blast knocked the assassins to the floor. Malaric jumped into the shadows and reappeared in their midst, his blade flying. He killed two more before they recovered, and he whirled back into the shadows. This time the master assassins anticipated his move and were ready for him. 
Or, at least, they were ready for a man with normal strength and speed.
Malaric sidestepped, moving with such speed they could not follow him. His sword opened one man’s throat, and he spun and ran another assassin through. Still another charged him, and Malaric’s free hand caught his wrist with crushing force. Bones snapped, and the assassin fell to his knees with a gurgled scream. The survivors circled around Malaric, and he flickered back into the shadows, reappearing near the stairs to the graveyard…
“Enough!” said Souther, a hint of strain in his voice. 
The assassins stopped, their weapons still raised, and Malaric brought his bloody blade through a lazy salute. 
“Are you sure?” said Malaric. “I could kill a few more, if you like. Or all of them.”
“That was an impressive demonstration,” said the First Dagger, fingers drumming on the handle of his cane. “Yet if you wanted to kill us all for revenge, I assume you would already have done so. So. What do you want?”
Malaric grinned. “Barellion.”
Souther lifted his pale eyebrows. “Is that all?” 
“For now,” said Malaric. “Listen well. Barellion is mine, and I have come to claim it. How many of my half-brothers are in the city now?”
“All of them, including your father the Prince himself,” said Souther. “Ah...save for Sir Hugh, who rides against the Aegonar in the north.”
Malaric snorted. He remembered his youngest half-brother well enough. How Hugh had bawled when the Lady of Blades had killed his mother! The Aegonar raids in the north had to be pathetic indeed, if Prince Everard had sent a sniveling fool like Hugh to fight against them. 
“Good,” said Malaric. “All the rats in one trap, isn’t that what you say?”
“One of my dear mother’s favorite proverbs,” said Souther. “I assume you wish to hire us to kill the Prince’s entire family? A difficult task, even for us, and therefore expensive…”
“No,” said Malaric. “I am going to kill my father and all my brothers. Tonight. Without your help.”
“I see,” said Souther. “Will you then declare yourself King of the World and march against all the other liege lords?”
Malaric laughed. “What you’ve seen here is only a hint of what I can do, First Dagger. The Prince’s guards could no more stop me than your master assassins could. I am going to kill the Prince and his heirs and claim the throne of Barellion tonight.”
“You are a bastard,” said Souther. “If you wipe out the Prince’s family, then Hugh becomes the new Prince.”
“Which is one of the tasks I require from you,” said Malaric. “You will make sure Hugh never returns to Barellion. He died tragically fighting the Aegonar rabble. Second, you will make it look as if the San-keth murdered the House of Chalsain.” 
Souther nodded. “So your plan is to murder the Prince and your brothers, seize the throne for yourself, and then lay the blame at the feet of the serpents. Ambitious, I do admit. Yet I see little gain for the Skulls in such upheaval. It will take a great amount of gold to…”
“I will not offer you gold,” said Malaric.
Souther laughed. “Your goodwill, then? That and a copper penny will buy me a cooked rat from one of the poorer taverns.”
“I offer you something even better than my goodwill,” said Malaric. “The goodwill of the Prince himself.”
Souther’s smile never wavered, but his laughter stopped.
“The Skulls have been outlawed for centuries,” said Malaric. “You have always had to lurk in the shadows, staying out of sight. My father and his nobles would destroy you if they could. How many times have the Skulls been hunted to the verge of extinction?”
Souther still said nothing.
“But if you assist me now,” said Malaric, “when I become Prince, you will have protection. More than that, you shall have a great deal of work to do.”
“Oh?” said the First Dagger.
“A Prince has many enemies,” said Malaric. “And I shall need those enemies eliminated, will I not? Help me take the throne. And when it is mine, you shall be my favored servants, my loyal lieutenants. Anyone who opposes me, you shall have my leave to kill…and I shall reward you with a portion of their lands and incomes.” 
He had thought hard on this, and had concluded the Skulls would be his best allies. Prince Everard inspired deep loyalty among his men, and some of them – most of them – would question that the San-keth had killed Everard and his legitimate sons. Some of them might try to kill Malaric. They would fail, of course. So long as Corvad’s skull was safe, Malaric was invincible. But the Skulls would provide a convenient way of disposing of his enemies. And after the Skulls killed a few malcontents, no doubt the others would be too terrified to oppose him.
For a long moment Souther stared at him, face expressionless. Malaric fingered his sword hilt. If Souther refused, Malaric would have to kill them all. Destroying the Skulls would be inconvenient, but…
Then Souther smiled. 
“We shall have to work out the details,” said the First Dagger, “but I believe we can reach an accord.”
Malaric grinned back. “Good.”

###

That night Malaric walked to the Old City and the gates of the Prince’s Keep, a dozen Skulls trailing after him. 
The Prince’s Keep stood at the western end of the Old City, past the grand mansions of Greycoast’s highest nobles, its curtain wall part of the Inner Wall itself. The ancient castle had been rebuilt and expanded a dozen times over the centuries, and now a massive drum tower rose from its heart, ringed by lesser towers. Siege engines topped the towers, ready to rain fireballs and steel-tipped bolts upon any malefactors in the harbor. 
Malaric strolled up to the barbican. Two armsmen in the Prince’s colors stood guard there.
“Hold, fellow,” grunted an armsman. “The castle is closed. If you have business before the court, come back…”
Malaric stepped into the shadows. He reappeared behind the armsman, a dagger in hand, and cut the man’s throat. The second man started to yell, but the Skulls swarmed over him and killed him before he could raise an alarm. 
“Remember,” said Malaric, wiping his dagger on the dead man’s tabard, “make it look as if the San-keth slew these men.”
Rosala grinned at him beneath her hood. “It shall be as you command…my Prince.”
She was clever enough to see which was the wind was blowing, and ally herself with the victor before the blood started to flow. Perhaps Malaric would make use of her in the future.
He strode through the shadows, making for the great central tower of the Prince’s Keep. 

###

“Where?” said Malaric, “are my brothers?”
He stood in one of the central keep's corridors, the arched ceiling high overhead. Banners lined the walls, and pieces of armor and scarred shields from ancient battles decorated the bare stone. A middle-aged serving woman gaped at him, eyes wide with recognition.
“Lord…Lord Malaric,” she managed, “your father the Prince banished you…”
“I’m aware of that,” said Malaric, resisting the urge to kill the idiot woman. “Where are my brothers? The San-keth are attacking the castle, and I must warn them.”
“The southern hall,” said the woman, “but…”
A few strides through the swirling darkness brought him to the southern hall. It was smaller than the castle’s great hall, with hearths on each of the four walls, and the Prince and his family used it for private dinners. A long table laden with food ran the length of the hall, and six of Malaric’s seven half-brothers sat at the table with their wives. 
They gazed at his sudden appearance in shock.
“What is the meaning of this?” bellowed a man at the head of the table, heaving himself to his feet. Rodric Chalsain was Prince Everard’s eldest son and heir to Barellion. He was only a year younger than Malaric, yet indolent living had left him fat, his sweaty face flushed. “Name yourself.”
Malaric drew back his hood and smiled. “Greetings, Rodric.”
“Malaric,” spat Rodric. 
“So you do remember me,” said Malaric. “I thought you’d all forgotten the bastard, cast out and spurned.”
“You murdered our mother,” said Rodric, his green eyes bright with anger.
“The fool woman killed herself,” said Malaric. “If she had known to leave well enough alone, perhaps she would be sitting at this table now, dismayed at what a fat slug her eldest has become.” 
The other men shouted in outrage, and a few of their wives, too. 
"Little wonder you should turn up like the carrion bird you are," said Rodric, "when the Aegonar fall upon our shores. Leave, Malaric. I will give you one chance. Leave now, or I shall tell Father, and by all the gods..."
Malaric's rage boiled over.
Gods and devils, but he had forgotten how much he hated his brothers. He was the eldest son, the firstborn of Everard Chalsain, but because of the archaic laws of Barellion, he would not inherit the throne of Greycoast. Malaric had fought and scrabbled for every piece of power he possessed, stolen it from Lucan, from Marstan, from Corvad, from Skalatan, from the Skulls, from those who would give him nothing. 
And to see his brothers sitting here, fat and well fed while he fought and struggled, enraged him beyond control.
He strode into the shadows and reappeared atop the table.
"Father will see you dead!" said Rodric, but his voice trailed off as he saw Malaric appear atop the table. "What sort of devilry..."
Malaric's sword blurred, Demonsouled strength driving his arm, and Rodric's head hopped off his shoulders and rolled across the floor, blood shooting across the table. Rodric's wife shrieked with horror, and Malaric killed her, too, if only to shut her up. 
The fight began in earnest then. 
Malaric fought his half-brothers, dancing through them in flickers of darkness. He sealed the doors with a spell, keeping them from escaping. 
Then he killed their wives in front of them. 
In the end, every last man and woman in that room died on Malaric's sword. He made the last few survivors beg like dogs, made them promise their fortunes, their souls, everything they had, to Malaric's lordship. 
Then he killed them anyway. 
He looked over the carnage, wiping the blood from his brow. A dark, cold satisfaction filled him...but less than he might have thought. As much as he had hated his brothers, they were only obstacles. 
He had not yet repaid the author of his wrongs. 
Malaric strode into the shadows, making for his final target. 

###

A single slender tower stood next to the central drum keep, its turret rising a good fifty feet over the rest of the castle. This was the Study Tower, and the Princes of Barellion had kept their private study in that turret for centuries. The only access was through a narrow stone bridge, followed by a spiraling stairway that circled the exterior of the tower. 
Malaric climbed to the tower's top, the wind tugging at his cloak, and kicked open the turret door. Shelves lined the room beyond the door, holding the Prince's private collection of books and scrolls. Round windows offered a splendid view of the castle, the city, and the rippling sea beyond.
Everard Chalsain, Prince of Barellion, stood up from his desk. 
Unlike his late heir, Everard remained fit, despite his advanced age, though his blond hair had long since turned white. He wore only a tunic, trousers, boots, and a dagger at his belt. The simple golden diadem of Barellion rested upon his brow. 
"How dare you intrude?" said Everard.
Malaric threw back his hood, and Everard's eyes narrowed. 
"Malaric," he spat, his voice full of loathing.
"Father," said Malaric, lifting his sword. 
"I suppose you butchered your way in here?" said Everard. "How many of my armsmen did you kill? I should not be surprised. You were always ready to seize power, regardless of who you had to hurt to claim it."
"Your sons are dead," said Malaric. "I killed them all. Their wives, too." 
A spasm of fury went through Everard's limbs. 
"I'm sure you stabbed them in the back or poured poison in their cups," spat Everard. "You were always a coward, Malaric, a miserable coward! You summoned up that spirit and killed my wife, so you fled to the Skulls! You are not my son! I regret that I..."
"Shut up," said Malaric.
He slammed his fist into his father's face with as much strength as he could muster. Blood and teeth flew, and Everard fell with a cry. Malaric seized Everard's wrist and wrenched the arm behind his back, snapping bone and tearing tendons.
He shoved the old man forward, towards the doorway and the narrow stairs circling around the tower's exterior.
"What a shame, Father," said Malaric. "The San-keth surprised you in your study and pushed you off the stairs." He tugged the diadem from Everard's hair. "But don't worry. Once I am Prince, I will avenge your death."
He shoved Everard off the stairs and sent the old man tumbling towards the courtyard. 
A moment later the old man's scream ended in a ghastly crunch. 
Malaric gazed at the courtyard for a moment, listening to the screams echoing through the Prince's Keep. Perhaps the bodies of Rodric and the others had been discovered. Or perhaps the Skulls had gone to work - he had instructed them to kill a few of the servants to make it look as if the San-keth had gone on a rampage.
He lifted the diadem and wiped the blood from it.
Then he set it upon his head and laughed. 

###

"All has gone rather well," said the First Dagger, Rosala standing at his side.
"Yes," said Malaric, "I suppose it has."
He stood in the cavernous great hall of the Prince's Keep, watching the servants scurry about. The horrendous murder of the Prince and his sons had sent a shock through the city, and Malaric had found the terrorized nobles only too eager to follow his lead.
That would not last. But once they found their spines and revolted, Malaric would have the Skulls purge any traitors. 
"What of Hugh?" said Malaric. 
He was the only threat left to Malaric's control of Barellion.
"I have spread the rumor," said Souther, "that Sir Hugh was slain fighting the Aegonar. And to make certain of that, I have sent some men north. They shall be...discreet." 
"Good," said Malaric. "Very good. Also, send some men..."
"Where is Prince Everard?"
The angry voice echoed off the ceiling. 
Malaric looked towards the doors. An old nobleman stalked towards him, his fur-lined robe flapping around his boots. A young woman of remarkable beauty followed him. After a moment Malaric recognized them both. Alberon Stormsea, the lord of Castle Stormsea on Greycoast's northwestern point. All of his sons had died, leaving him only with one bastard daughter, Adele or Anna or something like that.
"Where is Prince Everard?" demanded Lord Alberon. "I am Alberon, Lord of Castle Stormsea, and I demand to see the Prince at once."
"You," said Malaric, turning to face him, "are now speaking with him." 
Alberon scowled...and then all the blood drained from his face as he recognized Malaric. 
"Ah," said Malaric. "You've heard of me, I see."
"What...what happened to Prince Everard?" said the young woman.
Malaric smiled at her. "Dead. The San-keth murdered him, and all his sons. Sir Hugh fell in battle, and..."
"No," said the woman. "No. Hugh was alive when I left him." Her brown eyes narrowed. "And if he still lives, he is the lawful Prince of Barellion, not you, my lord Malaric." 
She could be a problem. "What is your name?"
"Adelaide," said the young woman, watching him as if he were a poisonous serpent. Wise of her. "My lord, Hugh is the rightful Prince, but someone must defend the city. The Aegonar host will not stop, and they may have sent the San-keth to assassinate your father..."
Malaric blinked, puzzled.
"What are you talking about? The Aegonar have a host?" he said. 
"A mighty one," said Adelaide. "At least fifty thousand strong. Almost all of northern Greycoast is overrun. And, worse, the Aegonar worship the serpent god and conquer in his name."
Suddenly  Malaric remembered that ruined keep atop the forest hill, remembered Skalatan's idle rumination about a barbarian nation converted to the worship of Sepharivaim.
A chill went down his spine. 







Chapter 20 - The Corrupted Knights

At midday, Lucan walked alone through the streets of Castle Town. A simple spell of cloaking kept any mortal eyes from observing him. 
Sir Gerald's host had returned to Knightcastle yesterday. With Tumblestone safe and Caraster's attack repulsed, the lords of Knightcastle had gained some time before the next assault. Contingents of Justiciar Knights arrived every day in response to the Grand Master’s summons, and more armsmen, knights, and militiamen gathered beneath Knightcastle’s banner. In a few days, Lord Malden would march south with Grand Master Caldarus to smash Caraster once and for all. 
Unless Lord Malden found himself…otherwise occupied.
Through the Glamdaigyr, Lucan had felt Malden kill three more people with the black rune dagger. The dagger had drained the victims’ life force and transferred it through the Glamdaigyr and into the Door of Souls. But Lord Malden absorbed some of that life energy, making him younger and stronger.
Making him crave it ever more. 
No doubt Malden Roland thought the murders perfectly justified. A servant who had offered impertinence. An armsman whose loyalty he had always doubted. But as time went on, the justifications would become flimsier, and Malden would grow easier to control. 
The high lords of Old Dracaryl had often used such a strategy to control the kings of the barbarian nations east of the Great Mountains. In time the kings became utterly addicted to stolen life forces, like a man enslaved to strong alcohol. Eventually, Lucan would control Malden without the man even realizing it.
But for now, Malden’s vassals held his attention. And that gave Lucan a few days to deal with the Justiciars before they turned against him. He also needed more stolen life force, much more than Malden’s lone dagger could provide.
One problem could solve the other.
He made for Castle Town’s central square. 
The chaos of the Great Rising had not been good for Castle Town. Lucan had already seen the terrified peasants camped outside the gates. Now he saw the men and women huddled in doorways and alleys, their faces gaunt and hungry. 
Again he felt…regret, perhaps? Not guilt. Lucan could not remember the last time he had felt guilty about anything. Perhaps it was an effect of his undead state. Yet even before his death and rebirth as a revenant, he had felt no guilt. He had betrayed Mazael Cravenlock, stolen the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem, taken Tymaen from her husband, murdered his brother, and worked the Great Rising. In hindsight, he could see how much of that had been foolish. Yet at the time he had felt no guilt, had been certain of the rightness of his actions. 
Yet looking at the ruin he had wrought, he still felt no guilt. He knew he should. But why not? 
For a searing moment he remembered a ruined black city of crumbling towers and shattered palaces, a crimson dragon circling overhead, and the mocking laughter of an ancient horror…
Lucan scowled and shook his head. 
What was done was done, and he had work before him. Yes, he had done terrible things. But if he could rid the world of the Demonsouled, no matter how bloody the cost, everything he had done would be worth it. A new world would rise, one free of the bloody tyranny of the Demonsouled. 
Lucan looked at the poor huddled in their alleys and doorways. He would give their pain meaning. Once the Demonsouled had been destroyed, a new world would rise from the ashes, a world made possible by their suffering. 
Lucan kept walking and came to the Justiciar Order’s preceptory in Castle Town. The preceptory was a fortified keep in itself – a four story tower, with barred doors and narrow windows. Lord Malden had permitted the Justiciars to build this fortified refuge within one of his own towns. 
Foolish, really. Well, Lucan would turn Malden’s foolishness to good use. 
He cast a spell, and his body became wispy and insubstantial, a wraith of smoke and green light. As a living man, the effort to cast this spell had been tremendous. As a revenant, the effort was trivial, even while keeping his cloaking spell in place. Lucan walked to the preceptory’s doors, invisible to the sergeants at guard there. 
A single step carried him through the doors and into the tower. A simple ward would have kept him from entering, the same ward placed upon Castle Town’s walls to keep the runedead out. But the Justiciar Order feared and loathed magic, feared it so much they refused to study it, and therefore had no defense from it. 
And therefore no defense against Lucan. 
He shifted back into material form in the preceptory’s hall, keeping his cloaking spell in place, and found himself in the middle of an argument. Dozens of Justiciar commanders and preceptors sat at a long wooden table, Grand Master Caldarus at their head. 
“We have had our disagreements in the past, Grand Master,” said Sir Commander Aidan Tormaud, arms folded over his gleaming cuirass and blue surcoat. 
Caldarus lifted his white eyebrows. “You have not been zealous enough in securing our rights in Knightreach, Sir Commander. We alone shield the realms of men from dark magic and serpent worship. To support our noble mission, we require estates, manors, and incomes.”
Lucan circled the table, examining the Justiciars. Trenchers and cups had been set for a meal, but no food and drink had been brought forth yet. 
“Regardless,” said Aidan, “we now face a greater threat, one more powerful than either the runedead or Caraster.”
“Ataranur,” said Caldarus.
“My brothers,” said Aidan, looking around the table, “you know I am not prone to exaggeration. I have seen as many battles as any of you. So believe me when I say that I have never seen a wizard of Ataranur’s power. In the space of a few moments, he destroyed a third of Caraster’s runedead.”
“Caraster will undoubtedly gather more,” said Caldarus. 
“And Ataranur will destroy them in turn,” said Aidan. “Grand Master, we do not know how Caraster commands so many runedead. Yet I am certain Ataranur will prevail. And when he does…”
“We shall have to decide what to do with him,” said Caldarus. “A wizard of such fell power cannot have the ear of Malden Roland.”
“Perhaps,” said one of the preceptors, “he truly is a High Elderborn, come to aid us in our hour of darkest need.”
“The High Elderborn?” said Caldarus with a sneer. “The High Elderborn spawned the Dark Elderborn and brought the Demonsouled into the world. They are no friends of mankind. And they have all been dead for millennia. No, I believe Ataranur is simply another renegade come to exploit the Great Rising.”
“How then shall we defeat him?” said Aidan.
“Easily,” said Caldarus. “We will wait until he destroys Caraster for us. And then when he is weakened, we shall kill him. Caraster’s runedead hordes will fall apart, and we shall destroy them one by one. The people will know that the Justiciar Order is their one true shield against dark magic, their saviors against the scourge the gods have brought upon us.” 
“Our spies in the Grim Marches,” said one of the commanders, “said that Lucan Mandragon wrought the Great Rising.”
“The Dragon’s Shadow!” spat Caldarus. “Bah. I met him once, years ago. A wretched boy, still pining over the woman who left him for that gluttonous pig Robert Highgate. A fool.” Lucan smirked behind his mask. “No, my sons, no mortal wizard could have worked the Great Rising.” Caldarus’s scowl deepened. “It is the punishment of the gods, brought us on for our sins. Our towns and cities are dens of debauchery and fornication. Men pray to the San-keth and the Demonsouled in the shadows, and…”
Caldarus continued talking, and the Justiciar officers listened with the polite expressions of men who had heard the speech before. Lucan ignored them and entered the preceptory’s kitchens. A half-dozen cooks toiled to prepare the Justiciars’ midday meal. Several sets of pork ribs stood ready. The Justiciars ate well, even while the peasants starved in the streets. 
Lucan drew out one of the glass vials he had taken from Marstan’s hidden workshop. He sprinkled a few drops from the vial into the wine pitchers, and then moved onto the pork ribs. None of the cooks saw him, their eyes turned aside by his cloaking spell. 
When he finished, he returned to the hall.
“I must excuse myself, Grand Master,” said Aidan as Lucan entered. “Lord Malden and Lord Tobias are meeting with Lord Tancred and Lord Nicholas to plan the march south, and the Justiciars must have a voice there.”
“Go, my son,” said Caldarus. 
Aidan rose, bowed to the Grand Master, and departed the hall. 
Lucan stood in the corner to wait.
A moment later a small army of maids and serving men entered, bearing the Justiciars’ meal. They set out pork ribs before each man, and filled the cups of wine from the pitchers. The Justiciar officers began eating, some with more enthusiasm than others. Caldarus, as befit his grim, ascetic appearance, only sipped lightly as his wine.
No matter. It would only take a few drops. 
The men displayed symptoms a few moments later. Sweat beaded on their foreheads, and a few of the Justiciars scowled, rubbing their shoulders or their arms. Caldarus frowned, the lines digging deeper into his face. 
“You will excuse me, my sons,” he said. “I fear our meal does not sit well with me.”
“Nor I, Grand Master,” said a preceptor.
“Nor I, also,” said a commander.
Caldarus frowned. “I shall have a word with the cooks. Perhaps…”
He stood, wavered, and collapsed into his chair. 
“Grand Master!” said another commander, shooting to his feet.
But his legs crumpled beneath him, and the Justiciar fell with a clatter of armor. 
“Poison!” rasped Caldarus, clawing at the arms of his chair. “My sons, we have been poisoned!” He raised his voice. “Someone fetch a surgeon, now! Now!”
But the Justiciars were too weak to act. Some slumped onto the table, gagging and coughing, staining their fine surcoats with grease. A few sagged into their chairs, panting. Others toppled backwards onto the floor, trying to crawl for the doors. 
Lucan released his cloaking spell and stepped to the Grand Master’s side.
“Alas,” said Lucan. “I fear that I am too late.” 
Caldarus’s pale, sweating face glared up at him. “You! This is your doing, wizard! Your treachery!”
“It is not,” said Lucan. “I discovered that Caraster had subverted your servants. They loathe and hate you, and hearken to Caraster’s message of a world without lords and priests and wealthy men. At his bidding, they poured poison into your wine.” 
“You lie,” hissed Caraster. 
“I do not,” said Lucan. “Have you not seen how sullenly the maids serve you, resentful of their rightful betters? Little wonder they listened to Caraster’s lies.”
Caldarus said nothing, but Lucan saw the doubt bloom in his cold eyes.
“Antidote,” said the Grand Master. “Is there an antidote?”
“There is not,” said Lucan. “All that remains is to avenge yourself on your faithless servants.” 
He reached into the bag that dangled from his shoulder, drew a black dagger marked with a sigil of pale green flame, and placed it into the Grand Master’s hand. 
Caldarus stared at the weapon. “What…”
One of the cooks, a doughy middle-aged woman, entered the hall, drawn by the shouting. 
“Grand Master!” she said, running to his chair. “Oh, Grand Master, what has happened?”
“You!” snarled Caldarus. “This is your work!” 
The woman blinked. “I don’t understand. I…”
Lucan summoned power and reached into her thoughts, taking control of her muscles.
“Yes,” said the cook at Lucan’s silent command. “I put poison into your wine at the command of Caraster. I will laugh as I watch you die, you stupid, useless old…”
Caldarus screamed, heaved himself out of his chair, and buried the black dagger in the woman’s chest. The blow found her heart and killed her at once. And as she died, Lucan felt the surge of stolen power, felt it flow through the Glamdaigyr and into the waiting Door of Souls. 
But a portion of the power lingered in Caldarus.
The old man straightened up. Some of the lines had vanished from his face, and a few streaks of gray now appeared in his white hair. 
“What…what happened?” he said, blinking.
“You struck down your poisoner,” said Lucan, “and by the mercy of the gods, you are healed. In fact, I suspect you will be a touch stronger than you were previously.”
Caldarus nodded. “Yes…I feel better. Better than I have in years. I…it seems I was wrong about you, Ataranur.” He looked at the table. “But my officers…”
“If we act quickly,” said Lucan, “we can save them.” 
He reached into his bag, and drew out more black daggers. 

###

Gerald followed his father and older brother through the camp, listening as they argued with Lord Tancred and Sir Commander Aidan. 
Now that he had returned to Knightcastle, much of the responsibility of command had returned to Malden and Tobias. Gerald found that he did not miss it. Gods, but he was sick of leading men to battle, of sending them to die against runedead and Malrags and other horrors. 
There had been so much death already…and he was weary of it. 
He forced himself to pay attention as his father argued with Lord Tancred about supplies. Gerald would command part of the host of Knightreach in the coming battle, and a good commander made sure to know his men and his supplies. Yet Gerald wanted to slip away, to spend the afternoon with Rachel and his sons. He had barely seen them in the last few months, and Aldane and Belifane had gotten so big. Before much longer they would take service as pages, to start leaning the knightly skills for themselves. 
Gerald could only hope that Knightreach was at peace by then.
A shout cut into his thoughts.
“Sir Commander!” 
A Justiciar sergeant ran past the tents, his blue tabard spattered with blood.
Gerald reached for his sword.
“What is it, man?” said Aidan.
“You must come at once, Sir Commander,” said the sergeant. “The Grand Master…sir, I fear he has gone mad. He’s killed all the servants in the preceptory as spies of Caraster! And he’s started attacking the townsmen…”
“What?” said Gerald. “Father, this is an outrage!”
Tobias scowled. “You might have allowed Caldarus to build a preceptory in Castle Town, but the right of high justice in the town still belongs to you!”
Gerald expected Lord Malden to react in outrage. He had allied himself with the Justiciars, but he had always been jealous in defense of his rights. 
Yet Malden only looked distracted, his right hand fiddling with a sheathed dagger at his belt.
“I’m sure,” said Malden at last, “that Caldarus had his reasons.” 
“Father!” said Tobias. “The Justiciars are killing your people in your town, and you accept it without question?”
Malden blinked, and some of his old anger came into his face. 
Then his hand strayed to that dagger again.
“See to it,” he said, and walked away without another word.
“My lord,” said Lord Tancred, blinking after Malden. “The supplies…”
Malden ignored him. 
“Sir Commander,” said the sergeant. “Please, you must come at once.”
Aidan nodded. “Lead the way.”
Tobias gave a sharp shake of his head. “Brother, with me. Perhaps we can get to the bottom of this.”
Aidan scowled. “This is Justiciar business…”
Tobias scowled right back. “If your Grand Master has decided to start executing the people of Castle Town at random, then it is damned well Lord Malden’s business, too. Lead on.”
Aidan nodded and let the sergeant lead them from the camps to the gates of Castle Town. As they hurried through the streets, Gerald saw the faces of frightened men and women, heard the angry murmurs in the air. Something had happened, something dreadful. But what? 
Then they reached the street before the Justiciar preceptory, and Gerald froze.
Grand Master Caldarus stood on the steps, his armor spattered with blood. A sword waited in his right hand, and a black dagger in his left, marked with a peculiar sigil of green light. It looked a great deal like the Glamdaigyr, that black sword of necromantic magic Mazael had found in the depths of Arylkrad. A dozen Justiciar commanders and preceptors surrounded Caldarus, and each man carried one of those odd black daggers. 
A score of dead men lay in the street below the preceptory, men in the clothes of laborers and merchants. Had the Justiciars started cutting down people in the streets?
“Caldarus!” said Tobias, his hoarse bellow echoing over the rooftops. “What is the meaning of this?”
Caldarus stepped forward, and Gerald’s anger vanished in sudden shock.
The Grand Master was younger. He now looked like a vigorous man of forty. His white hair had turned iron-gray, and many of the lines had vanished from his face.
Just like Lord Malden.
So Gerald was not surprised, not surprised at all, to see Ataranur standing motionless besides the stairs. 
“The meaning,” said Caldarus, descending the steps to glare at Tobias, “is that your peasants are corrupt and wicked.”
Tobias blinked when he saw Caldarus’s youthful appearance, but recovered at once. “Is that it, Caldarus? You’re going to start slaughtering people in the street if they fail to bow deeply enough?”
“We hired our servants from the folk of Castle Town,” said Caldarus, “and they poisoned both the meat and the wine at the bidding of Caraster. Most of the high officers of the Justiciar Order have gathered for the attack on Caraster, and their deaths would have crippled the Order. Were it not for Ataranur’s intervention, we would have been slain.”
“All the servants?” said Aidan, blinking. “But, Grand Master, many of them have been in service to the preceptory for years! Surely they could not all have turned upon us.”
“They did,” said Ataranur, his hollow voice silencing Aidan. “At Caraster’s command, they tried to poison your brother officers.” The eyeholes of his mask regarded Aidan. “Had you remained, Sir Commander, you would have fallen victim as well.” 
“So we slew them all, of course,” said Caldarus. 
“The right of high justice belongs to my lord father,” said Tobias, “not you.”
Caldarus smiled, showing his teeth. “But any man may defend himself.”
“And these?” said Gerald, gesturing at the dead men.
“The families of our treacherous servants, of course,” said Caldarus. "The traitors could not have carried out their plans without the knowledge of their kin. So, they, too suffered the ultimate price."
"You murdered them!" said Gerald.
Caldarus sneered. "I did justice, squeamish boy. The gods have favored the Justiciar Order. They awakened Ataranur to bring his powers against the runedead, and his magic has healed us. And with his aid, the Justiciar Order shall cleanse the world of evil." His eyes seemed to glow with fanaticism as he pointed the black dagger at Gerald. "And we shall hunt down the rest of their traitorous families, and their friends, and..."
"You most certainly will not!" thundered Tobias. "You have already murdered innocent men and women under my father's protection! You will not murder any more!"
"Do not think to stop me, you strutting fool," said Caldarus. "I am the Grand Master of the Justiciar Order! I will have their lives!" His eyes shone with something like hunger. "And you will not stop me."
"Then you're a damned fool," said Tobias. "If you kill one more man under the protection of the House of Roland, then you will have war with Knightcastle!"
"So be it!" said Caldarus. "Then..."
Gerald drew his sword, as did Aidan. His mind raced as he considered the odds...
"My lords," said Ataranur, his hollow voice cutting through the argument. "This is folly. Both the Lord of Knightcastle and the Justiciar Order are on the side of righteousness. Why should they come to blows? Let the Grand Master pay an indemnity for the lives of these townsmen, and then you can focus upon your true foe. Caraster will not rest." 
"He speaks wisdom, Grand Master," said Aidan. "For the House of Roland and the Justiciar Order to shed each other's blood as Caraster marches is folly."
For a long moment no one spoke. Gerald's hand tightened around his sword hilt. 
"Very well," said Caldarus, sheathing his sword and that black dagger. "Inform Lord Malden I will meet with him this afternoon, to discuss our plans for the offensive."
He marched back into the preceptory without another word, leaving the corpses to lie on the street, and his officers followed him.
Save for Ataranur, motionless by the stairs.
"What did you do?" said Gerald.
He did not expect an answer, but he received one anyway.
"The same thing I have always done," said Ataranur. "What is necessary."

###

"It's a dreadful scandal, my lady," said Elsie, shaking her head as she helped Aldane build a castle out of wooden blocks. "Since his lordship has gotten well, three of the maids and two of the porters have gone missing. They simply vanished! Left behind all their clothes, too."
"Perhaps," said Rachel, cradling Belifane on the balcony, "they ran away."
"No doubt that is it, my lady," said Elsie. "No, young lord - there, yes, there. Isn't that a fine tower! No doubt they simply ran away."
But Rachel could not make herself believe it. The times were perilous, and the walls of Knightcastle were tall and strong. Why would a servant abandon a secure position behind Knightcastle's walls to flee?
It made no sense. 
"Some of the other servants are saying things," said Elsie, picking up another block. "That the serpents wander the Trysting Ways again, like they did in the days before your wedding to Sir Gerald..."
"We shouldn't discuss such things," said Rachel, "in front of the children." 
"Of course, my lady," said Elsie, and then the door to the sitting room opened.
Gerald entered, wearing his armor and surcoat, his face grim. 
"Husband," said Rachel, turning to him. 
"Elsie," said Gerald, voice calm. "Could you take the children for a moment?"
"Of course, Sir Gerald," said Elsie. Rachel handed her Belifane, and the old woman led Aldane by the hand from the room.
"Gerald," said Rachel once Elsie had left. "What's wrong?" 
He told her what had happened in Castle Town, and her eyes grew wide. She had never liked the Justiciars of Knightreach, and had always been distrustful of Grand Master Caldarus.
But she never would have thought the old man capable of butchering innocent townsmen in the street.
"And Father would hear none of it!" said Gerald, as angry as she had ever seen him. "He said that the Justiciars had the right to defend themselves, and that was that! He spent all his time fingering that..."
His voice trailed off.
"Fingering what?" said Rachel.
"That dagger," said Gerald. "That black dagger at his belt. Identical to the one Caldarus and the Justiciars carried. And Ataranur was there, as well."
"He is dangerous," said Rachel. "When I talked to him..."
"Which I still think was a terrible risk," said Gerald.
She waved a dismissive hand. "I know, but he would not have slain me in front of so many witnesses. But, Gerald, when I spoke to him, I think he was...sincere." She took a deep breath. "He's not like Simonian or Skhath. I think...I think he truly believes he is going to save the world. And if anyone stands in his way, he'll kill them without mercy or hesitation. Including you." 
"So he wants to save the world," said Gerald. "But if Ataranur thinks he can sacrifice Knightcastle to save the world, then he is grievously mistaken."
Rachel's hands tightened against his fingers. He sounded so determined, so sure of himself. But Ataranur frightened Rachel, frightened her in a way she had not felt since she had left Castle Cravenlock. 
If Gerald challenged him, she feared her husband would not survive.







Chapter 21 - Rage

Riothamus looked around the misty forest. 
The road wound its way through the bottom of the valley, green hills rising above them. Trees clung to the mossy slopes, their roots winding around boulders and heaps of broken rock. Thick banks of fog masked the hills’ crowns, with white fingers reaching across the road.
“The perfect place for an ambush,” said Riothamus, fiddling with his saddle. He would never get used to horses. 
“Aye,” said Molly, leaning back to look at him. She cared for horses just as much as he did, but at least she was the better rider. “We’ve reached the Stormvales. Nothing but hills and valleys for a few hundred miles. Lots of petty little lords and knights. They all swear fealty to old Lord Hiram Stormcrest, but they fight each other…and sometimes raid travelers.” She laughed. “If they try to rob us, they’ll have an unpleasant surprise.”
Riothamus nodded and looked at Mazael. He rode some distance ahead, face grim and hard. No doubt the venom in his veins caused him constant pain, though he never complained. He gripped his mount’s reins with one hand, glancing from time to time at the compass in his other hand.
He never let the thing out of his sight. Step by step, they were drawing closer to the San-keth archpriest. 
And to Malaric…and whatever allies he had gained. 
Riothamus let his eyes fall half-closed, and reached for the Sight.
He did not understand it, not fully, and he suspected it would take him decades of practice to become comfortable with it. He knew many of his predecessors as Guardian had ever really mastered it. The Sight allowed him to see into the spirit world, granting him the ability to view magic, watch events in far-off places, and even to see glimpses of the past and the future. 
The Sight came at his call, and Riothamus swept it over the valley, seeking for foes. A bizarre mix of distorted images flashed before his eyes, echoes of things that had happened here. Wars had been fought in these valleys, armies marching past, and he saw the ghostly echoes of the runedead.
But there were no enemies nearby.
Riothamus turned his Sight to the west, seeking for Malaric.
A vision shimmered before his eyes, the same thing he saw every time he tried to use the Sight to find Malaric.
A skull, wreathed in crimson flames, shielded by a pair of wings.
Except the wings were fashioned from steel, with sword blades in lieu of feathers. 
He could not figure out what that meant.

###

They stopped and made camp in a clearing off the road, and Molly stretched with relief.
“Damned horse,” she muttered, looking at Mazael.
But her father was already asleep. He had rubbed down the horses and put the saddles away, and Molly had expected him to remain awake. But he lay motionless by the fire, his eyes closed. Even asleep, he looked…tired. And hard. The lines of his face cut more deeply into his skin, and there was gray in his hair and beard that had not been there a month ago. 
Yet for all that he seemed relentless. Neither mountains nor rivers nor an entire army of enemies would stand between him and the archpriest whose venom threatened Romaria. 
Would she be as determined, Molly wondered, if Malaric had poisoned Riothamus instead of Romaria? She shivered to think of harm befalling him. Of course, she knew how she would react. When Corvad had killed Nicholas Tormaud and blamed Mazael, Molly had sworn vengeance. She would have ripped the world apart to get at Mazael…and because of that, Corvad had almost transformed her into a Malrag Queen. 
Riothamus stepped into the circle of light from the fire.
Molly stepped forward, put her hand in his hair, and kissed him.
Riothamus smiled. “What was that for?” 
“Well,” said Molly with a grin. “My lips were dry.”
“I love you, too,” said Riothamus.
They stood in silence for a moment
“I’ve had a look around,” Riothamus said at last. “There’s a village about two miles north of here. Empty, like all the others we’ve seen. No sign of any living villagers or the runedead.” 
“Perhaps we’ll have a peaceful night,” said Molly.
Riothamus sighed. “We may have other problems.”
Molly snorted. “Beyond the obvious?”
“Aye,” said Riothamus. “Your father has been talking to himself.” 
Molly said nothing. She had seen it herself.
“It’s as if he’s talking to someone who isn’t really there,” said Riothamus. “He’s careful not to let us overhear him, but he sometimes makes mistakes.”
“Do you think,” said Molly, “that the poison damaged his mind?”
“Possibly,” said Riothamus. “Probably, even. Or the Demonsouled power is driving him mad. The poison is still in his blood. It’s being filtered out, but slowly. It’s doing continuous harm to him, which means the Demonsouled power has to heal him constantly.”
“And Demonsouled power,” said Molly, voice quiet, “can scramble the wits.”
She knew that well. 
“If we face enemies…when we face enemies,” said Riothamus, “we may have to stop him. He could go berserk and kill everything in sight.”
“I don’t know,” said Molly. “He’s been controlling himself for a long time now. He knows what Demonsouled rage feels like.”
“But he’s always relied on Romaria,” said Riothamus, “to balance him.” He shrugged. “A man with a wife works harder than a man without. And with Romaria, he had a reason to keep himself in check. But now…”
“He does have a reason to hold himself in check,” said Molly. “If we fail, Romaria dies.”

###

Again Mazael found himself standing on the balcony outside Cythraul Urdvul, the pillar of crimson flame stabbing into the black vortex of the sky. 
Morebeth awaited him near the railing, her black gown stirring in the cold breeze. Her gray eyes glimmered in her pale face, reflecting the crimson glow of the fiery pillar. 
“Do you know,” she said, “what the most amusing part of this is?”
“None of it,” said Mazael. “I find myself singularly unamused.”
“It is a cruel joke,” said Morebeth, “that our father has played upon both us and the rest of the world.” She gazed at the black mass of Cythraul Urdvul. “Did he offer to make you the Destroyer?”
“He did,” said Mazael. “He promised to make me the lord of the world,  that the kings of the earth would kneel before me. But only if I slew both Mitor and Rachel.” His hands curled into fists at the memory. He had almost done it, too. But Skhath had killed Mitor, and Romaria had stopped him from killing Rachel. 
And for that, she had spent two years locked in a dreamless sleep while Mazael believed her dead.
“I didn’t become the Destroyer,” said Mazael, “but Romaria suffered for it. As she does now.”
“Such is the fate of anyone who loves a Demonsouled,” said Morebeth.
“I tried to send her away,” said Mazael. “After Malavost fell. I thought she would remain behind as the new Champion of Deepforest Keep. But she followed me, and I was too weak to send her away.”
“Because you love her,” said Morebeth, voice distant. 
“Yes,” said Mazael. 
“She saved you,” said Morebeth, “from becoming the Destroyer, as our father wished. And here is the cruel joke. There never will be a Destroyer.”
Mazael frowned. “But one day the Destroyer will rise and trample the kingdoms of men underneath his feet. Every peasant child knows that. The Amathavian church teaches it. So do the Elderborn druids, and the San-keth clerics. Gods, I even once heard a Malrag balekhan talk about it. Everyone knows that prophecy.”
“And why,” said Morebeth, “do you think that is?”
Mazael said nothing.
“Our father made it so,” said Morebeth. “He has spread that tale in every nation and land for over thirty centuries. There never will be a Destroyer. He sows his children like seeds across the nations, and he gives the Destroyer’s sword to those who grow strong enough. He lets them wax mighty…and then he arranges their downfall, and their power is drawn here.” The fiery pillar reflected in her cold eyes. “To await the day when he will claim it.”
“So what is he waiting for?” said Mazael. The floor thrummed beneath his boots, pulsing in time to the burning pillar. “There must be enough power in that fire to make him into a god a dozen times over. Why hasn’t he claimed it yet?”
Morebeth frowned. “I don’t know. He is…waiting for something, I think. I suspect he seeks a way to enter the spiritual world in his material form. Not even our father can enter the spirit world in physical form, and to claim the power, he needs to be here in his material body.” Her frown deepened. “And he requires something else. Some instrument, some method that will actually allow him to claim the power without destroying himself. He cannot simply reach out and touch it. Even he is not strong enough for that. The power would burn him to ashes. He needs something that will let him take the power, but what such a thing might be, I cannot image.” 
“I don’t know, either,” said Mazael.
“Nor do I,” said Morebeth, “but I fear we shall find out soon.”

###

The next day Mazael led Riothamus and Molly further west. From time to time he saw flashes of Morebeth as well, standing amongst the trees as she watched him.
He ignored her. His attention remained focused on the road ahead and the compass in his left hand. The glowing needle had begun to move very slightly. The San-keth archpriest was heading south, but not quickly. No more than four or five miles a day. 
Let him run. No distance would suffice to keep Mazael from tracking the archpriest down. 
“Lord Mazael,” said Riothamus, his voice cutting into Mazael’s thoughts. “There are people ahead. About a score or so, I think.”
“Bandits?” said Mazael. 
Riothamus shook his head. “There are women and children among them.”
“Travelers, then,” said Mazael.
“Or refugees,” said Molly. 
“We’ll let them pass,” said Mazael. The delay annoyed him, but a few moments to let some peasants pass would do harm.
He reined up alongside the road, and the peasants came into sight. 
There were about twenty-five of them, men, women, and children. All looked tired and hungry, their clothes dirty and ragged. The leader, a rail-thin man in his forties, flinched when he saw Mazael.
“Oh, gods,” said the man, “not more. Please no more.”
Mazael frowned. “What are you talking about?”
The man closed his eyes. “Please, we have nothing left to take. All our goods are gone, along with the food. All we have left is our clothing. Please, sir, if you have any mercy, let us pass in peace.”
“We are not robbers,” said Mazael. “What is your name?”
“Ryker,” said the peasant, “once the bailiff of Bluepeak Village, but our knight was slain in the Great Rising, and the runedead swarm through our fields. They attacked every night, and we had no choice but to flee.” He swallowed. “We heard…we heard that Lord Mazael welcomed any who came to the Grim Marches, so long as they came in peace.”
“He does,” said Mazael. “I have just come from the Grim Marches.”
He glanced back at Molly and Riothamus, and they nodded and kept silent. The San-keth had many spies, and Mazael would not take the chance that one traveled in Ryker’s party. 
Ryker rubbed his face. “The Grim Marches lie only a few days away. But…but bandits fell upon us, sir, and took all our goods. We have no food.” He shook his head. “You should take another path, sir knight. Your armor and sword are very fine, and the bandits will kill you to take them.”
“Will they?” said Mazael, voice soft. 
The rage was always in his mind, threatening to boil over like a pot under pressure. So many people had been killed in the Great Rising, and so many more had lost their homes since Lucan cast that thrice-damned spell. But to see these desperate, starving men and their families was like oil thrown upon the inferno of his rage. 
He wanted to kill someone.
He was going to kill someone.
“These bandits,” said Mazael, surprised at how calm his voice was. “How many of them were there?”
“Close to thirty or forty, sir,” said Ryker. “Maybe as many as fifty.”
“Wait here,” said Mazael. “We shall return presently.” He glanced back at his companions. “Follow me.”
“Father…” said Molly, her voice tight.
“Follow me or wait here,” said Mazael, spurring his horse to a walk. 
After a moment Molly and Riothamus followed him.
“Sir knight!” said Ryker, his voice full of fear. “There are too many of them! They will kill you and…”
His voice trailed off, and Mazael kept riding.
A short time later he came to the bandits’ ambush. They had felled a pair of trees to block the road, and a half-dozen men waited behind the trees, short bows in hand. Mazael glimpsed more men concealed in the branches overhead and waiting in the undergrowth.
One bandit stood before the barricade, his bearded face split in a grin. He wore a shirt of rusting chain mail and carried a massive spiked battleaxe in his right hand. The weapon looked far more ornamental that useful.
“Welcome, travelers!” said the armored bandit. “You seem to be lost.” 
Mazael said nothing and stared at the bandit, battle plans flickering through his mind. Riothamus, he knew, would not use his magic to kill, though his spells could do numerous other things. And Molly would have no compunction about killing anyone who attacked her.
He kept staring at the armored bandit, whose grin wavered just a bit.
“See,” said the bandit, “this is my road, and there’s a toll for passing through. We’ll take your horses, and that fine armor and sword of yours.” His eyes flicked over Mazael’s armor of dragon scales and Lion’s golden pommel. “And any food you have, too. Then you can go peacefully on your way. Wouldn’t want…”
“Stop talking,” said Mazael.
The armored bandit blinked in surprise.
Mazael dropped from the saddle. Fighting from horseback would be useless in the thick trees. He reached up, pulled his shield down from the saddle, and slid it onto his left arm.
The bandit laughed. “Now, I can appreciate gallantry, but surely you don’t mean to fight! We have you outnumbered twenty to…”
“I said,” said Mazael, “to stop talking. I will give you exactly one chance to save your life. Those peasants you robbed a few hours ago? You will return their goods, and then leave your life of banditry. Otherwise I’m going to kill you all.”
The armored bandit’s mask of jollity vanished in a moment, and Mazael heard the creak of drawn bowstrings. 
“You think you can lord over us?” snarled the bandit. “You know what I’ll do? I’ll take that fancy sword and ram it so far up your arse you’ll taste steel. And then we’ll take your daughter, right in front of you, and make you watch as we…”
Molly’s derisive laugh drowned out the bandit’s threats.
“You?” she said. “Please. Your heart would give out from exertion long before you finished.” 
Some of the waiting archers laughed.
“Kill them all!” roared the armored bandit, lifting his spiked axe.
“Riothamus!” shouted Mazael.
The archers took aim, but Riothamus was faster.
The Guardian of the Tervingi lifted his staff, the sigils flaring with golden light. A thunderclap rang out, and a gust of wind howled through the trees as the archers, over two dozen of them, released at once. 
The gale caught the arrows and scattered them.
“Wizard!” shouted the armored bandit, charging at Mazael. “Take the wizard! Take…”
Mazael drew Lion and swung, all his rage driving his blow. Lion’s blade ripped through the bandit’s neck, and the man went down in a heap, blood pouring over his rusted mail. 

###

Molly stepped into the shadows, eagerness burning through her veins.
She worked to keep her Demonsouled rage in check, to keep the power from twisting her into a monster like Corvad or Ragnachar. But the bandits had attacked them first. She felt no compunctions about fighting them.
She reappeared behind the fallen trees, the archers in front of her. Their eyes were focused on Riothamus, and then on Mazael as he beheaded their leader with a single savage blow. 
So they didn’t see her at all as she attacked.
Her sword plunged into the first man’s back, the steel sliding through leather and muscle to pierce his lungs, while her dagger plunged between a second man’s ribs. Molly ripped her weapons free and stepped back, the blades dripping blood, as the astonished bandits spun to face her. 
She killed one more man as they turned.
“Your leader has given me to you to do with as you please,” said Molly. “Who wants to go first?” 
One bandit flung himself at her with a scream, brandishing a rusty mace. Molly sidestepped, her sword and dagger moving in a blur. Her sword took the man’s hand from his wrist, and her dagger opened his throat. The bandit fell with a gurgling scream, and Molly pivoted to the side to avoid his body. 
“Well?” she said, beckoning with her dagger. “Who’s next?”
The other two bandits fled.

###

Mazael raced through the trees, Lion raised in his fist. 
The pain of the poison throbbed in his chest and legs with every step, but it no longer mattered. The Demonsouled rage howled through him, making him faster and stronger. It made him invincible and implacable. He stalked the bandits and cut them down one by one. Sometimes they managed a blow that got past both his shield and armor, but Mazael ignored them. His tainted blood would close the wounds soon enough.
“Die, you devil!” screamed a bandit, a terrified young man with a spear. He stabbed, and the head opened a gash across Mazael’s cheek and jaw. “Die, die…”
Mazael caught the next stab on his shield and shoved, knocking the bandit sprawling. Then a thrust from Lion caught the bandit beneath the ribs. 
He turned, searching for new foes as the cut in his jaw closed. He saw flickers of darkness in the branches as Molly disappeared and reappeared, hunting the bandits one by one. Another bandit sprinted past the trees, and Mazael started after him. The man whirled, terror filling his face, and raised a club in a shaking parry…
“No!” he shouted. “Whatever you are, I…”
He tried to manage a crude swing, and Mazael blocked and killed him.
He turned in a circle, his eyes sweeping for any bandits…
“My lord!”
Mazael lifted his sword as a young man with blue eyes and ragged black hair walked towards him. He wore chain mail beneath a leather jerkin, and carried a staff of bronze wood in his right hand. The sigils cut into the staff flickered and flared with golden light…
The rage drained from Mazael’s mind, leaving only the constant pain.
“Riothamus,” said Mazael, lowering Lion, blood sliding from the blade.
“It’s over,” said Riothamus. “Between you and Molly, you’ve killed most of the bandits. The rest are fleeing.”
The rage simmering in Mazael’s mind demanded that he chase them down, kill every last one of them, laugh as they screamed before him…
But Romaria needed him, and he had delayed too long here already.
“Let them go,” said Mazael. He tore a cloak from a dead bandit and wiped down Lion. “They’ll think twice before robbing any other travelers.” 
Riothamus nodded, watching him. 
"I know," said Mazael, "what you are thinking. You're watching me to make sure I don't go mad and kill everyone in my path. You think the pain from the venom has worn me down, that the Demonsouled blood is going to drive me mad."
"I am that transparent?" said Riothamus.
"No," said Mazael, "you're merely correct. You are right to watch me." He sighed and looked over the corpses scattered about the wood. "I was justified to kill those bandits."
"I would have preferred," said Riothamus, "that you had forced them to surrender."
"I know," said Mazael. "But Ryker and those peasants weren't the only ones this lot robbed, I'll warrant. They'll have done it before, and if I spared them, they would have done it again. And I'm sure they forced the women in Ryker's group." 
Riothamus shrugged. "A lord has the right of high justice, does he not? And a Tervingi hrould would have hanged them all. But I am the Guardian, and I am sworn not to take life with magic. Besides, I am weary of death." 
"Part of me is also weary of it," said Mazael. "But the other part revels in it, yearns to kill and slay. And I am so tired of holding myself in check. These bandits...they gave me an excuse not to hold myself." He rubbed his forehead. Gods, but his head hurt. "And so you are right to watch me." 
They stood in silence for a moment.
"There have been Demonsouled among the Tervingi before," said Riothamus.
"Oh?"
"Some tried to conquer the Tervingi and the surrounding nations, to make themselves kings, into the Destroyer of prophecy, much like Ragnachar," said Riothamus. Mazael wondered how many Tervingi Demonsouled had gone into the pillar of fire at Cythraul Urdvul's heart. "But some controlled their power, and defended the Tervingi from foes of terrible strength. I think you will be one of them, my lord." 
"I hope," said Mazael, "that you are right." He pushed aside the dark thoughts. "Let's go find Molly."

###

A short search located both Molly and the bandits' store of stolen food and goods. 
An hour later a dumbfounded Ryker stood with them, eyes wide.
"It should be all here," said Mazael, pointing at the row of wagons in the clearing. "Take everything you want."
"Oh, sir knight," said Ryker, tears of relief streaming down his face. "You will take none of the spoils for yourself? You won a great victory..."
"I have no need of it," said Mazael. "The road is clear to the east of us. Make for Cravenlock Town, in the south of the Grim Marches, and ask for Sir Hagen Bridgebane. He will find you a place to settle."
"Thank you, sir knight," said Ryker. "May the gods repay you a thousand times over for your generosity." He hesitated, and Mazael saw the wheels spinning in the man's mind. "But who are you, sir knight? Are you..."
"I am," said Mazael, "someone you should forget you ever met."
Ryker hesitated, then bowed from the waist.
"It shall be as you say, sir," said Ryker.
Mazael, Riothamus, and Molly rode to the west, following the compass's glowing, golden needle.







Chapter 22 - Make The World Clean

Lord Malden Roland sat in a chair in his darkened bedchamber, shivering, the black dagger wet with blood in his hand. 
He stared at the corpse on the floor. 
The man’s name had been Thomas, and he had been in Malden’s service his entire life. He had married one of the castle’s cooks and raised a family. Three of his sons served as armsmen in Roland colors. Malden had seen Thomas’s children and grandchildren playing in Knightcastle’s courtyards, had watched as the man spent his life in quiet, dutiful service.
And now he was dead at Malden’s hand.
His shivering grew worse, the green sigil upon the black dagger flickering. 
He shouldn’t have killed Thomas. Nor should he have killed the other servants who had enraged him. But they had said something or done something to infuriate him, and he had killed them.
He had murdered men and women under his protection.
Malden’s eyes shifted to the dagger.
Perhaps it would be better if he killed himself. 
But he didn’t want to kill himself.
He felt wonderful. 
He rose from his chair. It was so easy to stand up now. He crossed to the mirror and examined himself. He looked strong and fit– younger than Gerald, even. And when he killed with Ataranur’s black dagger, it felt glorious, better than lying with a woman, better than a fine meal. 
He never wanted it to end.
A dark shadow in the mirror caught his eye.
He saw Ataranur standing near the entrance to the Trysting Ways, motionless in his steel mask and black cloak.
“Shall I dispose of the corpse, my lord?” said Ataranur. “There would be inconvenient questions if it were found.”
“What have you done to me?” said Malden. 
Ataranur took a step closer. “Nothing ill. You are stronger and healthier than you ever have been.” 
“I can’t stop killing,” said Malden. “Every time I kill with that dagger, I get younger and stronger. When I killed that changeling…I thought nothing of it. The damned thing was a spy for the San-keth. But now I am killing my own servants!”
“That is by design,” said Ataranur.
“You’ve turned me into a monster!” said Malden.
“No,” said Ataranur. “I have made you better. Knightreach needs you, my lord. The world needs you. It faces trials unlike any since the days when the High Elderborn struggled against the Old Demon.” 
The wizard had a point. Caraster had conquered all of Mastaria, and would take Knightcastle itself if he were not stopped. And once Knightreach fell, what then? Thanks to the runedead, the neighboring lands were in chaos. The Stormvales had collapsed into anarchy, the heirs of the Prince of Travia warred against each other, barbarians had attacked the Grim Marches, and rumors spoke of Aegonar raids in Greycoast. 
The world was burning…and only Malden could put out the fire.
“Do you know why,” said Ataranur, “the Great Rising happened?”
Malden shrugged. “No one knows. Some say the Dragon’s Shadow wrought it, and perished when his own sorcery devoured him. Others say the lords of Old Dracaryl rose from the grave to rebuild their empire. Caldarus claims it is the gods’ chastisement for our sins.” 
“The Grand Master,” said Ataranur, “is only half-wrong.”
“What do you mean?” said Malden.
“The gods had nothing to do with the runedead,” said Ataranur, “but our sins did. The world has grown too wicked…and the runedead have risen in response to the evil of the world. Caraster claims the runedead will allow him to purge the world of evil. He is merely a rank opportunist…but he is not entirely wrong. The runedead rose in response to the sins of mortal men. That is why I have awakened. Not just to defend Knightcastle from the runedead, but to cleanse the world. For the runedead are merely a symptom, not the disease itself.”
Malden frowned. “How can we rid the world of evil?”
Ataranur beckoned with a gloved hand into to the Trysting Ways.
Grand Master Caldarus of the Justiciar Order stepped through the secret door, resplendent in his fine armor and blue surcoat. 
Malden lifted his black dagger, alarmed. He and Caldarus had always been uneasy allies at best. His sons and vassals had never approved, but Malden knew he could use the Justiciars as weapons against his foes. Yet had Ataranur sided with Caldarus against Malden? Were the Justiciars planning to seize control of Knightreach for themselves? 
A peculiar detail penetrated his alarm.
Caldarus looked younger.
And a black dagger rested at his belt.
“Lord Malden,” said Caldarus. His hair was gray now instead of white, but his eyes remained cold as ever. “You’re looking well.”
“Indeed,” said Malden. “You seem a bit…healthier than I recall.”
Caldarus glanced at Thomas’s body. “As you do.”
“What happened?” said Malden.
“Caraster’s spies infiltrated the Justiciar preceptory in Castle Town,” said Ataranur. “They poisoned the Justiciar officers, and I was able to heal them, if barely.” He gestured at the dagger in Malden’s hand. “In much the same way you have been able to recover your strength and vitality, my lord.”
“I assume,” said Caldarus, “that Ataranur has explained to you what is happening? The reason for the plague of runedead?” Malden nodded. “Then, my old friend, our course is clear, is it not?”
“Yes,” said Malden. “It is.” 
“We must go through every village and every town in the realm, in the entire world,” said Caldarus, his fingers coiling around his black dagger’s hilt. “And we must hunt down the wicked. The users of magic. The worshipers of the San-keth. The followers of the Elderborn gods. The San-keth themselves, and perhaps even the remaining Elderborn tribes. All must be cleansed, and only then will we make the world clean.”
Malden nodded, his heart racing. So many to be killed…how would it feel to kill every last San-keth proselyte with his dagger? Every last wizard?
Some small part of his mind screamed that something was wrong, horribly wrong. But then he thought of the ecstasy of killing with the black dagger, and his doubts vanished.
“Come,” said Malden. “We have plans to make.”

###

Lucan stood silent as Lord Malden and the Grand Master laid their plans. 
Between the two of them, they would harvest the life energy he needed to open the Door of Souls.
“Ataranur,” said Malden. “We wish to equip more of the Justiciar officers with those black daggers, and many of my household knights. How many more can you create?”
“Why,” said Lucan, “how many more would you like?”

###

Gerald’s squires helped him don his armor and surcoat. 
He was not going into battle, only to Lord Malden’s court in the Hall of Triumph.
Yet he still felt as if he was going into battle, and he wanted to look the part. 
A page handed him his sword belt, and Gerald buckled it into place, checking his sword and dagger to make sure they were ready. Both weapons gleamed with razor sharpness, oiled and ready.
“You are dismissed,” said Gerald, and he walked to Rachel’s sitting room.
She waited for him by the balcony door, wearing a rich green gown that matched her eyes. Jewels glittered in her ears and hair, and hints of makeup accented her eyes and lips. She looked lovely, and Gerald wanted to take her in his arms. More than anything, he wanted to leave with his wife and children, to take them someplace free from war and dark magic and rampaging undead.
But there was no such place. If Knightcastle was to be safe, Gerald would have to make it safe. 
She looked just as anxious as he was. He saw the tension in her eyes, her fingers.
“Husband,” said Rachel. 
He kissed her, and for a moment his fears and worries subsided.
“Come,” he said, taking her arm. “My father has called all his vassals to the Hall of Triumph, to announce the attack against Caraster.” 
“With the Justiciars?” said Rachel.
Gerald nodded. “Their entire strength, or as much of the Order as could be gathered.”
They walked in silence through the corridors, passing the occasional servant or maid. They bowed as he passed, but Gerald saw the fear in their eyes. Servants had been disappearing in Knightcastle of late, and no man felt himself safe. 
“Gerald,” said Rachel, “we…we must do something about Ataranur.”
“I know,” said Gerald.
“It’s like at Castle Cravenlock, when Skhath came,” said Rachel, her voice quiet with remembered pain. “Everyone was so afraid of him. Those who knew the truth but didn’t convert lived in terror. Even those who didn’t know about the San-keth could see something was wrong.”
“My father will do whatever Ataranur tells him,” said Gerald. “Caldarus and the Justiciars, too. The wizard has twisted them to his will. They should know better. I thought my father knew better. But…”
“You need to denounce him,” said Rachel. “Stand up before the vassals and the Justiciars and demand that he remove his mask and reveal himself for who he truly is. Most of the knights and vassals are just as afraid of him as we are. If we can denounce him, if we can expose him before the court, then…”
Gerald shook his head. “Not yet.”
“But he is killing Knightcastle,” said Rachel. 
“I know,” said Gerald. “But if I defy my father and the Justiciars before the assembled vassals…it might come to war. And Caraster is still coming. We bloodied his nose at Tumblestone, but a madman like him will not relent. Ataranur is a slow poison killing Knightcastle…but Caraster is a sword thrust at our hearts. Once Caraster is defeated, then we shall deal with Ataranur. If I split the court now, it will come to war, and Caraster will devour us while we fight.” 
Rachel nodded. “I hope you are right.”
A short time later they came to the Hall of Triumphs. 
The knights and vassals of Lord Malden Roland packed the hall, alongside hundreds of Justiciar knights in their gleaming mail and blue surcoats. Gerald walked through a sea of armor, exchanging nods with the men, until he came to the dais. His brother Tobias waited there, clad in his armor, a deep scowl on his face.
“Brother,” murmured Gerald as he took his place alongside Tobias. 
Tobias gave a sharp nod. 
“What is it?” said Gerald.
“I spoke with Mother,” said Tobias. “She said Father struck her and threatened to kill her.”
“What?” said Gerald, shocked. Lord Malden and Lady Rhea had not been faithful to each other for years, but they certainly did not hate each other. And Lord Malden had always made a great show of his chivalry, even with his numerous mistresses. Gerald did not think his father capable of striking any woman, let alone his wife.
But he remembered his father’s outburst with the maid after Ataranur had cured him. 
“Why?” said Rachel, her face pale. 
“She questioned his alliance with the Justiciars,” said Tobias. “She told him both Caldarus and Ataranur were vultures hoping to carve off pieces of Knightreach for themselves. He listened calmly enough…and then he went berserk. He broke her nose and loosened her teeth. She says he might have killed her, if one of the maids hadn’t seen them.”
“Has he gone mad?” said Gerald. “Do…”
The heralds blew their trumpets, the doors to the Hall boomed open, and Malden and Caldarus entered. Malden wore armor of the finest craftsmanship, a sky-blue cloak with the Roland greathelm sigil trailing from his shoulders. He looked…young. Young and strong, like a new-made knight marching to his first tournament. Caldarus himself looked like a man in his middle thirties, his black hair marred by only a few streaks of gray. 
Both men carried those black daggers at their belt.
What had Ataranur done to them?
The masked wizard followed the lord and the Grand Master, moving with an eerie silence in his hooded cloak. 
Malden took his seat on the dais, and Ataranur and Caldarus arranged themselves at his left and right hands. Gerald looked at his father, and was surprised how cold and hard his blue eyes had become. 
“My lords and knights!” said Malden, his voice ringing over the hall. “I bear ill tidings. We have received word from Lord Agravain’s castellan at Tumblestone. Caraster has left Mastaria, crossed the River Abelinus, and ignored Tumblestone. My lords and knights, Caraster is coming for Knightcastle itself.”
A low murmur filled the hall.
“How many runedead does he bring?” said Lord Nicholas Randerly, his youthful face strained. 
“A great host,” said Malden. “At least one hundred and fifty thousand. Perhaps more. There were too many for Lord Agravain’s men too count.” 
Gerald felt Rachel’s arm tense against his. The combined strength of Knightreach and the Justiciar Order could muster perhaps thirty thousand men, maybe thirty-five thousand. In an open battle, Caraster would crush them.
He looked at Ataranur’s motionless form. Could even Ataranur prevail against that many runedead?
“Then our course is clear,” said old Lord Agravain. Unlike Caldarus and Malden, he had not grown any younger. “We must prepare for a siege. To face the runedead in the open field is folly.”
“No,” said Malden, leaning back in his chair. “We have spent too long on the defensive. It is time to take the battle to Caraster, to crush him like the insect that he is, and to cleanse the world of evil.”
Tobias snorted. “To cleanse the world of evil? That would be a fine trick, Father, since evil rests in the heart of every man. Shall you kill them all?”
Malden’s cold blue eyes turned to his eldest son, and for an awful moment Gerald wondered if his father planned to do just that. 
“You, Tobias,” said Malden at last, “along with your brother, shall take command of the host of Knightreach, and await Caraster’s horde at the fords of the Riversteel, a few miles south of Castle Town.”
“That is only twenty thousand men,” said Gerald. “Not enough to prevail against Caraster.” 
“Fear not, sir knight,” said Ataranur. “I know now the secret of the Demonsouled Caraster’s power. I know how to undo it. Victory shall be yours, for the cause of the just is ours.”
He sounded a little like Caraster himself. 
“What of the Justiciars?” said Tobias. “Shall they sit upon their horses and watch the battle from afar?”
“The Justiciar Order,” said Caldarus, a hint of a sneer on his face, “has a greater task.” 
“They shall rid Knightreach, indeed, the realm itself,” said Lord Malden, “of all evil.”
“How?” said Tobias.
“The Great Rising,” said Ataranur, “was not the work of a mortal wizard, nor was it the wrath of the vengeful gods. Instead, it is a consequence of our sins. Mankind has grown too corrupt. There are too many worshipers of the serpent god, too many followers of the ancient Elderborn gods, too many who indulge in wickedness of all kinds. The runedead are a physical manifestation of their sins, brought as a plague upon mortal men.”
“That is absurd,” said Gerald. “Lucan Mandragon worked the Great Rising and it destroyed him.”
Malden’s lip curled in contempt. “Are you a wizard of the High Elderborn, my son? Do you understand the intricacies and secrets of magic?”
“Not at all,” said Gerald, “but I do know a fallacious argument when I hear one.” 
Malden ignored that. “The Justiciars shall start in Castle Town, and move from village to village, testing the purity of the peasants’ hearts. Those who are innocent shall be spared. Those who are evil, those whose crimes have helped bring the runedead down upon us, shall be slain.”
“Father, this is madness,” said Gerald. “To divide our forces in the face of Caraster’s horde, to…”
Malden surged to his feet, his eyes wide with fury. “Do you question me, boy? I am the Lord of Knightcastle! You will obey my commands, or by all the gods, I’ll…”
“Father,” said Tobias. “This is…unseemly.”
Malden fell silent, and at last managed a curt nod. “You will obey me. Do you understand?”
“As you say,” said Gerald, voice cold.
Malden strode to the edge of the dais, ignoring his sons. “Be glad, my lords and knights! For soon Caraster will be crushed, and a new and better world shall be ours. Prepare your knights and armsmen. Caraster comes to us, and we shall defeat him!”
The lords and knights moved to the doors. They would disperse to their armsmen and sworn knights, and gather the host of Knightreach for battle.
Against one hundred and fifty thousand runedead. 
“This is madness,” said Tobias to Gerald. “We cannot prevail against that many runedead. Is this a game? Does our father want to bring an end to Knightcastle?”
“I don’t know,” said Gerald, looking at Ataranur.
He doubted Malden wanted to destroy Knightcastle…but he had less faith in Ataranur.
The wizard looked at him for a moment, the steel mask unreadable, and then left without a word.

###

Rachel hurried through the crowds filling the High Court. 
The lords and knights walked to the stables and waited for the pages and squires to bring their horses. Gerald had left with Tobias to oversee the gathering of the host. Lord Malden had disappeared with Grand Master Caldarus and Ataranur, undoubtedly to plot the next phase of their plan. 
Whatever it was. Rachel didn’t know how they planned to rid the world of evil, but she suspected it involved killing many innocent people.
Unless she took action.
Gerald would not move against Ataranur until Caraster was defeated, and she understood his reasons. But if she could find proof to discredit Ataranur, to lower his standing in the eyes of Malden and Caldarus, Gerald might not need to take action against him. 
Rachel found Circan the wizard standing near the stables. 
“Lady Rachel,” he said with a short bow, his pale hair falling over his brow. “Forgive me, but…”
She caught the sleeve of his black coat.
“Listen to me,” she said. “We must speak.”
“What is it?” said Circan. 
“You are marching with Lord Tobias and Sir Gerald?” said Rachel.
“Aye,” said Circan, his mouth twisting in a frown. “And it is just as well. I have seen the Justiciars watching me. If their Grand Master truly intends to rid the world of evil, they might start with every wizard they can find.” 
“But not Ataranur,” said Rachel. 
“No,” said Circan. “Not Ataranur.”
Rachel took a deep breath. “I need you to spy on him.”
Circan said nothing.
“He has some hold over both Lord Malden and the Grand Master,” said Rachel, making sure no one was listening. “Some way to twist them to his will. Maybe it has something to do with the way or healed them, or…”
“The daggers,” said Circan. “It has something to do with the daggers, I’m sure of it. They’re magical…and they give off an aura of necromancy.”
Rachel sucked in a breath. “Necromancy? You must tell my husband.”
Circan nodded.
“But he won’t act on it,” said Rachel. “Not until Caraster is defeated. But you’re the only wizard I trust, Circan. And you need to find…something I can use against Ataranur. Something to discredit him, to unmask him.”
“His real identity, perhaps?” said Circan. “I will aid you if I can, my lady. I fear Ataranur’s influence will lead Knightcastle to destruction. But my magical power is as nothing next to his. I will do what I can.”
Rachel nodded. “Thank you. That is all that I can ask.” She shook her head. “Though…I have the most peculiar feeling that I have met him before.”
“Indeed, my lady?” said Circan. “So do I. I cannot but my finger on it…but I am sure I have spoken with Ataranur somewhere before, though I cannot remember how.”
“Then he cannot be an ancient High Elderborn wizard,” said Rachel. “I would remember meeting such a man, I think. Maybe he is Malavost come back from the dead to bedevil us.”
Circan laughed. “I doubt that, my lady, given that you slew him.” 
Rachel nodded. No, she did not think Ataranur was Malavost returned from the dead. But she was increasingly certain she had met him before, somewhere.
She just could not place it.







Chapter 23 – Embrace The Serpent

The Aegonar kept Hugh captive.
His days were a misery of pain and thirst. The Aegonar bound his hands behind his back, shoved a hood over his head, and put a collar around his neck, dragging him on a leash like a bound pet. If he stumbled, they dragged him until he got up, the rope digging into his neck like a noose. Or they kicked him, laughing and hooting at the entertainment, until he scrambled to his feet. 
Gods, how he loathed them.
At night they tied his leash to an iron stake, pulled off the hood and undid the rope binding his hands, and then permitted him some stale bread and water. The day’s exertions left him ravenous, and Hugh knew he needed to keep his strength up to escape.
An opportunity would come. It had to come.
Assuming he could slip past five hundred Aegonar warriors. 
After he ate, Ryntald came and spoke with him.
The earl – Hugh assumed that was the Aegonar title for a high nobleman – was different than the others. The warriors were violent brutes, while the ulfhednar were murderous madmen. The seidjar were also madmen, but even more dangerous. Unlike the other Aegonar, Ryntald never raised his voice, never shouted, and kept his beard and hair close-cropped. His eyes had the cold focus Hugh had only seen in master swordsmen.
The earl, he suspected, was more dangerous than his men.
“Tell me,” said Ryntald. “Why were you attacking our raiding parties?”
“To buy time,” said Hugh. He saw no reason not to answer the earl’s questions. If he refused, the Aegonar would beat it out of him. Still, he would not volunteer information. 
Ryntald nodded. Hugh’s laconic answers never troubled him. “To do what?”
“Allow the peasants to escape,” said Hugh.
“Ah,” said Ryntald. “I understand. You wished to distract us so your thralls could escape. And to gain time for your father to gather his chieftains and earls. I assume that is it, no?”
Hugh glared at the earl. “My father will summon his vassals and drive you into the sea.”
A corner of Ryntald’s thin mouth curled. “Perhaps.”
He left without another word. 
A few days later he came again.
"Tell me," he said, "about your brother."
Hugh shrugged. "Which one? I have six."
Ryntald's expression did not change. "If what the Herald has said is true, you have seven. Six full brothers, and one-half brother."
"Malaric?" said Hugh, sudden anger overriding his caution. "You want to know about Malaric? Why?" He spat his bastard half-brother's name as if it was poisonous. "I suppose he's behind this. He allied himself with you and invited you to invade Greycoast in his name."
Again Ryntald's mouth curled in the merest hint of a smile. "Not at all. If you must know, we will kill him on sight."
"Why?" said Hugh.
"Suffice to say, he...offended one of the Heralds," said Ryntald. "What has he done to earn your hatred?"
"He murdered my mother," said Hugh. 
Ryntald said nothing, and to Hugh's surprise, he kept speaking.
"Malaric fancied himself a wizard," said Hugh. "He summoned a horror from the spirit world, and my mother stumbled across him. His pet spirit slew her, and he blamed her for it. Father banished him, and the murderous coward joined the assassins' brotherhood." He had never liked Malaric, though to be fair, Malaric had always detested him. "Father should have had him executed. He's going to cause trouble one day, mark..."
Hugh fell silent, realizing he had said too much. 
"Ah," said Ryntald. "That explains a great deal."
"About what?" said Hugh.
"You forget," said Ryntald, "that I am the one asking questions, Sir Hugh."
He left without another word.
The earl visited every night. He asked about Barellion, about its people and customs, about the beliefs of the Amathavian church. He asked a great many questions about knights, about fighting from horseback. Hugh was not surprised - the Aegonar seemed to have no cavalry, and however ferocious their warriors, they would be vulnerable to a charge of heavy horsemen.
Strangely, he never asked questions about Prince Everard, or Hugh's older brothers.

###

On the twelfth day of his captivity, someone yanked off Hugh's hood in the middle of the day.
He looked around, blinking, and found himself in the middle of the Aegonar host. 
In every direction, he saw thousands of Aegonar warriors. Some sat around campfires, cleaning weapons and eating bread. Others stood in clumps, talking and laughing. Still others practiced with weapons. From time to time an ulfhednar strode past, and the warriors gave the man a wide berth. Seidjar walked through the ranks, the bronze rings in their flesh glittering in the sun, and the warriors gave them an even wider berth. For a moment Hugh thought about making a run for it. But two of Ryntald’s warriors stood on either side of him, and he dismissed the idea as suicidal.
“Do you know,” said Ryntald, stepping into Hugh’s field of vision, “where we are?” 
Hugh looked around, noting a forest to the west.
“Near the Bannered Forest,” he said at last. “A week north of the city.”
“Very good,” said Ryntald, turning. “Follow.”
Hugh had no choice but to obey. 
Ryntald led him through the Aegonar. The warriors saluted as Ryntald passed, banging their fists against their chest, and he acknowledged them with a nod. Hugh saw captives, hundreds of women and children put into service as slaves. Most had been beaten into submission, and now waited on their Aegonar masters. Rage burned in Hugh at the sight, but he could do nothing about it.
Not yet, anyway. 
Everywhere he saw the red banners of the Aegonar, adorned with the stylized S of the black serpent. 
They came to a massive crimson pavilion, the red banner flying overhead. Four ulfhednar guarded the tent, their bronze helms making their faces looking bestial and inhuman. A seidjar stood near the tent, watching them approach. The priest wore only a pair of ragged trousers, his chest exposed, and dozens of swirling serpent tattoos covered his skin. The bronze rings piercing his arms had developed a patina, and his bloodshot eyes were cold.
“Earl Ryntald,” said the seidjar. 
“High Priest Korvager,” said Ryntald. “So good to see you again.” 
Korvager sneered at Hugh. “Is this him?”
“Yes,” said Ryntald.
Korvager spat, and then backhanded Hugh. The blow caught him by surprise, and he fell against one of Ryntald’s warriors. The man cursed and shoved, and Hugh landed on his knees before Korvager, blood trickling from his mouth. 
“Pathetic,” said Korvager. “You should have killed him and mounted his head atop your spear. That would show this Prince and his dogs that they should submit.” 
“The Herald wished for the Prince’s heir to be captured,” said Ryntald, “and the High King commanded it.” His smile made him look wolfish. “Do you wish to defy the commands of the High King and the wishes of the Herald, Korvager?”
“Do not play games with me,” said Korvager. “You will regret it.”
The seidjar stalked away without another word.
Ryntald glared after him, and then shook his head. 
“I bring a captive to the High King,” he said to the ulfhednar. “As commanded.”
One of the ulfhednar nodded, and Ryntald strode through the flap, his warriors pulling Hugh after them. 
The tent’s interior was gloomy, lit only by a pair of metal braziers. A wooden chair rested in the center of the room, and upon the chair sat a huge Aegonar warrior in his forties. His face looked as if it had been hammered from granite, and his armor gleamed with gold. A golden diadem rested upon his graying red hair, a twisted serpent similar to a seidjar's bronze diadems. 
The Aegonar’s grim expression did not change as he looked Hugh up and down.
Behind the throne stood a figure draped in a ragged gray robe, features concealed beneath a cowl. A peculiar green glow shone in the robe’s sleeves. 
Ryntald dropped to one knee and bowed his head, his warriors following suit. One of them drove a fist into Hugh’s side, and he fell to his knees with a grunt of pain.
“I, Ryntald, earl of the Aegonar, kinsman to the High King, and sworn follower of Sepharivaim, do seek audience.”
The Aegonar on the throne nodded. “And I, Agantyr, High King of the Aegonar and the Anointed of Sepharivaim, do grant that audience. Rise, kinsman.”
Ryntald rose, though the warriors remained on their knees. Hugh thought about rising, and then decided he didn’t want to get punched again. 
“You have done as I asked?” said Agantyr. His voice was a rasping rumble.
“I have, my king,” said Ryntald, gesturing at Hugh. “Behold Hugh Chalsain, a knight, the youngest son of the Prince of Barellion.”
Agantyr rose to his feet and glared down at Hugh. Behind him the gray-robed figure circled around the throne. Hugh felt the weight of eyes within the gray cowl, and saw a shape within it. 
It did not look like a human head. 
“He looks weak,” said Agantyr. “Unworthy.”
“Nevertheless,” said Ryntald. “His attacks bedeviled our raiding parties.”
“So they did,” said Agantyr. His hard eyes narrowed. “You caused me a great deal of trouble, Sir Hugh.”
Hugh forced moisture into his dry throat. “Give me a sword, and I’ll cause you more trouble yet.”
The warriors on their knees bristled, but Agantyr barked a short laugh.
“Defiant, eh? I like that. It amuses me.” His face remained stern and unyielding as he settled upon his throne. “Perhaps you will be of use to me. Or perhaps I shall have you fed piece by piece to my dogs.”
The robed figure’s hood rotated to face the High King. “His defiance, High King, would serve you well, properly channeled.”
The hair on the back of Hugh’s neck stood up.
The voice that came from the hood was a dry, hissing rasp, a wind blowing dead leaves over the floor of a crypt. Nothing human had a voice like that.
“Ah,” said the robed figure, “you understand, I see.”
The robed shape lifted a hand, and Hugh saw that its fingers were nothing but bones joined by sparking flickers of green light. The skeletal hand drew back the cowl, and Hugh saw the head of an enormous serpent, its scales crimson and black, runes of green fire drawn upon the coils of its neck.
“You’re a San-keth serpent priest,” he said, voice hoarse. He had never seen one, but his tutors had spoken of them. The San-keth clerics were necromancers, and used their spells to animate human skeletons to serve as their carriers. 
“You should be honored,” said Agantyr. “For you are in the presence of the Herald of Sepharivaim, Skalatan himself. It was he who first came to our homeland, long centuries ago, and taught our forefathers of the serpent god. It was he who taught us that we are the chosen of Sepharivaim, that it is our glorious destiny to bring the world under the sway of great Sepharivaim.” 
Skalatan’s forked tongue flicked at the air. “And you have done well. Already you take the first steps upon that road.” 
Hugh looked back and forth between the earl and the High King. They truly believed themselves the chosen of Sepharivaim, and his name they would conquer all of Greycoast and Barellion itself. Here was an entire nation of serpent worshippers, a nation the San-keth could wield as a weapon against their foes.
He looked at Skalatan with unease. How many centuries had passed since the serpent priest had begun converting the Aegonar? Just how long had the San-keth been planning to conquer Barellion?
And why?
The San-keth’s wedge-shaped head rotated to face him, the unblinking yellow eyes regarding him as the forked tongue flicked back and forth.
“This one is clever,” said Skalatan. “Clever enough to see the danger. But wise enough, I wonder, to do what must be done?”
“Enough,” said Hugh.
Agantyr scowled. “Do not speak disrespectfully to the Herald of Sepharivaim.”
“This is all for a reason,” said Hugh. “You went to a great deal of effort to capture me. Why? 
“Not you specifically,” said Agantyr. “We required a son of Everard Chalsain. You were the closest one at hand.”
“A hostage?” said Hugh. “I am the youngest of seven sons. My father will not surrender an inch for my sake.”
It pained him to say it, but it was nonetheless true. Everard Chalsain had never been cruel, merely…distant. His father regarded him as a potential asset, a tool to arrange a favorable marriage, and perhaps a useful lieutenant. Nothing more. 
“I have no need of hostages,” said Agantyr. “Instead, we shall make you Prince of Barellion.”
Hugh blinked. “What?”
“The High King’s offer is a simple one,” said Ryntald. “Accept the worship of Sepharivaim, and swear as a vassal to the High King. In exchange, you will be made Prince of Barellion, and have a free hand to rule in Greycoast. So long as you allow temples to Sepharivaim in your lands, provide men for the High King’s campaigns, and do not join his enemies, you will remain as Prince.” 
Hugh blinked. “But that is folly.” The warriors beside him growled, but Agantyr, Ryntald, and Skalatan remained unmoved. “You have strength enough to conquer Greycoast outright, if fortune favors you. Why try to create a puppet Prince?”
“Because,” said Agantyr, “Greycoast is not our true target. It is merely an obstacle on the way to Knightcastle.”
“Knightcastle?” said Hugh. “Why the devil do you want Knightcastle?”
“That,” said Skalatan, “is a secret known only to those high among the faithful.”
“Then I will never know,” said Hugh. “For you desire to crown me as your puppet Prince, and use me as a figurehead to give your crimes an air of legitimacy. I refuse.”
Skalatan’s head titled to the side. “You have no wish to become Prince?”
“None,” said Hugh. “I have no right to it. My father is an old man, but if the true gods will it, he will have some years yet. And when he dies, Rodric will become Prince. And if some mischance falls Rodric, then another of my brothers will take the diadem. They all have more of a right to Barellion than I do. I spurn your offer.”
Silence answered him.
Hugh knew he had signed his own death warrant. But he would not betray his family to this serpent priest and his dupes. He loved his brothers, even Rodric, who was a pompous windbag. 
He only wished he could have seen Adelaide once last time.
“Your loyalty,” said Agantyr at last, “does you honor. A man who turns his back on his blood is no man at all, and the kinslayer is cursed beyond all other men.”
“However,” said Ryntald, “your loyalty is futile. Your family is dead.”
Hugh laughed. “A likely tale.”
“Very likely,” said Ryntald, “since it is true.”
“Impossible,” said Hugh. “My father and my brothers are behind the walls of Barellion, and you could not have slain them.”
“Correct,” said Ryntald. “We did not slay them.”
A sliver of doubt wormed its way into Hugh’s mind.
“Your bastard half-brother Malaric slew them,” said Ryntald.
Hugh felt his heart fall into his stomach.
“What?” he said.
“Two weeks past,” said Skalatan, no hint of emotion in his hissing voice, “Malaric returned to Barellion. He has obtained a relic that grants him the powers of a Demonsouled without affecting his sanity. Using the relic, he slew your brothers, their wives, their children, and your father himself. He has since declared himself the Prince of Barellion, and prepares to make war upon us.” 
“No,” said Hugh, “no, that’s not possible, that’s not…”
But it was horribly possible. Malaric had practiced dark magic for years, and Hugh had no doubt that his half-brother was capable of any crime, no matter how ghastly, in the name of power.  And if Malaric had found a magical relic that gave him the power to kill the Prince and his family, he would use it.
He would use it without hesitation.
“Gods,” whispered Hugh. “Gods, gods, gods.”
His father and brothers, their wives and children.
All dead.
He started to shake.
And worse, he had sent Adelaide to Barellion, trusting in the Prince’s power to protect her. But Malaric had seized Barellion for himself. If he learned of her relationship to Hugh, what would the usurper do to her?
“He begins to understand,” hissed Skalatan.
“You see,” said Agantyr, “by your own laws…you are now the rightful prince of Barellion.” 
Hugh’s head jerked up. 
The High King was right. 
Agantyr leaned forward. “Hear me well, Prince of Barellion. You shall have my help. It is an honorable thing to avenge one’s slain kin, and I will help you kill Malaric. We shall restore your inheritance to you. And all that I ask in return is that you embrace the worship of Sepharivaim and pledge yourself as my vassal.”
For a terrible moment Hugh wavered. His father and brothers were dead, and Hugh was now the true Prince of Barellion. Greycoast was his responsibility, and it needed him. And worse, Adelaide was in Barellion. Hugh would do anything to save her. 
He looked at Skalatan.
Including selling his soul to the San-keth? Making himself a vassal of the murderous Aegonar? 
“What of,” said Hugh at last, “what of all the men you have slain? All the women and children you have made into slaves?”
Agantyr shrugged. “What of them? They were weak, and we may do with them as we please. The strong do as they wish, and the weak suffer as they must. Sepharivaim teaches this.”
“Those are my people you have murdered and enslaved,” said Hugh. “My people, who have never harmed you, and you have brought fire and sword to their lands. No. I will not swear vassalage to you, Agantyr, the high butcher of the Aegonar, and I will not worship your vile serpent god…”
A fist exploded against the side of Hugh’s head, and the world went white.
He collapsed to the ground, head ringing, and saw one of the Aegonar warriors standing over him, face purple with fury. 
“So,” said Agantyr, “it seems you would rather be a sheep than a wolf. Kill him.” 
The Aegonar warrior drew his sword. 
“I suggest, High King,” said Skalatan, “that we keep him alive for now. Death is so…wasteful.” His tongue blurred through the air. “And perhaps in time, our young Prince can be…persuaded.”
“Very well, Herald,” said Agantyr. “Keep him prisoner. Get him out of my sight.”
The warriors grabbed Hugh, dragged him to his feet, and took him outside. They shoved him into another tent, tied his wrists and his ankles, and bound him to an iron stake driven in the ground.
And then they left him alone in the dim light. 
His father. His brothers. All dead.
Hugh bent his head and wept.







Chapter 24 – Sanctuary

Malaric rose from the enormous bed, the thick carpet soft against his bare feet, sweat cooling on his flushed skin. 
Rosala smiled and stretched, her hair sliding over the pillows. 
“My Prince,” she murmured, “is…energetic.” 
Malaric nodded and walked to the sideboard. A pitcher of wine waited there, and he filled a goblet. He lifted the goblet and drained half of it in one a swallow. Because of the Demonsouled healing granted by Corvad's skull, it took much more wine to affect him. On the plus side, it meant he could drink considerably more.
Rosala rolled over, displaying her body to good effect. “I like that you kept the diadem on. It made…”
Malaric did not care what she liked.
He summoned arcane force and waved his hand. Blue light flared from his fingertips, and Rosala slumped back against the pillows as his spell put her to sleep. She was an enthusiastic lover, but she talked too much. 
He took another swallow of wine and looked around the opulent bedroom. The huge bed could have held four people, and the wood of the furniture gleamed. A thick carpet covered the floor, and the balcony had a fine view of the courtyard of the Prince’s Keep and the harbor beyond. 
The Prince’s Keep. His keep.
His city.
Malaric smiled at the thought. 
Barellion was his…but others wanted to steal it from him. If he was going to keep it, he would have to kill a lot of people.
Best to begin at once.
Malaric finished the wine, tossed aside the goblet, and tugged on the bell pull.
A moment later the door opened, and a dozen noblewomen hurried inside.
Or, at least, they had once been noblewomen. Now they wore the plain gray of servants, their hair cropped to stubble. Every one of them had offended him while he had lived in Barellion, and no doubt they had imagined all sorts of dire fates when he had arrested them. 
Instead, he had stripped them of their titles and forced them to wait upon him hand and foot. He had ordered them to scrub the floor in the great hall while the other nobles watched, and listening to them weep with humiliation had been satisfying.
“My Prince?” said one of the women, head bowed. They knew better than to make eye contact with him. 
“Dress me,” said Malaric.
He held out his arms as they went to work, clothing him in shirt, trousers, boots, and coat. Idly he wondered if they would try to kill him. One of the women had cut his throat while shaving him. 
Of course, her fate would discourage the others from any foolishness. 
“Should we cover her, my Prince?” said another of the women, looking at Rosala's nude, unconscious form.
Malaric shrugged. “If it pleases you.”
He fingered his sword belt. The caethweisyr hung there, secure in its sheath. He turned and stepped into the shadows, leaving the startled women behind. 
He reappeared atop the battlements of the keep, gazing down at the castle and the Inner City. The city looked peaceful, but it was not. Every day more refugees fled from the north, hoping to escape the wrath of the serpent-worshipping Aegonar. And the nobles and knights of Barellion seethed. Prince Everard and his sons had been well-liked and respected.
Malaric was neither.
He smiled, showing his teeth. 
They did not like him, but they had come to fear him. There had been three assassination attempts. Souther’s spies had warned him about the first two, but the third had come as a complete surprise. Malaric killed all three groups of attackers, leaving only one survivor from each group, and then used his magic to rip the identity of the assassins' employer from the survivor's thoughts.
Then he gave a name to Souther and the Skulls. 
Some of the husbands and fathers of the noblewomen he had enslaved had died abrupt deaths. 
Malaric would have to rule through fear, and his apparent invincibility had gone a long way towards establishing that fear. Crushing the Aegonar would provide the rest. Everard and his sons had failed to defend Greycoast from the invaders.
After Malaric destroyed them and rescued the terrified peasants, the nobles would never dare cross him again.
He strode into the shadows and reappeared in the courtyard, before the door to a barracks he had given to the Skulls. A pair of Skulls stood guard outside the door, though Malaric was sure the First Dagger had at least a half-dozen hidden archers on the roof. 
“Is the First Dagger here?” he said.
“Aye, my Prince,” said one of the guards. “In his solar.”
Malaric nodded and walked the shadows to Souther’s lair.
The room had once been the private chamber of a knight in service to the Prince. Souther had repurposed it into a solar. Now his desk and a workbench laden with weapons and tools dominated the room. The First Dagger himself sat in a comfortable chair near the hearth, a cup of tea in hand. A book of romantic poetry lay upon his lap, and he frowned at the volume like a scholar analyzing an ancient text. 
The man had some peculiar tastes. 
“Prince,” said Souther, turning a page. Malaric’s sudden entrances never seemed to startle him. “You are well, I trust?”
“Fine,” said Malaric. “You’ve moved all the Skulls here?”
“Of course not,” said Souther. “The Skulls depend on secrecy to carry out our work. Our presence here is only an…embassy to our Prince, shall we say. Most of our brotherhood remains scattered throughout the city, living out the masquerade that they are servants and merchants and priests and nobles. But when the hour arrives to kill, they put aside their masks to become Skulls.” He sipped his tea. "Which means we shall make excellent spies for you, my Prince. Considering the number of people who want you dead, I think you can appreciate the advantage."
"Any new plots?" said Malaric.
"Oh, some six or seven," said Souther. "But I doubt they will move forward. The Skulls will not accept any contracts against the Prince...so long as the Prince continues to uphold his end of the bargain, of course. Since there are no Skulls available for hire in Barellion, the conspirators must either hire rank amateurs to do the deed, or muster the spine to wield the blade themselves."
Malaric laughed. "I doubt they shall."
"As do I," the First Dagger said. "After you disposed of the previous assassins, none of the nobles will risk their precious persons. So you will remain unharmed for now...so long as they continue to fear you."
"And so long," said Malaric, "as they have no alternative."
"Indeed," said Souther. "The minute they find a suitable rival to you, they will stampede to his side."
"Such as," said Malaric, "Sir Hugh." 
"I am pleased, my Prince," said Souther, "that you perceive the danger." He shrugged. "Still, Hugh is most likely dead. There has been no word of him since he sent Lord Stormsea and his bastard girl to the city. All of Greycoast north of the Bannered Forest has fallen to the Aegonar. If Hugh has not returned by now, he probably never will." 
"Or," said Malaric, "he has been taken captive. Or he is raiding behind the lines of the Aegonar. Or he has escaped and is making way o the city. If he does reach the city, the nobles will rally behind the smirking brat in a moment." 
"I have," said Souther, "dispatched some men."
"The Aegonar will recognize assassins in their midst," said Malaric.
"They would," said Souther, taking another sip of tea, "but the men I have chosen are adept at disguise. They will pass as Aegonar easily enough. Especially since they can speak the San-keth tongue. Based on the reports entering the city, fluency with the San-keth tongue is a mark of distinction among the Aegonar." 
"So you have sent the men?" said Malaric.
"Fear not," said Souther. "If Hugh is not already dead, he soon will be." 
"Good," said Malaric. The Skulls were effective killers, and Souther's logic rang true. Hugh was almost certainly dead already. 
But if he was not, he was a threat to Malaric's rule. If Hugh was alive, if a trueborn son of the House of Chalsain still lived, the nobles would rally to him in a heartbeat. 
And Malaric would not leave his fate solely in the hands of the First Dagger. 
"You've done well," said Malaric.
Souther lifted a single eyebrow. "Of course I have. I do not tolerate failure. And so long as you continue to honor our agreement...you, too, shall continue to do well."
"Yes, yes," said Malaric. "I signed the decrees. Those manors you desired have been transferred to your control."
Souther smiled, and Malaric strode into the shadows.
He reappeared in a corridor of the main keep, a narrow wooden door before him. Two armsmen stood guard at the door, and straightened at his approach. 
"My lord Prince," said the senior of the two men. 
"Have they cooperated?" said Malaric.
The armsman grimaced. "The old man finally stopped shouting. Should we open the door?"
Malaric smiled. "No need."
He walked through the shadows and reappeared in the sitting room on the other side of the door. Traditionally, the suite had housed the Prince of Barellion's noble-born prisoners, and Malaric saw no reason to discontinue the tradition. Lord Alberon Stormsea sat before the hearth, scowling, while Adelaide paced back and forth behind his chair. 
"Do stop pacing, daughter," said Alberon, his voice querulous. "You shall give me a headache."
"I cannot sit, Father," said Adelaide. "This is..."
She saw Malaric, and her eyes narrowed. 
Alberon scrambled to his feet. "Lord Prince. This...this imprisonment is unwarranted. We are..."
"He," said Adelaide with loathing, "is not the Prince." 
"Daughter!" said Alberon.
Adelaide glared at Malaric. She did not look away, did not flinch. 
"This man," she said again, "is not the Prince of Barellion." 
Alberon's eyes grew wide with fear, but Malaric only laughed. 
"You have remarkable spirit, my lady," said Malaric. "Given what I can do to those who oppose me."
"Dark magic and brute force," said Adelaide, "do not give a man the right to rule." 
"You are wrong, my lady," said Malaric. "Strength gives a man the right to do as he wishes." 
"The philosophy of a bully and a thug," said Adelaide. 
Her words ought to anger him, but Malaric found her amusing. In an odd way, it was almost refreshing. She could not possibly fight him, and if he chose, he would do whatever he wanted to her without the slightest consequence. Yet she defied him nonetheless. 
He began to see how she had captured Hugh's heart. 
"You are deluded," said Malaric, warming his hands before the hearth. Alberon backed away from him. How such a spineless toad had fathered such a brave woman, he would never know. "The San-keth slew Prince Everard and his trueborn sons. Sadly, I arrived too late to save them, and the Aegonar will soon launch an assault upon the walls of the city itself. Greycoast needs a strong man to defend it, and I am that man."
"I doubt that," said Adelaide. "Since you murdered Prince Everard and his sons with your sorcery."
"Daughter!" said Alberon. "That is unwarranted..."
Both Malaric and Adelaide ignored the old man.
"You are a usurper," said Adelaide. "Hugh is still alive, and he is the lawful Prince, not you." 
Malaric smiled. "I should hope for your sake, my lady, that you are incorrect." 
"Why should I possibly hope that Hugh is dead?" said Adelaide. 
"Because," said Malaric, "if I am indeed the villain you think I am, if Hugh turns up alive to claim Barellion for himself...bad things will happen to you." He stepped closer to her. "Very bad things. And if Hugh wishes to keep those things from happening to you, he will surrender himself to my custody."
"You are not the villain I thought you were," said Adelaide. "You are far worse. And your crimes will bring down destruction upon your head."
Malaric laughed. "I doubt that."
He took another step towards her, and Adelaide's haughty mask wavered with fear, but Malaric walked into the shadows.
He reappeared on the narrow stone bridge leading to the Study Tower and the Prince's private study. 
Malaric's private study, now.
He climbed the narrow stairs to the study and locked the door behind them. The servants had cleared away Everard's books and curios, leaving the room stark and bare. A single stone plinth stood in the center of the room, large enough to hold a small statue.
Or a skull.
Malaric drew the caethweisyr and held the dagger before him, the rubies in the hilt flashing.
"Lady of Blades!" he shouted. "I summon you. By my power, by my will, by the binding of this dagger, I summon you! Come forth!"
A wind blew through the small chamber.

###

Riothamus almost fell out of his saddle. 
They rode through another valley in the Stormvales, a narrow creek rushing alongside the road. No other bandits had troubled them. Not after what had happened to the first band. 
The Sight descended upon Riothamus in power.
"Riothamus?" said Molly, turning in her saddle. Mazael frowned at him, annoyed at the delay, but his expression quickly turned grave. "Riothamus!"
A vision flashed before Riothamus's eyes. The images were surreal and distorted, almost symbolic, as often happened with the Sight. 
Yet he saw them well enough.
He beheld Malaric, standing in a tower of stone, a dagger fashioned from chains in his right fist. Malaric raised his hands, crimson flame flaring around his fingers, and the chains of his dagger lashed out like tentacles.
And then...something appeared before Malaric. The Sight would not show it to Riothamus. The image blurred and shifted and flowed from one shape to another. He realized that Malaric had summoned an entity of tremendous power.
And then the image cleared, just for a moment. 
Riothamus saw a burning skull wreathed in crimson flames, shielded by wings fashioned from sword blades.
Then the vision faded away.
"Riothamus!" 
Riothamus shook his head and came back to himself. Molly had her hands on his shoulders, her face tight with concern. Mazael's sword rested in his hand, and his gray eyes roved back and forth, seeking for foes.
Riothamus shook his head. "I'm fine."
"I thought you were having a seizure," said Mazael.
"Not quite," said Riothamus. "The Sight came upon me. I had a vision."
"What did you see?" said Molly.
"Malaric," said Riothamus. "I have sought him with the Sight, but I haven't been able to find him. He...did something, I think, cast a spell of sufficient power that the Sight found him."
"What was he doing?" said Mazael. "Was he with the San-keth archpriest?"
"No," said Riothamus. "He...summoned something, a spirit creature of tremendous power. And again I saw that burning skull."
"Does it represent something?" said Molly.
"No," said Riothamus. "I think it's real."
"A burning skull?" said Mazael. "Some sort of magical relic?"
"Almost certainly," said Riothamus. "But I cannot guess its purpose or powers."
"Are you all right?" said Molly.
"Yes," said Riothamus, straightening in the saddle. "But if he casts that spell again, the Sight will find him. And then I will know more."

###

The Lady of Blades filled most of the tower room.
Her burning white eyes focused upon him, narrowed with contempt and hatred. The steel blades of her wings brushed the ceiling and the walls, digging narrow grooves in the wooden shelves. Corvad's skull rested in her right hand. She could have closed her fist and crushed it to splinters.
Yet she did not. She could not.
"Malaric the bastard," said the Lady. The tower study reverberated with the eerie echo of her voice. "I see you are stained with the blood of your kin."
"They deserved it," said Malaric. "Every last one of them. They kept me from what was rightfully mine."
"Spirits have no kin," said the Lady of Blades, her wings digging splinters from the shelves. "Yet mortal kinslayers are the blackest of criminals..."
"Silence," said Malaric. "When I want a lecture on morality from the likes of you, I will ask for it. Place the skull upon the plinth."
The Lady sneered, but obeyed.
"These are my instructions to you," said Malaric. "You will watch over this chamber, night and day, without ceasing. You may do so from the spirit realm if you wish, but you will never cease your vigilance." Of course, spirits could divide their attention in the way mortals could not, so Malaric doubted his command would challenge the Lady overmuch. "Should anyone set foot upon the stairs leading to this chamber, save for myself, you will appear and kill the intruder. Should anyone other than myself enter this chamber, you will appear and kill the intruder. Show neither mercy nor hesitation."
"Then I am to be your guard dog?" said the Lady. 
"Precisely," said Malaric.
The skull had been safe enough in the spirit world with the Lady, but there was the risk that another wizard would summon her and claim the skull. But Corvad's skull would be safe enough here. The chamber atop the Study Tower was the most defensible location in the castle, and Malaric would cast layer upon layer of spells over the tower, spells of warding and alarm. If anyone set foot on the stairs leading from the narrow bridge, Malaric would know at once...and his wards would either burn the intruder to ashes, or the Lady would rip him to shreds. 
And with the skull safe here, Malaric had a free hand to crush his enemies. 
"Foolish of you," said the Lady, "to bind your soul tightly to the skull's magic. For the skull itself is so vulnerable. If it were to shatter, the effects would be...unpleasant."
Malaric laughed. "Trying to daunt me, spirit? All men have weaknesses. Even me. But here, the skull shall be well-guarded. For you will defend it vigorously, will you not?"
"Yes," hissed the Lady, her eerie voice hard with loathing. "But you will regret this, Malaric."
"No," said Malaric. "I don't think I will." He pointed the caethweisyr at her. "You are dismissed. Keep vigilant watch over the skull, and remember my orders."
The spirit glared at him, and then vanished in a swirl of grey mist. Malaric turned and began casting spells, one after another. The sigils he had cut into the sides of the skull flared crimson as he drew upon the captured Demonsouled power to augment and strengthen his spells.
He laid warding spell after warding spell upon the plinth, the floor, the door, and even the stairs themselves. Once such an effort would have exhausted him. But the dark fire of the Demonsouled power flowed through him, fueling his magic. 
When he had finished hundreds of pulsing crimson sigils covered the walls and floor and ceiling, illuminating the study with a hellish glow. Malaric closed the door behind him and descended the stairs. 
His spells had rendered the Study Tower all but impervious to magical and physical attack. A skilled wizard could, of course, unravel the wards, given enough time. But the Lady of Blades would tear apart any wizard that attempted it, and Malaric doubted that even Lucan Mandragon himself could fend off the Lady of Blades while dealing with Demonsouled-empowered wards. 
In the meantime, Malaric had more work to do if he wanted to keep Barellion.
He strode into the shadows and made for the great hall, intending to gather his vassals, march forth, and crush the Aegonar utterly.







Chapter 25 - The Golden Knight

Riothamus steered his mount over the River of Lords' shallow fords and onto the far bank. 
"Welcome," announced Molly, "to Greycoast." 
Riothamus frowned. "I don't see a coast."
This region of Greycoast looked little different from the Stormvales. The wooded hills stood around them, silent and cool, topped here and there with villages. Though the road on the western side of the River of Lords was in better repair. 
Molly laughed. "The ocean is another two hundred miles to the west."
Mazael glanced back at them, the compass in his left hand. "Traditionally the lords east of the River of Lords swear to Lord Stormcrest, and the lords west of the river swear to the Prince in Barellion. Though they've fought back and forth over the centuries." He scratched his beard. "There's a village a few miles west of here, a place called Monk's Rest. We'll buy supplies there and ask for news."
Riothamus nodded. They had encountered a few other travelers on the road, and they bore rumors of warfare in Barellion. Both Mazael and Molly were certain that Malaric would try to use his newfound powers to seize Barellion for himself. 
"Come," said Mazael, and they rode on.

###

Mazael gazed at the compass in his left hand. His head and chest still hurt, but he did not care.
Not while they drew ever closer to the San-keth archpriest.
The hills grew lower as they traveled, cultivated fields covering most of the landscape. Barellion was a more orderly land than the Stormvales, and the Princes ruled with a firm hand. Yet many of the fields were untended, and several had been burned. 
Had Malaric started a civil war already? 
A few hours later they came to Monk's Rest.
Or, at least, what remained of Monk's Rest. 
The village had been burned. Most of the houses and barns had been reduced to charred timbers, a stone chimney poking up here and there from the ashes. A small pyramid of rotting heads stood outside the village. All the heads belonged to men, which meant the attackers had carried the women and children into captivity. 
"This happened less than a fortnight ago," said Molly. "Gods, do you think Malaric did this?"
"Perhaps," said Mazael, pointing. "Look."
The stone walls of a burned church stood on the edge of the square. The church's thick oak doors had survived the conflagration, and a crude, stylized serpent had been carved into the wood. 
The sign of the San-keth. 
"Perhaps he's allied himself even more closely with the San-keth," said Riothamus.
Mazael grunted. "Perhaps, but that would be a fool's move. If Malaric allied openly with the San-keth, every lord in Barellion would turn on him. Besides, the San-keth prefer to play in the shadows, not attack directly."
"Then who did this?" said Riothamus, glaring at the pyramid of rotting heads.
"I don't know," said Mazael. "But if we find the men who did this, they'll regret it sorely." 
He led them from the village, glancing at the compass and Timothy's map of Greycoast. To judge from the needle, the San-keth archpriest was somewhere north of Barellion. 
Mazael rode on, looking at the glowing needle every few moments. He didn't know who had destroyed Monk's Rest, or why. 
But if they tried to stop him, he would cut them down.

###

An hour west of Monk's Rest, Mazael saw a dozen men on the road. 
He reined up, frowning. 
"Travelers?" said Riothamus.
"If so, they're well armed," said Mazael, noting the sunlight glinting off steel armor and axes. 
"What the devil?" said Molly. "Father, those men are Aegonar."
"Aegonar?" said Mazael. "This far from the sea? That's...unlikely." 
He had fought the Aegonar a few times during his wanderings. They dwelled in a distant land across the western sea. From time to time they raided Knightreach and Greycoast and Travia, hoping for loot and plunder and slaves. Sometimes the Aegonar pirates were successful, and sometimes the local lords destroyed them. 
But these Aegonar were a long way from the sea. 
"They see us," said Molly. The Aegonar spread out in a line, blocking the road. 
"We could ride around them easily," said Riothamus. "The countryside here is mostly open fields."
"Or we could just ride through them," said Molly.
Mazael's Demonsouled blood liked that idea.
Mazael slipped the compass into its belt pouch, flexing his sword hand. "Let's see what they want before we kill them." 
He walked his horse forward. The Aegonar blocked the road, grinning at him. They wore shirts of steel scales and spiked helms upon their heads. Every man bore a round wooden shield and carried a heavy axe or a broadsword. 
Mazael stopped his horse a dozen paces away and stared at them.
One of the Aegonar stepped forward and spoke in a growling voice. "We are the Aegonar, the chosen of Sepharivaim." 
Mazael shared a surprised look with Molly. The Aegonar did not worship the Amathavian gods, but they did not follow Sepharivaim either. They worshipped a strange set of gods - a one-eyed old man, a warrior with a hammer, a one-handed swordsman, and other peculiar figures. 
"Then," said Riothamus, "you are San-keth proselytes?"
The Aegonar spat. "Bah! The followers of the serpent god in this land are as feeble as old women. The Aegonar are the chosen of Sepharivaim, and our High King is his anointed. We shall bring the world under the sway of Sepharivaim." He pointed his sword at Mazael. "Swear now to Sepharivaim, if you wish to keep your life."
"When you lost your damned boat and found your way here," said Mazael, "did you drink a too much seawater? Because you must be mad if you think I will pray to your wretched serpent god."
Molly snickered, and the Aegonar's face went red with fury.
"Then you will both perish!" said the Aegonar, lifting his broadsword, "and we will keep the woman as our thrall."
"Unlikely," said Mazael. He reached for his sword, his Demonsouled rage boiling up, and remembered Riothamus's cautions. "I will give you one chance. Run away and..."
"Kill them!" roared the Aegonar.
Oh, well.
Mazael yanked Lion from its sheath and kicked his spurs into his mount. The horse surged forward, and the Aegonar leader howled and ran at Mazael, sword raised, but Mazael was faster. Lion blurred, and the Aegonar collapsed, the left side of his helmet a bloody crater. 
Darkness flickered, and Molly appeared behind the charging Aegonar. Her blades flashed, and one of the warriors fell dead. She cut the throat of another warrior before the others realized their peril and turned to face her. 
Their delay let Mazael crash his horse into the Aegonar line. One of the men went down beneath his mount's steel-shod hooves, and he swung Lion in a high arc, killing another Aegonar. Molly moved with speed, disappearing in a swirl of darkness, only to reappear in the midst of the Aegonar, her sword and dagger dealing death.
The remaining Aegonar turned to flee. Riothamus lifted his staff, a blaze of golden light flaring in its sigils, and the ground beneath the Aegonar rippled. The earth turned to mud beneath their feet, making them trip and stumble. Most of the men fled, but one sank to his knees in the mud, unable to escape.
"Good trick," said Molly, breathing hard. 
"Thank you," said Riothamus, the glow fading from his staff.
Mazael dropped from his saddle and walked towards the Aegonar, the Demonsouled rage thundering in his head. He reached the edge of the mud, and the Aegonar glared at him, raising his axe to hew at Mazael's leg.
Mazael's boot met the Aegonar's wrist with a crunch of bone. The warrior bellowed in pain, and the axe sank into the mud with a wet plop. 
"You," said Mazael, "are going to answer some questions."

###

As it happened, the warrior proved more than happy to answer Mazael's questions. 
Molly listened as the Aegonar warrior boasted to Mazael. The Aegonar, the warrior claimed, had turned to the worship of the San-keth, converted by the Heralds of Sepharivaim. At the command of the serpent god, they sailed from their homeland to conquer the world in the name of Sepharivaim. Their High King, Agantyr, would smash the Prince of Barellion, and the High Priest Korvager and his seidjars (apparently some sort of wizard-priests) would shatter the walls of Barellion with their arts.
"All men will worship great Sepharivaim," said the Aegonar, sneering. "But all shall serve the Aegonar, for we are the chosen of the serpent god. And those who deny the serpent god shall be our slaves forevermore." He spat in the mud. "Slay me if you will, golden warrior, but you shall be overcome in..."
"Yes, shut up," said Mazael, turning away from the Aegonar. "We are leaving.  That mud should dry out eventually. Leave us in peace and you shall live. Follow us and die. The choice is yours." 
He climbed into the saddle and steered his horse back to the road. Molly followed him, Riothamus riding at her side. 
"Well?" she said.
Mazael looked back at her. "Well what?"
"What are we going to do about the Aegonar?" said Molly. 
"Avoid them, if we can," said Mazael. "They're not our concern. We're here to find that archpriest." 
"That may not be possible," said Riothamus. "These 'Heralds' of Sepharivaim sound like San-keth clerics. The archpriest may well be among them."
Mazael rode in silence for a moment, head bowed.
"Clever of the San-keth, isn't it?" he said at last. "Their proselytes are despised in this realm. But if they found some barbarian nation and converted it gradually, over the course of centuries, they would have an entire nation of devoted followers. Followers they could use as they pleased."
Molly scowled. "A curious coincidence. Malaric of Barellion tries to kill you with the venom of an archpriest...and a few weeks later an army of serpent-worshipping Aegonar arrive in Greycoast." 
"Perhaps he hopes to use the Aegonar to seize the throne of Barellion for himself," said Riothamus.
"If so, he is an even bigger fool than I thought," said Mazael. "If that fellow in the mud is typical of the Aegonar, they're not the sort to be easily ruled." 
"Malaric is that big a fool," said Molly. "I knew him when he took refuge with the Skulls. He will not scruple at anything, if he thinks it will gain him power. He would ally himself with the Aegonar if he thought it would gain him the throne of Barellion."
"Aye," said Mazael. He drew out the compass and gazed at the glowing needle. Molly watched her father think. She had seen him do this before, in the moment before battle, drawing up his thoughts before he issued commands to his vassals and knights. 
At last he closed his eyes, nodded to himself, and put the compass away.
"The Aegonar," said Mazael, "are simply another obstacle. These are Prince Everard Chalsain's lands. He's a crusty old tyrant, but he's a capable commander, and he can deal with the Aegonar. Greycoast is his responsibility, but Romaria is mine. We will find the archpriest, even if he is in the heart of the Aegonar host. If possible, we'll avoid the Aegonar. But if they get in our way, then we'll have to fight." 
"Well," said Molly, "what are we waiting for?"
They rode on.

###

That afternoon they came to the village of Eben's Hold, and Mazael realized they might not be able to avoid fighting.
The village swarmed with Aegonar warriors. At least two hundred of them, and they had taken over the fortified manor house at the village's heart. They had also constructed wooden watchtowers at either end of the village, and Aegonar manned the towers, keeping watch over the village's peasants. 
Peasants that were still alive.
Unlike Monk's Rest, Eben's Hold had not been destroyed. Mazael saw men and women working in the fields, while others went about their tasks in the village. They worked with their heads down, scurrying like mice around the Aegonar...but they were still alive. 
"Seidjar," said Riothamus.
Mazael, Riothamus, and Molly crouched atop a hill overlooking the village, hidden from sight by the hill's trees and boulders. They had left their horses on the far side of the hill, and crept up the slopes to spy upon the Aegonar.
"Where?" said Mazael. 
Riothamus pointed. Mazael saw a pair of men standing at the edge of the village, their heads shaved, bronze diadems on their heads and bronze rings encircling their arms. 
"Both of them possess magic," said Riothamus. "And a fair amount of it, too. Enough to make a fight of it." 
"Why didn't the Aegonar destroy the village?" said Molly.
"They must have surrendered," said Mazael. 
"Ragnachar did the same," said Riothamus, "when the Tervingi still lived in the middle lands. When he attacked a hold, if the inhabitants submitted, he spared their lives and properties, though they had to pay heavy tribute. If they defied him, he destroyed the village, slew the men, and took the women and children into slavery." 
"Speaking of slaves, they've got prisoners," said Mazael.
In a meadow south of the village, several hundred men sat on the ground, guarded by a score of Aegonar warriors. A large pile of weapons and armor lay heaped nearby. A seidjar stood at the edge of the prisoners, watching a grey-haired man in a black coat.
"The one in the black coat is a wizard," said Riothamus. "That seidjar is keeping him from working a spell." 
Mazael nodded. He scratched his jaw, thinking.
"We could go around them," said Molly.
"I doubt it," said Mazael. "Whoever commands those Aegonar has the wit to send out patrols. We can't get past them without a fight. And even if we get past them, we'll only run into more Aegonar. More than we can fight on our own." 
They had seen evidence of a massive Aegonar host - roads churned into mud beneath marching boots, razed villages, fields plucked bare of crops to feed an army. The warrior trapped in the mud had not been boasting. The Aegonar had come to Greycoast, and they had come to conquer. 
"Then what shall we do?" said Riothamus. "For all your prowess, the two of you are not invincible. Two hundred Aegonar warriors and three wizards are beyond our combined skills."
"Might be," murmured Mazael. "If we fought fairly."
He gazed at the village for a moment, his eyes roaming over the prisoners. There were at least four hundred men, maybe five hundred, no doubt captured from the armsmen and militia of the local lords and knights. 
Five hundred prisoners guarded by two hundred made for some interesting possibilities. 
"Riothamus," said Mazael, "could you handle those seidjar?"
"Most likely," said Riothamus, "if I have gauged their strength correctly. Though I cannot kill them."
"No need for that," said Mazael. "There are ways to neutralize a man without killing him. This is what we are going to do."
Molly and Riothamus leaned close to listen. 

###

A few hours later the sun set, and Molly prepared herself. 
Her Demonsouled blood sang within her. Since settling at Castle Cravenlock, she had fought in numerous battles. But she was an assassin, not a warrior, and as much as she struggled to contain her Demonsouled nature, she was still an assassin.
And she was good at it.
"Ready?" said Riothamus. 
Molly nodded, and Riothamus lifted a hand. Blue light glimmered around his fingertips, and Molly's vision swam with gray mist. When it cleared she could see in the dark much more clearly than before. 
"It won't last long," said Riothamus. "But it will give you an edge over the Aegonar."
Molly nodded, peering down at the village and the bonfire in the square. "Something's got them riled up." The Aegonar warriors seemed on edge, and bands of them patrolled the edge of the village.
"I suspect," said Mazael, "the Aegonar who escaped our little fight have made their way to Eben's Hold, and reported that enemies are loose in the countryside." He grinned, his eyes glinting as they reflecting the bonfire. "Just as well. A little panic and confusion will aid us."
"And I, Father," said Molly, drawing her weapons, "am very good at sowing confusion and panic." 
She stepped into the shadows.
Molly reappeared atop the roof of a house and looked around. The Aegonar below her spoke in low voices, but no one had noticed her yet.
No one ever looked up.
She squinted at the crude platform atop the nearest watchtower.
A quick stride through the shadows took her there, the village spread out beneath her. The Aegonar sentry stood before her, leaning on the railing, hand raised to cover a yawn. 
Molly slammed a hand over his mouth and cut his throat. After a moment his struggles subsided, and Molly leaned him against the railing. Anyone who looked up would only see a dark silhouette. Sooner or later someone might notice the blood, but by then the Aegonar would have bigger problems. 
She strode back into the shadows, reappeared on another rooftop, and examined the second watchtower. A moment later she killed the second sentry, leaving his corpse propped against the tower's railing. 
Which meant no one would see her next move. 
Molly walked the shadows to the bonfire in the center of the village's square. A quick tug, and she pulled a burning brand from the flames. Before any of the nearby Aegonar spotted her, she fell back into the shadows and reappeared atop the manor house. The fortified house had been built of stone, with narrow windows and reinforced doors, but the roof and interior had been built constructed from wooden timbers. 
Molly hurried along the roof, setting fires here and there, and then walked the shadows to the bedroom on the house's second floor. It had its own fireplace, already lit, and an enormous bed. No doubt it had once belonged to whatever knight or lord had held Eben's Rest. 
Molly tugged the blankets from the bed and dumped them into the fireplace, letting them trail across the wooden floor. The blankets went up at once, the fire spreading into the floorboards. Molly strode back into the shadows, reappeared atop the roof to make sure the fire was spreading, and then walked the shadows back to the northern watchtower. 
Within moments the flames erupted from the house, and cries of alarm went up from the Aegonar warriors.
Molly settled in to wait. 

###

"There," said Mazael, watching as the flames rose from the manor house. "Molly's quite the force of destruction when she sets her mind to it."
"You're sure about this?" said Riothamus.
"Yes," said Mazael. "Watch the other seidjar. If they try to interfere, stop them." 
Riothamus nodded and set himself, the Guardian's staff in his right hand. Mazael drew Lion and descended the hill, unconcerned about the fire's light reflecting off his blade or dragon's scale armor. He saw the Aegonar patrols rushing back into the village, swords drawn.
Mazael strode to the meadow with the prisoners. Most of the guards had left to deal with the fire, but the seidjar remained, scowling at the gray-haired man in the wizard's coat. Mazael picked up his pace. If he could get to the seidjar and kill the Aegonar priest with one solid blow...
The seidjar whirled, eyes wide beneath his serpent diadem, and began casting a spell. Mazael broke into a sprint, and a ripple of surprise went through the prisoners. 
The seidjar raised a hand, and a serpent of purple light burst from his fingers and plunged into Mazael's chest, passing through his armor as if it did not exist. Mazael screamed in pain, stumbling as the ghostly serpent's coils wrapped tight around his heart, draining life and heat from him...
But his Demonsouled blood exploded in rage, filling his heart with power, and Mazael surged forward. The seidjar's blinked in surprise, hands coming up for another spell, but Mazael plunged Lion into his foe's chest. The Aegonar wizard sagged, eyes bulging, and Mazael kicked the dead man from his blade. 
The prisoners stared at him, shocked. 
The man in the black wizard's coat rose, dusting off his sleeves with offended dignity. "I thank you, sir knight." He glared at the dead seidjar. "That miscreant kept my powers at bay with his barbarous arts. A crude method, but effective."
"Ha!" said another prisoner, a younger man with curly brown hair. "His magic was simply stronger than yours." 
"Who are you?" said Mazael, pulling a dagger from the seidjar's belt and handing it to the black-coated wizard.
The wizard went to work cutting the ropes binding the prisoners. "I am Maurus, a master wizard of the wizards' brotherhood, and this insolent rogue is Sir Philip Montigard. We are both in the service of Prince Everard of Barellion, and came north with Sir Hugh Chalsain to guard Castle Stormsea and its villages from the runedead."
"Instead," said Montigard, grunting as he stood, "we encountered the Aegonar." 
"Is Sir Hugh among you?" said Mazael. A son of the Prince might prove useful in gaining Everard's help against the Aegonar, especially once the Prince knew that Malaric had allied himself with the San-keth. 
"Unfortunately, no," said Maurus. "The Aegonar ambushed us at Prince's Rest, a village a day and a half journey's northwest of here. By the time we cut our way free, the Aegonar had taken Sir Hugh prisoner."
"We pursued them," said Montigard, "and found ourselves surrounded this morning, and had no choice but to surrender. The Aegonar brought us here with some other prisoners they had taken - local militia, mostly." He spat. "I suspect they planned to offer us up as a sacrifice to the serpent god. A poor choice - I would make an unpleasant meal." 
"This not a joking matter!" snapped Maurus. He turned back to Mazael. "Sir knight, I assume your men are responsible for the fire that drew off the Aegonar guards? You have our thanks. Might we know your name?"
"I am no one you need remember," said Mazael. "I have my own business. I seek to kill a particular San-keth cleric, an archpriest of great power. Have you seen him with the Aegonar?"
Maurus and Montigard exchanged a look. 
"No," said Maurus. "For all that the Aegonar babble about Sepharivaim, we have seen no San-keth among them. But the Aegonar speak of someone named the Herald of Sepharivaim traveling with their High King. That Herald might be the one you..."
Shouts of alarm rang up from the village.
The Aegonar had discovered the escape.

###

Molly tensed, her weapons ready. 
The Aegonar realized the fire had been only a diversion, and began running for their prisoners. A dozen different men bellowed orders, but most of the Aegonar headed for the meadow. Molly watched them, looking for their leader.

###

Montigard and Maurus and a score of other men shouted at once.
"Silence!" roared Mazael, and they stared at him. "Form up! A shield wall, facing the Aegonar! Now, you fools! Now!" 
He had been commanding men in battle for a long time, and perhaps the sheer rage in his voice drove them to obey. The men hastened into a shield wall, swords and spears at the ready.
A boiling mass of enraged Aegonar poured from the village.
"You, you, you!" said Mazael, pointing. "Get the weapons to the rest of the men. You, you! Make sure everyone is cut loose! Move!"
He turned to face the Aegonar, shield on his left arm, Lion ready in his right. 
And as he did, he saw a flare of purple light in the village as the remaining seidjar began casting a spell.

###

"Seidjar!" screamed an Aegonar warrior in ornate armor. "Work your arts! The rest of you, get the prisoners before..."
Molly jumped over the watchtower's railing, dropping into the shadows. 
She reappeared behind the Aegonar commander and drove her sword into a gap in his armor. The Aegonar fell to his knees with a bellow of agony, and the nearby warriors turned. The seidjar spun, the purple flames around their hands brightening. 
Molly smiled, waved, and stepped into the shadows. 
She reappeared in the midst of the charging Aegonar, and her sword flashed out, hamstringing one of the warriors. Before the others even noticed she slipped back into the shadows, reappearing a dozen yards away to strike at another man. 
Her Demonsouled blood thrummed within her, and she gave herself to the fight.

###

Riothamus saw the flare of purple light as the seidjar began their spells, felt the surge of their magical power. They were strong, and he suspected they had considerable skill.
But they could not match the raw power of the Guardian's staff.
The seidjar raised their hands, purple light flaring, and Riothamus cast a spell.
A wall of gray mist billowed up as the seidjar conjured a giant serpent of purple flame. Riothamus swept the staff before him, and the mist hardened into a wall of ice. The serpent struck it, and both the serpent into the ice shattered into a thousand glittering pieces. 
The seidjar began casting spells at him, but Riothamus swept the staff before him again. The fragments of ice dissolved into swirling gray mist that poured over the seidjar, and the Aegonar wizards collapsed to their knees, coughing and hacking. 
Then the mist vanished, and they toppled to the ground, asleep.

###

"Hold!" shouted Mazael as the Aegonar charged. "Hold, damn you!"
The men shifted, their armor creaking.
But they did not run. 
The ragged Aegonar charge crashed into the shield wall. 
Mazael attacked the nearest Aegonar, and a blow from Lion creased the warrior's helm and sent him tumbling to the ground. Another Aegonar bellowed and came at him, and Mazael caught the blow on his shield, twisted, and slammed Lion's pommel into the man's face. The Aegonar stumbled, and Mazael killed him with a single blow. 
The Aegonar struggled against the shield wall as Mazael killed and killed. He saw flickers of darkness, caught glimpses of Molly as she danced through the Aegonar. Montigard shouted encouragement to the struggling men, wielding his sword with vigorous strokes. Maurus cast a spell, and a pool of gray mist swirled in the midst of the melee. Misshapen spirit-beasts sprang from the mist, creatures that looked like wolves with spikes on their spines and legs, and the beasts tore into the Aegonar with ghastly shrieks. 
An Aegonar axe slammed into Mazael's chest. The golden dragon scales turned the blade, but the sheer force of the blow cracked several ribs. He staggered back with a growl of pain and caught the next blow on his shield, splinters flying from the wood. The Aegonar brought back his axe for another strike, and Mazael surged forward with a bellow of rage.
The Aegonar fell to the ground, blood leaking from his torn throat. 
The crimson haze of Demonsouled rage fell upon Mazael, and he tore through the Aegonar, killing with every blow. Time and time again they struck him, but his armor stopped their weapons, and his Demonsouled blood healed his torn flesh and cracked bones. He laughed as he slew, the madness of battle filling him, and Lion felt like a living thing in his hand...
And then there were no more foes left to slay.
Most of the Aegonar lay slain upon the meadow. The rest fled to the west, running as fast as their legs could carry them. Darkness swirled, and Molly appeared besides Mazael, her blades and armor spattered with blood, her eyes shining with the same eagerness he felt. He wanted to chase down the Aegonar and kill every last one of them...
Instead he forced himself to shout, "Hold! I said hold! Run after them and they'll tear you to pieces!" 
The liberated knights, armsmen, and militiamen stopped. Some lay dead upon the ground, but not nearly as many as the Aegonar. The enemy would be back, though. Mazael had to lead the men to a new location, to secure supplies. Or he could hit the Aegonar again, and vanish into the countryside when they struck back...
He blinked. He was thinking like a lord, but these were not his men. He had no right to command them...
"The golden knight!" someone shouted. "Victory for the golden knight!"
Mazael blinked and looked down at himself.
At his armor of golden dragon scales. 
By the time he looked up the cheer had spread to the rest of the freed prisoners.
"The golden knight! The golden knight! The golden knight!" 
Apparently, they were his men to command after all.

###

The sun rose as Riothamus watched Mazael confer with Sir Philip Montigard, Sir Edgar Tallbarth, Maurus, and the other captains outside of the village. Behind them the men prepared themselves for a journey, arraying themselves with arms and armor and reclaiming the horses the Aegonar had captured. 
"Amazing," said Riothamus to Molly. "They've known him less than a day, but they're ready to follow him into battle."
Molly laughed. "Well, we did free them. And that's what Father does." 
"So you think that Malaric is behind this invasion?" said Maurus. 
"Almost certainly," said Mazael. He had not given his name to Sir Hugh's men, who referred to him simply as the Golden Knight. "I have my own business with Malaric and his San-keth masters. I suspect the Aegonar invaded Greycoast at Malaric's invitation, and he plans to use them to seize Barellion for himself." 
Maurus scowled. "I knew Malaric when he still lived in the Prince's Keep. I would expect this sort of treachery from him." 
"I have business with Malaric," said Mazael, "but so do you. We can help each other. You want Sir Hugh back...and I want Malaric's San-keth master." 
"A solid basis for an alliance, sir," said Sir Edgar. "What do you propose?"
"It is simple enough," said Mazael. "We make the Aegonar howl." 
The men smiled at that.
"Your scouts, Sir Edgar, report that the Aegonar are preparing to move south," said Mazael. "That means we'll be behind their lines. They will leave light forces behind to secure their conquests and watch over their slaves."
"Barracks sweepers," said Montigard. "Assuming the Aegonar even have barracks."
"We will move from village to village and hit the Aegonar," said Mazael. "I'm sure the Aegonar have made themselves unpopular masters, and the peasants will likely aid us once we rid them of the Aegonar. My wizard can watch for scouts, and my daughter will eliminate them."
A shudder went through the men, and Molly smirked. Tales of Molly's exploits during the battle had spread, and any amusement the men might have felt at seeing a woman with a sword had vanished the first time they had seen Molly walk through the shadows. 
"We will also try rescue your Sir Hugh," said Mazael. "Either way, we will make a great deal of trouble for the Aegonar. If the Aegonar send forces to deal with us, that will weaken their main force before they face Prince Everard. If they ignore us, we can cut off their supplies...and weaken them before they face Prince Everard." 
"A solid plan," said Maurus. 
"Good," said Mazael. "I suggest we get to work."
They hastened to carry out his bidding.
"He could conquer the world, if he wished," said Riothamus.
Molly frowned at him. "What do you mean?" 
"A day ago, those men were beaten prisoners," said Riothamus. "Now he has turned them into an army. They don't even know his name, and some of them think you're a devil, but they are ready to follow him nonetheless."
Molly shrugged. "We're Demonsouled, Riothamus. This is what we do. Fight, destroy, and conquer. And my father is better at it than most." Her voice grew softer. "He could conquer the world, if he wished. He could make himself the Destroyer and throw down the kingdoms of men. But he won't. He wants to save Romaria. And if he has to drive the Aegonar back into the sea to do that...so be it." 

###

In the next five days, Mazael's force struck six villages held by the Aegonar. As he predicted, even the villages that had sworn to worship Sepharivaim had quickly grown weary of their new masters, and eagerly furnished supplies to the Prince's men. The Aegonar had taken numerous prisoners, and the freed men eagerly joined the Golden Knight.
By the end of the five days, Mazael's ragtag force had grown to three thousand knights, armsmen, and militiamen, and he had in mind to hunt larger prey. 







Chapter 26 - The True Prince

Hugh awoke. 
He sat up with a grunt, trying to get comfortable. He had been imprisoned in this tent for the better part of a week. Despite all their talk about making him into a figurehead Prince, neither Skalatan nor Agantyr had spoken with him since. Perhaps they planned to let him stew in doubt and fear until he accepted their offer. 
Because the fear never stopped gnawing at him. 
What were the Aegonar doing?
For days there had been constant noise – the shouts of men, the sound of blacksmiths’ hammers, the rumble of carts and the whinnying of horses. Yesterday there had been a great tumult – the sound of thousands of marching boots and the thunder of drums. 
The Aegonar host had gone to war.
Hugh struggled against the ropes around his ankles and wrists, cursing under his breath. His city and his people were under attack from a horde of serpent-worshiping barbarians, and he was trapped in this damned tent. Worse, if Skalatan had told the truth, Barellion lay in Malaric’s bloodstained hands. 
And still worse, Adelaide was in Malaric’s power. The thought of what he might do to her filled Hugh with terror, and he had not stopped looking for a way to escape.
But no opportunity had presented itself. 
But with the departure of the Aegonar host, Hugh thought his chance might have come. The only Aegonar he had seen since the march had been a single sour-faced old man who brought his meals. Hugh suspected the best warriors had marched south, leaving the old and the injured to watch over their camps. 
Which meant his best chance to escape had come. If he could get loose from the ropes and overpower his guard, he could sneak out of the camp, make his way south to Barellion, and find a way to deal with Malaric before his murderous folly handed Greycoast to the Aegonar. 
The tent flap rustled, and Hugh sat up. If the old guard came alone, Hugh might have a chance to overpower him, seize his weapon, and cut the ropes loose. 
It was a risk. But he had to take action.
The tent flap opened, and someone Hugh had never seen before stepped inside.

###

Mazael sat atop his horse and waited. 
His ragged little army, now over four thousand strong, camped in a patch of woods east of the Bannered Forest. The Aegonar would have detected the approach of such a large force, but Riothamus and Maurus located the Aegonar scouts with ease, and Molly and Sir Edgar’s riders dispatched the scouts before they reported back to the Aegonar commanders. 
Which meant Mazael had been able to take the Aegonar unawares again and again. 
He pulled the compass from its case and looked at the glowing needle. The needle now pointed to the southwest. Sir Edgar suspected the main Aegonar host marched south, and it seemed that the San-keth archpriest, the Herald of the Sepharivaim, was with them. 
Mazael was so close. He wanted to abandon the others and ride for the Aegonar and find the archpriest. But that was folly. He was Demonsouled, a child of the Old Demon…but he was still mortal.
Even he could not fight an entire army and win. And if he failed, Romaria would remain in her deathlike sleep forever. 
To take the archpriest’s blood, he needed to defeat the Aegonar. And to defeat the Aegonar, he needed to save Greycoast. 
He returned the compass to his belt and took a deep breath, the pain throbbing in his limbs. Gods, but he was sick of the pain. It was better than it had been, but he hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep since leaving Castle Cravenlock. 
Little wonder Morebeth had not appeared to him for days, he thought with dark amusement. Perhaps he was simply too exhausted for her spirit to communicate with him. 
Hooves drummed against the earth, and Mazael looked up. Sir Edgar Tallbarth and Riothamus rode towards him, followed by Maurus. The men feared Molly, but they had come to respect Riothamus and his power to heal wounds and injuries. 
“It’s a camp, sir knight,” said Edgar. The man looked like a brigand, but he was one of the best scouts Mazael had seen. “A large one, too…but it’s mostly dismantled. I think the main strength of the Aegonar rested here, and then marched south a day or two past.”
“How many men remain?” said Mazael.
“Eight hundred or so,” said Edgar. “Old men, the injured, and boys. The wizards say no seidjar or ulfhednar are in the camp.”
Mazael nodded. “They’ll need their best men if they’re to take the walls of Barellion.” 
“They have prisoners,” said Riothamus, “and a goodly store of supplies, as well.”
“Good,” said Mazael. “Then at one stroke, we shall add men to our force and deprive the foe of food.”
“You have a plan, sir?” said Maurus. 
“Aye,” said Mazael. “You and the Guardian will locate their sentries, and my daughter shall kill them. The horsemen will circle the camp, while Montigard leads the footmen and the archers in a direct attack. Once they’re engaged, I shall take the horsemen and charge from behind. Does anyone object to this plan?”
No one did.
“Good,” said Mazael. “Prepare the men for battle.” 

###

Hugh blinked in surprise. 
The Aegonar was tall and lean. A slender sword and a dagger rested at his belt, different than the usual broadswords and heavy axes of the Aegonar, and the man’s lank hair hung in a curtain over his face. Cold eyes examined Hugh for a moment, and he saw two other men behind the Aegonar. 
“You,” said the Aegonar at last, “you are Sir Hugh Chalsain?”
“I am,” said Hugh. “Who the devil are you? More of Ryntald’s yapping dogs?”
The Aegonar’s lip curled in a sneer. “No one that need concern you. Come. The serpents want you.”
He beckoned, and the other two men came into the tent, cut the ropes loose, and hauled Hugh to his feet. 

###

Molly had to give the Aegonar credit for vigilance.
They were deep in Aegonar-controlled territory, and no word had reached the enemy of Mazael’s depredations to the east. Yet the Aegonar commander had still put out six sentries, watching the road, the woods, and the Bannered Forest for any signs of attack. 
But Riothamus and Maurus could tell her exactly where the sentries were.
Molly strode into the shadows, sword and dagger in hand. 
A few moments later she returned, blood dripping from her weapons. Mazael and his captains awaited her. 
“It’s done,” she said. 
Mazael and Riothamus nodded, but the other men seemed uneasy. Like the Tervingi, they had taken to calling her the Lady of the Shadows, and they regarded her with fear. Except for Philip Montigard, who looked at her with something like worshipful lust. Had he not seen Riothamus call down lightning and summon volleys of razor-edged ice, Molly suspected the knight would have done his best to seduce her.
That would have been entertaining. But Mazael might take it ill if she started killing his men.
“Did they have a chance to send any warning?” said Mazael.
Molly rolled her eyes. “Of course not, Father. But I suggest you rouse yourself to attack. Sooner or later someone will notice the sentries are dead.” 
“Sound counsel,” said Mazael. He raised his voice. “Move out! Daughter, you know what to do.” 
Molly sighed. Riothamus led her horse over, and Molly climbed into the saddle. She was not a knight or an armsman, and fighting in the battle line would be a waste of her power. Instead she would walk through the shadows, striking behind the lines of the enemy and sowing chaos.
She just wished she didn’t have to ride the damned horse.
“If we live through this and return home,” said Riothamus, grunting, “I am never laying eyes upon another horse.”
“You speak poetry to me,” said Molly.

###

Hugh blinked as the three Aegonar led him into the camp. 
His eyes adjusted to the brightness, and he looked around. He did not see very many Aegonar nearby. He supposed most of the men had marched south to defeat Malaric, leaving only a few hundred guards to watch the camp. He saw heaped sacks of grain, carts laden with crops, even several milling herds of cows and pigs. Agantyr and Ryntald must have ordered foraging parties to scour the countryside, bringing tribute of food and cattle from the conquered villages.
“This way, sir knight,” said the lead Aegonar, beckoning towards a row of empty carts. 
Hugh frowned, wondering if he could make a break for it. But the three Aegonar surrounded him in a triangle. If he tried to run, they would cut him down. And even if he got away, they would only sound the alarm.
No. He had to be patient.
But there was something peculiar about the three Aegonar.
They did not speak with an Aegonar accent, and their weapons were wrong. They seemed ill at ease, their eyes scanning the carts and the supplies for threats. 
And none of the Aegonar had ever called Hugh “sir knight.”
He followed them, watching for any sign of an attack. 
Shouts rang out from the east.
The Aegonar spun as a mass of footmen and archers charged out of the woods to the east, bellowing at the top of their lungs. Aegonar warriors sprinted out of the tents, rushing to meet the threat. Hugh looked at the attackers, and his eyes grew wide.
Those were his men!
A sudden surge of hope shot through Hugh. 
“Damn it,” said the Aegonar on his left. “We’re out of time, Barth.”
Hugh blinked. Barth was not an Aegonar name.
“Then we work quickly,” said Barth. “Take him.”
Before Hugh could react, the other two men seized his arms and dragged him after Barth.

###

Mazael set his helm upon his head, checked the straps of his shield, and drew Lion in his right hand.
He watched the battle rage. The eight hundred Aegonar were the dregs of the enemy host, but they fought with ferocious tenacity, holding their own against Montigard’s armsmen. The Aegonar would lose in the end, but Mazael wondered how long they could hold out.
He didn’t intend to find out.
His Demonsouled blood thrummed, pushing the pain at bay, eager to begin the killing. 
“Now!” said Mazael. “Sound the charge!”
One of Montigard’s standardbearers blew a blast on his war horn, and the other standardbearers followed suit. Mazael kicked his horse, and the beast surged forward with an excited whinny. 
“The Golden Knight!” the horsemen shouted. “The Golden Knight and Barellion!” 

###

The three men led Hugh around one of the wagons, out of sight of the battle.
“You’re not really Aegonar,” said Hugh, “are you?” 
Barth grinned. “Oh, very good. No, sir knight, we’re not Aegonar at all.”
“Then you’ve come to rescue me?” said Hugh.
The men laughed. 
“In a manner of speaking,” said Barth, drawing his sword. 
A cold chill shot through Hugh.
“You’re Skulls,” he said as the realization came to him. “Malaric killed my father and brothers, but that wasn’t enough for him. He had to make sure he killed us all. So he sent you to kill me. Even though I was captured by the Aegonar.”
“We had,” said Barth, “a devil of a time finding you.” His grin widened. “But, no worries, sir knight. We’ll bring your body back to Barellion. The Prince will mourn his fallen half-brother, slain while nobly fighting the Aegonar. Perhaps you’ll even get a nice marble tomb out of it.” 
“I can pay you more,” said Hugh. 
“Doubt it,” said Barth. “Take…”
Hugh threw himself at the man on the right, slamming the assassin against the parked wagon. The Skull lost his balance, and Hugh took off running. 
Or he would have, had he not tripped and fallen upon his face. He tried to stand up, but a boot slammed into his back, driving him to the ground.
“For the gods’ sake!” snapped Barth. “Just cut off his damned head. We can always say the Aegonar did it.”
Hugh heard the rasp of a sword leaving its scabbard.

###

Molly stepped out of the shadows and saw a trio of Aegonar leading away Malaric himself.
For a moment she froze in astonishment, and then her reflexes took over, and she reached for the dark fire within her. One quick stride through the shadows, and she would deal with the miserable scoundrel. Malaric might have stolen Demonsouled power, but that would not save him if Molly cut out his heart…
She blinked. 
It was not Malaric, but a younger man who resembled him, with the same curly blond hair and bright green eyes. He looked dirty and tired, his clothes ragged and stained as if he had been held prisoner.
The realization clicked.
She had just found Sir Hugh Chalsain. 
Another realization came to her.
The men with him were not Aegonar. 
They were Skulls.
She recognized the leader. Barth was a competent swordsman and a better infiltrator. Malaric must have sent them to kill Hugh. But why bother? If Malaric was allied with the Aegonar, why not have them kill Hugh? 
Hugh turned to run, and the Aegonar knocked him to the ground. 

###

Hugh struggled to rise, but he could not force the boot off his back. 
Gods, he wished he could have seen Adelaide one last time…
Then he saw a swirl of darkness. A man screamed, and the boot vanished from Hugh's back. Hugh rolled to the side as the Skull collapsed to the ground, his throat a bloody ruin.
He turned his head, and saw the woman. 
She was slender, clad in close-fitting wool and dark leather, a sword and a dagger made from a giant fang in her hands. She had shoulder-length brown hair, and her gray eyes were wide with some emotion halfway between battle fury and manic glee. 
“You!” spat Barth, face darkening with fury.
“Yes, me,” said the woman, spinning the dagger in her left hand. “Eloquent as ever, Barth.” 
“Kill her!” roared Barth. “The First Dagger will reward us for her head!”
Barth and the remaining Skull charged the woman, but darkness swirled around her and she vanished. Hugh blinked in astonishment. Had she used some sort of spell to disappear? Or had…
A heartbeat later he heard a scream, and the second Skull pitched into the dirt. 
Barth whirled in a circle, sword and dagger held out before him. 
Hugh got to his knees and drew a dagger from the belt of the dead assassin.
“Face me!” roared Barth. “I know your little disappearing trick! Come out and face me…”
He kept spinning, which gave Hugh an excellent opportunity to throw the dagger. The blade sank into Barth’s thigh, and the assassin stumbled with a bellow of pain. The woman appeared behind him in a swirl of darkness, her sword and dagger plunging into his back. 
“Sloppy as ever, Barth,” said the woman, kicking him off her weapons.

###

Molly wiped the blood from her blades, watching Hugh.
He stared back at her with a good deal of wariness. Considering that he had just seen her kill three men, that was to be expected. 
“Whoever you are,” said Hugh at last, getting to his feet with a grunt, “you have superb timing.”
Molly shrugged. “It’s a gift, really.” 
“Thank you,” said Hugh. “You saved my life.”
“You have better manners than Malaric,” said Molly. 
His eyes narrowed. “You know that murderous dog?”
“Better than I would like,” said Molly. “I used to be a sister of the Skulls.”
He took an alarmed step back.
“Oh, don’t worry,” said Molly. “If I was here to kill you I would have done it already. Besides, I’m here to kill Malaric.”
Hugh hesitated. “I am Sir Hugh Chalsain. Might I know your name?”
“Perhaps,” said Molly, “if my father wishes you to know it.”
“Your father?” said Hugh. “Who is he?”
Molly opened her mouth to answer…and the ground began to shake. She turned and saw the horsemen sweep through the camp and smash into the Aegonar. Caught between the footmen and the horsemen, the Aegonar crumbled. Molly saw Mazael in the thick of it, his dragon’s scale armor flashing in the sun, striking left and right with Lion.
“The golden knight?” said Hugh. “That golden knight is your father?” 
“It appears,” said Molly, “you’ll get to meet him sooner than you thought.”

###

Once again, the Aegonar refused to surrender. 
Only the old and the injured might have been left to defend the camp, but they fought to the last man. Mazael would have preferred to take prisoners, but the Aegonar gave him no such luxury. In the end they broke and ran, and he sent horsemen to run them down. 
He pulled off his helm and wiped sweat from his hair, looking over the carnage of the battlefield. 
“Montigard!” he called. “Send some men to check the wounded and get them to the Guardian. And…”
But Montigard was not listening. 
“Sir Hugh!” shouted Montigard, a wide grin on his face. 
Mazael saw Molly walking from the camp. Next to her strode a young man in ragged clothing, his face tight with exhaustion. Yet Mazael saw the family resemblance to Malaric at once.
They had finally found Sir Hugh Chalsain. 
“Montigard!” said Hugh, grinning back. “You made it out of Prince’s Rest.”
“Aye, Sir Hugh,” said Montigard. “But it was a near thing. And we were captured a few days after. If not for the Golden Knight, I have no doubt we would have been slain upon an altar to the serpent god.”
Hugh’s green eyes shifted to Mazael.
“I thank you, sir knight, for my freedom,” said Hugh. “Your arrival was most timely.”
Mazael nodded. “We’ve been seeking you, Sir Hugh. I hope we can make common cause with your father against the Aegonar.”
Hugh closed his eyes. “My father is dead. Malaric murdered him and seized Barellion for himself.”
Mazael frowned. He had not expected that, but perhaps he should have. He had thought Malaric would use the Aegonar to conquer Greycoast, but with his Demonsouled power, Malaric might have decided to wipe out the entire House of Chalsain and claim Barellion for himself.
“There were Skulls after him,” said Molly. “Another few minutes and they would killed him.”
Mazael nodded. “Go find the Guardian and ask him to join us.” He looked at Hugh. “We need to speak, sir knight.”
Hugh nodded.

###

A short time later Mazael, Molly, Riothamus, and Hugh withdrew to the woods at the edge of the camp, leaving the aftermath from the battle in the hands of Maurus and Montigard. Hugh’s men had greeted him gladly, even joyfully, and Mazael watched their reactions with interest. The young man had been a capable leader, even if he had been defeated. 
That was good, since Mazael intended to make him the Prince of Barellion. 
“Do not think me ungrateful for your help,” said Hugh. “Without your timely arrival, the Skulls would have slain me. But I would know your name, sir knight.”
Mazael nodded. “That is fair. I am Mazael Cravenlock.”
That took Hugh aback.
“Mazael Cravenlock?” he said at last. “The man who destroyed the Dominiar Order?”
“I didn’t do it by myself,” said Mazael. “I had twenty thousand men with me at the time.” He gestured at the others. “This is my daughter Molly, and her betrothed Riothamus, the Guardian of the Tervingi nation.” 
“I thank you for your aid,” said Hugh with a bow. “Though…the Grim Marches are a long way from here, my lord. What brings you to Greycoast?”
“To put it simply,” said Mazael, “I’m here to kill Malaric.”
“A worthy goal,” said Hugh. “Though might I ask why?”
“I’ve crossed swords with the San-keth in the past,” said Mazael. “Apparently, they convinced Malaric to kill me. He failed, but in the process he poisoned my wife, and she lies near death. The poison came from the venom of a San-keth archpriest, and the only way to cure it is to fashion an antidote from the blood of the same archpriest. Once I find Malaric, I can find the archpriest.”
He decided not to tell Hugh about the compass. If Malaric or his San-keth allies learned about it, they would do their utmost to destroy it.
“Skalatan,” said Hugh. “You must mean Skalatan.” 
“Who?” said Mazael.
“A San-keth cleric traveling with Agantyr, the High King of the Aegonar,” said Hugh. “The Aegonar call him the Herald of Sepharivaim. I think he traveled to the homeland of the Aegonar and converted them to the worship of the serpent god centuries ago. Now the Aegonar believe themselves to be the chosen people of Sepharivaim, but they revere Skalatan, too.”
Mazael nodded, and for a moment he forgot the pain in his head and chest. 
Skalatan. At last his target had a name. 
“If you met the High King of the Aegonar,” said Molly, “why are you still alive?”
Hugh scowled. “They wanted to recruit me. Skalatan and Agantyr offered me the throne of Barellion, if I pledged myself to the serpent god.”
Riothamus frowned. “Why would Skalatan offer to side with you against Malaric?”
“I think,” said Hugh, “that Malaric and Skalatan might have been allies, but they turned against each other.”
Molly snorted. “Or Malaric tried to betray Skalatan to his own advantage. The rat couldn’t stop himself, if he saw the chance to do it.”
“That seems likely, my lady,” said Hugh. “Whatever the reason, Skalatan and the Aegonar are at odds with Malaric, and Malaric has Barellion.”  
Riothamus scowled. “Then we face a difficult choice. Either the Aegonar conquer Barellion, and subject Greycoast to the rule of the San-keth. Or Malaric defeats the Aegonar, and rules Greycoast as a bloody-handed tyrant.”
“There is a third choice,” said Mazael. “Because we have something that neither Malaric nor the Aegonar have.” He pointed at Hugh. “The true Prince of Barellion.”
Hugh said nothing, but managed a nod. That was good. The young man had accepted that he was in fact the next Prince, like it or not.
“I have no doubt that Malaric murdered your father and brothers,” said Mazael, “and claimed the throne for himself. He probably blamed the murders on the San-keth or whatever patsy was convenient, and presented himself as the true heir to Barellion Your father’s vassals and knights are following him for now, because they need someone to lead them against the Aegonar. But if one of Prince Everard’s trueborn sons is still alive…”
“Then many of them,” said Hugh, “will abandon Malaric to follow me.” He took a deep breath. “Gods. A month ago I was chasing runedead around Stormsea. And now…and now this.”
“You are the true Prince of Barellion,” said Mazael. “Like it or not. And your lands and people need you.”
“I know,” said Hugh. “I wish this task had not fallen to me. It should not have fallen to me. But my father and brothers are dead. It must be me, or no one.”
Mazael nodded. “And you shall have my help.”
Hugh hesitated. “I…would be grateful for it. You are a commander of vast renown. Your aid will be greatly needed. Though if I am to be the Prince of Barellion, I must look to the needs of my lands and vassals. What will you ask in return?”
Hugh was already learning. “Skalatan. I want Skalatan.”
“That’s all?” said Hugh. “No lands or titles or incomes?”
“I am already liege lord of the Grim Marches,” said Mazael, “and that is vastly more responsibility than I ever wanted.” When he had been Hugh’s age, he had been a landless knight, wandering from lord to lord in search of the next fight and the next woman to warm his bed. “All I want is to save my wife’s life. And if I have to defeat the Aegonar, kill Malaric, and put you onto your father’s throne to do it…then by all the gods, that is what I shall do.” 
They stood in silence for a moment. 
“I believe,” said Hugh at last, “that you mean it. There’s…a woman I care about in Barellion, and I dread what Malaric has done to her. And I think I am very glad that I am not your enemy. My lord Mazael, I would welcome your aid.”
“Then you shall have it,” said Mazael, “my lord Prince.” 
Hugh winced. “Prince. That…well, it will take some time to grow accustomed to that. If I ever do.” 
“There’s no time like the present,” said Mazael. “Take command of these men, Prince Hugh. They are yours, not mine. I suggest that your first command is to march southwest, cross the River of Lords, and make for Barellion. We can gather fresh men and spread the word about Malaric’s treachery. And once we know what Malaric intends to do, we shall decide how to defeat him.”
“Surely he will remain in Barellion,” said Riothamus. “From what you have told me, the city is a strong place, and the Aegonar would have trouble taking it by storm.” 
Molly laughed. “You are a wise and humble man, and that is what you would do. But Malaric is a proud fool. He’ll seek to cover himself in glory by smashing the Aegonar himself.”
“I agree with Lady Molly,” said Hugh. “Malaric was always arrogant, and tolerated no slights.” He shrugged. “Perhaps prudence will override his pride. But I doubt it.”
“Let’s find out,” said Mazael. “With your permission, Prince, we should get underway.”
Hugh blinked in surprise, and then nodded. “Of course.”

###

They rode south, four thousand men plus several hundred more liberated from the camp. Montigard raised the banner of the Prince of Barellion, a black tower upon a field of green. The men cheered, and pledged themselves anew to follow the true Prince of Barellion. 
Mazael suspected Hugh would make a capable Prince, if he lived through the next few weeks. And if Mazael found a proper plan of attack. Should he urge Hugh to assail the Aegonar first? Or attack Malaric? Perhaps it was best to wait until Malaric attacked the Aegonar. The victor would be weakened, and Hugh’s army could then…
“You do this so well.”
Mazael looked up, surprised.
He heard Morebeth’s voice echoing inside his head. He saw no sign of her, but he heard her voice nonetheless. 
“An army, raised out of nothing,” she murmured. “Men loyal to you, and ready to follow your command. Even the Prince, the man who should rule these lands, will heed your judgment. How easy it is for you. You could conquer the world, if you wished.” 
Mazael opened his mouth to answer, and then closed it. He was riding with Hugh and the others, and he did not need them to think he had gone mad. 
“I know you do not want the world,” said Morebeth. “But you could have had it.”
He scowled. Was she trying to seduce him again, to corrupt him into the Destroyer?
“You know better,” said Morebeth’s voice. “But it is well that you are so strong, my brother. That you are able to gather an army so easily. Because if you are to challenge our father, you will need that strength.”
The voice faded away, and they rode on.







Chapter 27 – A Crushing Victory

Malaric rose from his cot and clapped his hands.
His squires hurried into the tent, gazing at him with fear. 
“My armor,” said Malaric. “Now.”
The squires hastened to obey, bringing forward his new armor. He had taken the finest pieces from the armory of the Prince’s Keep, and the squires armored him in gleaming steel, the cuirass worked with an elaborate image of the House of Chalsain’s sigil. A green cloak adorned with a black tower sigil went over his shoulders, and the squires buckled his sword belt around his waist.
“Inform my vassals,” said Malaric, “that I will meet them presently.” 
The squires fled from the tent. 
Malaric pulled the caethweisyr from beneath his pillow. He hooked the sheathed dagger to his right hip and strode from the tent, humming to himself. 
Today he would smash the Aegonar, and solidify his grip on Barellion.
He strode through the sprawling camp, nodding at the bows offered by his knights and armsmen. Prince Everard had called his vassals to arms, and most of them arrived as Malaric established his position as Prince. Malaric had already summoned the knights and armsmen personally sworn to the Prince of Barellion, some six thousand men strong. 
Between those men and his vassals, he had nearly twenty-seven thousand men to face the Aegonar host. It should have been closer to thirty-five thousand, but the northern lords had been overrun. But no matter. Malaric would smash the Aegonar, and reclaim the northern Greycoast as he drove the Aegonar pirates back into the sea.
His lords and vassals awaited him below the great Chalsain banner, their expressions grim.
“Why so glum, my lords and knights?” said Malaric, striding into their midst. “Today we shall smash the Aegonar.” 
“We were thinking of your father,” said one of the lords, a stocky man of forty, clad in a green surcoat adorned with the sigil of a broken spear. “And of how brutally and violently he was taken from us.” 
Malaric stifled a sigh. Lord Bryce was the lord of Spearshore along the southern edge of Greycoast. He made no displays of disloyalty, oh, no. But he never lost a chance to insinuate that Malaric was an idiot who had butchered his way to the throne of Barellion through dark magic. 
Malaric made himself smile. 
Let the fool bluster. After today, the Aegonar would be broken, and Malaric would have no more need of Bryce Spearshore. Perhaps Malaric would have the Skulls kill him. Or Malaric would force the proud lord to don a jester’s stripes and march through the streets of Barellion, singing as children pelted him with rotten vegetables. 
He savored that thought for a moment.
“The San-keth indeed murdered my noble father and my valiant brothers,” said Malaric.
“Half-brothers,” said Bryce.
Malaric ignored that. “And those murders were performed at the instigation of the Aegonar, I doubt not.” He gestured at the River of Lords. “Today we shall avenge them.”
“I must again voice my objections to this plan,” said Bryce. “To cross the bridge and face the Aegonar in an open field is folly.”
“And just why is that?” said Malaric. 
“The Castle Bridge is well-fortified,” said Bryce, pointing. He was not wrong. The stone bridge arched over the river, high enough to allow barges to travel beneath it. A great stone tower rose from the center of the bridge, looking much like a castle’s keep. “If we fortify the far end of the bridge, and place archers and siege engines upon the tower, we can hold the Aegonar indefinitely.”
Malaric waved a dismissive hand. “Or they will bring their seidjars’ magic to bear against us. The Aegonar are barbarians, and fight on foot. If we lure them into an open field, our heavy horse can sweep them aside.” He laughed. “And your plan would leave all of northern Greycoast in their grasp.”
“We need not liberate the conquered lands in one battle,” said Bryce. “Better to slowly starve out a foe than to risk everything in a single fight.”
“That is the counsel of a timid old woman,” said Malaric. “Greycoast is mine, and I will not suffer anyone else to claim it. If the thought of fighting so unmans you, Bryce, go home and cower under your bed. Meanwhile, I will defend Greycoast.”
Bryce’s face darkened, but he did not say anything. Malaric considered simply killing all of his nobles and replacing them with more reliable men. But to do so now, before the battle, would leave his army without experienced leaders. He could deal with his nobles after crushing the Aegonar.
“Prepare to move,” said Malaric. “I want the host on the other side of the river and in battle formation within three hours. We should arrive just in time to greet the Aegonar.” 
The lords obeyed in sullen silence. Malaric required their fear and their obedience, not their love. Well, they would never love him…but after today, they would not dare to cross him. He would win a victory greater than any Prince had won for centuries.
A victory greater than anything old Prince Everard had managed.
Malaric smiled at the thought, and bellowed for the squires to bring his horse.

###

A few hours later Malaric sat atop his horse beneath the Chalsain banner, watching the Aegonar host march south
There were…quite a lot of them.
At least thirty-five thousand, a vast horde of barbarians. Everywhere Malaric saw the red banner with its stylized black serpent. A great mass of heavy swordsmen marched in the Aegonar center. Spearmen waited in the wings, and Malaric saw divisions of archers waiting behind the heavier troops. 
But they had no cavalry, and Malaric had nearly ten thousand mounted knights and armsmen. He need only pin the Aegonar in place with his footmen, and then the horsemen would circle behind the foe and smash them.
And then the battle would be over.
“Shall we wait to receive their charge?” said Lord Bryce, his voice stiff.
Malaric looked at the noblemen. The other high lords of Greycoast waited near him, while most of the minor nobles and knights had joined their individual forces. Behind them to the south waited the River of Lords and the broad stone mass of the Castle Bridge. 
“Don’t be absurd,” said Malaric. “We have the superior force. We shall take the fight to them.”
“And if their wizards intervene?” said Bryce. “We have brought our court wizards, but there are not…”
Malaric scoffed. “I will destroy any seidjar foolish enough to attack.” With the Demonsouled power augmenting his native magical strength, no seidjar could stand against him. “Begin the attack. To victory, my lords!”
The trumpets rang out, and the footmen of Barellion advanced. A chorus of roars and the boom of drums rolled up from the Aegonar line, and the Aegonar center marched forward, the barbarians hooting and cheering. 
“They seem eager for blood,” said Bryce.
“Bid the footmen stand ready to receive them,” said Malaric. “Have the horsemen circle to the east and the west. Once the Aegonar are engaged, they will charge and smash the foe.”
The trumpets rang out, and the footmen came to a ragged stop. 
The wind picked up, blowing from the north. 
A moment later the screaming Aegonar crashed into the footmen.
The noise was impressive, like thunder mixed with clanging steel and cracking bone. The lines grew ragged, the fight degenerating into a general brawl. The Aegonar had the advantage. The footmen were mostly peasant militia and armsmen, while the Aegonar warriors had trained in arms their entire lives. 
No matter. Once the cavalry charged, they would shatter.
“Lord Prince,” said Bryce, voice urgent. “The Aegonar spearmen are moving to follow the horsemen.”
Malaric shrugged. “So?” The spearmen rotated to face the cavalry. Malaric wondered why they bothered. The spearmen could not catch the horsemen, and by the time they did, the Aegonar center would have fled in rout. “Sound the…”
“Those spearmen,” said Bryce. “They are screening archers.”
Malaric frowned. “Not many. A few hundred on each wing. We will lose a few horsemen, certainly. But not enough to…”
Even as he spoke, the archers began loosing arrows into both groups of horsemen. Malaric saw a few knights fall, a few horses panic and start running. But the losses were not significant. Not enough to save the Aegonar center.
“That’s quite enough,” said Malaric. “Order…”
The horsemen panicked and fled.
Both groups of them.
“What the hell?” shouted Malaric. “What are those fools doing?” 
He could not make sense of it. Malaric saw riders galloping in all directions – towards the raging melee, towards open country, towards the river, and even towards the waiting Aegonar spearmen. Why they devil would they do that? If they had lost their nerve, why flee toward the enemy…
A sudden sharp, musky scent filled his nostrils. 
“Oh, gods,” said Bryce. “That smell.”
“What?” snapped Malaric. “What is it?”
His horse shuddered beneath him, and Malaric tugged at the reins. 
“Tea brewed from greyrose and thornleaf,” said Bryce. “The Aegonar must have soaked their arrows in it.”
“They soaked the arrows in tea?” said Malaric, fighting to keep his horse under control. “What kind of…”
But the cold realization struck him, even as Bryce answered.
“Midwives and surgeons brew it to aid stiff joints,” said Bryce. “But a single whiff of it drives a horse absolutely mad. Lord Prince, this is a trap! We must withdraw across the bridge and…”
“No!” roared Malaric, struggling with his horse. “If any man runs, I’ll…”
He felt the surge of magical power, and looked up just in time to see a blazing bolt of violet flame fall from the sky and explode against the ground a dozen paces away. 
A wall of hot air slammed into Malaric and threw him from his horse. He hit the ground and rolled, his fine armor clattering. The impact hurt, but he drew on his stolen Demonsouled power, and surged to his feet. His fine green cloak was on fire, and he ripped it from his shoulders and threw it aside.
He saw his horse run past, screaming in pain, its mane ablaze. The Chalsain banner burned, and Malaric saw the horses of the high lords gallop in all directions, perhaps in fear of the flames or from the scent of the Aegonar arrows. He spotted his standardbearer lying on the ground, reduced to a charred husk, and spat a curse. The cavalry needed to reform, and he reached for the dead man’s trumpet…
Another surge of magical power, and Malaric saw another blast of purple flame hurtle out of the sky.
He threw himself into the shadows and reappeared a score of yards away as the blast hammered into the earth. Again he sensed a spike of arcane force, and Malaric cast a ward, sheathing himself in a shell of shimmering blue light. Let the seidjar fling their spells at him! His magic would throw their spell back into their faces. 
A third bolt of purple flame screamed out of the sky, and Malaric poured Demonsouled power into his ward. 
The blast hammered into his ward, the competing powers straining…and his ward shattered like glass beneath a hammer blow. The explosion threw Malaric backwards, and he bounced and rolled across the ground. 
He staggered to his feet, gasping, sweat pouring down his face. He felt the presence of Skalatan’s magic behind the spell, and the old serpent wielded terrible magical strength. But worse, he felt dozens of other seidjar joining their efforts to Skalatan's attacks. The Demonsouled power in Corvad’s skull allowed Malaric to overcome any individual seidjar…but he belatedly realized it did not give him the power to challenge them all at once. 
A ring of purple light surrounded Malaric. He spun, and as he did the ring swelled, growing into a colossal serpent fashioned of purple light. Malaric began casting a counterspell, but the serpent moved with terrific speed. It wrapped him in his coils, and the ghostly light felt as hard as iron. Burning pain flooded through Malaric, and he screamed as he drew on the skull’s Demonsouled power, healing his wounds even as the ghostly serpent inflicted them. He tried to break free, tried to work a spell, but could not concentrate through the pain of the strangling coils.
Then he remembered his powers, and flung himself into the shadows. He reappeared a dozen yards away, and the massive serpent dissolved into nothingness. 
Malaric looked around, trying to formulate a plan, only to find that the battle was over.
And he had lost. 
His horsemen had dispersed. He saw scattered bands here and there, but not enough to make a fight of it. The footmen had collapsed beneath the Aegonar assault, and now fled in a confused mass for Castle Bridge. The Aegonar thundered after them, eager for blood. The rest of the Aegonar host, the spearmen and the archers, made for the bridge.
The army of Greycoast had been shattered…and Malaric had no men left. If the Aegonar crossed the bridge, nothing could stop them from marching to the gates of Barellion itself. 
Malaric strode through the shadows, reappearing in the midst of the panicked footmen.
“Fight, damn you!” he roared, waving his sword overhead. “Stand and fight! I am your Prince, and I command you to fight!”
They kept running. 
Malaric bellowed in frustration and looked north at the great mass of the Aegonar host. In a few moments they would cross, and they would reach Barellion in a matter of days. 
Unless Malaric took action. 
He walked the shadows to the southern bank of the River of Lords. The footmen kept running, pouring over the bridge. A few of the horsemen had reached the southern bank, and gazed at Malaric with undisguised hatred. 
He would deal with them later.
Malaric drew the caethweisyr and gazed upon it, drawing on his magic.
"Lady of Blades!" he shouted. "I summon you. By my power, by my will, by the binding of this dagger, I summon you! Come forth!"

###

“It occurs to me,” said Molly, looking at Riothamus, “that we have let Sir Edgar take too many of the scouting duties. With our particular talents, we could be effective.”
That was a lie. She wanted to get Riothamus alone for a few moments. Gods, it had been too long since they had shared a bed, but campaigning through Greycoast did not lend itself to privacy.
Riothamus smiled…and then his eyes went wide. 
“Riothamus!” said Molly, but a moment later she knew what had happened.
The Sight had come upon him. 
After a moment Riothamus shook his head, blinking sweat from his eyes.
Molly moved to his side, taking his hands. “What is it? What did you see?”
“Malaric,” said Riothamus. “He was…fighting someone, I think. But I saw the burning skull and the bladed wings again, and…”
He frowned for a moment, then nodded.
“I think,” he said, “I think I know what he has been trying to summon.” 

###

The footmen fled from the Aegonar, but they ran twice as fast to get away from the Lady of Blades. 
The great spirit’s bladed wings stretched behind her, the steel chiming and gleaming. The white flames of her burning eyes narrowed as she gazed at Malaric, her pale hair stirring in the wind. 
“Malaric,” hissed the Lady, contempt dripping from her voice. 
“So good to see you again,” said Malaric. “As much as I enjoy exchanging pleasantries, I have more urgent business.”
Her gaze turned to the river, to the fleeing knights and footmen. “Ah. You have lost the battle, I see.”
“Because of the cowardice of my miserable vassals,” said Malaric. “If…”
“Because of your own folly,” said the Lady. “You stole the Prince’s power…did I not tell you that stolen power turns upon its thief in the end?”
“Do not lecture me!” shouted Malaric. “That wretch Bryce planned this, I’m sure of it. Perhaps he even has an accord with the damned Aegonar…”
He blinked. Why was he bothering to justify himself to the Lady of Blades? He was the master here, not the spirit.
“Destroy that bridge,” he said, pointing the caethweisyr.
The Lady looked at the bridge. “Indeed? Your own men are still upon it. Does a lord not swear to defend…”
“Destroy the bridge!” said Malaric. “Damn you, destroy it now!” 
“As you will,” said the Lady.
She sprang into the air, her bladed wings remaining motionless. White fire crackled around her fingertips, sparks of lightning shooting up and down her wings as she rose higher. For a moment all motion on the bridge, and even on the northern bank, ceased as the men gaped at her.
Then the Lady of Blades shot downward, moving so fast she seemed like a bolt of silvery lightning. She plunged into the base of the bridge's tower, and her crackling wings sliced through the stone like knives cutting butter. Stone splinters flew in all directions, and the Lady shot out the far side of the tower.
The great structure crumbled into the water. Screams of terror rose from the men on the bridge, and they made a mad scramble for the river's banks. But they were too late. Castle Bridge's remaining supports shattered, and the entire thing fell into the River of Lords with a tremendous splash. 
Most of the armsmen and militia upon the bridge had been weighed down by their armor. Malaric doubted any would defeat the river's current to reach land. And all those on the northern bank were lost to the Aegonar. 
At least it would take the Aegonar a few extra days to get across the river. 
Perhaps Malaric could think of a way to stop them by then. 
The Lady of Blades glided back to the ground.
"The bridge is destroyed, as you commanded," said the Lady. "Curious, though. Not a single one of your foes was upon the bridge. All your own men."
"What does it matter to you?" Malaric said. "Have the lives of mortals suddenly become so precious to you?"
"They have not," said the Lady. "Yet we spirits have our own vassals and lords, just as mortals do. And for a lord to betray his vassals to destruction is...inconceivable to us."
"Be gone," said Malaric. "Return to the spirit world and await my call. My other commands to you stand. Guard the Study Tower and its contents." 
"Very well," said the Lady. "Remember what I have said to you about stolen power."
She dissolved in a swirl of gray mist.
Malaric looked around. Several thousand armsmen and militiamen had made it over the bridge, and many of them stared at him with a mixture of hatred and fear. For a moment he considered commanding them to follow him, but dismissed the idea. The lords and knights of Greycoast had followed him out of fear...and they had just seen him lose. 
They still feared him...but not enough to obey him.
If any of the lords had survived, Malaric suspected they would devote themselves to his destruction. 
He had best prepare to meet them...and find a way to stop the Aegonar before they took Barellion.
Malaric strode into the shadows, leaving his broken army to its fate. 







Chapter 28 - The Summoning

Riothamus strode through the darkened forest, picking his through the trees’ tangled roots. 
He moved without sound. Prince Hugh's army marched through wooded hills, and they reminded him of the hills of the old Tervingi homeland. Aegidia had raised him in those hills, and she had taught him how to move with stealth and speed. 
He missed her.
Especially now that he had figured out what kind of creature Malaric had summoned. 
A hill rose out of the pine trees, and Riothamus climbed to its crest. From its top, he saw the surrounding hills illuminated in the moonlight. He also saw the campfires of Hugh's army, guarding the road a half-mile away. 
Though it was really Mazael’s army. The men followed Hugh as the Prince, but they feared and respected Mazael. His skill as a warrior, honed through years of experience, augmented by the vast power of his Demonsouled blood, had turned him in a commander without peer. He could bend an army to his will like a master sculptor molding clay. 
But even Mazael could be defeated. Malaric had almost killed him.
And Malaric might defeat him a second time, if Riothamus could not unravel the usurper's secret.
He gripped his staff in both hands and got to work. 
Golden flames outlined the staff, and Riothamus drew a circle of golden flame around the hill’s crest. Around the circle's diameter he scribed a series of warding and binding sigils, designed to enhance and amplify his magic. Once the circle was finished, Riothamus faced it, took a deep breath, and began casting a spell.
"I summon you!" he shouted. Magic flooded through him, and he drew both on his native power and the unyielding strength of the Guardian's staff. "By the power of my will, by the authority of my office, and by the strength of this talisman, I summon you!"
He pictured the creature he had seen in his visions, the mighty being Malaric had summoned up. 
"Lady of Blades!" said Riothamus, striking his staff against the hilltop. "I summon you!"
A blast of white lightning screamed out of the sky and struck the hill, the circle blazing with golden fire.
When the glare cleared, the spirit filled the circle. 
She was beautiful, perilously beautiful. She wore only a shirt of diamond-shaped steel scales that fell to her thighs, leaving her arms and shoulders bare. A diadem of daggers and steel wire encircled her white hair, and her eyes burned with harsh white flame. 
Her wings stretched from one end of the circle to the other. The wings had been fashioned from hundreds of sword blades instead of flesh and bone, their edges gleaming sharper than any mortal weapon. The Sight came upon Riothamus, and he glimpsed her power, vast and churning like a storm-driven sea, power to match the unyielding strength of the staff’s magic. 
Riothamus let out a long breath. 
"Lady of Blades," he said, voice quiet. 
"Another mortal with the temerity to summon me?" said the Lady, her voice carrying an eerie echo. "The race of mortals was ever afflicted with hubris. Release this binding, impudent fool, and my wings shall not rend your flesh from your bones."
Riothamus looked at her without blinking. "I will not."
He knew of her. Or, rather, past Guardians had known of her, and many of their memories resided within the staff. The Lady of Blades was a powerful sovereign of the spirit realm, with many lesser creatures at her command. Her power was vast, and only a foolish wizard summoned her.
Riothamus wondered how Malaric had managed to bind her. 
"You will not?" said the Lady of Blades. "Fool. You should fear me. Do you not know who I am?" 
"I do," said Riothamus. "But do you know who I am?"
"It matters not," said the Lady. "Mortals are like the grass. You bloom for a little while, and then become dust, swept away upon the withering wind." 
"This is so," said Riothamus. "And I am mortal. But, spirit, I think you should heed me."
The Lady's laughter echoed inside his head. "Why? Because of who you are?"
"No," said Riothamus. "Not because of who I am. Because of the office I hold."
He held out staff of the Guardian, the sigils in the wood glimmering with golden light. The Lady of Blades stared at the staff, her blazing eyes narrowed.
And then she recoiled, just a tiny bit.
"The Guardian," said the Lady.
"I have that burden," said Riothamus. 
"It was so long ago," murmured the Lady, "even by the reckoning of spirits. We felt it when the wizards of the High Elderborn wrought that staff and imbued it with their strength. They vowed that it would stand forever vigilant against the eldest of the Demonsouled."
"The Urdmoloch," said Riothamus. 
"Yes," said the Lady. "Why have you summoned me, Guardian? I have no quarrel with you, and no wish to cross your power."
"I have summoned you," said Riothamus, "to speak about Malaric."
The Lady's glowing eyes narrowed further. "Why?"
"Because the Sight has shown it to me," said Riothamus. "The burden of the Guardian is to defend against the Demonsouled. And somehow Malaric has stolen Demonsouled power, strength he has neither the experience nor the wisdom to control. He is like a mad dog broken loose from its chain, and he will continue to rampage until he is stopped."
For a long moment the Lady said nothing.
"I am bound," said the Lady, "and I cannot answer."
"Ah," said Riothamus. He thought it over. "I assume Malaric bound you so that you cannot harm him, you cannot take any action that could harm him, and that you cannot conspire against him?"
"Your insight is worthy of a Guardian," said the Lady.
"Thank you," said Riothamus. "But you may answer my questions freely."
The Lady laughed. "You mock me. Plainly you intend Malaric harm."
"I do not," said Riothamus. "I am the Guardian. I cannot use my power to kill a mortal man. Malaric has stolen Demonsouled magic, but he is still mortal." He sighed. "And I would save him from himself, if I could."
But he suspected it was far too late for that. 
"You are sincere," said the Lady.
"Yes," said Riothamus. "There has been too much death already."
"You are sincere," repeated the Lady of Blades with a small smile, "but there is cunning in your sincerity. For if you seek to save Malaric from the power he has stolen, then you are not his foe...and I may speak to you freely." 
Riothamus shrugged. "If you choose to interpret my words in that way, I cannot blame you."
He waited in silence, sweat trickling down his back. If the Lady chose to fight, he was not at all certain he could defeat her, Guardian or not.
"Ask what you will," said the Lady.
Riothamus kept the relief from his face. 
"Malaric has gained Demonsouled power," said Riothamus. "How?"
“In the same fashion he has gained all his power,” said the Lady. “By theft.”
“The burning skull,” said Riothamus. “I have seen it in my visions. The burning skull is the source of his power.”
“Yes,” said the Lady.
“What is it?” said Riothamus.
“The skull,” said Lady, “of your lord’s son.”
“Mazael’s son?” said Riothamus. “Mazael doesn’t have…wait.” Molly did not talk about her twin brother Corvad very often. From what he could gather, she had once loved him, but Corvad had grown crueler and harder as he embraced his Demonsouled nature. And, in the end, he tried to transform her into a Malrag Queen. “Corvad. You mean Corvad.”
“Correct,” said the Lady. 
“So Malaric went to Arylkrad,” said Riothamus, “found Corvad’s skull, and was able to draw on Corvad’s Demonsouled power?”
“Yes,” said the Lady.
“How?” said Riothamus. “That should not be possible. Corvad is dead, and his power died with him. Unless…” His eyes widened. “Malaric bound his soul to the skull?”
“You see clearly, Guardian,” said the Lady. “Even the bones of a grandson of the Old Demon bear power. Your lord should not have left them to molder within the black walls of Arylkrad.”
“But that is folly,” said Riothamus. “If he bound his soul to the skull, it would let him tap Demonsouled power. But it would make him absolutely vulnerable to anyone who held the skull. And if the skull was destroyed, it would probably kill him. Horribly.” 
“I told him,” murmured the Lady, “but he heeded me not.”
“Where is the skull?” said Riothamus. If Malaric knew enough necromantic magic to bind his soul to the skull, he would recognize the danger. He would have placed the skull someplace secure.
“Why?” said the Lady. “So you can destroy the skull?”
Riothamus saw the trap. “So I can break the spells upon it and return Malaric’s soul to him.”
“Ah,” said the Lady. “A wise answer. The skull is in the city mortals name Barellion, located within the Prince’s Keep. Malaric has placed wards of surpassing potency around it, and has commanded me to guard it with my full strength. I am to kill any intruders who enter the chamber housing the skull.” 
“I see,” said Riothamus. He thought for a moment. “Is Malaric allied with Skalatan and the San-keth?”
“Not at the moment,” said the Lady. “For no alliance is permanent to Malaric. He will betray anyone, if he thinks he can gain advantage. After the defeat he has suffered, he may try to ally himself with the San-keth once again…or in his desperation, he may turn to darker powers.”
“Malaric has suffered a defeat?” said Riothamus.
“You could use that knowledge to harm him,” said the Lady. “Therefore I am bound not to share it with you.” 
“But if he suffered a defeat at the hands of the Aegonar,” said Riothamus, “then Lord Mazael and Prince Hugh are waging war against the Aegonar. So that knowledge could be used to defeat the Aegonar, thereby aiding Malaric.”
“Clever,” said the Lady. “How refreshing to talk with a mortal who is not completely witless. Yes, Malaric has suffered a grievous defeat. Several days ago he gathered the combined host of Barellion and flung against the serpent-worshippers. He underestimated his foes and overestimated his wits, and the serpent-worshippers scattered his host like chaff upon the wind. Malaric fled back to Barellion, and seeks to find a way to overcome his foes before they overwhelm and destroy him.” 
“I understand,” said Riothamus. If Malaric had suffered such a defeat, there would be no force left to keep the Aegonar from claiming all of Greycoast. And, worse, Malaric would be desperate. He had done tremendous harm while certain of victory. What more might he do when he had nothing to lose?
Mazael had to know of this at once. 
“Thank you, spirit,” said Riothamus. “Your wisdom has been illuminating. I release you from my summoning.”
“A mortal with courtesy?” said the Lady. “Such a rare thing. Until we meet again, Guardian. You may not believe yourself Malaric’s foe…but he will make you unto his foe, before much longer.”
A flash of light, and she vanished into nothingness.
Riothamus’s circle of golden light faded away.
He shook himself and headed for the camp in search of Mazael.
And as he did, he noticed that the camp had grown much larger in his absence.

###

Mazael clapped a militiaman on the shoulder. “Rouse the cooks,” he said, “and have them prepare food for our guests.”
The militiaman ran for the quartermaster’s tent. 
“It was a slaughter,” said Lord Bryce Spearshore, his voice exhausted. His armsmaster and several of his chief knights stood around him. “We had the better position, and could have held Castle Bridge indefinitely. Yet that murderous fool Malaric threw it all away.” Bryce shook his head. “I should have insisted. I should have disobeyed, I…”
“Do not blame yourself, my lord,” said Hugh. “As far as you knew, Malaric was your lawful Prince. And had you disobeyed, he simply would have slain you.” 
“That bloody-handed fool!” said Bryce. “I suspected he murdered your family. But there was some doubt, and we needed someone to lead us against the Aegonar. I hoped Malaric would lead us to victory against the Aegonar, but he has only brought us ruin.”
“How many men do you have with you?” said Mazael.
“Just over five thousand,” said Bryce. “All those I could gather from the wreck of the battle. The Aegonar slew many and captured more…and many more died when Malaric worked his witchery and collapsed the bridge.”
“Will you follow me?” said Hugh. “I am your lawful Prince…but I cannot force you to do anything. You have more men than I do at the moment. But I mean to throw down Malaric and drive the Aegonar from our lands. Will you ride with me?”
“Aye!” said Bryce. “I thought all was lost. The surviving lords scattered to their own castles, to defend their lands or to make peace with the Aegonar however they could. But I want neither Malaric nor the Aegonar to hold sway over Greycoast. With a true Prince, with a true son of Everard Chalsain to lead us…aye, we will follow you.” He looked at Mazael. “And you have gained the aid of a commander of renown, my Prince.”
“My lord is too kind,” said Mazael. “I suggest, my lords, that our first task is to take Barellion. Malaric has been badly weakened, and cannot have many men left. If we force our way into the city, we can hold it against the Aegonar.” 
“We do not have enough men,” said Hugh.
“More will follow you, my Prince,” said Bryce. “A larger problem is that we are on the wrong side of the River of Lords. Malaric destroyed the Castle Bridge, and the nearest ford is seven days’ ride away.”
“That will not be a problem,” said Mazael. “I have a wizard of great power with me. He can use his spells to freeze the River of Lords long enough for us to cross to the southern bank. The Aegonar will have to build rafts and ferry their men and supplies across, and that will gain us a few days.” 
“Your wizard,” said Bryce. “Is he strong enough to contest Malaric’s magic? Or to handle the seidjar?”
Mazael remembered the terrible battle outside of Swordgrim. Lucan Mandragon had borne the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem, had unleashed spells of staggering power at Riothamus. Yet Riothamus had held his own against Lucan.
“He is,” said Mazael.
As if summoned, he saw Riothamus walk into the light of the fire, Molly at his side.
Their expressions were grave.
“A moment, my lords,” said Mazael. Bryce and Hugh nodded and kept talking, and Mazael joined his daughter and the Guardian. 
“What is it?” said Mazael, once they were out of earshot. 
“Malaric has suffered a terrible defeat,” said Riothamus, “and fled to Barellion.”
“I know,” said Mazael. “One of the Prince’s most powerful vassals escaped the battle and turned up here. With his help, we might be able to pull together a host strong enough to handle Malaric and defeat the Aegonar.”
Molly laughed, her voice wild. “It will take more than an army to stop Malaric.”
“Why?” said Mazael. “What have you found?”
“Malaric has bound a mighty spirit creature to his service,” said Riothamus. “So mighty that my Sight sensed it whenever he summoned it. So I summoned the creature myself and gleaned some answers.” He took a deep breath. “It’s Corvad, my lord.”
“Corvad?” said Mazael, astonished. “Corvad’s dead. I slew him myself.” The guilt tugged at him. A father should not slay his own son. But Corvad had tried to claim the mantle of the Destroyer, tried to transform Molly into a Malrag Queen. 
“He is,” said Riothamus, “but Malaric found Corvad's skull and bound his soul into it. That act grants him access all of Corvad’s Demonsouled power – the strength, the speed, the rapid healing. Even some that Corvad did not possess in life, such as walking through the shadows.” 
Molly laughed, her eyes haunted. “Even in death, Corvad still tries to kill me.”
“I killed Corvad,” said Mazael, “and I am going to kill Malaric.”
“So long as his soul is bound to that skull,” said Riothamus, “I don’t think he can be killed. No matter how grievously you wound him, his injuries will heal. Cut him to bits and his flesh will reassemble itself. Burn him to ashes, and his body will rebuild itself piece by piece.”
“But if we find Corvad’s skull,” said Mazael, “we can kill him?”
Riothamus nodded. “Yes. Or I can unravel the spells upon it and return Malaric’s soul to his body.”
“And then I’ll kill him,” said Molly. 
“Did Malaric’s pet spirit happen to tell you where to find the skull?” said Mazael.
“Somewhere in the Prince’s castle,” said Riothamus. “She would not be more specific.”
“She?” said Mazael.
To his surprise, Riothamus shivered. The Guardian was as calm and placid as an immovable boulder. Yet something about that creature had unsettled him. “The spirit is called the Lady of Blades, and she possesses vast power. Had she not feared the Guardian’s staff, she would have killed me for having the temerity to summon her. For Malaric to control her is utter folly. One might as well try to tame a thunderstorm, or put a saddle on a rushing river.”
Mazael snorted. “If what you’ve said about that skull is true, Malaric is already riding one tiger. What’s one more?” He slipped the compass from his belt and looked at the needle. It still pointed southwest, but it had moved. The Aegonar were marching for Barellion.
And Skalatan was with them.
“What will we do now, Father?” said Molly.
“We will ride with Hugh as he builds his army,” said Mazael. “And then we shall take Barellion, settle with Malaric, and take Skalatan’s blood back to the Grim Marches to heal Romaria.” 
“And the gods have mercy,” said Riothamus, “on anyone who tries to stop us?”
“Yes,” said Mazael. “For I will not.”

###

The next day Hugh rode at the head of the host as they headed south.
Mazael was as good as his word. The peculiar barbarian wizard worked a spell, and a sheet of foot-thick ice covered the River of Lords for a half-mile in either direction. It took the entire army and all their wagons less than an hour to cross, and we they finished, the Guardian destroyed the ice bridge, keeping any foes from following.
They marched south for Barellion. 
Hugh rode between Mazael and Lord Bryce, going over plans for the coming siege. The Chalsain banner, the black tower on green, floated overhead, alongside the sigil of Spearshore and a Cravenlock banner the Guardian had provided. 
And very soon more banners flew alongside them.
Rumor spread like wildfire through the countryside, carrying word that a son of Everard Chalsain had survived Malaric’s treachery and now rode to smite the usurper and drive the Aegonar from Greycoast. Soon a dozen banners flew at the head of the host. Then a score, and still more.
And Hugh found himself leading twenty thousand men to Barellion. 
The terror of it filled him. He did not want to be Prince. Gods, he was not ready to be Prince. He had never commanded more than five hundred men in battle at once. How was he to lead over twenty thousand? 
But Adelaide was behind Barellion’s walls. 
If she was still alive.
If Malaric had killed her, Hugh vowed he would kill the murderous dog with his own hands. 
But Malaric had cost Hugh his brothers and his father. The Aegonar, for all their brutality, came as simple conquerors, and fought in the open. Malaric had murdered Hugh’s family and cast the blame upon the San-keth, usurping the throne of Barellion for himself. And with that stolen authority he had brought Greycoast to the edge of utter ruin.
Hugh had to stop him.
The Prince of Barellion rode on, his army following. 







Chapter 29 – The Battle of the Riversteel

Gerald sat on his horse and watched the runedead.

The assembled host of Knightreach waited on the Riversteel’s northern bank, hundreds of banners flying in the breeze, the sun glinting off helmets and cuirasses and spears. Gerald remembered the battle at the River Abelinus, driving back the runedead as they tried to cross the water.
But that had only been four thousand runedead. 
Now more runedead than he could count filled the southern bank of the Riversteel, thousands upon thousands of undead, the sigils upon their forehead shining like an endless field of ghostly candles. Gerald had been enraged when his father and the Grand Master had sent the Justiciars on their fools’ quest to purge evil from the villages of Knightreach, but now he realized the Justiciars’ numbers would have made no difference. 
The scouts claimed that one hundred and fifty thousand runedead marched north, but they had underestimated the numbers.
Severely.
“Quite a few of them,” said Gerald at last.
Tobias snorted. 
“Tut, tut, brother,” he said, his tone light. “That will simply make it harder to miss.” 
But his grim expression belied his bantering words. 
“We can hold the fords easily enough,” said Gerald, “but that hardly matters. The water will not trouble the runedead. Caraster can simply send a force to pin us in place, while the rest of his undead cross the river to seize Castle Town and assail Knightcastle.” 
“A simple strategy, but Caraster need not even bother with that,” said Tobias. “He outnumbers us twenty to one. Maybe even twenty-five to one. He can throw wave after wave of runedead at us until we’re all dead, and then take Castle Town and Knightcastle at his leisure.” 
They sat in silence for a moment.
“Come,” said Tobias at last, turning his horse. “Let’s consult with the others.” He scowled. “Perhaps Ataranur will pull a miracle out of his cloak.”
Gerald followed his brother to the center of the host, where the Roland banner, silver on blue, flew from its staff. The chief lords and knights of Knightreach waited there, Lord Agravain, Lord Tancred, Lord Adalar, Lord Nicholas, and all the others. Ataranur stood in their midst, and the lords and knights kept well away from him. 
“My lords,” said Tobias, “as you have no doubt observed, the foe has arrived.” 
An uneasy chuckle went through the lords.
“Our task is clear,” said Tobias. “We will hold the fords and keep the runedead from gaining the northern bank. The men shall fight in shifts to conserve their strength.” He nodded at Circan, who stood not far from Ataranur. “The wizards will hold their powers in reserve, ready to unleash fire if necessary. Siege engines have been arrayed behind our lines, and…”
“To what avail?” said Lord Nicholas. He was the youngest man there, younger than even Gerald, but he sounded as exhausted as Gerald felt. “We cannot repel such a horde. Lord Malden has sent us to die.” 
Lord Agravain scowled. “You will not speak ill of our liege lord!”
A glimmer of silver light flashed in the heart of the runedead host.
“Why not?” said Nicholas. “Is it ill to speak the truth?” The young lord took a deep breath and glared at Ataranur. “That wizard has bewitched him, and led us to destruction.”
Ataranur made no response, motionless in his black cloak and steel mask. Gerald saw Nicholas’s hand move close to his sword hilt, and he realized the Lord of Knightport was going to attack Ataranur. Gerald opened his mouth to speak, hoping to defuse the confrontation.
But the brightening silver light drew his attention.
“This is an ill position,” said Tancred. “Better that we withdraw to Knightcastle, or even Sword Town. Their walls have been warded against runedead. We might have a chance there.”
“Better than dying,” said Nicholas, still glaring at Ataranur, “as part of some wizard’s schemes.”
“I agree,” said Adalar. “I have seen firsthand what happens when a wise lord is seduced by the honeyed words of a dark wizard. And I know what must be done to stop wielders of dark magic.”
“You have all taken oaths!” said Tobias, voice hard, “and…”
“Tobias,” said Gerald, “look.”
“Not now,” said Tobias. “My lords, we…”
“Damn it, Tobias,” said Gerald, pointing. “Look.”
Tobias looked, as did the other lords, and fell silent as the huge image of shadow and silver light rose over the runedead lines.

###

Lucan considered killing both Adalar Greatheart and Nicholas Randerly with a single spell, and then Gerald’s shouts drew his attention.
Along with the surge of magic coming from Caraster’s undead host. 
He watched as the colossal shape of shadow and silver light formed, creating the image of a hooded specter. Lucan cast a spell, probing the magic empowering the apparition. It was a variation of the spell Caraster had used to project his image before the battle at Tumblestone. Except now it was much stronger, and Lucan felt the presence of dozens of additional wizards empowering the spell. 
Caraster’s disciples, he realized. From what he had learned, all of Caraster’s disciples had some degree of magical power or another, and it seemed Caraster had brought them all for his invasion.
“Hear me!” 
Caraster’s deep voice, buzzing and distorted through the spell, boomed across the armies of living and dead men. 
“I am Caraster, and the hour of liberation is at hand!” thundered the towering image. “Today you shall be free! There will be no more lords, no more knights, no more merchants, no more lying priests! All shall be free! All shall be equal! Never again shall any man go hungry when there are no more rich and no more poor!” 
An uneasy ripple went through the knights and armsmen.
“Circan,” said Lord Tobias. “Can you amplify my voice?”
“Of course, my lord,” said the wizard, casting a spell. 
“I am Tobias Roland!” said Tobias, his voice booming from the sky. “By the authority of my father, Malden, Lord of Knightcastle, I command the rebel Caraster to surrender himself at once!”
“Fool!” said Caraster. “Your father’s authority is false! Soon all the lordly swine shall perish, and the world shall be rid of your stench!”
“If you persist,” said Tobias, “we shall defeat you at arms.”
Caraster’s laughter rang off the distant mountains. “You will, little man?” The towering image thrust out its arm. “Behold my host! History itself is on my side. The runedead have risen to cleanse the world of the wicked and corrupt, to slay every last grasping lord and every last lying priest! I shall fashion a new world, one glorious and pure, and…”
“That,” said Lucan, “is quite enough.”
He cast a spell and gestured with a gloved hand. The great image of Caraster flickered, his voice becoming an indistinct crackle, and the illusion vanished. 
“Just as well,” said Tobias. “I doubt anything productive would have come from a parley.”
“No,” said Lucan. “He intends to kill you all.”
And Caraster’s victory would disrupt Lucan’s plans. Caldarus and his Justiciars had proven themselves most enthusiastic at harvesting stolen life energy. A few more weeks, and Lucan could open the Door of Souls and travel to Cythraul Urdvul. 
Which he could not do if Caraster took Knightcastle.
“Listen to me,” said Lucan. “It is within my power to defeat Caraster. But you must do exactly as I say.” 
Gerald and Tobias gave him a suspicious look. 
“What do you intend?” said Tobias.
“First,” said Lucan, “this.” 
He cast a spell, green fire flaring and dancing around his fingertips. The knowledge he had stolen from Randur Maendrag shaped the spell. Lucan drew power into himself, more and more, magic that would have killed a living wizard in an instant. 
And still more.
Fortunately, Lucan no longer felt pain or fatigue. 
Green flames snarled around his fingers, and Lucan thrust out his hands.  
Emerald light exploded from him in a wave and shot through the assembled host of Knightreach. Both Gerald and Tobias stepped back in alarm, and as they did, their drawn swords caught fire. Green flames flickered up and down the blades, and throughout the army, every bladed weapon and every arrow shimmered with its own halo of ghostly fire.
“What did you do?” said Tobias, squinting at his sword. 
Circan stared at Lucan, eyes wide with alarm.
“The spell,” said Lucan, turning to face the runedead, “will only last until sundown, but that will be long enough. The flames will disrupt the spells binding the runedead, both in their physical and immaterial forms.”
“You mean our swords will harm them,” said Gerald, “even if they are wraiths.”
“Precisely,” said Lucan. “I suggest you do not touch your blades. If living flesh comes into contact with those flames, the effects would be…deleterious.” He stared at Tobias. “With this spell, you can stand against the runedead. And I shall deal with Caraster.”
“How?” said Gerald.
“By killing him,” said Lucan. 
"You seem certain of that," said Tobias.
"I am," said Lucan. "He fled after our last encounter. This time he will not. He has brought all his disciples with him, and I suspect almost all the runedead under his control. He believes that he is the chosen of history, and that he shall therefore be victorious. I will prove him wrong."
At least, Lucan thought he could. He could defeat Caraster in a confrontation. But Caraster could call upon the aid of his disciples and tens of thousands of runedead. Lucan, for all his power, was neither omniscient or omnipotent. If Caraster was clever, if he struck boldly, he might destroy Lucan.
But that did not matter. Lucan would rid the world of the Demonsouled. And if he had to kill Caraster to stop the Demonsouled...then so be it. 
Very well," said Tobias. "If you..."
A rustling noise filled the air, the sound of thousands of rotting legs moving at once. The great mass of runedead started forward, a vast front almost a mile wide. They would not bother storming the fords, or holding Tobias's army pinned in place while attacking Castle Town. No, Caraster's runedead would cross the entire river at once, envelop the men of Knightreach, and destroy them utterly. 
 "I suggest, Lord Tobias," said Lucan, "that you prepare to defend yourself."
He turned and strode towards the advancing runedead, the waters of the ford lapping at his boots. 

###

Gerald stared at Ataranur's retreating back, anger and fear warring in his mind.
It was rank madness to entrust the fate of Knightreach to this masked wizard. Perhaps Nicholas and Adalar were right, and they should withdraw back to Knightcastle before it was too late. 
But it was already too late. The runedead had reached the edge of the river. The water would not slow them, and in a matter of moments they would reach the men. 
And then they would be surrounded. 
Tobias lifted his sword. "We'll have to make a fight of it." He turned to his standardbearer. "The men are to dismount and form a square."
"The corners will be vulnerable," said Gerald.
"We have no choice," said Tobias. "If those runedead get behind the lines, we're finished. So we have to fight back to back." 
The trumpets rang out, the men shifting their formation to a square. 
Gerald held his sword before him, ghostly flames dancing around the blade, and waited for the runedead.

###

Lucan reached the south bank of the Riversteel. The runedead rushed at him, a solid wall of undead flesh and green flame. He drew on his magic, summoning power enough to blast the runedead to smoldering ash. 
Lucan lifted his hands...and then the runedead ignored him, flowing around him like water around a stone. Soon he stood in a clear space a dozen yards across, the runedead rushing past him. 
That was curious. 
Caraster must have commanded them to ignore him. But why? They were useless against Lucan, certainly, but all Caraster's command had accomplished was to leave a large empty space around him...
"Oh," said Lucan.
The first fireball came howling out of the sky an instant after he cast his wards. The force of the blast knocked him back, the grass around him going up in flames, the ground hardening to charcoal. Lucan shook his head, waving the smoke away from his face. Caraster had hit much harder than he had expected. The rebel possessed Demonsouled strength, and augmented with the aid of his disciples...
A second fireball hammered against Lucan's wards, driving him back another step.

###

Gerald squinted into the glare. When it cleared, he saw that Ataranur had disappeared into the heart of the inferno. 
"Why aren't the runedead attacking him?" said Tobias.
"I think," said Gerald, "Caraster has decided to deal with him personally, while his runedead kill us all." 
The first of the runedead struggled up the bank. Those that carried weapons raised them, while others extended their hands. Gerald had no more time to worry about Ataranur, no more time think about strategy or tactics.
It was time to fight or die. 
The runedead crashed into the line, and Gerald slashed with his sword. The burning blade took off a runedead's head, and he twisted and cut the hand from another. Tobias bellowed, wielding his sword with two hands, and finished off the runedead with a powerful blow. Gerald destroyed another, and still another. 
But an endless ocean of them kept coming.

###

Another blast of howling flame fell out of the sky, and Lucan recast his ward. The blue light pulsed and flickered, the ground around Lucan's boots turning to smoldering coals for a dozen yards in every direction. 
But the flames did not touch Lucan.
Caraster and his disciples struck with tremendous force, and the amount of energy required to turn aside their spells would have killed any mortal wizard. But Lucan had already died, and therefore had no need to worry about his stamina. He could protect himself from Caraster's blows indefinitely. 
He just could not move forward.
Another burst of flame shot towards him, this one purple instead of orange-yellow. Lucan recognized the spell, a strike designed to sap at his magical energy in addition to devouring his flesh. He altered his warding spells, the violet flames raging around him, and the attack dissipated. 
And still another attack came. 
Lucan refreshed his warding spell, plotting a counterattack. He could summon the Glamdaigyr, use it to absorb Caraster's spells, and fling the attacks back at him. But Caraster's attacks came too hard and too fast. If Lucan's wards wavered for even an instant, the flames would devour him. 
More fire hammered down out of the sky, forcing Lucan to throw further power into his warding spells. 

###

Gerald twisted, catching a runedead's fist upon his shield. The blow rocked him, the runedead striking with the force of a blacksmith's hammer. He lashed out with his sword and caught the creature upon the forehead, the green fire of his sword struggling against the ghostly glow of its sigil. The fire of Ataranur’s spell proved stronger, and the runedead collapsed into a motionless heap. 
He saw a runedead menacing Lord Adalar, and destroyed the creature with a sharp chop of his sword. Adalar managed a grateful nod before two more runedead charged him. Gerald attacked the undead, cutting down the first while Adalar took the head from the second.
And for just a moment, no foes threatened Gerald, and he risked a look around the battlefield.
The horde of runedead had smashed into the front of the square, attacking with unnatural vigor. He saw flares of green light as the runedead turned immaterial and strode through the river with ease, hardening into material form as they reached dry land. They circled around the sides of the host, attacking the sides of the square formation.
Very soon the army would be surrounded.
Another wave of runedead came at Gerald, and he got his shield up to block their attacks. He felt himself being forced back, even as he cut down undead after undead. Sooner or later they were going to run out of room to fight. The runedead would draw closer and closer until the army ran out of room to swing their swords and stab their spears.
And then runedead would crush them beneath the sheer weight of numbers.
A thunderclap rang out, followed by a flash of light, and Gerald saw a firestorm raging in the heart of the runedead host. Had Caraster and his disciples just killed Ataranur?
If so, all hope was lost.
Gerald fought on.

###

The next spell was a titanic hammer of psychokinetic force, power enough to crush flesh and bone to bloody mist. The ground shuddered beneath Lucan’s boots, and he raised his hands, his cloak billowing around him as he threw more power into his wards. The blue light of his defensive spells sputtered, but held against Caraster’s onslaught. The shock wave of the spell bloomed around him, spreading with enough force knock over hundreds of runedead like toys.
Lucan frowned as the obvious realization came to him. 
His defensive approach had been foolish. He had been trying to block Caraster’s attacks by sheer strength, but a clever warrior used his foes' strength against them. If he instead deflected Caraster’s spells, and flung the rebel's own power back at him…
A lance of purple flame hurtled for Lucan. 
He adjusted his defensive wards. Power screamed through him, and he drew on everything – his own strength, the stolen Demonsouled power, the knowledge he had taken from Randur Maendrag.
The blast struck him and rebounded from his wards like a thrown rock bouncing off a stone wall. The bolt of violet flame ripped through the runedead, turning a hundred of the creatures to dust. 
The smoke cleared, and Lucan caught his first glimpse of Caraster himself.
The rebel stood on a low hill that rose like an island from a dark sea of runedead. Lucan saw a tall man in a ragged black robe, his chest adorned with the sigil of a closed crimson fist. Around him stood nearly fifty men in black robes. All of them possessed magical power, but Caraster himself wielded the most might. 
Joined together, they made for a potent force. 
Caraster shouted, and the disciples began another spell. Arcane power spiked in the air, and Caraster flung a massive fist of psychokinetic force. Lucan worked his own wards, the air crackling around him, and cast his spell just as Caraster and his minions finished theirs. 
The psychokinetic burst struck Lucan, and his wards deflected it. The spell tore through the ranks of runedead, hurling the creatures dozens of feet into the air. For an absurd instant Lucan remembered his brother Toraine as a child, throwing a tantrum and flinging his toy knights in all directions. 
Even from this distance, he heard Caraster’s bellow of enraged fury. 
Lucan ran, his legs pumping as the runedead flowed around him. The low hill drew closer, and Caraster and his disciples began another spell. Lucan stopped, rebuilding his wards, and a volley of fire fell from the sky. Lucan thrust out his hands, deflecting the spells. The fiery bursts stabbed through the runedead, turning undead flesh and bone into smoking ash. 
Again Caraster and his minions cast a spell, and Lucan ran forward. He drew on his magic, filling himself with power. Caraster shouted a command, and all the disciples flung out their hands.
A storm of flame roared from their fingers and swept down the hill, devouring the runedead in its path. The burning wall rushed towards him, and he cast his own spell, holding his hand out to the fire. 
The wall of flames reached him...and began flowing into his hand.
Lucan gritted his teeth, his undead body trembling with strain. Neither pain nor exhaustion troubled him, but the sheer strain of his effort was considerable. His wards screamed around him, threatening to collapse, but Lucan summoned his full strength. He felt the power surge through him, and undead or not, it was enough raw force to melt his bones to molten slag.
The wave of fire yawned over him…and vanished into his fingers.
A heartbeat later he held a shimmering ball of orange-yellow light, his hand twitching with strain. The sphere trembled with the spell's vast power, all of it forced into a globe two inches across. 
Caraster and his disciples gaped at him in astonishment.
“Catch,” said Lucan, and he threw the sphere at the hill.

###

Gerald slashed the head from another runedead, fighting side-by-side with Tobias and Adalar. Blood streamed down his brother’s face from a cut, and Adalar winced every time he raised his arms.
They were losing. 
Endless waves of runedead came at them, an neverending assault of green flame and undead flesh. Gerald’s arms throbbed, his breath coming in a harsh rasp. He wanted to catch his breath, to rest his aching arms. But he dared not. If he lowered his guard for even a moment, the runedead would have him.
He felt another man jostle his back. They were almost out of room. Soon Gerald would have no more space to swing his sword or raise his shield. 
And then he would die.
At least Rachel and Belifane and Aldane were safe behind the walls of Knightcastle.
But not for much longer. Knightcastle’s walls had been warded against the immaterial forms of the runedead, but nothing would stop them from tearing down the gates. And then Rachel and the children would die as Caraster built his mad new order. 
Gerald wished he had stayed at Knightcastle. Then he could have died with his family, rather than…
A brilliant flash of white light flared over the runedead.
A moment later the thunderclap rang out, and Gerald saw a pillar of fire billowing from the heart of the runedead host.

###

Lucan got his feet, grateful that he no longer needed to breathe.
The stench of burning flesh would have made that quite unpleasant.
Raging flames covered the hill, and dozens of charred, twisted forms dotted its slopes, all that remained of Caraster and his disciples. They had warded themselves, of course, but their wards had been insufficient to stop their own redirected power. They would have…
A single figure stumbled out of the flames, surrounded by the sputtering glow of a ward.
“Ah,” said Lucan. “You survived. Splendid. That will make this easier.”
Caraster glared at him, eyes wild with rage.
Demonsouled rage. 
The wizard who had almost overthrown Knightcastle was a burly, barrel-chested man, his head encircled by a mane of ragged gray hair, a tangled beard hanging to his chest. His dark eyes flashed with fury, his thick hands knotting into fists. 
He looked insane beyond all reckoning. Like the sort of man who might murder children to pass a dull afternoon. 
“Who are you?” spat Caraster.
“Death,” said Lucan, “for the Demonsouled.” He took a step closer. “Which means your death.”
Caraster laughed, long and wild. “So you found my secret?” He spat, his spittle sizzling against the scorched ground. “The knowledge will not save you.”
“That’s how you're controlling the runedead,” said Lucan. “With your Demonsouled blood. A wretched little bandit wizard like you couldn’t have controlled so many runedead otherwise.”
“They attacked me first,” said Caraster. “I hid out with my band in a cave near Castle Dominus, robbing travelers. Then the runedead came for us. They killed all the others. They would have killed me. But my blood spilled upon them…and they obeyed me.” His face flashed from pleasure to rage and back again. “Then I understood my purpose. My greatness. The runedead had risen to serve me, and I would cleanse the world of the wicked.” 
“Indeed. One final question,” said Lucan. “Did the Old Demon command this of you?”
Caraster’s soot-stained face twisted with contempt. “The Old Demon? The Old Demon is a legend! Another story those lying priests tell fools to trick them out of their money. I did this! I, Caraster, and no one else! Do you know why I did it?” His eyes bulged with madness. “She rejected me, you know, when we were young. Betrothed herself to Mathard because he had more money. I killed them both for it, of course. But then I understood. There are no gods, and the wealthy make the world evil. Someday I would kill them all. Every lord, every knight, every priest, every merchant, every last one of them. For when I kill them all, every man will be poor…and therefore every man shall be rich. And I will have remade the world in my own image.”
“What a fool you are,” said Lucan. “With your power and this army of runedead, you could have remade the world. Instead you have squandered your power pursing this fool’s dream. Perhaps you should have waged war on the rivers instead, and forced them to flow uphill.” 
Caraster snarled. “Do not mock me! Kill him!”
Every runedead on the field, uncounted thousands of them, turned and rushed at Lucan. 

###

Gerald blinked.
The runedead withdrew. All of them, simultaneously, turned their backs and ran towards the river.
Towards the burning hill to the south.

###

Caraster laughed, eyes wide with triumph.
Lucan held out his right hand and summoned the Glamdaigyr. 
Green fire and shadow swirled around his fingers and hardened into the massive black greatsword. The sigils carved in the blade shone with green flame, a haze of shadow writhing around the steel. The pommel had been fashioned into a dragon’s skull, and it grinned hungrily at Lucan. 
He sensed hunger from the sword’s aura, its strength like a tower of frozen iron. The weapon yearned to drink life and magic, to gorge itself on stolen warmth, to devour living things.
To devour all the world.
For the first time Lucan saw fear on Caraster's face.
“What is that thing?” he demanded.
“Did I not tell you?” said Lucan, walking towards Caraster. “Death.”
A hundred runedead charged at him, and Lucan flicked a wrist. Psychokinetic force lashed in all directions, driving the undead to the ground. Caraster shrieked and flung a spell, a blast of invisible force, and Lucan raised the Glamdaigyr. The sword drank the spell’s power and drained it into Lucan. 
Caraster stumbled back, the terror on his face growing, and Lucan struck.
The Glamdaigyr drained away Caraster’s defensive wards and plunged deep into his chest.
The Demonsouled shrieked in horror, clawing at the blade. Lucan felt his strength and power, the demon magic in his tainted blood…and the thousands upon thousands of bonds he had established with that magic to control the runedead. 
All of that power drained into Lucan.
Caraster sobbed in pain, his face turning gray, and Lucan watched as the Glamdaigyr drank away his life and power. 
Power that sang like a storm within Lucan. 
He kicked Caraster’s lifeless body off the Glamdaigyr, leaving it to crumble into dust, and turned to face Caraster’s runedead.
No. His runedead, now.
“Assemble,” commanded Lucan. 
He would put them to good use indeed.

###

“What’s happening?” demanded Tobias, wiping blood from his brow.
He asked the question of the wizards, but Gerald answered anyway. 
“I don’t know,” he said. 
The runedead arranged themselves into ranks, like an army on parade. Now they stood without moving, as motionless as statues. 
As motionless as Ataranur in his black cloak and mask. 
“They’re moving,” said Lord Nicholas.
The green fire on their blades winked out, and Gerald wondered if Ataranur had been defeated. If he had, they were truly doomed. 
But the runedead stopped moving, and Gerald saw they had parted to form an aisle. 
A moment later he saw Ataranur stride up that aisle, his black cloak blowing in the wind, something swinging from his right hand. He reached the river, and Gerald saw what swung from the wizard’s hand. 
Caraster’s head. 
Ataranur crossed the ford and climbed the bank, and stopped before Tobias and Gerald and the other lords. 
They stared at each other in silence.
“What?” said Tobias at last, voice hoarse. “What did you do?” 
Circan flexed his fingers, staring at Ataranur as if he expected an attack. 
Ataranur tossed the head towards them, and it rolled to a stop at Tobias’s boots. Caraster’s dead eyes stared upward, his face frozen in a mask of horror and dread. However he had died, it had not been pleasant.
“I slew Caraster and his disciples,” said Ataranur, “as I said I would. The victory is yours, my lord Tobias. The rebellion has been crushed.”
“And the runedead?” said Tobias.
“They are yours,” said Ataranur. 
“Mine?” said Tobias.
“Or Lord Malden’s, I should say,” said Ataranur, gesturing at the rows of runedead. “They are his to command, and they will obey his every word.” 
“How?” said Gerald. Once, he knew, Lord Malden would have refused to even countenance such a thing. But his father had changed since Ataranur had healed him. Giving him an invincible undead army…Gerald shuddered to think of what his father would do with it. “What magic did you use to control them?”
“No magic, Sir Gerald,” said Ataranur. “I used no spell to control the runedead. Rather…it seems Caraster was right. In a sense. The runedead rose at the command of the gods, and Caraster enslaved them. But now that I have vanquished him…the runedead submit to the lawful ruler of Knightcastle.”
“That is nonsense,” said Gerald. “If the runedead submit to the lawful ruler of Knightcastle, why didn’t they do so during the Great Rising? They almost destroyed Castle Town before we could repulse them. Gods, they ravaged all of Knightreach!”
Ataranur shrugged. “The ways of the gods are unknowable, are they not? Yet the runedead have submitted to Lord Malden,” he beckoned at the endless rows of standing corpses, “as you can see with your own eyes.” 
“Well,” said Tobias, “I suppose we should go give Father the news, shouldn’t we?”
“Of course,” said Ataranur, walking to Tobias’s side.
The runedead remained motionless, the sigils upon their brow painting the Riversteel an eerie green.

###

Lucan walked in silence alongside the lords and knights, contemplating his next move. 
Between Caraster’s stolen Demonsouled power and the magic of the Banurdem, his control over the runedead horde was complete. He had, of course, once controlled every runedead upon the face of the world. But the Great Rising had collapsed when Lucan had been killed, and he could not recreate it.
Still. These runedead would serve well enough for his purpose.
In a few weeks time, he should have enough stolen life energy to open the Door of Souls.

###

“Sir Gerald,” said Circan, his voice urgent. “I must speak with you, immediately.”
Gerald glanced at Tobias and Ataranur, but neither his brother nor the masked wizard seemed inclined to conversation. Around them the army of Knightreach made their way back to their camps below the walls of Castle Town and Knightcastle.
And well away from the runedead on the south bank. 
“What is it?” said Gerald.
Circan beckoned, and Gerald followed the wizard away from the other lords. 
“I think,” said Circan, voice low, “I think I know who Ataranur really is.”
“Who?” said Gerald.
“Lucan Mandragon,” said Circan. 
“But that is impossible,” said Gerald. “Lucan is dead. Mazael slew him at Swordgrim. And even if he had survived…why come to Knightcastle? Would he not remain in the Grim Marches to take vengeance on Mazael?”
“I know it is…unlikely, sir knight,” said Circan. “But it is Lucan. I fought alongside him at Deepforest Keep. The spell Ataranur used to dispel that giant image of Caraster? I saw Lucan use that exact same spell, in that exact same way, during the siege of Deepforest Keep. A wizard has a distinctive…style, for lack of a better word, just as a practiced eye can recognize an individual knight by his style of swordplay.”
Gerald nodded, looking at Ataranur. 
It seemed incredible…but Ataranur was about Lucan’s height. 
“You are certain?” said Gerald at last.
“Absolutely,” said Circan.
“Tell no one,” said Gerald. “I…shall have to take action myself.”
Gerald had feared that Ataranur was a dark wizard, a renegade or a necromancer. 
The truth was much worse…and Lucan had both Lord Malden and Grand Master Caldarus in his thrall. And from what Gerald had seen, Lucan had the magical power to kill Gerald in a heartbeat. 
He did not see how he could possibly oppose a wizard of Lucan Mandragon’s might. 
But Gerald would not let Lucan destroy Knightcastle. 







Chapter 30 – A Second Pact

Malaric paced back and forth, thinking. 
Rosala smiled at him from her blankets. "My lord Prince should come back to bed." 
"Your lord Prince thinks you should shut up," snapped Malaric. He stalked to the balcony and gazed at the Inner City. Barellion looked calm, even peaceful. But with the destruction of the host of Greycoast, he knew it was an illusion. Five hundred armsmen had remained behind to garrison the Prince's Keep, all that remained of the men sworn to the Prince of Barellion. The city had two thousand militia, devoted to patrolling the walls and keeping criminals off the streets, but they were peasants with spears, not warriors. They would not stand up against the Aegonar. 
Twenty-five hundred men against tens of thousands of Aegonar…and those men would turn on Malaric in a heartbeat.
He gripped the railing, trying to think.
What the devil was he going to do? 
No doubt some of the lords had survived the disaster at Castle Bridge. Yet those who had escaped would flee to their castles. They would not return to Barellion. And they certainly would not heed his commands. 
They had obeyed him out of terror. But then he lost the battle. And no one feared a Prince who lost a battle. 
Rosala rose naked from the blankets, her bare feet making no sound against the floor. 
Malaric wondered if he could gather a force of runedead to oppose the Aegonar. Yet Prince Everard and his sons had been too thorough, and only a few scattered bands of runedead remained in Greycoast. Malaric could not possibly gather enough to oppose the Aegonar. And even if he did, Skalatan was with the Aegonar, and Skalatan's mastery of necromancy exceeded Malaric's own. Skalatan could seize control of any runedead Malaric gathered.
Malaric needed help.
Could Lucan aid him? He had gone to Knightcastle to open his precious Door of Souls. But why would he help Malaric? Lucan didn't need him. What sort of price would Lucan demand?
Rosala stood behind him, pressed herself against his back. "Come back to bed, my Prince. You have too many worries."
Malaric shoved her away. "I said to be silent! Go..."
The dagger plunged between his ribs. 
Malaric stumbled forward, clutching at the railing for balance. Rosala ripped the dagger free and thrust it into his side once more.
"A gift from the First Dagger, my Prince," she purred, "a dagger..."
Malaric snarled, summoned power, and slammed his hand into Rosala's face. Psychokinetic force erupted from his hand and hammered into her head, her body catapulting across the room. 
She collapsed in a lifeless tangle of bare limbs, her glassy blue eyes gazing at him.
Malaric cursed and examined his wound. Already it shrank as the skull's Demonsouled power healed him, but he felt a burning numbness around the wound. Rosala had poisoned the dagger. For a terrible moment fear gripped him, but the numbness faded.
Whatever poison Rosala had used was not strong enough to overcome the Demonsouled healing. 
Rage replaced his fear.
No doubt the First Dagger planned to dispose of Malaric and slink back into the shadows while the Aegonar conquered the city. Malaric stormed into his bedroom, snatched up his sword belt, and buckled it around his waist. The First Dagger would regret this treachery. Malaric would kill every last one of the Skulls and cut the smile from that fat pig's smirking face. 
He strode into the shadows, reappearing in Souther's study in the old barracks. 
But the room was empty.
Malaric turned in a circle. Souther’s desk was gone, as were his weapons and his tools. Even that damned book of romantic poetry was gone. Malaric walked the shadows to the barracks’ first floor and found it deserted. The bunks were empty and the common room silent. 
The Skulls had deserted him.
Souther was a treacherous weasel, but the First Dagger was not stupid. One did not survive as the First Dagger of the Skulls otherwise. If he had forsaken Malaric, he thought that Malaric was doomed. 
Malaric bellowed in fury and kicked one of the bunks with Demonsouled strength. It shattered into kindling, the fragments bouncing across the floor. Perhaps it was time to flee Barellion. With the power to stride through the shadows, he could travel anywhere in a matter of days. He could leave Greycoast behind, carve out a kingdom of his own somewhere…
“No,” growled Malaric.
Barellion was his. And no one would ever take it from him…
“Destroying the furniture,” said a dry, hissing voice, “will not resolve your plight.”
Malaric turned, drawing his sword and the caethweisyr. A figure in a hooded gray robe stood on the other end of the barracks, green sparks flaring around its sleeves. Inside the robe’s cowl, Malaric glimpsed yellow eyes and crimson scales.
“Skalatan,” said Malaric. He gestured at the hooded form. “I suppose this is another illusion?”
“Of course,” said the San-keth archpriest. “I have not survived this long by taking foolish chances. A lesson, alas, you have yet to learn.” 
“What do you want?” said Malaric. “Have you come to gloat at my misfortunes?”
“Your misfortunes?” said Skalatan. “That implies your difficulties are the result of random chance. You lost the battle at Castle Bridge entirely through your poor decisions…”
“Silence!” said Malaric, but Skalatan kept speaking. 
“And you chose to betray me,” said Skalatan. “With my aid, you could have been secure upon the throne of Barellion. Instead your vassals have forsaken you, and the Aegonar march for Barellion. It will be interesting to see if the Aegonar kill you, or if one of your vassals manages it first.”
“I said to be silent!” said Malaric. “Have you come here for a useful purpose or not?”
Skalatan’s tongue flickered out of the hood. “I have come bearing news. A second army marches for Barellion.”
“Other than the Aegonar?” said Malaric. 
“Yes. An army under the command of Hugh Chalsain, who names himself the Prince of Barellion. With him march several of your vassals, the ones who escaped the slaughter at Castle Bridge. Though I suppose they are now Hugh’s vassals, not yours.” 
“Hugh,” spat Malaric. “Souther couldn’t even do that right.” Hugh was a useless brat, but after Malaric’s defeat, the lords of Greycoast would rally to him. 
Just as well he had kept Adelaide prisoner. Perhaps Hugh would reconsider if Malaric sent him her fingers in a box. 
“Indeed,” said Skalatan. “Twenty-two thousand men march with him, and more rally to his banner every day. How many do you have left? A few hundred? What will they do when the lawful Prince arrives to claim his father’s throne?”
“I am the lawful Prince!” said Malaric. 
Skalatan’s hissing laughter echoed in his ears. “You murdered your father and brothers and took the throne. By the laws of your race, I believe that makes Hugh Chalsain the lawful Prince.”
“I should have been,” said Malaric, “the rightful heir.”
“And a curious banner flies with Hugh’s,” said Skalatan. “Three crossed swords, on a field of black.”
“So?” said Malaric. “Why are you…”
The Cravenlock banner. Mazael Cravenlock’s banner had been three crossed swords on a black field.
“No,” said Malaric. “No, he’s dead. I killed both him and his wife. He’s dead.” 
“Evidently,” said Skalatan, “not.” 
“He’s dead!” shouted Malaric.
“Either you lied to me,” said Skalatan, “or you were stupid enough to believe him dead when he was not. I have observed their host from afar using my spells. Mazael Cravenlock rides with Hugh Chalsain, along with his with daughter and the bearer of the Guardian’s staff.”
“But that is preposterous,” said Malaric. “Why would Mazael aid Hugh?”
Skalatan sighed. “To find us. Can you not see? Mazael’s Demonsouled nature allowed him to overcome my venom, but you wounded his Elderborn-blooded wife. The Guardian must have suspended her life in some fashion, for the only cure to my venom is my blood. Furthermore, the Guardian could use my venom to track me, if the venom was in the blood of a living woman. Therefore Romaria Cravenlock is still alive, and Mazael has followed us to save his wife.”
Malaric laughed. “Then it’s you he wants, not me.”
“Are you truly so blind?” said Skalatan. “He is a child of the Old Demon, and you wounded him. You left his wife lying at the brink of death. Do you have any idea what he will do to you when he finds you?”
Malaric could imagine. He had beaten Mazael in their last fight, but only with the aid of Skalatan’s venom. This time Mazael would have the aid of Molly and the Guardian. Malaric could not overcome all of them at once.
“Your folly,” said Skalatan, “has put powerful enemies upon your trail.”
Malaric said nothing. The damned old serpent was right.
“But perhaps the blame is mine,” said Skalatan. “The skull you bear carries great power, and I assumed you would make better use of it. Clearly, I overestimated your wits.”
“Stop insulting me,” said Malaric, “and make your offer.” 
The gray robe rippled as Skalatan’s coils shifted. “Oh?”
“You would not bother speaking with me,” said Malaric, “unless you had something in mind. Out with it. What do you want?”
“If Mazael Cravenlock and your brother do not claim your head,” said Skalatan, “the Aegonar will. But it is within my power to save you. You can keep the throne of Barellion and rule over Greycoast as you please.”
“Even thought I tried to enslave you?” said Malaric.
The shoulders of Skalatan’s skeletal carrier moved in a shrug. “One must expect tantrums from children.”
Malaric swallowed his rage. “And what would you require for this generous offer?”
“First,” said Skalatan, “you will swear loyalty and fealty to Agantyr, High King of the Aegonar. You would remain Prince, but you will rule Barellion and Greycoast as his vassal.”
Malaric scowled. “Then I am to be a puppet?”
“Correct,” said Skalatan. “Second, you will suppress the Amathavian church in your lands, and order a temple to Sepharivaim raised in every village and town. Should any of your nobles refuse to swear to Sepharivaim, execute them and award their lands to an Aegonar earl.”
“Is that all?” said Malaric. He cared nothing for the Amathavian church and its feeble gods of mercy, but banning the church would turn every man in Greycoast against him, and give the neighboring liege lords and the Justiciar Order a pretext for war.
“No,” said Skalatan. “Finally, after we have secured Greycoast, you will gather your army and march south with the Aegonar as they attack Knightcastle.” 
“Knightcastle?” said Malaric. “Why? Do you want Lucan’s Door of Souls for yourself?”
“Yes,” said Skalatan.
“Then why not open a mistgate and go to Knightcastle?” said Malaric. “It is within your power.”
“Actually, it is not,” said Skalatan. “A mistgate cannot cross an ocean. This, along with the necessity to acquire certain additional relics, is why we needed to invade Greycoast. Furthermore, mistgates are difficult and imprecise. Not even the greatest wizards of the Dark Elderborn, working in concert, could open a mistgate long enough to transport the entire Aegonar host.” He hissed. “Additionally, Lucan Mandragon has already begun awakening the Door of Souls. That generates tremendous magical disruption in the spirit world, making it all the harder to conjure a mistgate.” Skalatan’s head leaned out of the cowl, the yellow eyes gazing at Malaric. “But that is not your concern. Do you accept my offer or not?”
Malaric turned away with a curse. What Skalatan offered was pathetic. It would turn Malaric into a puppet, a figurehead the Aegonar kept on the throne of Barellion to justify their rule. Malaric ought to leave Greycoast behind, claim a realm for himself somewhere far from the reach of both Mazael and the San-keth.
But that would mean abandoning Barellion.
Malaric’s hands curled into fists. Barellion belonged to him. It had always belonged to him, not to Prince Everard, not to Rodric, and certainly not to that sniveling whelp Hugh. 
And Malaric would not surrender Barellion to anyone. 
“Very well,” said Malaric. “I…accept your offer.”
He could not tell if Skalatan’s hiss was a laugh or not.
“Excellent,” said Skalatan. “It is good that you at last see the path of wisdom. Open the city’s northern gate. The High King shall arrive shortly.”
“What?” said Malaric. “The Aegonar are still four days away.” 
“Yes,” said Skalatan, “but Hugh’s army is not. I can open a mistgate long enough for Agantyr and his choice warriors to arrive. They shall hold the city until the rest of our host can reach us. Then they shall smash Hugh’s army against the walls of Barellion, and Greycoast shall be yours.”
No, thought Malaric, Greycoast would belong to the Aegonar. But Malaric would play along for now.
Life offered hope…and he could always betray Skalatan and the Aegonar later.
Skalatan hissed laughter, as if he had guessed Malaric’s thoughts. 
“Why don’t you open a mistgate within the city itself?” said Malaric. “You wouldn’t need to bother with me at all.”
“The ancient wards woven into the walls of Barellion,” said Skalatan, “block any attempt to open a mistgate from outside the city. From within the city, I could open a mistgate with ease. But opening a mistgate into the city from outside the walls is impossible.” 
“Indeed?” said Malaric. “I never knew there were wards upon the walls.”
“That is because your race has a short memory for matters of importance,” said Skalatan. “One final matter. The Demonsouled skull. I trust you have secured it properly?”
“Of course,” said Malaric. “It is safe in the Study Tower. Behind wards that you cannot penetrate, and defended by a watcher that could destroy even you.” 
“Good,” said Skalatan. “Think of what would happen to you if the skull fell into the hands of the Tervingi Guardian.”
Malaric tried not to flinch, but did. 
“Open the northern gate in one hour,” said Skalatan. “We shall meet you there.”
The image vanished, leaving Malaric alone in the empty barracks.
He stared at the wall for a long time, fuming. 
Then he walked into the shadows, making for Barellion’s northern gate. 

###

The Gate of Bishops faced north, towards the Bannered Forest and the River of Lords. A troop of militiamen guarded the gates, and dispersed at Malaric’s command. They glared at him with fear and loathing. 
But they left without violence, and Malaric opened the gate by himself. 
He strode through the opened gates and onto the road leading north. The countryside beyond looked peaceful. Forests and pastures and the occasional village. 
And in a few days over the Aegonar tide would wash over it.
Gray mist swirled a dozen yards before him, and Malaric felt the surge of magical force. The mist rose into a sheet ten yards high and ten wide, and through it Malaric glimpsed a distant field filled with tents and carts.
And thousands upon thousands of Aegonar.
The first Aegonar marched through the mistgate a moment later. They ignored Malaric and strode for the Gate of Bishops, taking it for themselves. More and more Aegonar came through, and Malaric saw the bronze helms of ulfhednar amongst them.
Then the mistgate rippled, and Skalatan and Agantyr appeared.
The Aegonar High King was huge, head and shoulders taller than Malaric. His face looked as if it had been hammered from granite, and his black eyes regarded Malaric with amused contempt. His armor had been gilded, and a diadem fashioned in the shape of a golden serpent rested upon his gray-streaked red hair. 
“So, Herald,” said Agantyr, his voice a rumble. “This is the traitor Prince you have promised me?”
“It is, noble High King,” said Skalatan. His head swayed back and forth within his cowl. “I give you Malaric Chalsain, Prince of Barellion, who has agreed to become your vassal.”
“Good,” said Agantyr. “Come, my servant. I wish to see the splendors of my new city.”
Rage blazed within Malaric…but he forced himself to swallow it, and led the Aegonar High King to Barellion. 

###

Skalatan brought over four thousand Aegonar warriors and ulfhednar through the mistgate before it collapsed, and the warriors took control of the city with ease. A few militiamen tried to make a fight of it, but the Aegonar killed them, and the citizens of Barellion locked themselves within their homes. 
Which was just as well. There was no one to witness Malaric’s humiliation in the square below the Prince’s Keep.
He knelt before Agantyr and offered up his sword to the High King.
“I, Malaric Chalsain, Prince of Barellion,” said Malaric, “do pledge fealty, loyalty, and obedience to Agantyr, High King of the Aegonar, Anointed of Sepharivaim, and Lord of Greycoast, Knightreach, and the Aegonath Isles. In the name of Sepharivaim, I swear to defend you against your foes and serve you to my last breath.”
It was just as well he cared nothing for Sepharivaim, given that he planned to betray the Aegonar after they killed Hugh for him. 
“And I, Agantyr, High King of the Aegonar and the Anointed of Sepharivaim,” said Agantyr, taking the sword, “do accept you, Malaric Chalsain, as my vassal. I will protect you from your foes and defend your lands. Receive from my hand,” the hard lips curled in a mocking smile, “the city of Barellion, to use for your support and maintenance.” 
“I thank you,” said Malaric, keeping the fury from his face, “my King.”
“Rise,” said Agantyr to his newest vassal. 
Malaric rose, and Agantyr handed him back the sword.
“Come,” said Agantyr. “We will inspect our defenses, and prepare for your brother’s arrival. When his host lays siege to the walls, we shall hold them off…and then Earl Ryntald will arrive with the rest of my forces and smash them. Give commands for…”
An Agantyr warrior sprinted into the plaza, face grim.
“No need to wait for Hugh Chalsain’s army, High King,” said Skalatan. “I suspect is it here.”







Chapter 31 – Unmasked

Gerald took a deep breath and adjusted his cloak.
In the next few minutes, he was either going to save Knightreach or he was going to die. 
The vassals and knights of Lord Malden Roland filled the Hall of Triumph, speaking in low, frightened voices. The officers of the Justiciar Order stood near the dais, and unlike the nobles, did not look afraid.
If anything, they looked…younger.
Especially those who bore black daggers identical to the ones Malden and Caldarus carried. 
If it came to a fight, Gerald intended to strike down Caldarus. 
But only after he dealt with Ataranur, or Lucan Mandragon, or whatever was really behind that steel mask.
The object of the nobles’ fear stood before the dais. A dozen runedead stood there, motionless as statues, symbols of green fire upon their pale foreheads. Lord Malden sat upon his chair atop the dais, his hair like gleaming gold, his skin smooth and unlined, his blue eyes bright and clear.
He looked younger than Gerald. 
“They will obey me without question?” said Lord Malden.
“Yes, my lord,” said the man calling himself Ataranur. “Caraster bound them with his dark spells, but he is slain. You are the rightful lord of Knightcastle, my lord, so the runedead will submit to you. And you, Grand Master, for the justice of your righteous mission.”
Gerald stopped besides his brother Tobias and Lord Adalar, both of whom looked at the undead things with disgust. 
“My lord,” said Lord Agravain. “Can we remove these…creatures from the Hall of Triumph? Surely they are unclean, and their…scent may carry plague.” 
“Be silent, Agravain,” said Malden with a dismissive wave of his hand. 
“Think of what we can do with an army of invincible warriors,” said Caldarus. Like Malden, he looked like a vigorous man of twenty, his body heavy with muscle, his skin smooth and clear. “You could march at their head and conquer the neighboring lands – Greycoast, the High Plain, the Stormvales, even the Grim Marches. You could make yourself King over the entire realm.” Caldarus’s hands curled into fists. “And with this host, the Justiciars can destroy the San-keth and the worshippers of the Elderborn gods. We could purge every last hint of evil from the entire world.”
His hand strayed to his black dagger as he spoke. 
The thought of Caldarus commanding the runedead was almost as bad as Caraster. Gerald had heard of the Justiciars’ recent atrocities, the rampages they had carried out in the villages of Knightreach. Hundreds of people had been dragged from their homes, accused of supporting Caraster or worshipping the serpent god, and then put to death with those black daggers. 
But why? Why such wanton carnage?
“In a few days,” said Lord Malden, rising from his seat, “we shall march. With the Justiciars at our side, we will go from village to village and town to town, purging the land of the wicked. The other lords shall acknowledge Knightcastle as their liege or perish. Soon…”
Gerald had to stop this madness.
His father kept speaking, and Gerald moved. He strode up the dais, and his father’s speech faltered in surprise. Gerald stepped forward, seized Ataranur’s steel mask, and ripped it away.
The cowl fell back, and Gerald found himself looking at the pitiless black eyes and gaunt, pale face of Lucan Mandragon. A black diadem fashioned in the shape of a dragon encircled his brow, its claws cradling a glowing green emerald. Gerald recognized the Banurdem, the diadem of Old Dracaryl that Corvad had worn. 
A stunned silence fell over the Hall.
“So,” said Lucan, voice quiet. “You were always brave, Sir Gerald.”
Malden stared at Lucan, blinking.
“What is this?” said Malden at last.
“Do you not see, Father?” said Gerald, stepping past Lucan so the entire Hall could see the wizard’s face. “He has been lying to you for weeks! He is no more High Elderborn than I am. This is Lucan Mandragon, the architect of the Great Rising, the son of your most hated enemy…and you have been following his counsel.” 
Malden said nothing, his face pale, while Caldarus scowled. 
Lucan said nothing and did not move. 
“Everything he has done has been a deception,” said Gerald. “It was his spells that raised the runedead, not the wrath of the gods or the sins of men. His every word to you has been a lie.”
He looked at Lucan, expecting the wizard to argue or unleash a spell, but Lucan said nothing. He didn’t even blink.
A cold chill spread through Gerald.
He didn’t think Lucan was breathing. 
“Father, Grand Master, you must act,” said Gerald, pointing at Lucan. “Everything we have suffered since the Great Rising, everything we have lost, was his doing. Now he has tried to beguile you with lies. You must have him imprisoned, or banish him from Knightreach forever.” 
No one spoke. Gerald looked at his father, at Lucan, and then back at his father. If it came to a fight, Lucan could probably reduce Knightcastle to a heap of smoking rubble. But Lucan must require Malden’s and Caldarus’s willing cooperation for something. Else he wouldn’t have bothered with subterfuge.
Malden stared at Lucan, a muscle trembling in his temple.
“Father,” said Gerald. “Think of what you have done. You attacked a servant. You beat Mother, and you never raised a hand against a woman before in your life. You sent the Justiciars to murder people under your protection. This…this is not you. Turn aside from whatever lies Lucan has told you. It is not too late.”
Malden looked at Gerald, opened his mouth, closed it again.
“I healed you,” said Lucan. 
Malden flinched.
Lucan stepped towards Malden. “When I first came to you, my lord Malden, you were a sick old man. Now you are young and strong again. When I came to Knightcastle, Caraster was ready to destroy you. And now Caraster is slain, and his runedead await your command.” His eyes turned towards Caldarus. "And you, Grand Master. The Great Rising had brought the Justiciars to the verge of collapse. Now you have regained your youth and vigor, and the Justiciars are strong again. The other lords laughed at your and ignored your righteous mission to rid the world of evil. Will they laugh at you now? Will they ignore you?"
"No," said Caldarus, smiling. "They will not."
"You deceived me," said Malden. "And you healed me..." He closed his eyes and swallowed. "A servant. You must have killed a servant. That's how you healed me." 
"Yes," said Lucan. "I deny it not. I did what I have always done."
"And what is that?" said Gerald. "Deception? Murder?"
"I acted for the greater good," said Lucan. "Have I not?" He pointed at Malden. "You are restored. Knightreach is safe. And..."
"And all those villagers you commanded the Justiciars to kill?" said Gerald. 
"They were evil," said Lucan. "Followers of Caraster. Worshippers of the San-keth. Hidden Demonsouled, even. Knightreach is cleansed of their presence." 
"What proof did you have?" said Gerald.
"The suspicion of a Justiciar," said Caldarus, "if proof enough." 
"I did deceive you, my lord," said Lucan. “I knew how much you hated my father and his crimes. You would not listen to me, no matter how much I wished to aid you, because I was the son of Richard Mandragon. But Richard Mandragon is dead, my lord...and you are not. And you will never die. You shall be immortal, and rule over Knightreach, perhaps the entire realm, for all time." He spread his gloved hands. "If that is not enough, then say the word and I shall depart." 
Utter silence fell. Gerald stared at his father. Surely Malden's reason would reassert itself. Surely he would not continue to listen to Lucan's lies. 
"A lord," said Malden at last, "must do what is necessary. I think, Lucan Mandragon, that you understand that."
Lucan inclined his head to Lord Malden.
"Father!" said Gerald. "This is madness, utter madness. You..."
"Silence!" said Malden, and the fury returned to his face. "I have had enough of your constant impudence." He started to draw his sword. "You will..."
"No!" roared Tobias. He drew his sword and stood between Malden and Gerald, and every other man in the hall drew his blade. "I will not allow this!"
"Do not defy me!" bellowed Malden.
"Gerald has shamed me with his courage!" said Tobias. "He was willing to confront you when I was not. Lucan Mandragon's dark magic has corrupted you...but he is not the only one who can do what is necessary!"
Tobias spun, frantic shouting echoing off the walls, and for an awful moment Gerald was sure that his brother would cut down his father...
But Tobias wheeled and drove his blade into Lucan Mandragon’s chest with one smooth motion. 
Lucan rocked from the blow, but his expression did not change.
He didn't even blink. 
Tobias stared at Lucan, waiting for the wizard to fall.
Lucan sighed, gripped Tobias's wrists, and stepped back. The blade pulled from his chest with a wet sound, but there was no blood on the weapon. Lucan showed no sign of pain, or even of discomfort. 
"What kind of devil are you?" said Tobias.
"I'm sorry, my lord Tobias," said Lucan, "but I can only be slain once." 
"Take him!" said Adalar, drawing his sword. "For the honor of Knightcastle! Kill the wizard!" 
"I command you to stop this!" roared Malden, but no one heeded him. 
A dozen lords drew their weapons and charged Lucan, and Tobias raised his sword for another strike.
Lucan waved his hand.
Invisible force seized the attacking lords and slammed them to the floor. Gerald reached for his sword, hoping to take Lucan by surprise. But the cold black eyes shifted towards him, and Gerald froze. 
"Clearly, my lord," said Lucan, looking up at Malden, "many of your vassals cannot appreciate the wisdom of your new course. Or…perhaps wish to avenge their fallen master Caraster."
"That is absurd!" shouted Gerald. "We fought against Caraster, not..."
"Silence!" said Malden. "Is this how you repay me, my lords? For years I have defended you, and you plot my murder? Enough! I sentence you all to die. Take them to the dungeons."
"My men, Lord Malden," said Caldarus, "would be honored to serve."
"Take them," said Malden. 
"Father," said Gerald, but Malden ignored him. 
Justiciar sergeants took him, Tobias, Adalar, and the other lords, and led them to the dungeons to wait for death.







Chapter 32 - The Siege of Barellion

Malaric followed Agantyr and his ulfhednar guards to the ramparts overlooking the Gate of Knights, the Outer Wall’s southern gate.
"Gods," muttered Malaric.
There were so damned many of them.
Twenty thousand men, maybe even twenty-five thousand, stood arrayed outside Barellion's walls. Malaric saw the banners of the most powerful lords of Greycoast, the spear sigil of Lord Bryce Spearshore among them.
"Damn it," said Malaric. "I should have killed him when I had the chance." 
Agantyr glanced at him. "Indeed. Mercy is for the weak."
Malaric glared at him, but the High King of the Aegonar did not notice. Or, more likely, he did not care. 
"There," said Agantyr, pointing. "That banner, the black tower upon green. That is the banner of the Prince?"
"Aye," said Malaric. Beneath that banner, far in the distance, he glimpsed a figure in golden armor. Mazael Cravenlock himself? "How the devil did they get here so fast? Most of those men were on the northern bank of the River of Lords."
Besides Agantyr, Skalatan hissed. "The Tervingi Guardian commands great power over nature. Most likely he simply froze the surface of the river long enough for them to cross."
"Then will he use his spells to tear down the walls?" said Agantyr.
"No," said Skalatan. "The wards are too strong for that. And the nature of the Guardian's magic forbids him from taking human life." 
"There are ways to destroy a foe," said Malaric, "without killing him."
"Yes," said Skalatan. "A pity you did not utilize some of them. Else we would face fewer foes now." 
The ulfhednar barked laughter, and even Agantyr smiled. 
Malaric kept his face calm, but his hands curled into fists. They dared to laugh at him? He would repay them for that someday. 
But only after they killed Hugh for him.
"The enemy assembles siege towers," said Agantyr, pointing. "There and there. Along with ladders."
Malaric frowned. "It will take them a few days to prepare."
"Correct," said Agantyr. "Time is our ally, and their enemy. Within four days, Earl Ryntald will arrive the rest of my host. And when he does, we shall slay your brother for the glory of Sepharivaim. Meanwhile, they will use their ladders to test our defenses for weakness." He turned to the ulfhednar. "Bid the men to the ramparts. Battle awaits!" 
The ulfhednar ran to do Agantyr's bidding.

###

"You cannot open the gates?" said Hugh. 
He sat atop his horse, surrounded by the chief lords of Greycoast. Mazael Cravenlock waited nearby, gazing at the walls with a distant expression, Molly at his side. 
"I fear not, lord Prince," said Riothamus, his staff in one hand. "There are wards of great power upon the walls of your city. I cannot dispel them."
"Damnation," said Hugh. He had hoped that the Guardian’s magic could open the gates. Otherwise they faced an assault upon Barellion's formidable walls. 
Many men would die in such an attack.
"Those are Aegonar behind the battlements," said Mazael. 
"That seems unlikely, my lords," said Sir Edgar. "My men have scouted the countryside around the city. The Aegonar are at least five days away. Four, if they hasten." 
Hugh nodded. They had four days to get inside the city. If Malaric still held the city when the Aegonar arrived, Hugh’s army would be trapped between the walls and the Aegonar. 
"Those are indeed Aegonar upon the walls," said Riothamus. "An advance force, most likely, sent ahead of the main host."
"How did they get into the city?" said Hugh. "Did they slay Malaric for us?"
"I doubt it," said Molly. "I suspect that our usurper Prince has thrown his lot in with the Aegonar." 
"Malaric?" said Lord Bryce, blinking. "The Aegonar would require his fealty.  I doubt the proud fool would bend his knee to anyone." 
"If he was that desperate," said Riothamus, "surely he would simply flee."
"No," said Molly. "He's too proud to abandon Barellion."
"Lady Molly is right," said Hugh. "Malaric believes that Barellion belonged to him by right. If he would not scruple from murdering my father and my brothers to claim the city...well, becoming a vassal of the Aegonar seems a small matter by comparison." 
"Then we must take the city by storm," said Bryce, "and quickly, before more Aegonar arrive." 
Montigard grunted. "That would be chancy, my lords. The walls are strong, and the Aegonar fight like devils. Even if there are only a few thousand in the city, four days might not be enough." 
"No," said Mazael. "We will get into the city today, my lords."
"How?" said Hugh. 
"My daughter," said Mazael, "has certain gifts."
Hugh looked at Molly, who grinned. 
"A woman?" said Bryce, taken aback. "Ah...how, pray, shall she get us into the city?" 
"I thought I would seduce the guards," said Molly, "cut their throats while they slept, and make off with the keys. But that seems too complicated. So instead I'll kill the guards and open the gates."
"Once you have seen her in battle, my lord Bryce," said Hugh, "you will understand." He looked at Mazael. "But Malaric knows Molly. Will he not anticipate such a stratagem?"
"He will," said Mazael, "which is why we're going to distract him by attacking the walls." 
Hugh frowned. "The siege towers are not yet complete."
"Yes," said Mazael, "but the ladders are ready now." 
"A great many men will die," said Hugh, "if we attack the walls."
"They will," said Mazael. "But Malaric and the Aegonar have already killed a great many men. And if the Aegonar conquer Greycoast and Malaric keeps the throne of Barellion...then a great many more of your people will likely die, my lord Prince." 
Hugh said nothing. He knew Mazael would not challenge him in front of the lords, but the message was plain. A Prince had to make hard decisions. And no matter what choice Hugh made today, men would die. He could only hope to save as many of his people as he could. 
And Adelaide was behind those walls.
He hoped.
"Gods forgive me," said Hugh. "We shall follow your counsel. My lord Mazael, my lord Bryce, give the orders." 
Mazael nodded, and Bryce shouted commands to the men. 
The army started to move. 

###

"Here they come," said Malaric. 
"Good," said Agantyr. "It has been too long since my sword tasted blood." 
The Aegonar arranged themselves in two lines across the ramparts, swordsmen and axemen in front, archers behind. The enemy arrayed themselves around twelve enormous siege ladders tall enough to reach the Outer Wall's ramparts. Militiamen carried the ladders, while armsmen screened them with heavy shields. 
"Bid the archers," said Agantyr, "to release as soon as the foe comes within range. The siege engines atop the gatehouse will also release."
"The Guardian," said Malaric, "may try to protect Hugh's men."
Skalatan's tongue flickered from beneath the gray cowl. "I shall handle his spells."
The ladders drew closer, and the Aegonar tensed.
"Release!" bellowed Agantyr.

###

Riothamus saw the archers draw their bows, saw the motion of the siege engines atop the Gate's towers. Beyond that he saw Barellion's Inner Wall and the towers of the Prince's Keep. The Sight flashed through him, and he knew that the burning skull and the Lady of Blades awaited him within that Keep.
But he could not think about them now.
He lifted the Guardian's staff and worked a spell. The archers released and the catapults fired, and Riothamus swept the staff before him. A gale howled overhead, scattering the arrows and knocking aside the barrels of burning pitch. 
The men drew closer to the walls, and Riothamus felt a surge of magical power. The archers drew again, and Riothamus worked another spell. Green light flared and pulsed on the battlements, and Riothamus lifted his staff, commanding the wind to scatter the archers' arrows. But a pulse of emerald light washed from the walls, and the wind stilled.
The volley of arrows slammed into the advancing men. The armsmen's shields turned most of the shafts, but some men fell, wounded and dying. 
Riothamus gritted his teeth and summoned the Sight, turning it towards the ramparts. He saw the wards in the walls, ancient and strong, potent enough to turn aside any magical attack.
And he saw the vortex of dark power atop the battlements. It, too, was ancient and strong, but cold and icy, possessed of deep cunning and calculation.
It was Skalatan, the San-keth archpriest. Riothamus's power as the Guardian forbade him from killing any human...but the San-keth were not human. Yet Riothamus could not kill the San-keth. Mazael needed Skalatan's blood to heal Romaria.
And looking at the depth of dark magic the serpent commanded, Riothamus doubted he could overpower Skalatan anyway.
"What is it?" said Mazael. "That green light?"
"Skalatan," said Riothamus, pointing at the wall. "He's there, on the battlements."
Mazael's eyes narrowed. 

###

Malaric scowled. "Can you not kill the Guardian?" Mazael and Molly concerned him, but the Guardian frightened him. The Guardian had almost unraveled the spells around Corvad's skull twice, first at the battle at Swordgrim, and then during the duel outside the walls of Cravenlock Town. 
He had no wish to face the Guardian again. 
"No," said Skalatan. "The Guardian's power equals my own. He can counter any spell I work. But if he launches an attack upon the walls, I shall dispel it."
"Good," said Agantyr. "Steel, rather than sorcery, will decide the battle. As it should be."
Hugh's men continued to advance, despite the steady rain of arrows, and the siege ladders slammed against the battlements. 
"Let them come!" roared Agantyr. "Kill them all!" 
Men rushed up the siege ladders, and the fighting began. Steel rang on steel and sank into flesh. Men screamed and fell lifeless to the ramparts, or tumbled from the wall to crash against the street. Malaric watched the fighting, but kept glancing over the wall.
To the Chalsain banner in the field below, where the captains sat on their horses.
One stride through the shadows would take Malaric there. Mazael and Molly could match him in a fight, but he knew that Hugh could not. One quick thrust through the heart, and Malaric would have no more rivals...and his vassals would have no more reason to fight him. Perhaps some of them would see reason and join him. 
Malaric waited for his chance.

###

Molly dropped from the saddle and drew her sword and dagger. 
"Molly," said Mazael, his face grim as he watched the melee. "Now."
Molly nodded and looked at Montigard. "Ready?"
"For a dance with a beautiful woman?" said Montigard, but she saw the fear in his brown eyes. "Always." 
She did not like Montigard, but she could not open the Gate alone, and he was one of the best swordsmen in Hugh's army. 
"Good," said Molly. 
She took a deep breath, cleared her mind, and reached for the dark fire of her Demonsouled blood. Travelling through the shadows was difficult, but simple enough for her alone. Taking someone with her took considerably more strength, and it was a long distance to the Gate of Knights. 
She thought she could do it.
Time to find out.
Molly took a deep breath, grabbed Montigard's shoulder, and dragged him with her through the shadows. 
Blackness swallowed her, pain flashing through her head.
But the darkness cleared, and she found herself standing in a narrow stone stairwell. The steps spiraled above her, and she heard the sounds of fighting filtering through the arrow slits.
Montigard looked back and forth, eyes wide.
Molly wiped sweat from her brow. She had brought them to the stairs leading to the chamber overlooking the Gate itself. The skilled blacksmiths of Barellion had built the gates, and one man could open them by pulling a single lever. 
A lever the Aegonar would guard closely.
Molly glided up the stairs in silence, Montigard following her. The stairwell ended in a closed door. Molly listened at the door for a moment, nodded, and then whispered in Montigard's ear.
"It's unlocked," she said. "Follow when you hear the fighting."
He nodded and lifted his sword.
Molly drew on her Demonsouled blood and stepped into the shadows.
She reappeared in the gatehouse. Narrow windows offered a view of the men struggling up the ladders, and a huge windlass dominated the center of the room. Four older Aegonar warriors stood at the windows, watching the fighting. 
Molly stepped forward and stabbed the nearest man in the back. He fell with a strangled gurgle, and the other men whirled and drew their swords. They gaped at her in surprise, and Molly seized the moment to attack.
The nearest Aegonar's sword snapped up in a parry, deflecting her strike, and the warriors went on the offensive. Molly jumped back, her sword and dagger bobbing and weaving as she blocked and dodged. The door slammed open, and Montigard charged into the room, howling a war cry. 
For a moment, he drew the attention of the Aegonar, and Molly jumped into the shadows. 
She reappeared behind the Aegonar as Montigard attacked, and she killed one with a quick strike of her dragon's tooth dagger. The remaining Aegonar backed towards the wall, and Molly sidestepped, trying to keep out of their reach. Montigard shouted, his blade a blur, and drove his weapon into the neck of an Aegonar warrior. The man stumbled, and Molly finished him with a quick thrust.
The final Aegonar charged, his axe hammering at Montigard's shield. Montigard blocked the blow and struck back, catching the Aegonar in the chest. The warrior stumbled, and Molly stepped forward and stabbed her sword into his armpit.
The man fell, his scream fading to a quiet gurgle. 
Molly looked around, blood dripping from her blades. The gatehouse was silent, the only noise the sound of the battle rising through the windows. 
Montigard wiped sweat from his brow. "Good fight. Though I could do without the journey through the freezing darkness."
"Trust me," said Molly, stepping to the windlass, "after today, it won't happen again." 
She yanked the lever holding the windless in place, and the massive wheel turned with a groan. The stone floor shuddered as the mass of counterweights and gears controlling the Gate moved, and she heard the groaning of timbers as the doors opened. 
Molly gripped the lever, drew on her Demonsouled strength, and ripped it free from the windlass. She staggered back several steps and hit the wall, the lever clanging against the floor. 
The Aegonar would not be able to close the gate now.
"How did you do that?" said Montigard. 
Molly rolled her eyes. "I eat raw meat three times a day. Now stop talking and hold still."
Montigard shuddered, and Molly took a deep breath, gripped his shoulder, and pulled him back into the shadows.

###

"What treachery is this?" said Agantyr.
Malaric whirled, and a fresh wave of fear clenched at his stomach. 
The Gate of Knights swung open, the ramparts shuddering beneath his boots as the machinery ground into motion. Somehow Hugh's men had infiltrated the city and opened the gates. Or Molly Cravenlock had walked the shadows to the gatehouse.
Malaric should have thought of that.  
It didn't matter. The Gate of Knights had been opened...and there was no way to keep Hugh's army out of the city now. 
"We are betrayed!" bellowed Agantyr, glaring at Malaric. "What a useless fool you are! Your own people turn against you?"
"Your men guarded the gatehouse!" said Malaric. He saw movement in the heart of the enemy army. A column of horsemen, knights and mounted armsmen, preparing to charge the Gate. Once they got into the city itself, Malaric would never be able to dislodge them. "Perhaps if you had not chosen such craven fools to guard the gatehouse, this would not have happened."
Agantyr's black eyes narrowed, and Malaric realized he had pushed the Aegonar High King too far. Just as well. For all the High King's strength and skill, he would be no match for Malaric. If he killed Agantyr, he could...
"Enough," said Skalatan. 
Malaric stopped himself. He was a match for Agantyr, but not for Skalatan. 
"This is not the time for a quarrel," said Skalatan. "High King, I suggest you withdraw along the ramparts and to the Inner Wall. Both the Inner Wall and the Prince's Keep are more defensible..."
"No!" roared Agantyr. "The High King of the Aegonar does not show his back to the foe! We shall rally in the plaza below the Gate and drive the foe from the city! And if we perish, then we perish in glorious battle."
Malaric expected Skalatan to refuse, but the archpriest seemed indifferent. "As you wish, High King." 
Agantyr shouted commands, and the Aegonar abandoned the fight upon the ramparts and sprinted to the streets. The reserve companies ran for the Gate, and Agantyr strode down the stairs, his ulfhednar trailing after. 
"This is madness," said Malaric, following Skalatan. "The Aegonar are fierce warriors, but even they cannot withstand a charge of horsemen. If they force their way into the city..."
"It is," said Skalatan, "of no concern." 
"Of no concern?" said Malaric. "We are going to lose the city." 
"Perhaps," said Skalatan. "But greater matters are at stake."
"Like what?" said Malaric. "The city is about to fall, Mazael is going to hunt you down and kill you, and..."
But Skalatan was not paying attention. 
A wave of fury washed through Malaric, and he almost lifted his sword to attack the San-keth.
He stopped himself. There was opportunity in this. If Agantyr fell in battle, and Malaric killed Hugh, then Malaric could hold on to Barellion. The Aegonar would need a new High King, and perhaps Malaric could take control of both the Aegonar and the lords of Greycoast. 
He stepped into the shadows, reappeared on a rooftop overlooking the square, and waited for his chance to strike.

###

"Now," said Mazael, pointing with Lion. 
He looked at Hugh, who took a deep breath and nodded. 
"Sound the charge," said Hugh. 
The standardbearer lifted his trumpet and blew a blast, and the other heralds answered in kind. Hugh drew his sword, and behind him, two thousand knights and armsmen followed suit. Mazael had tried to convince Hugh to remain with the host, but the Prince would have none of it. Mazael could not blame him. Barellion was his city...and the woman Hugh loved was behind its walls.
"For Greycoast!" shouted Lord Bryce. "For Greycoast and the Prince!"
The horsemen roared in answer, and Mazael put spurs to his mount and galloped for the Gate. The thunder of hooves filled his ears, and the horsemen surged forward. Arrows hissed and buzzed past them, but not as many as Mazael had feared. The fighting upon the walls distracted the Aegonar, and most of the warriors had withdrawn from the ramparts to await the horsemen. 
He shot a look at the walls, but saw no trace of Skalatan's gray-robed figure. 
Then the opened gates yawned before him, and Mazael saw a square ringed by shops and houses. A shield wall of Aegonar warriors stood in the plaza, screaming battle cries, and Mazael gave himself to the Demonsouled rage.
The horsemen slammed into the shield wall, and the sounds of fighting filled the air. Mazael's horse knocked an Aegonar warrior to the ground, trampling the man beneath steel-shod hooves. Mazael swung Lion in a high arc, his Demonsouled strength and rage driving his arm, and killed an ulfhednar. The charge of knights broke the Aegonar shield wall, and horsemen flooded into the plaza, driving the enemy into the surrounding streets. But more Aegonar warriors charged from the walls, even as the rest of the horsemen thundered through the Gate.
Mazael killed and killed, his arm running red with blood.

###

Riothamus watched the struggle on the walls and in the plaza. Neither Skalatan nor Malaric had launched any additional magical attacks. Riothamus suspected the San-keth was holding his power in reserve. 
Darkness swirled besides him, and Molly appeared, her hand on Montigard's shoulder. The knight's eyes were a little wild, but both of them appeared unhurt. 
"The Gate's open," said Molly. 
"I noticed," said Riothamus. 
Montigard shook himself. "I will take command of footmen and move them into the city. The horsemen will need our aid."
"I'm going to watch for Malaric," said Molly. "I suspect he’ll try to kill Hugh, and I mean to be ready for him when he does."
She disappeared in a swirl of darkness, and the footmen began to march. 

###

Hugh cut down another Aegonar, his sword red with blood. 
The battle in the plaza had degenerated in a brawl, knights and armsmen struggling against Aegonar warriors. Hugh's horse spun in a circle, and he caught the blow from an Aegonar axe on his shield. His horse's shoulder slammed into the warrior, knocking the man off-balance, and Hugh's sword crashed down upon his helm. 
The Aegonar collapsed, and a screaming warrior in a bronze serpent helm threw himself at Hugh. The ulfhednar slammed into his horse, and Hugh almost lost his saddle. But he kept his balance, and hammed at the howling ulfhednar's helm with the pommel of his sword. The ulfhednar staggered, and a passing knight drove a spear through the Aegonar's back. 
"Kill them all!" 
A mass of ulfhednar rushed into the square, and in their midst Hugh saw a tall man in gleaming golden armor, a diadem fashioned in the shape of a serpent resting upon his brow. 
Agantyr, the High King of the Aegonar. If Hugh could kill him, perhaps the Aegonar resistance would collapse.
He turned his horse to face the charging ulfhednar.

###

Malaric perched upon the roof, watching the struggle. 
The Aegonar were losing.
The armsmen and militia had gained control of the ramparts, the Aegonar falling back into the Outer City’s streets and alleys. The ulfhednar in the plaza fared better, but even they could not hold against the crush of horsemen. And watching Mazael Cravenlock was like watching a whirlwind of death. The Demonsouled lord cut through the Aegonar like a storm, killing and killing, and wherever he went, the resistance collapsed. 
The Aegonar were going to lose the city.
But all was not lost. If he could just kill Hugh, he could still claim the title of Prince. The lords would splinter without a Prince to lead them, and in time Malaric could bring them back over to his side one by one. 
He saw Hugh lead a charge of knights towards Agantyr and his ulfhednar guards. 
Malaric grinned and stepped into the shadows.

###

Molly crouched on the rooftop overlooking the square, seeking for Malaric.
She saw the flicker of darkness on a building across the plaza.
She straightened up, strode into the shadows, and reappeared in the midst of the raging battle. Men fought and shouted and died around her, their blood spilling upon the cobblestones. Hugh and his men charged a group of ulfhednar, their attention focused upon the foe.
A column of darkness swirled a few yards behind Hugh's horse, and Malaric appeared, his attention fixed upon Hugh. 
Molly had her chance.
She raced forward, her blades angling for Malaric's neck. At the last moment Malaric saw her and jerked to the side. Molly's dagger gashed his neck, but her sword missed. Malaric spun to face her, sword in his right hand, that curious feather-shaped dagger in his left. 
"You," spat Malaric.
"Me," agreed Molly. "Such a fine job you've done conquering Barellion, Malaric. Two weeks and you've already lost..."
Malaric roared and sprang at her, sword flying for her stomach, dagger slashing at her neck. Molly parried the dagger and twisted aside, Malaric's sword shooting past her hip. Her dagger gashed open Malaric's forearm, and her sword tore a wound in his leg. Yet Malaric's fury did not slow, and he hammered at her again and again. Molly landed blow after minor blow, yet Malaric hardly seemed to feel them...and the wounds she had dealt him shrank as they healed. 
She could not face him alone.
Molly backed away, letting Malaric drive her across the square.
Towards Mazael.

###

Malaric cursed in rage, slashing at Molly. She danced around his blows, but that didn't matter. She was quick and strong, but the power of Corvad's skull made him stronger and faster. He would wear her down in the end. He might have lost Barellion, but at least he would take Molly's head...
Molly blurred into the shadows, and Malaric found himself staring at Mazael Cravenlock. 
The Lord of Castle Cravenlock sat atop his horse, his armor and sword spattered with Aegonar blood. Mazael’s gray eyes turned towards him, and Malaric flinched as if beneath a physical blow. There was rage in those eyes unlike Malaric had ever seen.
And it was directed at him. 
Mazael was going to kill him. 
Skalatan. He needed Skalatan's help.
Malaric turned and fled into the shadows.

###

Hugh killed another ulfhednar, Lord Bryce's knights struggling against the Aegonar. They were winning. Another few...
An axe plunged into the neck of Hugh’s horse, and the poor beast screamed and collapsed. Hugh lost his seat and fell to ground with a clatter of armor. 
He rolled to his feet and found himself face to face with Agantyr. 
"So," rumbled the High King. "The puppet Prince."
"You should have ignored Skalatan," said Hugh, "and killed me when you had the chance."
"No," said Agantyr, "it is better to kill a man in fair battle, to look him in the eye as you slay him. Like this." 
He brought up his greatsword, and Hugh met the attack. He danced past the first blow and lashed out with his sword, but the blade rebounded from the High King's gilded armor. Agantyr laughed and drew back his greatsword, raising the weapon for an overhand blow. Hugh thrust his sword, but again his blade scraped off Agantyr's armor. 
Agantyr’s sword came hammering down, and Hugh just got his shield up in time. The massive greatsword struck with enough force to knock Hugh back, chips flying from his shield. Agantyr pursued, and Hugh recovered his balance and thrust. The High King beat side the blow with a block of his greatsword, and swung once again before Hugh could recover.
His shield shattered under the mighty blow. Hugh slipped, lost his balance, and landed atop his dead horse. 
Agantyr laughed as he raised his greatsword for the killing blow. "Weak, in the end."
The axe still jutted from the horse's neck. Hugh seized the axe's handle, wrenched it from the horse, and swung it with all the force he could muster. The blade sank into Agantyr's right knee with a hideous crunch, and the High King bellowed in fury. Agantyr fell to his knees with a mixed scream of rage and pain, and his blow missed Hugh and sank into the dead horse’s flank. 
Hugh surged to his feet, raised the axe, and brought it down onto the back of Agantyr's exposed neck.
The High King of the Aegonar fell, his golden diadem rolling across the square. 
Hugh looked around, the bloody axe hanging from his right hand, and braced himself to face more foes. 
But the fighting was over. 
Everywhere he saw the Aegonar fleeing towards the Inner Wall. Bands of horsemen galloped down the streets, hunting the retreating Aegonar. More men rushed through the Gate of Knights, while others swept the ramparts of the remaining Aegonar. Corpses carpeted the plaza...but Hugh saw more Aegonar dead than his own men.
"We're winning," he said to himself, half-shocked. 
"We are." Lord Mazael reined up his horse besides Hugh. "Are you wounded?"
"No," said Hugh, looking at Agantyr's corpse. Gods, but that had been a messy way to die. "I'm certainly faring better than the High King." 
"Good," said Mazael. "The Aegonar are in full flight for the Prince’s Keep." 
"Damn," said Hugh. "We'll have to besiege the Inner City."
"Perhaps not," said Mazael. "Lord Bryce sent men to seize one of the Inner Wall’s gates. If they've held it, we can break into the Inner City at our leisure. And our horsemen are loose in the Outer City, running down the Aegonar." He shook his head. "Not many Aegonar will survive to reach the Inner City." 
"Good," said Hugh. "But why did the Aegonar bring so few men to the city? And why even risk holding it?" He looked at Agantyr's body. "It ended in ruin for the High King."
"I don't know," said Mazael, gazing at the towers of the Prince's Keep. "But we shall find out once we drive Malaric and the remaining Aegonar from the Keep."
Hugh frowned. "Did you see Malaric?"
"I did." Molly Cravenlock picked her way across the slain, Riothamus at her side. "He tried to kill you. I fought him, he saw Father, and then fled." Her mocking smile flashed across her face. "He must have realized my father has a grievance with him." 
"As do I," said Hugh. "He poisoned your wife, my lord, but he slew my family. Justice will be done, this day." 
"Yes," said Mazael. "I suggest, my lord Prince, that you command Montigard and the footmen to march for the Inner Wall. Then we shall enter the Keep, find Malaric...and put an end to this."
"We shall," said Hugh. He found one of the standardbearers and gave the commands.

###

Mazael slipped the compass from its case.
The needle pointed right at the Prince's Keep, its glow brighter than it had ever been. It vibrated in his hand, as if it wanted to tear free from his fingers and fly to Skalatan. 
Just as Mazael himself wanted to do. 
He put the compass away and took a deep breath, calming himself.
At long last, the key to Romaria's life was within his grasp. 







Chapter 33 - Last Stand

Malaric stepped out of the shadows and reappeared in the great hall of the Prince's Keep.
Chaos reigned in the room. Several hundred Aegonar warriors and ulfhednar filled the hall, shouting and arguing with each other. Many bore wounds, and all looked exhausted and bloody. 
"Idiots!" shouted Malaric. "What are you doing? Get to the Inner Wall! None of the gates are manned, and the foe will come through unchallenged."
One of the ulfhednar spat upon the floor. "Do it yourself, weakling Prince."
Malaric started to draw his sword.
"Do not bother," hissed a dry voice. "They will not heed you."
Malaric turned and saw Skalatan standing next to a pillar.
"You tell them to do it," said Malaric. "Else we shall lose the city.”
"Barellion is already lost," said Skalatan. The damned archpriest sounded utterly indifferent. "The city has fallen to your brother. Disposing of you and claiming the Keep is merely a formality." 
"Idiot!" said Malaric, stalking towards Skalatan. "And what of your losses? Four thousand Aegonar manned the walls. How many of them perished?"
"An acceptable sacrifice," said Skalatan. 
"To achieve what?" said Malaric. "You have not conquered Barellion."
"I told you," said Skalatan. "Knightcastle, not Barellion, is my goal."
"You also lost Agantyr," said Malaric. "Will you lead an army without him?"
"Agantyr served his purpose," said Skalatan. "I have no further need of him. And you, Malaric, have served your purpose. In another few moments, after I make some necessary preparations, I will have no further need of you."
"Is that a threat?" said Malaric, drawing his sword. 
Skalatan did not answer. Green light flared up and down the robed form of his carrier, his yellow eyes flashing, and he became a wraith of green light and swirling smoke. Malaric swung his sword, but it passed through the archpriest's immaterial form without harm.
Skalatan turned, walked through the wall, and vanished from sight. 
Malaric snarled a curse and jammed his sword back into its scabbard. 
Skalatan had left him to die. 
And, looking over the wounded Aegonar, Malaric saw the archpriest's point. Perhaps he should flee. He could take Corvad's skull, leave Barellion, and seek power and wealth elsewhere.
But that would mean abandoning Barellion to Hugh.
Malaric's hands curled into fists. 
That would mean letting his father win. 
"No," whispered Malaric. 
Barellion was his, and he would not yield it. 
He turned, his hand brushing the hilt of the caethweisyr, and suddenly Malaric knew how he could prevail. He could not face Mazael, Molly, and the Guardian in a fight.
But he doubted the three of them could overcome the Lady of Blades. 
He strode into the shadows and reappeared in the suite of Lord Alberon and his daughter. Both Alberon and Adelaide stood on the balcony, staring down at the Aegonar in the courtyard.
"Can you see what is happening?" said Alberon. 
"I'm not sure, Father," said Adelaide, her brown hair rippling in the wind. "I think...I think they've broken into the Inner City." He voice rose in excitement. "The Chalsain banner! Father, I see the Chalsain banner! Hugh has come! I knew he would. He will show that murderous villain Malaric..."
"He will show me nothing," said Malaric.
Both father and daughter whirled to face him. 
"Instead," said Malaric, "I am going to show Hugh your death. Unless he relents."
Adelaide lifted her chin. "Hugh will not leave Greycoast in the hands of a tyrant like..."
"Do shut up, my lady," said Malaric.
He seized her shoulder and pulled her into the shadows, ignoring Lord Alberon's shout of protest. 
They reappeared in the great hall, and Malaric tied Adelaide to the Prince's chair atop the dais. If Hugh wanted the throne so badly, let it be stained with Adelaide's blood when he took it. 
And then the Lady of Blades would kill him alongside Mazael and all of Malaric's foes.

###

The men assembled in the square below the barbican of the Prince's Keep. 
Mazael looked at the compass once more. The needle continued to point at the Keep, its glow as bright as a candle flame. 
"The scouts have completed their circuit of the castle, my lords," said Sir Edgar, rejoining the lords below the Chalsain banner. "There are no Aegonar upon the walls. Some in the courtyard, I think, and more in the keep."
"But none on the walls?" said Lord Bryce.
"No, my lord," said Edgar. "The Aegonar are whipped. They fled into the Keep because there's nowhere left to go."
"Perhaps Malaric has fled," said Bryce, "and abandoned the Aegonar to their fate."
"I doubt it, my lord," said Hugh. "Malaric's pride will not permit him to flee."
"Besides," said Molly, "he has some clever trick up his sleeve, I'm sure of it."
"Riothamus," said Mazael.
The Guardian stared at the Keep, frowning, his blue eyes distant. Mazael wondered if the Sight had come upon him. 
"Riothamus?" said Mazael.
Riothamus shook himself. "My lord?" 
"Can you open the portcullis?" said Mazael. 
"Yes," said Riothamus. "Unless Skalatan tries to counter me. But it seems he has forsaken the Aegonar. He could have used his spells to rain destruction upon us in the streets, but he did not."
Riothamus lifted his staff, took a deep breath, and muttered under his breath. Golden light flared and pulsed along the staff, and Riothamus gestured. The portcullis sealing the barbican shivered, and brown stains spread across the metal bars. In a few moments, it looked as if centuries of rust covered the steel.
The portcullis shattered into thousands of orange-red splinters. 
"Advance," said Hugh, his voice calm. "Today we liberate Barellion."

###

Riothamus watched the men move towards the Keep.
"My lord Mazael," said Riothamus. "Molly. Listen to me."
Both Mazael and Molly paused.
"What is it?" said Molly.
"You will have to fight Malaric without my aid," said Riothamus.
"Why?" said Mazael. "Have you exhausted your powers?"
"No," said Riothamus. "I have to find Corvad's skull. It's somewhere in the Keep. If I don't find the skull...I do not think you can defeat him."
"You said yourself," said Molly, "that you don't think he can be killed so long as he controls the skull." 
"If you try to take the skull," said Mazael, "surely he will come after you." 
"Not," said Riothamus, "if you distract him. If I can find the skull and dispel his enchantments upon it, you can kill him. "
Mazael nodded. "Go. You will do what you must, as will we. And then," his gray eyes hardened, "and then we shall find Skalatan."

###

Hugh strode with his knights and armsmen into the courtyard, and the Aegonar boiled out of the central keep and charged at them. 
"Shield wall!" shouted Montigard, and the men hastened to obey.
A moment later the Aegonar crashed into the formation, screaming and attacking. Hugh slew one, and then another. A dozen men died around him, but twice as many Aegonar perished as the shield wall held. Mazael fought like a whirlwind, his sword cutting a bloody swath through the Aegonar, and Molly danced through the melee, disappearing and reappearing in swirls of darkness. 
And then the last Aegonar fell, and the way was clear to the central keep.
Hugh took a deep breath. Malaric awaited him in there. "Come," he said, and led the men to the doors of the keep. 







Chapter 34 - A Quarrel of Princes

Lion trembled in Mazael's hand. Glimmers of blue light shone in the blade, and tiny azure flames danced along the edges. 
"Your sword," said Hugh with surprise. "It appears to be glowing."
"It does that," said Mazael, "when confronting creatures and wielders of dark magic."
Hugh scowled. "Malaric would qualify as both."
Two of the armsmen pulled open the massive doors to the central keep. Hugh strode forward, Mazael and Molly following at his side. Mazael wished Hugh had stayed in the courtyard with the men. Malaric would try to kill him, and Molly and Mazael could defend themselves far more effectively than Hugh could. 
Yet Hugh was the Prince, and he would have to put himself at risk again and again. If Adelaide was indeed within the Keep, no force on earth could keep Hugh from entering.
Just as nothing could have kept Mazael from pursuing Skalatan to the ends of the earth.
They entered the great hall, and a sudden gust of wind blew past them. The massive doors swung shut with terrific force, the bang echoing through the long stone hall. Lion's blade burst into snarling azure flame, and Mazael tapped the sword against the wooden doors.
There was a pale flicker of green light. Mazael heard the armsmen outside pounding on the doors, but he knew they would not get through. 
"Warded," said Mazael. "It seems Malaric wants us all to himself."
"You are correct," said a familiar mocking voice.
Mazael turned from the doors. 
The great hall of the Prince's Keep was larger than that of Castle Cravenlock, the thick pillars supporting a lofty, vaulted ceiling. Balconies encircled the hall, and wide windows allowed sunlight to illuminate the chamber. A young woman with brown hair sat upon the Prince's throne, her wrists tied to its arms. 
"Adelaide," said Hugh, taking a step forward.
Mazael grabbed his shoulder. "Don't."
"Wise of you," said Malaric's voice.
A column of darkness swirled to Adelaide's right, and Malaric himself appeared.
He wore chain mail and a black leather jerkin, his face tired and dirty, his blond hair hanging in greasy strings. His sword and that peculiar feather-shaped dagger rested at his belt. He looked tired and desperate, but there was a cruel light in his green eyes. 
Molly was right. Malaric had one more trick to play. 
"Malaric," said Hugh. "It's over."
"You're right," said Malaric, drawing his sword. "It is."
He leveled the blade at Adelaide's throat.
"Call off your army," said Malaric, "and order them to move outside the city. Surrender yourself to me, and renounce the title of Prince. Do it now, right now, or I'll cut her throat." He grinned. "You've come all that way to save her, little brother. Do you want to watch her die?" 
"Hugh," said Adelaide, voice firm, "don't listen to him. I do not matter, not weighed against the lives of everyone Malaric will kill if he escapes. I..."
"Shut up," said Malaric. "Do..."
"One chance, Malaric," said Mazael, pointing Lion's blazing blade. "Let her go and give me Skalatan, and I will let you live. Otherwise I will kill you."
Malaric laughed. "Skalatan abandoned me, fool. Hunt him to the ends of the earth or not. It is no concern of mine. Hugh, make your choice. Surrender to me, or..."
Molly laughed, her voice full of derision.
Hugh scowled. "Do you find this funny?"
"Actually, yes," said Molly, still laughing. "You're pathetic, Malaric."
Malaric's lips thinned. 
"You tried to kill Mazael, and you made a botch of that," said Molly. "The best you could do is poison his wife. You tried to wipe out your family so you could become Prince," she gestured at Hugh, "and you couldn't even do that. You lost your army to the Aegonar, and all your vassals abandoned you. Then you tried to submit to the Aegonar, and you still failed. You lost the city, the High King is dead, and the Prince's Keep is overrun. A week ago you were the Prince of Barellion, and now all you've got is a sword, a hostage, and a chair." She laughed again. "I bet even the Skulls abandoned you. Old Souther would never back an idiot..."
"Be silent!" roared Malaric. He stalked forward, pointing his sword at Molly. "I will tear the tongue from..."
Molly disappeared in a swirl of darkness.
She reappeared behind Malaric, between him and the throne. Malaric spun, realizing the danger, and Molly attacked as he drew his sword and dagger. Steel rang on steel as the two former Skulls fought. 
Hugh charged at Malaric, Mazael following a half-step behind. 

###

Riothamus pushed open the door and stepped onto the narrow stone bridge. 
He stood near the top of the castle's massive central keep, the wind tugging at his clothes. The narrow stone walkway connected to a slender tower. A stairwell wound its way around the tower, leading to a reinforced wooden door. 
Molly had told him the slender tower was the Study Tower, where the Princes of Barellion kept their private retreat.
And now the tower radiated magical force. Riothamus sensed the presence of powerful, intricate wards shielding the tower. 
And when he reached for the Sight, he glimpsed a burning skull.
Corvad's skull. 
If he used the Sight for a moment longer, he saw bladed wings shielding the skull.
Both Corvad's skull and the Lady of Blades awaited him in the Prince's study.
Riothamus started for the stairs, magical senses searching for any traps.

###

Malaric stepped into the shadows, reappearing between Mazael and Hugh. 
He drove his sword and the caethweisyr at Hugh’s face, intending to rip his brother’s throat open. But Hugh was fast enough to get his sword up, and Malaric’s blades clanged away from the parry. Mazael rushed at him, his sword a blur of azure flame. Malaric ducked under the first blow and struck back, tearing a gash in Mazael’s forearm. The wound did not slow Mazael in the slightest, and Malaric jerked to the side, but Lion’s burning edge nicked his shoulder.
Malaric hissed in pain. Gods, but that burning sword hurt! He felt the blue flame attacking him, seeking out the Demonsouled power he had stolen. 
He saw a flicker of darkness from the corner of his eye, and threw himself into the shadows just as Molly appeared behind him. Malaric reappeared on the balcony overlooking the great hall, his heart racing. Trying to fight both Molly and Mazael at the same time was too much of a risk. And when the Guardian broke the ward upon the doors and intervened in the fight…
It was time to summon assistance. 
He held out the caethweisyr and cast a spell.
"Lady of Blades!" he shouted. "I summon you. By my power, by my will, by the binding of this dagger, I summon you! Come forth!"
A pool of gray mist swirled on the floor of the hall.

###

Molly reached for her dark fire, intending to follow Malaric to the balcony, and the spirit creature appeared in the mist.
The creature manifested in the form of a human woman of unearthly beauty, her long white hair bound beneath a diadem of daggers and steel wire. She wore a shirt of gleaming steel scales that hung to her thighs, and her arms and legs were bare. Her eyes blazed with harsh white light.
And her wings, fashioned from sword blades instead of feathers, spread behind her like a steel shadow. 
“Malaric,” said the spirit, her echoing voice full of loathing. “What tedious chore do you have for me now?”
“Kill them!” shouted Malaric, pointing with his dagger. “By my power I command you, Lady of Blades, to kill them all!”
Molly started forward, hoping to stride into the shadows and gut Malaric where he stood. 
But the Lady of Blades was faster.
The spirit whirled with inhuman speed, sword blades erupting like razor-edged rain from her wings. Molly threw herself sideways, falling into the shadows and reappearing atop the dais. She saw the volley of blades cut through the stone of the floor and walls like soft cheese.
Not even Demonsouled healing could put Molly back together if she were scattered in a hundred pieces across the floor. 
The Lady surged like a thunderbolt towards Mazael and Hugh. Hugh threw himself across the floor to avoid her bladed wings, his armor clattering. Mazael met her attack, Lion's hilt in both hands. He ducked beneath the sweep of her right wing and thrust, Lion drawing a line down her right arm. White light blazed in the wound, rather than blood, and the Lady hissed in fury. 
Two swords appeared in her hands and she attacked Mazael. Mazael backed away, Lion a fan of blue flame in his hands as he tried to dodge her furious attacks. 
Molly caught her balance and prepared to join him.
Then darkness swirled next to her and Malaric appeared, his sword plunging for her throat. Molly beat aside the attack and struck back with her dagger, landing one, two, three hits on Malaric’s arms. But the wounds did not slow him, and he thrust his dagger at her. Molly twisted around the stab, and Malaric’s sword pommel slapped across her face. 
His Demonsouled strength lent the blow power, and she tumbled down the steps of the dais. The impact knocked the air from her lungs, and Molly looked up to see Malaric race down the stairs, both his blades aimed for her heart. 
She fell into the shadows and reappeared atop the balcony, and heard Malaric’s blades clang against the floor. She caught the stone railing and pulled herself back up, her back and face bruised and aching, and Malaric appeared a dozen paces away. 
“Not so smug now, are you?” said Malaric, grinning. “Anything clever to say?”
“Yes,” said Molly. “That beard looks like you glued goat hair to your chin.” 
“I would tell you,” said Malaric, “to shut up, but I’m going to enjoy shutting you up myself.” 
He vanished into the darkness and reappeared at her side, blades angled to attack. Molly twisted, drawing on all her Demonsouled speed and power to stay ahead of him. Yet he had stolen Corvad’s power…and Corvad had been stronger than she was. 
Malaric’s sword and dagger pierced her leather armor to open wounds on her hip and ribs. 

###

Mazael fought with every ounce of fury and skill he could muster, Lion meeting the Lady’s swords again and again. He did not know whether the Lady of Blades was a spirit of dark magic or not – Riothamus had said such spirits were indifferent to mortals, rather than hostile to them. Yet Lion’s fire hurt her nonetheless, her wounds glowing with harsh white light. Perhaps he could do enough damage to send her back to the spirit realm. 
Or perhaps she would simply carve him into little pieces. 
“Ah!” said the Lady, her swords ringing. “I see the blood fire within you. Even for a tainted child, you fight well. Certainly better than that craven Malaric.”
“That,” said Mazael, panting, “is hardly a compliment.” 
The Lady’s wild laughter rang inside his head. “Truly! A pity you must perish.”
From the corner of his eye Mazael saw Hugh running for the dais. Perhaps he could free Adelaide and get away, or bring the help of Riothamus and the lords’ court wizards.
Because without aid, they were going to die. Mazael could not overcome the Lady on his own, and he did not think Molly could defeat Malaric without aid. 
“I am not,” said Mazael, hoping to win more time, “dead yet.”
“Easily rectified,” said the Lady. “How do you mortals say it? Separating you from your life shall be as easy as freeing corn from its husk.”
She whirled, her wings flying around her like a whip of blades, and Mazael jerked back, but not fast enough. His armor protected his chest and belly, but the edges of her blades raked across his forehead and jaw and arms and legs, opening a dozen deep gashes. 
Mazael fell hard upon his back, and the Lady sprang into the air, preparing to bury her blades in his chest. 

###

Sweat dripped down Riothamus’s face as he cast spell after spell, disarming the wards upon the stairs leading to the Study Tower’s door. Malaric had done his work well, layering a maze of intricate spells upon the stone steps, empowering them with his stolen Demonsouled strength. Had Riothamus simply stepped upon the stairs, the wards would have burned him to ashes. 
Yet the Sight allowed him to sense the presence of the wards. The Guardian’s staff was stronger than Malaric’s Demonsouled magic. And the Guardians of old had faced dark wizards who made Malaric seem like the merest child, and their memories resided in the staff. 
Riothamus unraveled the spells step by step, moving closer to the door. His mind screamed for him to go faster. Mazael and Molly faced Malaric, and he knew how much Malaric hated Molly. The thought of finding Molly with Malaric’s sword through her heart was more than he could bear. 
So he worked faster, and at last stood before the door to the Prince’s study. 
“There,” breathed Riothamus, and turned his Sight upon the door.
And as he did, a sigil of blood-colored flame blazed to life upon the thick planks. 
The ward had been so sensitive that even his Sight had activated it.
“Damnation,” said Riothamus, and an image of bladed wings flashed before this Sight.
The Lady of Blades was coming for him. 
Riothamus turned, both hands around his staff.

###

Hugh slashed away the last of the ropes, and Adelaide stood. 
“Hugh,” breathed Adelaide, throwing her arms around him. “Gods, gods, I…”
“Listen to me,” said Hugh. The sounds of battle rang through the hall as Molly struggled against Malaric and Mazael fought the great winged spirit. They needed Hugh’s aid, though what he could do against such powerful foes, he knew not. “Get out of the keep. Lord Bryce and the others are in the courtyard. Malaric’s warded the doors to the great hall, but the servants’ doors should still be open. Have them send every man they can. Go!”
She nodded, the familiar steel glinting in her eyes. “I love you.”
She ran across the dais to the door behind the Prince's chair. Hugh turned to join the battle and saw Mazael fall in a heap to the floor, blood splashing across his armor, the Lady of Blades springing over him to deliver the killing blow…
And then the spirit froze in midair, head titled to the side, as if listening.
“Clever,” she said, looking at Mazael.
And then she vanished.

###

Malaric was enjoying this. 
Molly slowed, her breath coming in a harsh rasp, blood trickling into her eyes from a cut across her forehead. Malaric saw the toll the extended battle took upon her. Her Demonsouled blood healed her wounds…but even its strength had a limit, and the more wounds Malaric dealt, the more her power dissipated. 
And the Lady of Blades would kill with Mazael and Hugh. Malaric hoped she left the corpses relatively intact. He would enjoy throwing Hugh’s head onto Lord Bryce’s lap. 
“Pathetic,” said Malaric, blocking one of Molly’s swings with the caethweisyr and striking back with his sword. Molly jerked back, trying to avoid his blade, but his sword gashed her right leg. “You were always weak. I knew it from the moment I first saw you.”
“You,” rasped Molly, “talk entirely too much.” 
He lunged at her, and she disappeared in a flicker of darkness, reappearing further down the balcony. But not as far as her previous jumps had taken her. Her strength was fading…and when it failed, Malaric would have her.
That would almost be as sweet as killing Hugh. 
Malaric stepped forward, and the Lady of Blades disappeared. 
He turned, stunned. Mazael lay prone upon the floor, and Hugh stood by the empty throne. Yet the Lady of Blades had simply vanished. Had Mazael defeated her? Or was the Guardian within the hall, preparing to unleash his powers upon Malaric?
Then Malaric’s mind overrode his fear. The Lady might have departed…but Mazael Cravenlock was, for the moment, defenseless. Hugh had freed Adelaide, and the sniveling wretch would flee after her. Mazael was by far the most dangerous of Malaric’s opponents.
Once he disposed of Mazael, he could kill Molly and hunt down Hugh at his leisure. 
Malaric strode into the shadows and reappeared next to Mazael. The Lord of Castle Cravenlock started to stand, but the Lady had left too many gashes upon his arms and legs, and he was too slow. Malaric raised his sword for the kill, grinning.
Pain exploded through his right side.
Malaric screamed and saw Hugh standing at his right, both hands wrapped around his sword hilt, the blade buried in Malaric’s side.
He had not fled after all. 
Malaric might have misjudged him.
Hugh twisted the sword, and pain flooded through Malaric. He bellowed and swung his fist, Demonsouled power driving his arm, and struck Hugh in the chest. His half-brother fell back, ripping the sword from Malaric’s side.
Waves of agony throbbed through Malaric, but the Demonsouled power filled him, letting him ignore the pain. He stalked after Hugh. But blue fire flashed in his vision, and he whirled to find Mazael back on his feet, Lion an inferno of blue flame in his fist. 
Malaric threw himself into the shadows and reappeared at the foot of the dais. Mazael and Hugh strode after him, and Molly appeared behind them. All three were battered, bloody, exhausted. 
Yet they didn’t turn back. 
And Malaric saw his death in Mazael’s eyes.
He lifted the caethweisyr, intending to summon the Lady once more, and the realization struck him.
The Lady of Blades hadn’t escaped his bindings. Instead, a previous command had taken precedence. He had commanded her to manifest should anyone attempt to enter the Study Tower…and the Guardian was not with Molly and Mazael. 
The Guardian was trying to claim Corvad’s skull.
Sick dread filled Malaric at the thought, and he almost fled the throne room for the Study Tower.
No. Not even the Guardian could overcome the Lady of Blades. And Molly and Mazael were weakened, and Hugh was a meaningless pest. Once Malaric disposed of them, he would turn his attention to the Guardian. 
He rolled his shoulders, feeling the wound in his side close with the power of the skull. 
“When I take your head,” he said to Hugh, “do you think I should present it to Lord Bryce first, or Lady Adelaide? I think her reaction…”
“Stop talking,” said Hugh, lifting his sword. 
Malaric laughed. “As you wish.”
He rushed to meet them.

###

The Lady of Blades appeared on the roof of the Study Tower, perched like a great steel raptor. She had been wounded, her cuts pulsing with a harsh white glow.
“Guardian!” said the Lady. “So you attack Malaric at his source of power! Wiser than your allies, who try to slay him directly.” 
Riothamus kept the fear from his face. “Perhaps I can aid you. If I break the spells binding you to Malaric…”
“Then I will be free,” said the Lady. “Until then, I am bidden to slay you.” 
Her wings flexed…and a hundred blades erupted towards Riothamus, a storm of steel that could rip him to shreds.
But he was ready.
His staff flared with golden light, and he lifted his left hand. White mist swirled around his fingers, and a dome of thick ice spread over him. The Lady’s blades hammered into the ice, cracks spreading across its surface, but the dome held. Riothamus thrust his staff against the ice, and the dome exploded, hurtling both the blades and jagged shards of ice at the Lady. 
She sprang into the air, her steel wings motionless, and the barrage missed her. Riothamus spun as the Lady circled the Study Tower, swords glittering in either hand. What would she do next? Another volley of blades from her wings? Or perhaps she would draw close and cut him to pieces with her swords. Then again, she need only knock him from the stairs and send him falling to his death...
He realized what she would do next, and leveled his staff. 
A moment later the Lady shot around the tower, her hands moving a spell. Riothamus sensed the power, and she flung an invisible blast of psychokinetic force at him. Light flared as he cast a ward, and the spell slammed into him. The force rocked him back a step, but he kept his balance. 
Again the Lady circled the Tower, rising higher into the air. Riothamus watched her, looking for an opening, the sun glinting off her steel-bladed wings.
Her metal wings.
Riothamus lifted his staff, and struck it against the stairs.
A blast of silver-blue lighting screamed out of the sky and slammed into the Lady, drawn to her bladed wings. The bolt struck her with enough force to throw her against the curved wall of the central keep. But she recovered and shot back into the air, her glowing eyes narrowed. 
Riothamus summoned another lightning blast, and this time the Lady thrust out a hand. The blast veered to strike her palm, and then rebounded at Riothamus. He cast a ward, a shell of golden light glittering around him, and the lightning bolt struck him. Both bolt and ward winked out in a flash of blue light, the harsh smell of a thunderstorm filling his nostrils. 
The Lady rose into the air, beginning another spell. 
Riothamus's mind raced. He could not kill the Lady - she was a spirit manifested in the mortal world, and if he destroyed her material form, she would only manifest again. He could try to banish her, but even with the Guardian’s staff, he doubted he could muster the raw power to banish a spirit of such potency. 
Then the answer came to him. 
The Lady of Blades was not his foe. She was only a weapon bound in the service of Malaric. And if Riothamus could find a way to turn that weapon against Malaric...
He began another spell.

###

Mazael parried and thrust for Malaric's heart. But Malaric vanished in a swirl of darkness, reappearing a dozen yards away. Molly appeared besides him a heartbeat later, but Malaric pivoted and kicked her in the stomach. He tried to follow the kick with a killing blow, but Hugh lunged at him. Malaric snarled and launched a series of blows, his superior strength and speed driving the younger man back. 
Mazael charged at Malaric, bringing Lion in a blur of azure light for Malaric's head. 
But Malaric swirled into darkness and reappeared on the dais. Sweat dripped down Malaric’s face in a steady stream, and dark circles ringed his eyes. The extended battle was wearing on him.
But it was wearing on Mazael, too. The wounds the Lady of Blades had given him had closed, yet they still throbbed. Lifting Lion had grown harder and harder. And with his strength drained, he felt Skalatan's poison flowing through his veins, making his arms and legs burn. 
But he would not relent. Not when he was so close. Skalatan was somewhere nearby. Mazael need only find him to save Romaria.
But to do that, he had to first defeat Malaric. 
Malaric lifted his sword, expression grim. It was long past the time for taunts. 
The first one to make a mistake would die. 
Both Malaric and Molly stepped into the shadows. 

###

Riothamus drew on the staff’s power until the sigils cut into the bronze wood blazed with light like molten gold. 
Another lightning blast, the strongest he could muster, hammered into the Lady of Blades. But the mighty spirit was ready for him, and gestured with a mocking laugh. The lightning ricocheted from her extended hands and screamed towards Riothamus.
But he had foreseen this. He went to one knee and rolled, keeping his balance on the narrow stairs, and the lighting blast shot over him by bare inches.
It slammed into the door and struck it with enough force to shatter the wood into smoldering splinters. 
And to destroy the wards Malaric had placed over the door and the stone arch.
The Lady laughed. 
Riothamus flung himself to his feet and pointed the Guardian's staff. A burst of golden flame shot from it and struck the Lady, cutting her laughter short. Riothamus raced up the narrow stairs, through the ruined door, and into the Prince's study.
The room was bare, save for some wooden shelves lining the curved walls. A stone plinth sat in the center of the room, and atop the plinth rested a yellowing skull. Dozens of rows of tiny runes and sigils glowed with a sullen red light across the skull’s brow and jaw. Riothamus felt the power pouring from the thing, the malevolent aura of strength.
Corvad's skull...and the receptacle of Malaric's soul. 
Riothamus could feel the intricate necromantic spells Malaric had laid upon the skull, binding his soul to the relic and transferring its power to him. Those spells were complex, and Riothamus could spend weeks unraveling them.
He didn't have weeks. The Lady of Blades was going to come through that door and kill him in another few heartbeats. Riothamus had time for just one spell. 
He leveled the Guardian’s staff and unleashed its full power. Golden fire leapt from the staff and hammered into the skull, filling the tower with brilliant light.

###

Malaric dodged past Hugh's thrust and threw himself into the shadows, reappearing on the far side of the great hall. 
He was winning. 
The battle had exhausted him...but it had done far worse to the others. Mazael looked on the verge of collapse, Molly limped with every step, and Hugh bled from three minor cuts. Sooner or later they would fall, and Malaric would...
He froze, blinking.
A horrible queasy sensation filled him, and a spasm went through his muscles. Had Molly poisoned him somehow? It would take a potent toxin to overcome the power of Corvad's skull...
The skull.
Apparently the Lady of Blades had not been strong enough to stop the Guardian.
An instant later golden fire exploded from every inch of his skin. The pain was worse than anything he had ever known, and Malaric fell to his knees with a scream. He saw Mazael and Molly and Hugh staring at him, and he reached for the skull's power, hoping to get away from the horrible golden flames...
But fresh agony filled him, and Malaric realized the fire came from the skull, from his connection to it.
A connection he could not longer sever.
The fire redoubled in intensity, and the caethweisyr in his left hand splintered into a dozen pieces in the flames.

###

The Lady of Blades appeared in the doorway, and went perfectly motionless. 
Riothamus held his staff before him, ready to work a spell. 
The Lady shivered, once, and her inhumanly beautiful lips curled in a satisfied smile. 
"Good," she said. "You have broken the bindings. Do you repay your debts, Guardian?"
"As well as I can," said Riothamus, "though I am flawed, like any mortal man, and try not to take on debts I cannot repay." 
The Lady's smile turned malicious, and her glowing eyes narrowed. 
"Not all of your kin," said the spirit, "display such wisdom."
She vanished in a flicker of gray mist. 
Riothamus frowned, wondering if he should try to follow her, and then saw a flare of green light from the corner of his eye.

###

The golden fire surrounding Malaric winked out, and the renegade fell to the floor with a cry of pain. The fire had devoured most of his clothing and charred his skin red and black, yet Mazael saw the burns starting to heal. 
Whatever Riothamus had done had not severed Malaric's link with the skull. 
No matter. Mazael lifted Lion...
Several things happened at once. 
The doors to the great hall burst open, and Lord Bryce Spearshore, Sir Philip Montigard, Maurus, and a dozen others sprinted into the room, followed by their knights and armsmen. Adelaide must have gone for help. 
As the men stormed the hall, the Lady of Blades appeared on the dais. 
Malaric got to his knees, fresh pink skin spreading over his wounds, but the Lady was far faster. An instant later she held Malaric cradled in her wings, the tips of her blades just piercing his skin. 
“Do you know,” she mused, “how very easy it would be to sever your link to that skull?”
"Wait!" said Malaric. "You cannot do this, I command, I command you to..."
"Malaric the bastard, Malaric the thief," purred the Lady, her tone satisfied. "Did I not tell you that stolen power always turns upon its thief in the end?" She leaned forward, a smile of inhuman beauty on her face. "You should have listened to me."
Malaric screamed, the high, ragged scream of a trapped animal.
Her wings moved in a blur and a flash of white light, and Malaric's scream came to a ragged halt. 
What was left of him bounced across the dais in several pieces.

###

Riothamus turned just as a wraith of green light and smoke drifted into the study.
At first he thought it was a runedead that had penetrated the wards upon the walls of Barellion. But then it solidified into a narrow figure in a gray robe, yellow eyes glittering in a wedge-shaped head beneath the deep cowl. 
Skalatan.
"I thank you, Guardian," hissed the archpriest, "for ridding me of a most persistent obstacle." 
Riothamus started casting a spell, but the San-keth was faster. A burst of withering green flame shot from the skeletal hand of Skalatan's carrier, and Riothamus just managed to raise a ward. The ghostly flame snarled around him, hammering at his shield of golden light. 
Skalatan stepped forward, seized the skull in his skeletal hands, and shifted back into the immaterial form of a wraith. 
The green fire winked out, and Riothamus began another spell. But before he could finish it, Skalatan sank back into the floor and vanished. 

###

"Farewell, mortals," said the Lady of Blades. She looked at Malaric's remains and laughed. "Look upon his fate, and disturb me no more."
"Fear not," said Mazael. "Nothing could be further from my mind."
The spirit laughed once more, and vanished in a swirl of gray mist. 
"My Prince," said Bryce, hurrying forward. "Are you injured?"
"Aye," said Hugh, "but not severely. Lord Mazael and Lady Molly took greater hurts, and..."
His eyes widened a bit when he saw that Mazael's wounds had already healed. 
"Go," said Mazael, "and see to your city, my lord Prince." He pulled the compass from his belt. The needle shone like molten gold. Skalatan was very near. "And I shall see to my business." 
Hugh gave a single sharp nod and turned to his vassals. 
"Father," said Molly, her voice a croak. She sat slumped against one of the columns, her leather armor and clothing torn. Her wounds were already closing, but slowly. The fight had drained her. "I'll..."
"Stay here," said Mazael. "When Riothamus comes, tell him I've gone after Skalatan."
"You can't fight him alone," said Molly. She tried to rise, and her gashed leg twitched and went limp.
"I'm not going to fight him," said Mazael. "I'm going to kill him." 
He strode deeper into the Prince's Keep, the compass in his left hand, Lion shining with blue fire in his right.







Chapter 35 - Mazael's Choice

Mazael stepped onto the central keep’s rooftop.
"So," hissed a dry voice, cold and emotionless, "it seems Malaric has failed." 
The top of the great keep was nearly thirty yards across. A tall wooden staff rose overhead, flying the crimson and black banner of the Aegonar. The stairs opened onto the exact center of the turret, and Mazael stood beneath the rippling banner. To his left, fifteen yards away, a metal brazier rested against the battlements, filled with glowing coals. A tall wooden tripod stood over the brazier, dangling a cloth bag four or five feet over the coals.
To his right, fifteen yards in the other direction, stood a gaunt figure in a ragged gray robe. Skeletal hands jutted from the robe’s sleeves, green sparks flaring around the joints. The robe’s cowl had fallen back, revealing a wedge-shaped head covered in crimson and black scales, its unblinking yellow eyes watching Mazael.
Skalatan. 
At long last.
Behind Skalatan shimmered a sheet of gray mist the size of a doorway. Through the mist Mazael saw an army encamped along the bank of a river. A mistgate, similar to those Corvad’s Malrag warlocks had conjured. 
One step backwards, and Skalatan would escape Mazael.
“Tell me,” said Skalatan, “is Malaric dead?”
“Yes,” said Mazael.
“How did he die?” said Skalatan.
“Not well,” said Mazael, taking a step towards the archpriest.
“I suggest,” said Skalatan, “that you do not move.”
“Or what?” said Mazael. “You’ll call your magic and blast me to ashes?”
“Or,” said Skalatan, “it will be that much harder to save your wife.”
Mazael said nothing, his fingers tightening against Lion’s hilt.
“Be wary.” Morebeth’s voice murmured in his ear, and Mazael saw her standing a short distance away, black gown motionless despite the wind. “The serpent has laid a trap for you.”
Skalatan’s yellow eyes shifted towards her. “The spirit offers wise counsel.”
For the first time, astonishment flickered across Morebeth’s pale face.
“You can see me?” she said.
“You can see her?” said Mazael.
“Of course,” said Skalatan, his forked tongue lashing at the air. “I assume she is the soul of a slain Demonsouled? Perhaps another child of the Old Demon? You are strong, Lord Mazael…strong enough to draw the souls of the slain Demonsouled from Cythraul Urdvul to yourself.” 
“You know about Cythraul Urdvul?” said Mazael.
“Indeed,” said Skalatan. “What do you think this has been about? The Aegonar? Converting the world to the worship of Sepharivaim? No. Sepharivaim is dead.”
“A curious thing for a San-keth archpriest to say,” said Mazael.
The skeletal shoulders of Skalatan’s carrier twitched in a reasonable approximation of a human shrug. “Nevertheless. Sepharivaim was destroyed long millennia ago, despite the protestations of my brethren.”
“Then why convince the Aegonar to worship him?” said Mazael.
“Because it made the Aegonar into loyal servants,” said Skalatan. “And I have need of loyal servants, for the hour has come. For almost thirty centuries, the Old Demon has harvested the power of slain Demonsouled, allowing it to gather in Cythraul Urdvul, and at last he has gathered enough power. He need only enter Cythraul Urdvul in the flesh to claim it…and then he shall become the new god.” 
“You are here to help him?” said Mazael.
“No more than you are,” said Skalatan. “I am here to stop him.”
Mazael blinked. “To stop him? You're fighting against him?”
“I am,” said Skalatan. “You are the Old Demon’s son, Mazael Cravenlock. You know what sort of creature your father is. Mad and needlessly cruel, willing to destroy the world if it makes him the tiniest bit stronger. He lacks both vision and purpose. He cannot be allowed to transform himself into a new god. If he does, he will remake the world in his own twisted image, and enslave the souls of every living creature. This cannot be allowed.”
“And so,” said Morebeth’s spirit, “you seek to claim the power for yourself. You will try to become the new Sepharivaim.”  
“Precisely,” said Skalatan.
“And how does that make you any different than the Old Demon?” said Mazael. 
“For all his power and age,” said Skalatan, “the Old Demon is little different than any other human. He is driven by his emotions, by his pride and arrogance. If he becomes the new god, he will remake the world into a reflection of his own corrupted mind.”
“You would be better, I suppose?” said Mazael.
“Immeasurably,” said Skalatan. “Humans are…unbalanced, driven by both emotion and animal lusts. The mind of a San-keth is cold and logical. Rational. And this world is infested by both chaos and madness. Were I to claim the power of the Demonsouled, I would use it to reshape this world into a new and better form. One free of folly and madness, one ordered according to rational principles.” 
“That sounds like slavery just as profound as the one my father desires to impose,” said Mazael. “But at least he does not claim it will be for the good of his victims.” 
“Your feelings on the matter are of no consequence,” said Skalatan. “You should assist me.”
Mazael laughed. “And why would I possibly do that?” 
“Because of those desiring to claim the power of Cythraul Urdvul,” said Skalatan, “I am the best choice. Else a ravening beast like the Old Demon shall become the new god, or a pride-blinded fool like Lucan Mandragon.”
“Lucan Mandragon is dead,” said Mazael. Skalatan’s answering hiss resembled a laugh. “Both my feelings and yours are of no consequence. You cannot physically enter Cythraul Urdvul to take the power, and even if you did, you have no means of claiming it.”
“Soon the way to Cythraul Urdvul will be opened,” said Skalatan, “though you know it not. I have the means to claim the power, thanks to you and your son.”
He reached into his robes and drew out a human skull. Dozens of tiny sigils burned upon the skull's brow and jaw, pulsing with the same crimson light Mazael had seen in Cythraul Urdvul's black heart.
“That’s Corvad's skull, isn't it?” said Mazael. The realization came to him. “And that is why you allied yourself with Malaric. To claim that skull for yourself. Everything else was just a show.”
The San-keth’s hiss sounded almost irritated. “Malaric made it…exceedingly difficult. Had he shown wisdom, I would have been content to leave him in control of Barellion. Instead his folly led to his destruction. But now I have the skull of a powerful Demonsouled…and with it, I can claim the power at Cythraul Urdvul.”
“Why Corvad’s skull?” said Mazael. “There are other dead Demonsouled. Why not Amalric Galbraith, or Ragnachar?” He looked at Morebeth. “Why not hers?” 
“Because the Great Rising animated their corpses as runedead,” said Skalatan, “rendering them useless for my purpose. Malaric prepared Corvad’s skull before the Great Rising, and therefore it retained its power.”
“Why not simply kill Mazael,” said Morebeth, “and claim his skull? Surely that was the most logical option.”
“And the riskiest,” said Skalatan. “Killing a child of the Old Demon is a dangerous undertaking.”
“As Malaric discovered,” said Mazael.
“Indeed,” said Skalatan. “I urge you to assist me, Lord Mazael.”
Mazael laughed. “If I fall down and worship Sepharivaim, you’ll give me the world, is that it?”
“Don’t be absurd. Sepharivaim is dead. Therefore I must take his place,” said Skalatan. “With your aid, I will reach Cythraul Urdvul before the Old Demon. Then I can claim the power…and use it to remake this world in a new, better form.”
“You claim to be better than the Old Demon,” said Mazael, “but I never heard of you before you poisoned my wife and tried to murder me.” He pointed Lion’s blazing blade at the archpriest. “You needed to get the skull from Malaric. You didn’t need to send him to kill me.”
“That was a…miscalculation,” said Skalatan. “For almost all of the power of the Demonsouled has been gathered in Cythraul Urdvul. And you will be…drawn to it, like a nail to a lodestone. The power of your soul will ensure it. And by killing you, I hoped to ensure that you would not interfere with me. Alas, it seems I overestimated Malaric’s competence.” 
“Grossly,” said Mazael. “But why would I be drawn to Cythraul Urdvul?”
“Because you are one of the last remaining Demonsouled,” said Skalatan.
“He’s right,” murmured Morebeth. 
“How is that possible?” said Mazael.
“The Great Rising,” said Skalatan, “was far more effective than you realized. In the first moments after Lucan Mandragon raised the runedead, they killed almost all the Demonsouled. You survived, Lord Mazael, as did your daughter, because of the magical power in your sword. But most Demonsouled did not wield such a potent weapon. For all their strength, for all their power, they were slain…and their power drawn to Cythraul Urdvul. You, your daughter, and the Old Demon are possibly the only Demonsouled left alive. One of considerable power remained in Mastaria, but he perished a week past.” 
“So that is why I will be drawn to Cythraul Urdvul,” said Mazael. “Because almost all the power has been assembled, and the power within me is drawn to it.”
“Correct,” said Skalatan. “You dream of it, do you not? When the way to Cythraul Urdvul is at last opened after all these centuries, you will be there, if you are still alive. It is inevitable. Therefore join with me, and prevent the horrors the Old Demon would inflict upon this world if he claims the power. Join me, and we can tame this world of chaos and bring it to order.”
For a moment silence reigned atop the tower, save for the rustle of the wind and the crackling of the coals in the brazier. 
“No,” said Mazael. “I’m going to kill you, take your blood, and heal Romaria. Run through that mistgate, and I’ll hunt you to the ends of the earth. After you’re dead, I will find the Old Demon and stop him, too. Then no one will claim the power in the black temple, and neither the Old Demon nor a pompous serpent will become a new god.” 
“As I anticipated,” said Skalatan. “Then you have a choice to make.”
“And that is?” said Mazael.
“If I step through this mistgate,” said Skalatan, “you will never kill me. I will return to the heart of the Aegonar host, and even with all your power and skill, you cannot fight your way through thirty thousand Aegonar warriors. Do so and you will be slain, and the Old Demon and I shall contest for the mastery of this world. And your wife will lie forever between life and death.” 
Mazael said nothing.
“But in that bag,” said Skalatan, a skeletal hand pointing at the cloth bag hanging over the brazier, “is a glass vial of my blood. Exactly the quantity of blood you need to heal a half-human, half-Elderborn woman poisoned by my venom.” 
“A fine trick,” said Mazael. “If I take the vial, you’ll flee through your mistgate, and I’ll find the vial is full of snake piss.” 
“No,” murmured Morebeth, drifting to stand near the brazier. “No, brother. He is telling the truth. That is his blood. I can see its power.”
Mazael glared at Skalatan. “Why?”
“Because I do not underestimate you, Lord Mazael,” said Skalatan. "Consider all the foes you have defeated. Skhath, Straganis, Szegan, Amalric Galbraith, your sister,” he glanced at Morebeth, “Ragnachar, Malavost, Ultorin, the Dominiar Order…all of them underestimated you. If I do not give you the blood, you will hound me, as you said, to the ends of the earth. Perhaps you will even slay me. But if you take that blood…I can retreat, and you will return to the Grim Marches to heal your wife. By then my preparations shall be complete, and you will not be able to stop me.”
Mazael laughed. “A clever plan, but with one flaw.”
“Oh?” said Skalatan.
“If I kill you before you get through that mistgate, I can take the blood at my leisure,” said Mazael.
“You won't,” said Skalatan. “Do you know from what height a glass vial of that size and weight must be dropped in order to shatter it?”
“Enlighten me,” said Mazael.
“Precisely five feet,” said Skalatan, waving a skeletal hand, “and two inches.”
The flames in the brazier roared up, and the cloth bag holding the vial of blood burst into fire. In another few seconds it would be consumed. 
And the glass vial within would fall and shatter. 
“Choose,” said Skalatan, stepping into the mistgate.
It began to close after him. 
Mazael almost flung himself after the San-keth. Perhaps he could get to Skalatan and cut him down before the mistgate collapsed. Or he might find himself trapped on the other side of the gate. Or Skalatan would escape entirely, and the glass vial of blood would shatter. 
And then Mazael would have no way to save Romaria.
He sprinted at the brazier, drawing on all his Demonsouled strength and speed. The cloth bag shriveled in the flames, and Mazael saw the glint of glass within, saw the vial slide towards the coals…
He threw himself at the brazier, knocking it over, and caught the glass vial. The leather of his gauntlets shielded his fingers from the heat, but the scattering coals set his sleeves and trousers aflame. Mazael cursed and staggered back to his feet, beating out the flames with his left hand, his right clutching the vial. 
It was still intact, thank the gods.
Mazael snatched up Lion and spun just in time to see the mistgate vanish. 
He was alone, save for Morebeth’s spirit.
“That one is clever,” she said.
“Obviously,” said Mazael, looking at the dark crimson fluid in the glass. 
“Amalric manipulated Straganis and the other San-keth so easily,” said Morebeth. “This one, though…this one is dangerous. Beware of him. Even our father should beware of him.”
Mazael heard footsteps upon the stairs, and Morebeth vanished. Riothamus hurried into the turret, his clothing and armor disheveled and scorched, the staff of the Guardian glowing in his left hand. 
“Lord Mazael!” said Riothamus. “Molly said you had gone after Skalatan. Is…”
“Gone,” said Mazael, lifting the vial. “Through a mistgate. He left a vial of his blood behind so I wouldn’t follow him.”
Riothamus scowled and waved a hand, muttering a spell. “It’s…real. He left behind enough blood to cure Romaria. But no more than that.”
“Just enough blood,” said Mazael, “to make sure I do not follow him. Or have you use the blood against him in a spell.”
Morebeth was right. Skalatan was dangerously clever. And Mazael knew his fight with the archpriest was not over. 
But for now, he did not care. He had the means to cure Romaria, and that was more important than anything else. 
“Come,” he said. “Let’s find Hugh. The poor fool has a city to rebuild.”
Mazael paused for a moment, and then swung Lion through the wooden pole.
The banner of the Aegonar fell.







Chapter 36 – Coronation

“Marry me,” said Hugh. 
“But we cannot wed!” said Adelaide. 
Hugh stood alone with her in the great hall, still wearing his bloodstained armor. He had sent Lord Bryce and the other lords and knights to secure the city and hunt down the remaining Aegonar. Sir Edgar had ridden north with his men to scout the Aegonar host. With Agantyr dead, Hugh had no idea what the Aegonar would do next. Would the Aegonar earls fight each other for the High King’s diadem? Would they fall back behind the River of Lords and fortify their conquests?
Or would they choose a new High King and continue towards Barellion?
Hugh didn’t know, and he suspected he would find out sooner than he liked.
But right now Adelaide held his attention.
“Why not?” he said at last. 
“Because you are the Prince,” said Adelaide, “and I am the bastard daughter of a minor lord who lost his lands to the Aegonar.” She looked away. “I would not have men say I seduced the Prince to relieve my poverty.” 
Hugh smiled. “You seduced the Prince's youngest son…who was actively trying to seduce you, I might add. No one thought I would become the Prince.” His voice dropped. “I didn’t want it. I never wanted it. And now…”
“And now,” said Adelaide. “You have no choice.”
“Aye,” said Hugh. “I must be the Prince of Greycoast. There is no one else of Chalsain blood, no one else the lords will agree to follow. Left on their own, they will bicker and succumb to the Aegonar one by one. I must be the Prince, or we shall lose both Barellion and the rest of Greycoast to the Aegonar.” 
“And because you must be the Prince,” said Adelaide, “we cannot wed. You need your vassals, Hugh. Wed the daughter of one and bind them closer to you. Lord Bryce has an unwed daughter, as do some of the others.”
Hugh shuddered. “I’ve met Lord Bryce’s daughter. Her temperament could make the Aegonar quail.” 
“Nevertheless,” said Adelaide, tears in her eyes. “You have to marry the daughter of a powerful lord. That means…that means we can no longer see each other.” She released his hands and stepped back. “This…this is farewell, then.”
For a moment Hugh stared at her. Her lips trembled, as if expecting a blow. She had remained calm through the Great Rising and the Aegonar invasion, but this...this had brought her to tears. 
“In the past month,” said Hugh, “I have lost my father, my brothers, been taken captive, threatened with execution, raised an army, and marched through war and battle to drive the foe from my city. I will not lose you, too, Adelaide. I will not. Marry me.”
“But you cannot wed me,” said Adelaide, blinking.
“You are entirely correct,” said Hugh. “I cannot wed the bastard daughter of a minor lord.” Adelaide closed her eyes for a moment. "I can, however, wed the only daughter and heir of the most powerful lord in northwestern Greycoast.”
“What are you talking about?” said Adelaide. “My father holds Castle Stormsea and a dozen small villages. He is hardly the most powerful lord in the northwest, and even if he were, the Aegonar conquered those lands anyway.”
“Also true,” said Hugh. “Lord Alberon is not powerful. He is, however, one of the few surviving lords from northwestern Greycoast who did not swear to the Aegonar and the serpent god.”
Adelaide’s frown deepened…and then her brown eyes grew wide. 
“So as a reward for Lord Alberon’s loyalty in the face of such harrowing danger,” said Hugh, “the Prince will strip the traitorous lords of their lands and bestow them upon Lord Alberon. And Lord Alberon, I understand, has only one living child, a bastard daughter, who shall inherit Lord Alberon's lands and titles upon his death. She will become one of the most powerful noblewomen in the northwest, assuming we ever manage to drive out the Aegonar. Marry me.”
“Yes,” whispered Adelaide, taking his face in her hands and kissing him long and hard. 
After a moment she pulled back, frowning.
“What is it?” said Hugh. 
“There is one duty I must perform at once,” said Adelaide. “My Prince, you will ride to war against the Aegonar.”
Hugh nodded. “As soon as we get matters settled in the city.” 
“You will be in danger,” said Adelaide, “and you are the last son of the House of Chalsain.” Her frown turned into a smile. “The Prince must have an heir, as soon as possible.”
Hugh grinned, and she led him from the hall.
The problems of Greycoast could keep for a little while.

###

“That is it,” said Molly, squinting into the sunset. 
She stood with Riothamus outside of Barellion’s western walls, on a narrow strip of rocky land between the walls and the canal to the River of Lords. 
The western sea stretched before them, painted a brilliant gold by the setting sun.
“It is,” said Riothamus, “much larger than I expected.” 
Molly shrugged. “You did say you had never seen an ocean before.” 
“So much water in one place,” said Riothamus. "How far does it go?”
“No one knows,” said Molly. “Sail north and you’ll go to Travia and then Northreach. Go south and you’ll find Knightport and Mastaria. Sail northwest and you’ll eventually hit the Aegonath Isles…if the Aegonar don’t burn your ship first. And go west…no one knows what lies west. The end of the world, maybe.” 
They stood in silence for a moment, seagulls cawing overhead. 
“It’s not over,” said Molly, “is it?”
“No,” said Riothamus. “Skalatan got away. And the Sight shows me more and more visions. The burning skull. A doorway of crimson flame beneath a mountain. A black temple with a pillar of fire. Something is about to happen, Molly, some dark and terrible thing. But I know not what.”
“Whatever it is,” said Molly. “We shall face it together.”
Riothamus smiled at her, and her hand found his.
They stood together and watched the sun slip beneath the sea.

###

Hugh Chalsain, Prince of Barellion, received both the diadem of Greycoast and the hand of Adelaide Stormsea in marriage in the great hall of the Prince’s Keep. Necessity forced a simple ceremony. Sir Edgar’s scouts reported that the Aegonar had withdrawn behind the River of Lords, but no one believed they would remain there. In three days’ time, after the city had been settled, the new Prince of Barellion would march with his vassals to make war upon the Aegonar. 
Mazael watched in silence as the vassals and knights, one by one, came forward to swear fealty to their new Prince. He had wished to leave for the Grim Marches at once, but Hugh and Riothamus had persuaded him to stay. One additional day, said Riothamus, would not make a difference, not when his spell could sustain Romaria for a thousand years. And Hugh had argued that without Mazael, Malaric would not have been defeated. 
So Mazael would stay for one day, if it helped Hugh secure his hold on Barellion.
For Mazael intended to return and settle matters with Skalatan. 
“My lords and knights!” said Hugh from the dais, addressing his assembled vassals. “Tomorrow, we march forth to make war upon the invaders who have ravaged our lands. Tonight we shall feast, in celebration of our victory over the murderer and usurper Malaric!”
The lords cheered. 
“But first,” said Hugh, “I wish to thank those who saved my life, and without whose help Malaric would have been victorious, and Barellion enslaved to the Aegonar.”
He descended from the dais, Adelaide at his side, and stopped before Mazael.
“Lord Mazael Cravenlock,” said Hugh, “Lady Molly Cravenlock. Riothamus, Guardian of the Tervingi nation. Know that you have my gratitude until the end of my days. Will you ask for no reward?”
“None,” said Mazael in a clear voice. “I have what I came to Barellion to claim, and Malaric has paid for his crimes. That is all the reward I seek.” 
“Let it be known,” said Hugh, “that Lord Mazael, Lady Molly, and the Guardian are friends of the Prince, and my vassals and knights are commanded to aid them in whatever what they can.” 
Mazael bowed to the Prince, and Molly and Riothamus followed suit. 
“And now,” said Hugh, “let us feast.”

###

“I will return,” said Mazael.
He stood with Hugh in a corner of the great hall as the lords and vassals ate and drank. All of Barellion celebrated – they had been delivered from the tyranny of the Aegonar, and the rightful Prince had defeated the usurper. 
But the war was not over yet.
“For Skalatan?” murmured Hugh.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “I have unfinished business with him. And Skalatan plans something dire. Something on the scale of the Great Rising.”
He could not tell Hugh the whole truth, not without revealing his Demonsouled nature. And in truth, Mazael didn’t know what Skalatan intended. Skalatan had told Mazael his plans, but Mazael didn’t know how the San-keth intended to carry them out.
Or if the serpent had even been telling the truth.
“Knightcastle,” said Hugh. “When Agantyr held me captive, Skalatan said Barellion was only an obstacle. His ultimate goal was Knightcastle.” 
“Knightcastle,” said Mazael. “Why?” If Skalatan desired to seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself, why go to Knightcastle?
“You have kin there?” said Hugh. “Your sister is married to Lord Malden’s youngest son, if I remember right.”
“She is,” said Mazael. “I have a nephew there as well. Aldane. We went to war with the Malrags after the San-keth kidnapped him. And Rachel likely has a second child by now.”
“I will send messengers to warn them,” said Hugh. “There have been rumors of…disturbances in Knightcastle for some time.”
“The Great Rising, no doubt,” said Mazael.
“Aye,” said Hugh. “But if Skalatan comes for them, Lord Malden must be warned.”
Mazael nodded. “But it will not matter if we defeat the Aegonar here. I mean to return, and not with just Molly and Riothamus. The combined strength of Greycoast and the Grim Marches will break the Aegonar and stop whatever Skalatan plans.”
“Thank you,” said Hugh. "As always, your aid would be most welcome."
They stood in silence for a moment.
“I look forward,” said Hugh, “to meeting Lady Romaria.”
Mazael grinned. “She’ll like you. And your wife.” He saw Adelaide speaking with a group of nobles. She said something, and the men laughed.   “You’ll leave in Barellion in good hands when you march against the Aegonar. She’ll have any troublemakers wrapped around her finger in a week or so.”
Hugh smiled. “I know. I just hope I can return home to her in one piece.” He sighed. “We do not live in peaceful times.”
“We do not,” said Mazael. He thought of Skalatan, of the runedead…and of Morebeth’s claim that the Old Demon would try to seize the accumulated power of the slain Demonsouled for himself. “And it will get worse before it gets better.”
“Serpents and armies of the dead,” said Hugh. “What can any man do against such foes?”
“The same thing we do against any other foe,” said Mazael. “Fight against them, and try to carve out peace and safety for our lands. Perhaps we shall fail. But if we do nothing, we shall fail anyway.”
“And better to fight and to fail,” said Hugh, “than to do nothing and perish.”
Mazael clapped him on the shoulder. “You will do well as Prince.”
Hugh managed a feeble smile. “I certainly hope you are right.”

###

The next morning Mazael rode through the Gate of Knights, Molly and Riothamus at his side. He sat atop a new horse, and led two more, laden down with supplies, all gifts from the grateful Prince and his new consort. 
“You know, I was surprised,” said Molly. “I thought the Skulls would try to kill me. Yet I saw a few of them in the streets, and they fled so quickly you’d think I had the plague.” 
Riothamus laughed. “Can you blame them? They sent Malaric to kill you…and looked what happened to him. From what you’ve told me, the First Dagger is wise enough to stay far away from you.”
Molly lifted her eyebrows. “Am I that terrifying?”
“Yes,” said Mazael.
Molly gave him an affronted look. 
“Because if you are slain,” said Mazael, “you will have a vengeful father and an equally vengeful betrothed hunting down your killers.”
“Why, Father,” said Molly. “How sweet. I love you too, you know.”
Mazael smiled. The pain from Skalatan’s venom still pulsed in his veins, but it felt better than it had in a long time. 
But there was only one thing that would ease the pain entirely.
He touched the vial of the serpent’s blood, secure in its padded wrappings.
“Let’s go home,” he said, and snapped the reins.
Mazael rode east, and did not look back.







Chapter 37 – The Lady and the Knight

The clang of steel and the shouts of dying men rang through the halls of Knightcastle. 
When the fighting began, Rachel barricaded the doors to her rooms in Ideliza’s Tower. With Elsie’s help, she dragged a table in front of the door and propped it with chairs. Elsie retreated into the bedroom with the children, and Rachel waited in the sitting room, standing near the doors to the balcony. 
If any attackers broke into the room, she hoped to reason with them. She was Gerald Roland’s wife, and the mother of Lord Malden’s only grandsons. Surely they had value as hostages. But depending on the kind of men who broke into the room, they might well rape her, kill her, and then kill the children.
Rachel steeled herself, her heart hammering, and waited. What had happened to Gerald? He had spoken to her for only a few moments after the battle, long enough to tell her than he planned to denounce Ataranur before Lord Malden and his assembled vassals.
It seemed that things had not gone well.
Rachel waited in fear, her hands trembling, but kept her face impassive. If death was going to claim her, she would greet it with a dignity befitting a daughter of the House of Roland.
Time passed. Rachel could not have said how much.
Someone knocked at the door. 
“Lady Rachel?” said a man’s voice, tight with strain.
“Who is it?” said Rachel.
“Sir Commander Aidan,” said the voice. “Please, I must speak with you.” 
“Why are you here?” said Rachel. Gerald had spoken well of Aidan Tormaud…but less well of Caldarus and the Justiciars, especially after the slaughter outside the preceptory. Aidan might have been a good man, but Caldarus was not, and Aidan was sworn to obey the Grand Master. 
“I mean you no harm, I swear,” said Aidan. “But…gods, I must speak with you. Please open the door.”
Rachel hesitated. She didn’t believe him, but if Aidan wanted to kill her, he could simply order a squad of Justiciar sergeants to hack down her door.
“A moment,” she said. She heaved the table away from the door, her muscles straining, and shifted the chairs. The door opened far enough for Aidan to squeeze inside.
“You’re unhurt,” said Aidan. “Good. I feared…”
“What has happened?” said Rachel. “Where is Gerald?”
“Your husband is still alive,” said Aidan. “At least, he was when they led him to the dungeons.”
“The dungeons?” said Rachel. “Why is he in the dungeons?”
“Lord Malden ordered it,” said Aidan. 
“What?” said Rachel. “You must explain!”
Aidan grimaced. “I don’t know what much you’ve heard, but Ataranur slew Caraster, and the runedead now obey Lord Malden. Sir Gerald…that was too much for him.” He shook his head. “An army of rotting corpses serving the Lord of Knightcastle? Gerald denounced Ataranur before the lords. He pulled off Ataranur’s mask, and…my lady, Ataranur is no High Elderborn.”
“Who is he, then?” said Rachel.
“Lucan Mandragon.”
Rachel blinked. “That’s impossible. My brother slew him. Lucan Mandragon is dead.”
“Perhaps he is,” said Aidan. “Tobias stabbed him through the chest, but Lucan took no hurt from the blow. Lord Malden ordered both Gerald and Tobias arrested, and there was fighting. Most of Malden’s vassals sided with Gerald and Tobias, and Lucan summoned runedead into the castle. The knights and armsmen could not stand against them. Your husband, his brother, and their supporters were imprisoned.” He took a deep breath. “Lord Malden has ordered them all beheaded on the morrow.”
“No,” said Rachel. “No. Lord Malden…his own sons…he would never order such a thing.”
“My lady,” said Aidan. “I heard it from his own lips.”
Rachel said nothing.
“You must speak with Lord Malden,” said Aidan. “He and Caldarus and Lucan are making plans of utter folly. They are going to lead Caraster’s runedead on some deranged crusade to rid the world of evil. Lord Malden was always fond of you. Perhaps you can make him see reason.”
“He beat Lady Rhea to a pulp,” said Rachel, numb, “for questioning him. He won’t listen to me. And…and it doesn’t matter. Don’t you see? The runedead obey Lucan, not Lord Malden. He's turned both Lord Malden and the Grand Master into his puppets. They’ll do whatever he wants. Gods, gods…”
She turned towards the balcony door, hoping to keep Aidan from seeing her tears. Her husband was going to die. She had always relied on him for his strength, his steady calm…what would she do if he was taken from her? And what would happen to their children? 
What would a monster Lucan Mandragon do to their children? 
Her jaw trembled, and she wanted to throw herself upon her bed and weep. Perhaps if she remained inconspicuous, perhaps if she begged Lucan for mercy, he might spare them…
Her mouth hardened into a tight line.
No.
She knew what kind of man Lucan Mandragon was. Mercy was not in him. He would kill her husband, would probably kill her and the children. And with an army of runedead, how many more would he kill? 
It was up to Rachel to save her husband.
The thought almost made her break down. 
But she did not. She had chased Malavost halfway across the world to save her son from his dagger. She would not weep now. She would not!
“What kind of man,” she heard herself say, “are you, Sir Commander?”
“A bad one, my lady,” said Aidan, “though I try to be a good one.” 
“Prove it,” said Rachel, turning to face him.
Aidan frowned. “I do not understand.”
“Lord Malden and your Grand Master have become monsters,” said Rachel. “And I am going to rescue my husband, his brother, and their men from their cells and flee with them.” 
“How?” said Aidan. 
“That is my problem,” said Rachel. “But your Grand Master wants them imprisoned. If I rescue them, I will be defying his wishes. And you are honor-bound to tell him.”
“My oath,” said Aidan, blinking. “My oath is to the Justiciar Order.”
“It is,” said Rachel, “and Caldarus has betrayed that. He has murdered innocent peasants and taken command of a host of rotting corpses animated by dark magic. Gods, Aidan! His newfound youth and strength! Do you think that has come from anything holy?” 
“No,” said Aidan.
She grabbed his hand and placed it upon his sword hilt.
“So,” she said. “Either cut me down and side with the devil your Grand Master has become, or help me to save my husband. And, maybe, to save Knightcastle and the Justiciar Order from Lucan Mandragon.”
She let go of his hand. For a long moment Aidan stared at her, his face working, his fingers clenching against his sword hilt.
At last he released his sword.
“What would you have of me?” he whispered.
“Elise!” shouted Rachel. Elsie emerged from the bedroom, Belifane and Aldane in her arms, glaring daggers at Aidan. “Come with us.”
Rachel would not let her children out of her sight. Not until this was over. 
“Where are we going?” said Aidan.
“To speak with Lady Rhea,” said Rachel.

###

A few hours later Rachel stood with Sir Commander Aidan and Lady Rhea in the darkened outer courtyard, trying and failing not to shiver.
She saw flares of green light upon the ramparts of the outer curtain wall, hundreds of them, and more upon the inner walls and watchtowers.
Runedead patrolled Knightcastle's walls.
A fortified barracks stood below the outer wall, guarded by a pair of Justiciar sergeants in blue tabards. Gerald, Tobias, and the others had been imprisoned in the cells below the barracks, and tomorrow morning would be taken to the barbican and beheaded. 
“You’re sure,” said Rhea, “that there are only two men on guard?”
Her voice had a slight lisp from the split lip Malden had given her. 
“Three, actually,” said Aidan. “One more will keep watch over the prisoners inside, even though the prisoners will be chained.” He gestured at the curtain wall. “And even if they break free, what of it? No one can outrun the runedead.” 
“Then there is nothing to do,” said Rhea, “but wait.”
So they waited in the shadows of a tower, unnoticed by the guards. The sergeants' expressions grew increasingly bored. Perhaps they had feared a desperate attempt to rescue the prisoners, armed men storming the barracks to fight both the Justiciars and the runedead.
Rachel doubted they had foreseen two noblewomen, two maids, and a loaf of bread. 
As if her thought had summoned them, two kitchen maids approached the barracks, carrying a tray of food. They stopped before the sergeants and began to speak. The maids were too far away for Rachel to overhear, but from the smiles that spread across the sergeants’ faces, Rachel could tell they were flirting.
Soon after that, the sergeants invited the girls to share the meal.
A little while later the sergeants toppled unconscious to the ground, drugged by the elixir the maids had mixed into the bread.
The maids hurried to the shadow of the tower and performed a curtsy.
“We did as you commanded, my lady,” said the younger of the two. “We mixed the draught into the bread. Will you take us with you? We don't want to stay, not when the castle is filled with dead things.”
“Well done,” said Rhea. “And you will certainly come with us. If Caldarus and his vile wizard learn what you have done, your lives will be forfeit. Come!” 
They hurried across the courtyard, Sir Commander Aidan in the lead. Rachel followed Rhea, Belifane cradled in her arms, and Elsie walked at her side, carrying Aldane. Both boys still slept, thank the gods. Rhea had provided Rachel with a tiny pinch of that sleeping draught, just enough to keep the children unconscious through their escape. 
Aidan pulled open the barracks door and strode inside, the women following.
He came to an abrupt stop.
The barracks were deserted, save for two Justiciar sergeants playing dice at a wooden table. Both sergeants rose, staring at them with hard eyes. 
“Sir Commander,” said the man on the left.
“I require the keys to the cells,” said Aidan. 
“Why?” said the sergeant.
Aidan scowled. “You question the lawful orders of a commander of the Justiciar Knights?”
Both sergeants said nothing. 
“Grand Master Caldarus, in his great wisdom,” said Aidan at last, “has shown clemency, and permitted these noblewomen,” he gestured at Rachel and Rhea, “to see their husband and sons one last time before they are executed. Now. I command you to give me the keys at once.” 
The sergeants grinned and reached for their swords. 
“The Grand Master said no one is to have the keys,” said the first sergeant. “And the Grand Master said that if anyone, even a preceptor or a commander, asks for the keys, we’re to kill them on sight.”
“Never killed a commander before,” said the second sergeant.
Both men charged, and Aidan yanked his sword from its scabbard. 
The blades clashed and clanged, the maids shrieked, and one of the sergeants fell dead. The remaining man drove Aidan back with a flurry of brilliant swordplay, Aidan’s face tight as he struggled to block. His back slammed into the wall, and the sergeant drew back his sword for the kill.
Lady Rhea seized a pitcher of water from the table and hammered it onto the back of the sergeant’s head. The man staggered with a gasp of pain, and Aidan’s sword came down.
The sergeant joined his fellow on the floor, their blood spreading over the cool stone. 
“Your assistance, my lady,” said Aidan, snatching the keys from the dead man’s belt, “was most timely.”
“You are welcome,” said Rhea. 
Aidan sighed. “Now I have spilled the blood of my fellow Justiciars. I have become a traitor and violated my oaths.”
“Oh, rubbish,” said Rhea. “Caldarus betrayed you first when he started listening to the likes of Lucan Mandragon. And I am about to betray my husband, something I thought I would never do. Come along, everyone. We haven’t the time to spend gawking at dead men.” 
Aidan led them down a flight of stone steps. The stairs ended in a narrow corridor lined with iron-barred cells on either side. Rachel glimpsed shadowy forms in the cells and heard the clink of chains.
“Who is there?” bellowed Tobias Roland. “Show yourself, you craven dogs!”
“Son,” said Rhea, “you must comport yourself with more lordly dignity.”
A stunned silence answered her.
“Mother?” said Tobias. “What are you doing here?”
“Rescuing you,” said Rhea. She looked at Aidan. “Get the doors open, and give the keys to the maids.” Her cool eyes turned to the serving women. “Once the commander has the doors open, unchain the men.” 
No one ever refused Lady Rhea, and in a matter of moments, the prisoners had been freed. 
Rachel hurried through the press and found Gerald. He looked tired and grim, but otherwise unhurt, thank the gods, and she threw herself into his arms, Belifane pressed between them. 
“I don’t understand,” said Gerald. “How…”
“Your wife showed admirable initiative,” said Rhea. “She came to me with this plan, and I arranged to make it so.” She sniffed. “Even if my husband has become a fool, the Lady of Knightcastle still has a certain degree of influence.” 
“I thank you for my freedom, Lady Rhea,” said old Lord Agravain, rubbing his wrists, “but what shall we do next?” 
“We cannot fight our way out of the castle,” said Adalar Greatheart. “Not with all those runedead upon the walls.”
“We will do nothing of the sort,” said Rhea. “We can enter the Trysting Ways from here, and use them to leave the castle. I have horses waiting outside, and we can make our escape.”
“To where?” said Gerald. “Shall we abandon our lands and our people to Lucan Mandragon and his runedead? You see what he has done to Father and the Justiciars. Shall we spend the rest of our lives wandering in exile?”
“No,” said Rachel. “We will go to the Grim Marches and ask Mazael for help.” 
Silence answered her, and Adalar nodded.
“Yes,” he said. “Yes. If anyone can fight Lucan Mandragon and his host of corpses, it is your brother, my lady.” 
“And Lord Mazael must be warned,” said Lord Nicholas, his thin face smudged with blood. “Lucan has convinced Lord Malden to lead the runedead on a mad war against the entire world.”
“Lord Mazael is one of the greatest commanders of our time,” said Lord Tancred, sweating despite the chill of the underground passage. “He will be able to help us.”
“I am pleased that we are in agreement,” said Rhea. “But I suggest we depart at once. Pardon, my lords.”
She pushed through the nobles and walked to the blank stone wall at the end of the corridor. She squinted at it for a moment, nodded, and then knocked on one of the stones five times in quick succession. Rachel heard a loud click, and then a low grinding noise as the wall swung aside to reveal a hidden doorway. A man in a black coat stepped through the doorway, torchlight glimmering on his pale hair. 
"My lady," said Circan, bowing to Rhea. "I am pleased to see that you made it."
"I am glad you are here, Circan," said Rhea. "The horses are ready?"
"Yes, my lady," said Circan. "They await outside the curtain wall. I suggest we make haste."
"I appreciate a man with sense," said Rhea. "The rest of your, gather your arms and armor, and we shall leave."

###

The gloomy tunnels of the Trysting Ways closed around Rachel like icy fingers. 
She knew the history of the Ways, how Knightcastle had been built up over the centuries, how the various kings and lords had added secret passage after secret passage until they finally congealed into a vast labyrinth running through the castle and into the surrounding hills. Yet the name suggested a pleasant meadow, a place where lords and their lovers could carry on secret trysts.
Instead the Trysting Ways felt like a catacomb. Stone arches rose into the darkness, the walls stained with moisture. The tunnels were silent as a tomb, save for the tap of their footfalls and the rasp of their breathing. Rachel huddled close to Gerald, her eyes darting back to make sure Elsie kept pace with Aldane. Her arms ached from carrying Belifane, but she would not let him go. 
She would have carried both children, if she had been strong enough. 
The stone tunnel widened into a large hall that looked as if it might have been a church once. Bits of dusty wood littered the floor, and a score of stone sarcophagi lined both walls. Their lids had been smashed, the broken chunks lying among the wood. The corpses within had risen as runedead, Rachel realized, when the green fire of the Great Rising filled the sky. 
She shivered again, worse than before. 
"There," said Circan, pointing at the far end of the hall. A narrow stone doorway waited there, and beyond Rachel saw a set of ascending stairs. "Those open up at the base of the outer wall."
"Good," said Rhea. "We..."
A flicker of green light caught Rachel's eye.
She looked up and saw a dozen pools of green mist swirling on the hall's vaulted ceiling. Rachel blinked, thinking that the dim torchlight had played tricks on her eyes. But the light brightened, and a dozen forms fashioned of green light and smoke descended from the ceiling.
Lucan had found them. 
"Runedead!" said Rachel. "My lords, runedead!"
Shouts rang out as the lords drew their swords.
"A circle!" said Tobias. "The women and children in the center, now!"
"Oil!" said Circan. "My lords, wizard's oil, quickly!" 
Circan sprinted around the circle, sprinkling wizard's oil on the bared blades, and one by one they caught fire with ghostly white flame.
And then the runedead hardened into solid form and attacked. 
Bloody chaos reigned around Rachel. A lord fell to the ground with a clatter of armor, blood gushing from his throat. Lord Nicholas wheeled, his burning sword taking the head from a runedead. Gerald struck right and left, taking one of the undead with every blow. Yet more and more green light flared overhead, flooding the hall with a ghostly radiance.
"The stairs!" said Circan, gesturing. A blast of invisible force slammed a runedead into the wall. "The wards on the outer wall will keep the runedead from becoming immaterial, and I can block the passage!" 
"Go!" roared Tobias, his blade splitting an undead skull. Already the white flames on the lords' swords dimmed and sputtered. "On my mark, run for..."
A runedead turned ghostly and stepped through the men, hardening into flesh behind them. Rachel shouted, backing away, but the runedead reached past her and lunged at Rhea. 
Lord Malden's wife and Gerald's mother died with a look of indignant surprise on her face.
"Mother!" screamed Tobias, wheeling and cutting down the runedead that had slain Rhea. 
And as he did, he turned his back on the other runedead. 
"Tobias!" said Gerald. "Look..."
A runedead reached out, seized Tobias's neck, and twisted.
The crackling noise of shattered bone seemed deafening, and Tobias fell besides Rhea. Gerald stared at his brother, shock on his face. Then he looked at Rachel, and his expression hardened into grim resolution.
"Run!" he roared. "All of you, run for the stairs! Now! Now!" 
The maids and Elsie dashed for the stairs, and Rachel followed suit as the men distracted the runedead. A moment later the surviving lords and Circan sprinted for the stairs. Rachel scrambled up the slippery steps, her heart pounding, Belifane a warm bundle in her arms. The lords raced after them with a clatter of armor. Rachel looked back, saw Circan standing at the base of the stairs, a copper tube gleaming in his hand. 
An instant later of a billowing gout of yellow-orange flames erupted from the tube, tearing into the hall. Rachel saw a dozen charging runedead go up in flames, the fire devouring the necromancy animating their undead flesh. 
The fire reflected off the tears on her husband's face.
"Go!" yelled Circan, hurrying up the stairs. "It won't last for long. Go!"

###

They galloped to the east, away from Knightcastle, and as they did, Gerald took one last look back. 
All his life, Knightcastle had been his home, a place of beauty, a place he had struggled to defend. In the dim moonlight, it still looked beautiful. Yet he saw hundreds of points of green light upon its walls and in its towers, as if ghostly bonfires blazed within the castle.
The runedead, standing guard over Knightcastle. 
Knightcastle had become a place of death and horror...and Lucan Mandragon had wrought it. 
For the sake of his murdered brother and mother, for the sake of his children, Gerald swore that he would return. 
"Gerald!" said Rachel.
He turned his head, saw his wife staring at him. He had fallen behind the others. 
Gerald put spurs to his horse. He would return and drive out the evil that had infested Knightcastle. 
But first, he had to see Rachel and his sons to safety.
They rode to the east as fast as they dared. 







Chapter 38 - Regeneration

The roads in the Stormvales had grown more crowded.
Riothamus had expected to see peasants fleeing the Aegonar, of course. If the choice was between submitting to the serpent-worshipping Aegonar and running, a sensible man would run. 
Yet they also saw peasants fleeing from Knightreach and Mastaria.
Riothamus spoke to a few of them and heard their tales. A great horde of runedead had descended upon Knightreach, they said, and had conquered Knightcastle and put the nobles to death. Others claimed that the Justiciars had gone on murderous rampages, riding through villages and killing dozens of peasants with peculiar black daggers wreathed in green flame. 
That reminded Riothamus of the Glamdaigyr and the Great Rising. At least the Glamdaigyr had been destroyed with the collapse of the Great Rising, and could work no further horrors. 
Still other peasants told tales of a dark wizard in a steel mask who enslaved Lord Malden and the Justiciar Grand Master, summoned up a horde of runedead, and commanded the Lord of Knightcastle and Caldarus to conquer the world in his name. 
“What is happening in Knightcastle?” said Riothamus after they passed another group of weary travelers.
Molly shrugged. “I’ve never been to Knightreach. You know more about it than I do, Father.”
Mazael stared at the road ahead. “Runedead, most likely. Maybe some opportunistic wizard took control of a few thousand runedead decided to carve out a little kingdom for himself. But why does Skalatan want Knightcastle?” 
Riothamus did not know.
Mazael shook his head. “Later. We will find out what is happening later. Right now I have something more important to do.”
His hand strayed to the bag holding the vial of blood.

###

Mazael expected to find chaos on his return to the Grim Marches. He had hoped Lord Robert and Earnachar and the others could cooperate, but he had not been entirely certain. Hopefully they would have stopped short of an open civil war.
But as he rode through the plains and spoke with villagers and travelers, he received no ill news. Certainly, there had been attacks from runedead, and more refugees settling in the Grim Marches, but the Malrags and the runedead had left many empty lands to spare. The lords and the headmen bickered constantly, but lords always bickered, and they dared not make war upon each other. Otherwise Lord Mazael would return in wrath and punish them.
Mazael grinned at the thought.
Word of his return spread, and by the time they reached the gates of Cravenlock Town, the castle looming overhead on its rocky hill like a dark wizard’s fortress from a child’s tale, the lords and headmen awaited him. 
“My lord,” said Sir Hagen Bridgebane, grim behind his black beard, “it is good you have returned.”
“Aye,” said Lord Robert Highgate, whose chain mail made him look a bit like a steel pear. “We kept the peace, though with no help from these stiff-necked Tervingi.”
“Nonsense!” said Earnachar, stepping forward. “Let it be known that Earnachar son of Balnachar was faithful to his oaths, just as mighty Tervingar himself honored his oaths in war!” 
“Good,” said Mazael. “You honored my trust in you.” His mind burned with impatience, and he wanted to gallop to Castle Cravenlock’s courtyard. “Bid your thains and knights and armsmen to prepare for war. We face…”
“Golden knight!”
A thin peasant stood behind the nobles. The man looked familiar, though Mazael could not place him. Then he remembered Ryker, the former bailiff of Bluepeak Village, his home destroyed by the runedead. 
“It is good to see you safe, sir knight,” said Ryker. “Was your business successful?”
“Yes,” said Mazael, “though it was a close thing.” 
“Thank you again for your aid against the bandits,” said Ryker, “and for sending us here. Sir Hagen indeed found us lands, as you said he would.”
Hagen frowned. “I settled Ryker and his folk near Stone Tower, my lord. But you’ve met Lord Mazael already?”
Ryker blinked…and then his eyes grew wide. It heartened Mazael. Perhaps it was not all in vain. Perhaps once Skalatan was defeated and the runedead subdued, his people could live in peace and quiet. 
Mazael grinned. “Come, my lords. We have work before us…but there is something I must first do.” 

###

An hour later Mazael stood before the tree Riothamus had grown in the courtyard of Castle Cravenlock. Romaria looked utterly unchanged, her eyes closed, her chest rising and falling as she breathed, the countless tiny roots threading into her skin like wooden veins. 
Riothamus worked nearby, preparing the vial of Skalatan’s blood. Molly stood next to him, and a crowd of nobles and peasants had gathered.
“Riothamus,” said Mazael, voice quiet. “Thank you for this. You saved her life.”
Riothamus shrugged. “You found Skalatan, my lord.”
“And you saved her life long enough for me to find him,” said Mazael. “You fashioned the compass. Aegidia would be proud of you, if she were here. And your own father, I think, if the Malrags had spared him.”
Riothamus looked at him in surprise. He was usually solemn, but a smile spread over his face. “Thank you, my lord. And may I say…I expect you are a terrible disappointment to your father.”
Mazael laughed. “I certainly hope so.”
“I am ready,” said Riothamus.
“Do it,” said Mazael, taking a deep breath.
Riothamus muttered a spell, lifting the staff of the Guardian. The tree stirred in response, its branches rustling, and the roots threading Romaria’s skin rippled. Riothamus rested the end of his staff in the roots, the golden light of the staff's sigils brightening.
Then he opened the vial and poured Skalatan’s blood into the roots. 
There was a pulse of golden light, and then the entire tree shone with the same glow. Mazael watched as the light poured down the roots and into Romaria’s skin. For an instant she seemed wreathed in a cocoon of golden radiance. Then the light faded away, and one by one the roots withdrew from her skin and sank back into the hard earth of the courtyard.
For a moment nothing happened. Mazael stared at Romaria, his heart pounding against his ribs like a war drum.
Then Romaria took a deep breath, and her blue eyes opened.

###

A series of broken images flashed through Romaria’s thoughts.
Malaric of Barellion, a poisoned dagger in his hand.
The runedead rising from the earth as ghostly wraiths, hardening into cold dead flesh.
Mazael falling to the earth, dying.
A burning fire in her blood, killing her.
Slowly she realized that the poisoned fire had left, that she felt wonderful. 
Her eyes cleared, and at last she lifted her head.
She lay beneath a tree in Castle Cravenlock’s courtyard, which was peculiar, because there were no trees in the castle’s courtyard. Her sword and armor were gone, and her clothing was ragged and torn. A crowd of nobles, Tervingi, and servants stood around her.
Mazael knelt besides her.
Romaria blinked. “Mazael?”
He looked older. As if he had aged five years since the last time she had seen him, the lines in his face deeper, gray in his brown hair and beard. And yet he looked relieved, so relieved, like some vast burden had just been taken from him.
“You’re awake,” he said, his voice little more than a scratchy whisper. 
“Yes,” she said. “Why wouldn’t I be? What has happened?”
For an answer, he caught her in his arms so tightly that her ribs ached.

###

Mazael helped Romaria to stand. 
She looked at him with a mixture of amusement and confusion. Later, he would explain to her what had happened. Later he would find a way to defeat the Aegonar and Skalatan.
But for now, Romaria was alive and cured.
And that was enough.







Epilogue

The Old Demon stood in the darkness outside Knightcastle, gazing at the walls. 
At the runedead standing guard atop the ramparts. 
He turned his head and looked at the vast undead host waiting motionless between the castle and the town. At the camp of the Justiciar knights, ready to follow their Grand Master into battle. Most of them had black daggers now, killing in the name of righteousness…but really in the name of their own eternal youth.
And, more precisely, in the name of opening the Door of Souls below Knightcastle. 
Though they knew it not.
The Old Demon grinned. Sometimes he thought it a pity that he was the only one who knew what was really happening. There was no one who knew how carefully he had arranged events over the millennia. How he had spent long centuries siring children, and then slaying them, sending their power to Cythraul Urdvul. The endless years he had spent plotting, manipulating kings and nations until now, at last…he was almost ready.
Well. Skalatan knew. 
But sooner or later the archpriest would make a mistake and the Old Demon would destroy him. Skalatan was ancient even by the standards of the long-lived San-keth, but the Old Demon was far older.
“The young,” said the Old Demon to himself, “are ever fools. So very easy to manipulate.”
He stepped into the shadows.
When the darkness cleared he stood in a great vault of white stone that looked almost like the nave of a church. The Door of Souls rose in its center, and silver light glimmered within the pointed arch. Soon it would have enough power to open. 
Lucan Mandragon worked before the Door, green light flaring around his fingers as he cast spells. 
“You have done,” said the Old Demon, “much better than I expected.”
Lucan did not see or hear him. That was because the Old Demon wished it. Lucan had once accepted help from the Old Demon, and because of that, the Old Demon wielded a degree of control over Lucan that he could not manage over other mortals. 
Not yet, anyway.
Lucan would not see the Old Demon again until it was far too late. 
He walked around the Door of Souls, watching Lucan work.
“The daggers you gave the Justiciars,” said the Old Demon. “That was inspired. Not even I would have thought of that.” Even now he felt the stolen life energy flowing into the Door. “And I never thought my most effective tool would be a man who wasn’t even Demonsouled. Life has so many little surprises, does it not?”
But that was unimportant. He had told Lucan once that it didn’t matter who won the game. The trick was to rig the game so that no matter who won, you came out on top. 
And the Old Demon was about to both come out on top and win the game. 
The world, and everything in it, would belong to him.
Forever.
He smiled at the thought.
Unless one thing went wrong.
His smile faded.
“Letting Sir Gerald and his wife get away, though,” murmured the Old Demon. “That was sloppy.” Rachel and her husband would run right to Mazael Cravenlock. The Old Demon did not fear Mazael. He had dealt with recalcitrant sons before, and could do so again.
But none of his other sons had carried that sword.
That damned sword. 
Even now, after all those centuries, the Old Demon still remembered the fear he had felt when the High Elderborn had first forged that thing, that weapon intended to find his heart. 
A weapon that Mazael now carried. 
And if Mazael came after him with that sword…
There were ways to prevent that.
“And only a fool,” said the Old Demon, “fights his enemy directly.”
He grabbed Lucan’s hair, pulled the revenant close, and whispered a few sentences. He released Lucan, and the wizard continued his work as if nothing had happened. But in a few moments, the idea he had placed would come to the forefront of Lucan's mind, and then Lucan would act exactly as the Old Demon wished. 
And then Mazael Cravenlock would die, and the Old Demon would enter Cythraul Urdvul and claim the power for himself.
He strode back into the shadows, leaving Lucan to his tasks.

###

Lucan cast another spell, probing the power gathered within the Door of Souls. 
Soon the Door would have enough power to open. And then Lucan could enter Cythraul Urdvul and rid the world of the curse of the Demonsouled. He had killed so many people, and Tymaen had lost her life. But it would all be justified when a new world, a world free of the Demonsouled, took shape. 
Lucan finished his spell, his mind wandering for a moment.
For an instant, he recalled a ruined black city and a dragon circling overhead, a gaunt man in a black robe laughing at him…
And then an alarming idea came to him.
Gerald Roland and Rachel had escaped, along with their followers. At first Lucan had dismissed it as unimportant. He was almost ready, and Gerald could not find allies strong enough to stop Lucan in time. 
Unless he went to Mazael Cravenlock. 
And if Mazael learned that Lucan had survived the Great Rising, after a fashion, he would not hesitate to act. The combined  armies of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi nation would march on Knightcastle. The blue fire of Mazael’s sword, spread to his men, would destroy the runedead. And the power of the Tervingi Guardian could challenge Lucan’s. 
Mazael might stop Lucan from destroying the Demonsouled.
Unless Lucan stopped him first.
A moment later the answer came to Lucan, and he left the hidden vault below the castle.
He entered Malden Roland’s rooms. Lord Malden sat on his couch, eyes glassy, his black dagger in hand. A dead servant lay on the floor. Grand Master Caldarus sat nearby, staring into nothing. The more stolen life energy they consumed, the more indolent and sluggish they became.
And all the more suggestible.
“Lord Malden, Grand Master,” said Lucan. “I have dire news. My spells have revealed that Mazael Cravenlock is Demonsouled. He has declared himself the Destroyer, and only you stand between him and the destruction of the world.”

###

Skalatan stood before the assembled Aegonar warriors, his carrier's skeletal hands raising the golden serpent diadem.
“By the will of Sepharivaim and the acclaim of the Aegonar nation,” said Skalatan, “I crown you High King of the Aegonar, and name you the Anointed of Sepharivaim.”
He placed the diadem upon the head of Ryntald, and the former earl’s eyes glinted.
A thunderous roar went up from tens of thousands of Aegonar throats.
Agantyr had been easily biddable, but Ryntald was smarter. Not wise enough to understand Skalatan’s true purpose, of course, but that did not matter. He would make an effective ruler for the Aegonar, a tool worthy of Skalatan's purpose. 
And with his tools, Skalatan would defeat the Old Demon, claim the power of the Demonsouled for himself, and remake the world in his image. 

###

Molly Cravenlock wandered through a ruined black temple, a place of terror and splendor, the sky overhead crawling with black clouds and crimson lightning.
She stopped in what had once been in a vast domed chamber, a huge pillar of trembling crimson flame erupting from the floor and stabbing into the sky. A man in a black robe stood near the flames.
He turned as she approached, and a scream rose up in Molly’s throat. She knew that lean face, that graying brown hair, those cold gray eyes glazed in crimson fire. 
Her grandfather.
“Granddaughter,” said the Old Demon, amused. “You, too?”
Molly’s eyes shot open and she sat up in bed, sweat dripping down her shoulders and back. Riothamus lay besides her, sleeping.
“What the hell?” she whispered at last.

###

“As soon as the first crop is planted, I wish to march,” said Mazael. “I look forward to showing the Aegonar what a Tervingi war mammoth can do.” 
He stood in Castle Cravenlock’s great hall, speaking to his chief lords and headmen. The Tervingi had proven eager enough for war, ready to avenge the insult the San-keth had dealt to their hrould and his wife. Most of the lords were reluctant, but the prospect of glory and spoils would win them over. 
“My lord!”
Rufus Highgate, Lord Robert’s eldest son and Mazael’s squire, ran into the hall. Unlike his father, the boy had remained whip-thin, though he had grown quite a bit. Another year and he would be knighted. 
“My lord,” said Rufus, skidding to a stop. “My lord, you must come at once! In the courtyard!”
Mazael frowned and followed Rufus to the courtyard, the lords and headmen accompanying him.
He came to a stunned halt atop the stairs to the keep.
Gerald Roland looked up at him, Rachel at her side. Behind them Mazael saw several of the most powerful lords of Knightreach. 
“Gerald? Rachel?” said Mazael, astonished. “What has happened?”
“Mazael,” said Gerald. “We need your help.”

THE END
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SOUL OF SWORDS Bonus Chapter

“That is impossible,” said Mazael Cravenlock, his sword hand curling into a fist. “Lucan Mandragon is dead.”
He stood in Castle Cravenlock’s courtyard, his wife Romaria at his side. Before him stood an assembly of lords, knights, and noblewomen, their clothes dusty from travel. Mazael recognized them all from his years at Lord Malden’s court. Lord Agravain Rainier, stern and fell. Lord Tancred Stillwater, fat and meticulous, and his son Sir Wesson, solid and solemn. Lord Adalar Greatheart, lean and deadly, and once Mazael’s squire. All the lords and knights looked weary, and a few seemed grief-stricken.
But Mazael saw terror in every last one of them.
“I wish he was,” said Gerald Roland. His blue eyes were bloodshot, his jaw shaded with blond stubble. “But I saw him with my own eyes.”
Mazael shook his head. “I killed him.” His hand brushed his sword’s hilt, the golden pommel shaped like a lion’s head. “I put Lion through Lucan’s heart. He was atop Swordgrim when the Great Rising failed and destroyed the castle. Even if he had survived a sword through his chest, he couldn’t have survived that.”
“Mazael,” said the woman standing at Gerald’s side. “I don’t think he survived.” She had brown hair and green eyes, and carried a year-old child in her left arm. With her other hand she gripped a boy of about three or four years who stared at Mazael with enormous blue eyes. 
“Rachel,” said Mazael, looking at his sister. “What do you mean?”
“He was…cold,” said Rachel. “I touched his arm, before I knew who he really was, and it felt like a bar of frozen iron. Mazael, I think he’s undead. I think you killed him and he came back again.” 
“Undead?” said Mazael. He turned to his squire, a boy of thirteen named Rufus Highgate. “Rufus. Get the Guardian and Lady Molly, now.”
Rufus bowed and ran into the keep. 
“The Guardian?” said Gerald. 
“The wizard of the Tervingi nation,” said Mazael. “We will need his counsel.”
Gerald nodded, but his eyes remained wary. Dozens of Tervingi swordthains and spearthains were scattered throughout the courtyard. The nobles from Knightreach gave them fearful glances. Though if they had faced armies of runedead, Mazael supposed the Tervingi were hardly a fearful sight by comparison.
He scratched his beard, glancing at Romaria, and saw the alarm in her blue eyes. Lucan Mandragon had worked the Great Rising and unleashed the runedead. Mazael’s sole consolation from the destruction of Swordgrim was that Lucan was dead and could not hurt anyone else. 
But if Lucan had returned from the dead, if he had been working in Knightcastle all this time…
“These barbarians,” said Gerald. 
Mazael blinked, shaken out his dark thoughts. “What about them?”
“Do you trust them?” said Gerald. 
Mazael laughed. “Of course not. But they will follow me. They have chosen me as their hrould, their war leader.” He shook his head. “And against the runedead, all men must stand united.”
“If Lord Mazael says we can fight alongside the barbarians,” said Adalar, “then we can do so.”
“And their wizard?” said Rachel. She did not like wizards, and had warned him again and again not to trust Lucan Mandragon. 
Mazael should have heeded her.
“A good man,” said Mazael. “And without his aid, we would all be dead. When Lucan worked the Great Rising, he cast the spell that spread Lion’s fire to the other swords.”
Gerald’s eyes widened. “Gods, but that was timely. The first few moments after the runedead appeared were chaos. If not for that fire, they would have slain every man and woman in Knightcastle and Castle Town both.” 
“That was his work,” said Mazael. “We have been through some very dangerous times.”
“It seems,” said Gerald, “that you have a tale or two of your own to tell.”
“Aye,” said Mazael, glancing at Romaria, and at the single oak tree that stood in the courtyard. He remembered her lying in the roots of that tree, a heartbeat away from death, her life sustained only by the Guardian’s magic. “Aye, we do.” 
Rufus hurried from the keep’s doors, followed by a man and a woman. The woman was in her early twenties, lean and fit, clad in close fitting dark wool and leather. A slender sword rested on her left hip and a dagger upon her right, the blade fashioned from the tooth of the dragon Mazael had slain in the Great Mountains. She had long brown hair and eyes the color of hammered steel, and they widened when she saw the nobles from Knightreach. 
Behind her walked a Tervingi man of average height with deep blue eyes and thick black hair. Like most Tervingi men, he wore a mail shirt over his clothing. Unlike most Tervingi men, he bore neither sword nor spear. He carried only a staff of bronze-colored wood, its length carved with elaborate sigils. 
But even without weapons of steel, Riothamus son of Rigotharic, Guardian of the Tervingi nation, was one of the most dangerous men in the Grim Marches. 
“Father,” said the woman, “it appears we have guests.”
“Molly,” said Mazael. “You remember Sir Gerald Roland and Lady Rachel Roland.” He made the rest of the introductions, and Molly offered a polite bow. Despite the dark news, he felt a twinge of amusement. Apparently even Molly could learn manners. “This is Riothamus son of Rigotharic, Guardian of the Tervingi nation.”
“My lords,” said Riothamus. “You are in distress.”
“Yes,” said Gerald. “I would say so.”
“Tell us what happened,” said Mazael. “Everything. Even before we sit down. If Lucan is still alive, we have to act at once.”
Molly gave him a sharp look, but Gerald began his tale. He described the war against Caraster and his runedead, how the mysterious Ataranur had come to their aid. How Ataranur and healed and rejuvenated both Lord Malden Roland of Knightcastle and Grand Master Caldarus of the Justiciar Order. 
And how Ataranur, Lucan Mandragon in disguise, had corrupted them.
“And now Lucan has all of Caraster’s runedead at his command,” said Gerald.
“How many?” said Mazael.
“At least one hundred and fifty thousand,” said Gerald. “If not more.” 
“And your father allows this?” said Mazael. Lord Malden had been short-tempered, arrogant, and proud, but he had always followed his own sense of honor. Mazael had never imaged that Gerald’s father would ever accept the aid of the runedead and Richard Mandragon’s renegade son. 
But perhaps the promise of immortality had been enough to corrupt him. 
“Lucan has twisted my father,” said Gerald. “He claims that the runedead submit because my father is the rightful Lord of Knightcastle, because of the righteousness of the Justiciars. But that is nonsense. Caraster controlled the runedead with a spell, and Lucan has seized that spell for himself.”
“He could do it,” said Riothamus, “with the Glamdaigyr.”
“But the Glamdaigyr was destroyed,” said Mazael, “with Lucan at…”
He fell silent. The Glamdaigyr had been forged by the cruel high lords of Old Dracaryl, mighty necromancers and wizards. The greatsword allowed its wielder to steal the life force and strength of its victims, and Lucan had used the ancient weapon to work the Great Rising. Mazael had thought the sword destroyed at Swordgrim.
But Lucan had survived. Why not the Glamdaigyr? And the Banurdem as well? The diadem, also forged by the high lords of Dracaryl, permitted its bearer to control vast numbers of undead. With it, Lucan could build a host of runedead.
And finish his mad quest to purge the world of every drop of Demonsouled blood. 
“He had the Banurdem,” said Gerald. “I saw it upon his brow when I unmasked him.”
“But if Swordgrim was destroyed and Lucan slain,” said Adalar, “how could he have returned? After I saw him, I thought the story of his death merely a rumor. But if you slew him, my lord Mazael…”
“He is undead,” said Rachel. “Like the zuvembies or the runedead.”
“No,” said Riothamus. “He’s something much worse. I fear he has become a revenant.”
“The greatest undead of Old Dracaryl,” said Romaria. She remained calm, but Mazael saw the tension in her stance, the posture she assumed when a fight was upon them. “Immortal and invincible.”
“Aye, my lady,” said Riothamus. “When the mightiest necromancers among the high lords died, they rose again as revenants, their bodies cold and unfeeling, never again to know the pleasures of food or drink or touch. But in exchange for living death, they received tremendous power. Their undead bodies do not age, and are impervious to all but the most powerful magic. And a dead wizard can wield magic that would burn a living wizard to ashes.”
“Gods,” whispered Gerald. “Tobias stabbed him through the heart, and he shrugged off the blow as if it were a scratch.”
“Where is your brother?” said Mazael. “Did…”
“No.” Gerald’s voice was flat. “Lucan’s runedead slew both him and my mother when we flew Knightcastle.” 
Rachel pressed closer to him.
“I’m sorry,” said Mazael. 
Gerald gave a sharp nod, blinking.
“If Lucan delved into the secrets of Old Dracaryl,” said Riothamus, “then he must have learned the spell to become a revenant, and placed it upon himself in the event of his death. And when he was slain, he rose again.”
A murmur of fear went through the lords.
“My lords,” said Riothamus, “it is the office of the Guardian to counsel the Tervingi nation, and since you are kin and friends to our hrould, I shall counsel you as well. You have all faced danger – the Malrags, the runedead, wars against your neighbors. The thing Lucan Mandragon has become is much more dangerous. I fear that every lord of every nation and tribe upon the earth shall need to unite against him…and even then, it may not be enough.”
“He seeks to rebuild Dracaryl for himself, I deem,” said Lord Tancred, “to raise an empire of blood and dark magic for a thousand years.”
“No,” said Mazael. “No, he doesn’t want mere temporal power. If he did, he could have murdered his father and brother and made himself liege lord of the Grim Marches.” He remembered Toraine Mandragon screaming as the Glamdaigyr devoured his life, the ghostly green fire of the Great Rising burning in the sky over Swordgrim. “He has a grander purpose. He wants to rid the world of the Demonsouled.”
Molly gave him a sharp look. 
“Conquering Knightcastle and corrupting my father is a curious way to go about it,” said Gerald. 
“It’s why he worked the Great Rising,” said Mazael. “He raised the runedead and commanded them to slay the Demonsouled. It didn’t matter if a man had one Demonsouled ancestor a hundred generations back. If a man had a single drop of Demonsouled blood, Lucan set the runedead to slay him.”
And uncounted thousands had died in the Great Rising. 
“It’s what he is doing at Knightcastle now, I’m sure,” said Mazael. “Another plot to destroy the Demonsouled.”
“And gods help us,” said Agravain, “if it ends as disastrously as the first.”
“And that must be,” said Riothamus, “why Skalatan is going to Knightcastle.”
“Who?” said Gerald.
“A San-keth archpriest,” said Mazael. “Have you heard of the Aegonar invasion in Greycoast?”
“Bits and pieces, nothing more.”
“The Aegonar worship Sepharivaim,” said Mazael. Rachel flinched at that. “They’ve conquered northern Greycoast, and would have taken Barellion itself, but the new Prince repulsed them.”
“With a little help from us, I must point out,” said Molly. “Malaric didn’t kill himself.”
Mazael nodded. “The Aegonar have a High King, but their true master is Skalatan. He intends the Aegonar to take Knightcastle for themselves.”
“It seems we are not the only ones with dark tales,” said Gerald.
“No,” said Mazael. He told Gerald what had happened since the Great Rising, about Malaric’s assassination attempt and Romaria’s poisoning. “Skalatan is dangerous, more dangerous than any San-keth I have encountered.”
“I heard of him during my…youthful folly,” said Rachel. She took a deep breath. “Skhath mentioned him a few times. He said Skalatan was a heretic, was half-mad. But no one dared challenge him, not even the other archpriests.”
“Skalatan believes that the serpent god died millennia ago,” said Mazael, “and that the San-keth worship a memory. So he intends to seize the gathered power of the slain Demonsouled and use it to transform himself into the new serpent god.”
“Then Lucan is doing something in Knightcastle to destroy the Demonsouled,” said Gerald, “and Skalatan wishes to seize Knightcastle, interrupt whatever Lucan is doing, and take the spell for himself.”
“Aye,” said Mazael. “I think you have the right of it.”
Save, perhaps, for one detail, the most dangerous of all.
The Old Demon.
A woman’s voice, soft and cold, filled Mazael’s ears. “Then you understand.”
Mazael kept his face calm, but his eyes shifted to the left, and he saw the spirit watching him.
Morebeth Galbraith stood among the nobles, clad in her usual black gown. She had been Mazael’s half-sister, and had seduced him and tried to use him as a weapon against the Old Demon. But with Lucan’s help, Mazael had realized the truth and defeated her. Yet her spirit had been drawn to Cythraul Urdvul, the birthplace of the Demonsouled. 
And now she could appear to him. 
“You know what our father wants,” said Morebeth. Her gray eyes glinted, her blood-colored hair stirring. “All these years, brother. For three thousand years he has been fathering us and slaying us, harvesting us to claim our power for his own. Now he is ready. All he needs to do is enter Cythraul Urdvul and claim the stolen power, and he will become the new god.” She shuddered, a hint of fear going through her pale face. “If he does, we shall be his slaves forever. All living things will be his slaves. You must stop him, Mazael. You must.”
“Mazael?” said Gerald.
Mazael shook his head, and Morebeth vanished. To his surprise, he saw Romaria staring at the spot where she had stood. Could Romaria see the spirit? Skalatan had been able to see Morebeth, but Skalatan wielded tremendous magical power. 
“You are right,” said Mazael, pushing aside his doubts. “We must take action, and quickly, before Lucan finishes whatever scheme he has in mind.”
And before the Old Demon found a way into Cythraul Urdvul. Mazael suspected his father planned to use Lucan to enter Cythraul Urdvul, though he could not image how.
Gerald nodded. “That is why we came to the Grim Marches, Mazael.” He looked at his wife and sons. “Rachel and Aldane and Belifane will be safe here, as will the rest of our families. The Grim Marches have known nothing but war since the Malrags came, and I hate to ask it of you. But…”
“You shall have my help,” said Mazael. “The Lord of the Grim Marches will ride to the aid of the Lord of Knightcastle.”
Gerald flinched. “But I’m not…”
“You are,” said Mazael. “Like it or not, Gerald. Your brothers are dead, and your father has turned to madness. Lord Malden is no longer fit to rule. That means you are the rightful Lord of Knightcastle and liege lord of Knightreach. If your people are to be saved from Lucan and the runedead, you shall have to save them.”
Gerald nodded. Once, Mazael knew, such a burden would have been too much for the younger man. And Gerald had never expected to become the Lord of Knightcastle. But the years had hardened him, and Gerald would do what was necessary to save his people.
“Then the Lord of Knightcastle,” he said, “is pleased to accept your aid, my lord Mazael.”
“Good,” said Mazael, thinking. “You.” He pointed at a tall, handsome man in the blue and silver surcoat of the Justiciar Order. “You’re Aidan Tormaud? The Justiciar commander that helped Gerald escape?”
He saw a flicker of pain pass over Molly’s face. She had been in love with Nicholas Tormaud, Aidan’s younger brother, until the Old Demon and Corvad had murdered him. Now she was betrothed to Riothamus, but Mazael suspected the old pain would never quite leave her.
“Aye, my lord,” said Aidan.
“I suspect you are the highest-ranking Justiciar officer who hasn’t followed Caldarus into his lunacy, Sir Commander,” said Mazael. “Which means you are now the commander of the Justiciar Order.”
Aidan’s mouth fell open. “But…”
“Not all the Justiciar officers and knights will follow Caldarus,” said Mazael, “and we need every man. Someone has to lead them.”
Aidan swallowed, and gave a sharp nod. 
“My lords and knights,” said Mazael, raising his voice, “we have plans to make. Rufus! Get Master Cramton, and have rooms found for our guests. We will have a feast tonight, and then a council of war.” 
Rufus bowed again and ran to fetch Mazael’s seneschal. Pages hurried forward to take the lords’ and knights’ horses. Mazael stepped closer to Rachel, Romaria at his side, while Riothamus and Molly spoke in low voices.
“This is your second son?” said Mazael, looking at the child in Rachel’s arms.
For the first time she smiled. “He is. Belifane.”
Mazael looked at Gerald. “Named for your brother.”
“Aye,” said Gerald. “My brother Belifane was slain fighting in the Grim Marches twenty years ago. I suppose it is a peculiar twist of history that I should bring my son Belifane to the Grim Marches to keep him safe.” 
Mazael felt a touch on his arm.
He turned and saw Romaria staring up at the sky. 
“What is it?” said Mazael. Her half-human, half-Elderborn heritage had given her keen senses, and he knew to trust them.
“Skythain,” said Romaria, and Mazael saw the black speck against the blue sky. “I think he’s going to land in the courtyard.”
The skythains usually landed their griffin mounts in an enclosed field outside of Cravenlock Town, a half-mile from the castle. The scent of the griffins terrified horses, and the beasts sometimes stole pigs and sheep when their riders’ attention was elsewhere. 
Only urgent news would bring a skythain directly to the castle. 
The black speck grew larger, circling towards the courtyard.
“Father, look!” said Aldane, his voice full of delight. A murmur of alarm went through the lords from Knightreach, and Mazael remembered that they had never seen a griffin before. “A griffin!”
“Gods,” said Gerald, reaching for his sword. “Is that…”
“Hold!” said Mazael, his voice cutting through the noise. “The Tervingi scouts ride griffins.”
The griffin circled lower, its white wings spread, its golden-furred limbs tucked close to its body. A man in leather sat on a saddle atop the beast’s back, his reins looped through the griffin’s razor-edged beak.
Gerald shook his head. “I thought griffins were only a story.”
Molly snorted. “Wait until you see a mammoth, Lord Gerald.”
“Mammoth?” said several of the lords. 
The griffin landed at the base of the keep, downwind from the stables. Mazael recognized the lean, sunburned man in the saddle as Toric son of Torvmund. Toric had been a skythain in the service of the hrould Athanaric, and after Athanaric’s death, had become a headman in his own right. 
“Toric!” said Mazael. “What news?”
“Ill news, hrould,” said Toric. “There is a party of horsemen upon the road,” he glanced at the nobles from Knightreach, “and I see they have arrived.”
“This is my sister Lady Rachel, her husband Lord Gerald of Knightcastle, and their sworn men,” said Mazael. “Their arrival is hardly ill news.”
Toric shook his head. “It is their pursuers that concern me.”
“Pursuers?” said Gerald. “We were not…”
“Runedead,” said Toric. “Over a thousand strong, and of a sort I have not seen before. The sigils upon their brows blaze with crimson fire, not green.”
“Crimson fire?” said Gerald. “Caraster’s runedead had symbols of crimson fire on their foreheads.”
“And Caraster’s runedead belong to Lucan now,” said Mazael.
“Gods, Mazael,” said Gerald. “They followed us here. I’m sorry. We…”
Mazael lifted a hand. “Do not blame yourself. Even if you were slain, we would have had to face Lucan’s runedead eventually.” He looked back at Toric. “Where are they?”
“Four miles west of here, hrould,” said Toric, “heading east upon the road. They are making for the castle, and ignoring anyone in their path.”
“Good,” said Mazael. If the runedead were focused upon Gerald and his men, they would not hurt anyone else. Perhaps he could use that to their advantage.
“How did they even find us?” said Rachel.
“It would not be a hard guess,” said Gerald, “to realize that we would go to Mazael for help.”
“An awakened runedead must be leading them,” said Riothamus. “The runedead are usually mindless, even if they retained the skills they possessed in life, but I suspect Lucan gave an awakened runedead command of this group and set it to follow you. An awakened runedead, bound to Lucan’s control, would chase you to the ends of the earth.”
“I will ride out and draw it away from you,” said Gerald, and Rachel grabbed his arm.
“No, you will not,” said Mazael, thinking.
“Are your walls warded, my lord?” said Adalar. “If the runedead become immaterial, they could enter unhindered.”
“Indeed,” said Sir Wesson. “We lost many castles that way in the first hours of the Great Rising.”
Mazael nodded. “Timothy and Riothamus warded them well. Toric! How long until the runedead arrive?”
“No more than an hour, hrould,” said Toric. 
“Very well,” said Mazael. He pointed at some of the pages attending the lords. “You and you. Find Sir Hagen Bridgebane and Earnachar son of Balnachar and tell them to gather every man they can muster. My lord Gerald, Sir Commander Aidan, gather your men and ride with us.”
Gerald nodded. “We came for your help, and you shall have ours.”
“Good,” said Mazael, turning. “Guardian. Daughter. We shall need your aid as well.”
Riothamus nodded. “You have it.”
“Why, Father,” said Molly. “You do know how I love a good fight before dinner.”
She was joking, but not entirely. He saw the eager glint in her gray eyes. He knew she felt a fire in her blood, an eagerness for battle, for combat, for the death of foes.
For he felt the same thing in his Demonsouled blood, and he had struggled to contain that rage for years. The arrival of the runedead brought a peculiar sort of relief. Here was a foe he could fight without reservation, without mercy. 
He had sworn to defend the folk of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi nation, and he would not suffer the runedead upon his land.
“Come,” Mazael said. “We will ride as soon as you are ready.”
Follow this link to continue reading the final book in the DEMONSOULED series, Soul of Swords.








Glossary of Characters

ADALAR GREATHEART - Lord of Castle Dominus and a vassal of Malden Roland. Once the squire of Mazael Cravenlock, and known for his valor and skill with a sword. 
ADELAIDE STORMSEA – The bastard daughter of Lord Alberon of Castle Stormsea. Competent and determined, only her efforts keep Lord Alberon’s household from falling into chaos.

AEGIDIA - Once the Guardian of the Tervingi, the teacher of Riothamus, and the mother of Ragnachar. Betrayed and murdered by Ragnachar at Stone Tower. 

AGANTYR – High King of the Aegonar and the anointed of Sepharivaim. 

AGRAVAIN RAINIER - Lord of Tumblestone and a vassal of Malden Roland. A skilled battle commander. 

AIDAN TORMAUD - A Commander in the Justiciar Order. Less rigid than many knights of the Order, and frequently at odds with Grand Master Caldarus. 

ALDANE ROLAND – The eldest son of Gerald and Rachel Roland. Now three years old. 

ALBERON STORMSEA – Lord of Castle Stormsea, and a vassal of Prince Everard Chalsain of Barellion. Known for his petulant and morose nature. 

AMALRIC GALBRAITH - A son of the Old Demon, and half-brother to Mazael Cravenlock. Formerly the Grand Master of the Dominiar Order, and killed by Mazael and Adalar Greatheart at the Battle of Tumblestone. 

ARNULF, SON OF KAERWULF – Headman and swordthain of the Tervingi nation. Steady and unflappable in combat. A loyal follower of Mazael Cravenlock.

ATARANUR - The alias adopted by Lucan Mandragon while in disguise at Knightcastle. A High Elderborn title meaning "Lord of Gifts."

BARTH - An assassin of the Skulls, skilled in infiltration.  

BELIFANE ROLAND – The youngest son of Gerald and Rachel Roland, now a year and a half old. Named for Gerald’s elder brother, slain in battle against Lord Richard Mandragon of the Grim Marches. 

CALDARUS - The Grand Master of the Justiciar Order of knights. Famed for his ruthlessness and his single-minded advancement of the Justiciars' wealth and power. 

CARASTER – A renegade wizard and rebel. Caraster has gained control of large numbers of runedead, and leads them in a crusade to rid the world of nobles, wealthy merchants, and priests. 

CIRCAN - A wizard in Lord Malden's service. 

CORVAD – Son of Mazael Cravenlock and twin brother of Molly Cravenlock. Killed by Mazael in the throne chamber of Arylkrad. 

CRAMTON - Formerly the innkeeper of Cravenlock Town, rescued from an unjust execution at the hands of Lord Mitor Cravenlock by Mazael Cravenlock. Now serves as Mazael's seneschal. 

EARNACHAR SON OF BALNACHAR – A headman of the Tervingi nation. Once a loyal supporter of the hrould Ragnachar, but now a grudging follower of Mazael Cravenlock. 

EDGAR TALLBARTH – A knight of Greycoast, in service to Lord Alberon Stormsea of Castle Stormsea. A capable scout and skirmisher, skills acquired during his checkered past of stealing cattle from his neighbors. 

ELISE – A maid in service to Rachel Roland of Knightcastle. 

ETHRINGA DAUGHTER OF JORDANIC – A holdmistress of the Tervingi nation, respected and influential among the other holdmistresses. Known for her sharp tongue. 

EVERARD CHALSAIN - Prince of Barellion, and the liege lord of Greycoast. 

GAITH KALBORN – The knight of Morsen Village, and a San-keth proselyte. Killed by Mazael Cravenlock during Corvad’s attack upon the village. 

GARAIN ROLAND - Once Lord Malden's eldest son and the heir to Knightcastle. Murdered by the San-keth during the Malden's war against the Dominiar Order, making Tobias Roland the heir to Knightcastle. 

GERALD ROLAND – The youngest son of Lord Malden Roland of Knightcastle. With his brother Tobias, tasked with leading the war against the rebel Caraster. 

HAGEN BRIDGEBANE – The armsmaster of Castle Cravenlock, and one of Mazael’s loyal vassals. Known for his utter lack of humor. 

HARBINGER - A rebel of Knightreach and a follower of Caraster. 

HIRAM STORMCREST – Liege lord of the Stormvales, and lord of Castle Stormcrest. Generally ignored by his nominal vassals. 

HUGH CHALSAIN – A knight and the youngest son of Prince Everard Chalsain of Barellion. Reckless and bold, and widely regarded as the best jouster and horseman of Greycoast. Also famed for his romantic conquests. 

LADY OF BLADES - A powerful spirit creature, and ruler of a domain within the spirit world. 

LUCAN MANDRAGON – A wizard of terrible power, and the architect of the catastrophic Great Rising. Bearer of the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem. Killed by Mazael Cravenlock during the Great Rising, and now an undead revenant. 

KORVAGER – The High Priest of Sepharivaim among the Aegonar, second only to the Heralds and the High King himself. A powerful wizard, and ruthless even by the standards of the Aegonar. 

MALAVOST – A renegade wizard who tried to murder Aldane Belifane, using his blood to open the Door of Souls. Killed by Rachel Cravenlock Roland in the High Elderborn Temple atop Mount Tynagis. 

MALDEN ROLAND - Lord of Knightcastle, husband to Rhea Roland, and father of Tobias and Gerald. An old man, and only a few weeks away from death. 

MAURUS – A master wizard in service to Prince Everard Chalsain of Barellion. Currently traveling with Sir Hugh Chalsain. 

MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK – Lord of Castle Cravenlock, liege lord of the Grim Marches, and the hrould of the Tervingi nation. The son of the Old Demon, and one of the most capable warriors, skilled commanders, and powerful Demonsouled now living. 

MITOR CRAVENLOCK - The older brother of Mazael Cravenlock and Rachel Cravenlock Roland. Allied with the San-keth and rebelled against Richard Mandragon, but killed by the San-keth after his defeat. 

MOLLY CRAVENLOCK – Mazael Cravenlock’s daughter and heir to Castle Cravenlock. A powerful Demonsouled. Raised as an assassin by the Skulls, Barellion’s feared brotherhood of paid killers. Called “the Lady of the Shadows” by the Tervingi for her Demonsouled-granted ability to travel instantaneously through the shadows. The lover and betrothed of Riothamus. 

MOREBETH GALBRAITH - A daughter of the Old Demon, and half-sister to Mazael Cravenlock. Seduced Mazael, and attempted to turn him into the Destroyer, the prophesied Demonsouled who will destroy the kingdoms of men. Killed by Mazael and Lucan Mandragon at Knightcastle. 

NICHOLAS RANDERLY - Lord of Knightport. Young, and newly come to his position, as his father and older brothers were slain in the Great Rising. 

PHILIP MONTIGARD – A Travian knight, now in service to Prince Everard Chalsain of Barellion. Currently traveling with Sir Hugh Chalsain. 

RACHEL CRAVENLOCK ROLAND – The younger sister of Lord Mazael Cravenlock, and the wife of Sir Gerald Roland. Mother of Aldane and Belifane. Once a San-keth proselyte, but since repented. 

RAGNACHAR SON OF NO ONE – Once a powerful hrould of the Tervingi nation. A son of the Old Demon, and at his bidding led the Tervingi over the Great Mountains to the Grim Marches. Killed by Mazael Cravenlock outside the walls of Sword Town. 

RANDUR MAENDRAG – The most powerful high lord of Old Dracaryl, and using knowledge obtained from the Old Demon, the creator of the Glamdaigyr, the Banurdem, and the Wraithaldr. The creator of the Great Rising, and transformed into a revenant in the great spell’s failure. Later destroyed by Lucan Mandragon using the Glamdaigyr, who then claimed Randur’s knowledge and powers. 

RHEA ROLAND – Wife of Lord Malden Roland, and mother of Tobias and Gerald Roland. Dignified and respected, and indifferent to her husband’s frequent infidelities. 

RIOTHAMUS SON OF RIGOTHARIC – The Guardian of the Tervingi nation, their defender from supernatural threats, and wielder of the ancient Staff of the Guardian. The lover and betrothed of Molly Cravenlock. 

ROBERT HIGHGATE - The Lord of Castle Highgate, and one of the most powerful lords of the Grim Marches. A skilled commander. 

RODRIC CHALSAIN – The eldest son of Prince Everard Chalsain of Barellion, and heir to the throne of Greycoast and Barellion. Not overly fond of his brothers. 

ROMARIA GREENSHIELD CRAVENLOCK – Wife of Mazael Cravenlock. Half Elderborn, giving her the ability to change her shape to that of a great black wolf. A skilled hunter, archer, and tracker.

ROSALA - A serving maid at the Knights' Inn of Barellion, and a member of the assassins' brotherhood known as the Skulls.  

RUFUS HIGHGATE - The eldest son of Lord Robert Highgate. Serves as Mazael's squire. 

RYNTALD - An earl of the Aegonar and a trusted advisor to High King Agantyr. Known for his cunning in battle. 

SKALATAN – Archpriest of the San-keth, known for both his great age and brilliant intellect. The other San-keth clerics consider him both mad and heterodox, yet fear to cross his tremendous magical power. 

SKHATH - San-keth cleric who masqueraded as the human knight Sir Albron Eastwater. Killed by Mazael Cravenlock during Mitor Cravenlock's rebellion against Richard Mandragon. 

SOUTHER – The First Dagger and leader of the Skulls, the assassins’ brotherhood of Barellion. One of the most feared men in the city. 

STRAGANIS - San-keth archpriest of great power. Betrayed and killed by Amalric Galbraith during the Dominiars' war against Malden Roland. 

SYKHANA – A San-keth changeling, and the abductor of Aldane Roland from Knightcastle. Betrayed and murdered by Malavost at Deepforest Keep. 

SZEGAN – High priest of the San-keth temple hidden beneath Morsen Village. Slain during Corvad’s attack upon that village. 

TANCRED STILLWATER - Lord of Stillwater and a vassal of Lord Malden Roland. Known for his skill as a quartermaster.

TERVINGAR - The semi-legendary founder of the Tervingi nation, who led the enslaved Tervingi to their freedom after escaping from their Dark Elderborn masters. Revered among the Tervingi, and held up as an exemplar of valor and strength. 

THOMAS – A serving man in service to Lord Malden Roland.

TIMOTHY DEBLANC – Court wizard of Mazael Cravenlock. 

TOBIAS ROLAND – The eldest surviving son of Lord Malden Roland, and the heir to Knightcastle. With his brother Gerald, charged with leading the war against the rebel Caraster. 

THE OLD DEMON – The eldest and most powerful of the Demonsouled, and the father of Mazael Cravenlock, Morebeth Galbraith, Ragnachar, Amalric Galbraith, and the grandfather of Molly Cravenlock and Corvad. A wizard of unsurpassed might and a manipulator of great skill and cunning. 

ULTORIN – The last Grand Master of the Dominiar Order, and commander of the Malrag invasion of the Grim Marches. Corrupted by a bloodsword forged by Amalric Galbraith. Killed by Mazael Cravenlock during the siege of Deepforest Keep. 







Glossary of Locations

AEGONATH ISLES - The ancient homeland of the Aegonar kingdoms. 
ARYLKRAD – Ancient stronghold of Old Dracaryl located at Red Valley, in the heart of the Great Mountains. Once the resting place of the Glamdaigyr.

BANNERED FOREST, THE - A forest in north-central Greycoast, north of the River of Lords. Its name comes from the numerous battles that have been fought in the forest.  

BARELLION - The chief city of Greycoast, and the stronghold of the Prince of Barellion. The largest and most prosperous port and city in the realm. 

BARREN POINT - A peninsula south of Castle Stormsea, home to minor lords and small fishing villages.

BLUEPEAK VILLAGE – A village in the eastern Stormvales, abandoned due to runedead attacks. 

BREAKSWORD - A castle on the northern borders of Knightreach, coveted by the Justiciar Order. 

CASTLE BRIDGE, THE - A fortified bridge over the River of Lords, and the only safe crossing over the River for a week in either direction. 

CASTLE CRAVENLOCK – Seat and stronghold of Mazael Cravenlock, located in the southern Grim Marches. Once home to a San-keth temple, which Mazael destroyed. 

CASTLE DOMINUS - Castle in Mastaria. Once the stronghold of the Dominiar Knights, now held by Lord Adalar Greatheart.

CASTLE STORMSEA – A castle in northwestern Greycoast, sworn to Prince Everard Chalsain of Barellion. Once prominent, but now falling into ruin. 

CRAVENLOCK TOWN – The town of Castle Cravenlock, a half-mile from the castle proper. Swollen to eight thousand people from peasants fleeing the Malrag attacks, the Tervingi invasion, and the Great Rising. 

CYTHRAUL URDVUL - The birthplace of the Demonsouled, where the corrupted Dark Elderborn attempted to summon a demon god. Pushed into the spirit world by the destruction of the demon god, and now the repository of the power of the slain Demonsouled. 

DRACARYL - Once a mighty realm that ruled what is now the Grim Marches, the Great Mountains, the barbarian lands, and many other lands. The high lords of Dracaryl were powerful wizards and necromancers, and commanded dragons and legions of the undead to enforce their will. Destroyed when Randur Maendrag attempted to cast the Great Rising. 

DEEPFOREST KEEP – A castle in the heart of the Great Southern Forest, home to human settlers and their Elderborn allies. 

EBEN'S HOLD -  A small village in northeastern Greycoast.

GREAT MOUNTAINS, THE - The massive mountains east of the Grim Marches. Few ever survive crossing the mountains, due to Malrags, dragons, and more natural hazards. 

GREYCOAST – Located northwest of the Grim Marches and north of Knightreach. The princedom ruled by the Prince of Barellion. 

GRIM MARCHES, THE – A plain located east of Knightcastle and the High Plain and west of the Great Mountains. Currently ruled by Mazael Cravenlock. The appellation “Grim” comes from the many battles that have been fought here. 

IRON RIVER, THE - The river that ran through the old Tervingi homeland, east of the Great Mountains. 

HIGH PLAIN – A broad plain northwest of the Grim Marches and northeast of Greycoast. Known for peaceful stability.

KNIGHTS’ BAY – A bay of the western sea bordering on Knightreach. Knightport and Tumblestone are the chief ports on the bay.

KNIGHTCASTLE – Seat and stronghold of Malden Roland, famed for its long and illustrious history. Located far to the west of the Grim Marches, and south of Barellion and Greycoast. 

KNIGHTPORT - A port town west of Knightcastle, located at the mouth of the Riversteel. Held by Lord Nicholas Randerly. 

KNIGHTREACH - A hilly peninsula west of the Grim Marches and south of Greycoast. Also the term for the lands sworn to the service of Knightcastle and Lord Malden Roland.

KYNOTH – A small village in Greycoast, a few miles north of Castle Stormsea. 

MASTARIA – The hilly country south of Knightreach. Once the domain of the Dominiar Knights, and now controlled by Lord Malden Roland of Knightcastle. Currently most of Mastaria lies under the control of the rebel Caraster and his armies of runedead. 

MONK'S REST - A small village in northeastern Greycoast.

MOUNT TYNAGIS – A mountain in the heart of the Great Southern Forest. A ruined High Elderborn temple sits atop its peak. 

MORSEN VILLAGE – Village in the hill country west of Castle Cravenlock. Once the fief of Sir Gaith Kalborn, San-keth proselyte. Destroyed by Malrags during Corvad’s search for the Glamdaigyr. A San-keth temple lies hidden beneath the village.

MORVYRKRAD - The crypt of the high lords of Dracaryl, located deep in the caverns below the Great Mountains. Once the resting place of the Wraithaldr. 

NORTHWATER - A river two days' ride west of Castle Cravenlock, flowing north into the Lake of Swords. 

PRINCE’S REST – A village in northern Greycoast. Famed for its inn, where one of the Princes of Barellion once spent the night.

RIVERSTEEL - A river flowing west past Knightcastle. 

RIVER ABELINUS - The river marking the traditional border between Mastaria and Knightreach. Fordable in only a few locations. 

RIVER OF LORDS, THE – The river flowing through Greycoast, terminating in the harbor of the city of Barellion. 

STILLWATER - A castle in the hills east of Knightcastle, held by Lord Tancred Stillwater. 
STORMVALES – The land northwest of the Grim Marches. Known for its hilly terrain, deep rivers, and frequent banditry. 

SWORDGRIM – Once the castle of Lord Richard and the ancestral seat of the House of Mandragon. Destroyed during the aftermath of the Great Rising.  

SWORDOR - The stronghold of the Justiciar Knights. Located north of Knightcastle and south of Barellion. 

SWORD TOWN – The largest town in the Grim Marches, rivaled only by Cravenlock Town. Directly south of the ruins of Swordgrim. 

TRAVIA – A princedom north of the Grim Marches, Knightcastle, and Barellion. Currently in the midst of a civil war after its ruling Prince was killed during the Great Rising. 

TRYSTING WAYS, THE - A maze of secret passages and hidden galleries threading through Knightcastle, built gradually over the centuries by generations of Roland kings and lords. 

TUMBLESTONE - A port town south of Knightcastle, held by Lord Agravain Rainier. Near the River Abelinus and Mastaria. 







Other books by the author
The Demonsouled Saga
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is a wandering knight, fearless in battle and masterful with a sword. 

Yet he has a dark secret. He is Demonsouled, the son of the ancient and cruel Old Demon, and his tainted blood grants him superhuman strength and speed. Yet with the power comes terrible, inhuman rage, and Mazael must struggle to keep the fury from devouring him.
But he dare not turn aside from the strength of his blood, for he will need it to face terrible foes. 
The priests of the San-keth plot and scheme in the shadows, pulling lords and kingdoms upon their strings. The serpent priests desire to overthrow the realms of men and enslave humanity. Unless Mazael stops them, they shall force all nations to bow before the serpent god.
The Malrag hordes are coming, vast armies of terrible, inhuman beasts, filled with a lust for cruelty and torment. The Malrags care nothing for conquest or treasure, only slaughter. And the human realms are ripe for the harvest. Only a warrior of Mazael’s power can hope to defeat them. 
The Dominiar Order and the Justiciar Order were once noble and respected, dedicated to fighting the powers of dark magic. Now they are corrupt and cynical, and scheme only for power and glory. They will kill anyone who stands in their way.
To defeat these foes, Mazael will need all the strength of his Demonsouled blood.
Yet he faces a far more terrible foe.
For centuries the Old Demon has manipulated kings and lords. Now he shall seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself, and become the a god of torment and tyranny.
Unless Mazael can stop him.
Read Demonsouled for free. Mazael's adventures continue in Soul of Tyrants, Soul of Serpents, Soul of Dragons, Soul of Sorcery, Soul of Skulls, and Soul of Swords, along with the short stories The Wandering Knight, The Tournament Knight, and The Dragon's Shadow. Get the first three books bundled together in Demonsouled Omnibus One.

The Ghosts Series

Once CAINA AMALAS was the shy daughter of a minor nobleman, content to spend her days in her father’s library. 
Then sorcery and murder and her mother’s treachery tore her life apart.
Now she is a nightfighter of the Ghosts, an elite agent of the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar. She is a master of disguise and infiltration, of stealth and the shadows.
And she will need all those skills to defend the Empire and stay alive.
Corrupt lords scheme and plot in the shadows, desiring to pull down the Emperor and rule the Empire for their own profit and glory. Slave traders lurk on the fringes of the Empire, ready to seize unwary commoners and sell them into servitude in distant lands. Yet both slave traders and cruel lords must beware the Ghosts.
The Magisterium, the Imperial brotherhood of sorcerers, believe themselves the rightful masters of the Empire. With their arcane sciences, they plan to overthrow the Empire and enslave the commoners, ruling all of mankind for their own benefit. Only the Ghosts stand in the path of their sinister plans. 
And the Moroaica, the ancient sorceress of legend and terror, waits in the shadows, preparing to launch a war upon the gods themselves. She will make the gods pay for the suffering of mankind...even if she must destroy the world to do it.
Caina Amalas of the Ghosts opposes these mighty enemies, but the cost might be more than she can bear. 
Read  Child of the Ghosts for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the Flames, Ghost in the Blood, Ghost in the Storm, Ghost in the Stone, Ghost in the Forge, Ghost in the Ashes, Ghost in the Mask, and Ghost in the Surge, along with the short stories Ghost Aria, Ghost Claws, Ghost Omens, The Fall of Kyrace, Ghost Thorns, Ghost Undying and Ghost Dagger. Get the first three books bundled together in The Ghosts Omnibus One.

The Third Soul

RACHAELIS MORULAN is an Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials they endured.
Those who fail the Testing are never seen again.
And now the Magisters of the Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.
And creatures that yearn to devour her soul.
If Rachaelis survives the Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for themselves.
And some Adepts of the Conclave are eager to help them. 
Read The Testing for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The Assassins, The Blood Shaman, The High Demon, The Burning Child, The Outlaw Adept, The Black Paladin, and The Tomb of Baligant. Read the entire series in The Third Soul Omnibus One and The Third Soul Omnibus Two.

The Frostborn Series

A thousand years ago, the last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and prosperous under the rule of the High King.
But a shadow threatens to devour the kingdom.
RIDMARK ARBAN was once a Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast, stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.
But he alone sees the danger to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped, they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter. 
CALLIANDE awakens in the darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power hunting her.
For she alone holds the secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.
The secret of the Frostborn.
Read Frostborn: The First Quest, followed by Frostborn: The Gray Knight, Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife, and Frostborn: The Undying Wizard, along with the short stories The Orc's Tale and The Mage's Tale.

The Tower of Endless Worlds

THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.

But he soon realizes the last of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.
And all it will cost is his soul.
SIMON WESTER needs a job. Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment, he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some corruption, some shady deals.
He doesn't expect to find black magic.
LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of salvation.
By daring the horrors of the Tower of Endless Worlds…
Read The Tower of Endless Worlds for free. The saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of the Sacred Blade, A Wizard of the White Council, and The Destroyer of Worlds.
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