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The Third Soul VI: The Outlaw Adept
Thalia Kalarien is an Adept of the Conclave, one of mankind's defenders against the cruel demons of the astral world.
But when an ancient blood sorcerer attacks the Conclave, Thalia must fight for her life, both against her foes and against her allies.

For there are traitors within the Conclave of Adepts... 



Chapter 1 - Departures
 
Thalia Kalarien stood on the quay and watched the ship carrying her best friend and her older brother disappear over the horizon. 

All around her Araspan’s harbor teemed with activity. Ships maneuvered through the waters, sails billowing, oars lashing, captains and bosons shouting orders. Thalia saw ships from every nation under the sun – Saranian vessels carrying wine, peppers and spices from Orlanon, timber from Callia, gems and jewelry from the proud merchant princes of Annoc. 
And the slave galleys from Khauldun and Carth, of course. Slaves in orange tunics filled the docks, carrying barrels and crates of cargo from the ships. Others went about their masters’ errands, delivering messages or packages. 
Thalia felt her lips thin. 
Always and ever, the Conclave of Araspan relied upon its slaves. 
“You look,” said a man’s voice, deep and amused, “as if you just took a bite out of a lemon.”
Thalia turned to face her eldest brother. 
Solthain Kalarien regarded with an easy smile. Like Thalia, he had thick black hair and bright green eyes. It was hard to look dashing while wearing the black-trimmed red robe of an Adept of the Conclave, but Solthain managed it. Yet Thalia had known him her entire life, and she spotted the faint hints of strain around his eyes.
They never left him. But given that his soul had spent twelve years imprisoned within the traitorous First Magister Talvin’s crystal, Thalia was not surprised.
“I was just thinking,” said Thalia, “how much better off both the Conclave and the city of Araspan would be if we did not rely upon slaves.” 
“Ah,” said Solthain. “And not how you’ll miss Rachaelis and Corthain, then?”
They turned from quay and walked into Araspan’s dockside district. Slaves and freemen alike took one look at their red robes and hastened to get out of their way, which annoyed Thalia. Still, it was easier than forcing their way through the press. 
“Of course I will miss them,” said Thalia. She sighed. “It has been quite a month, Solthain. One of my brothers was banished, and I thought the other dead. And then Corthain returned as a hero and you were restored to us.”
“And now Corthain is leaving again,” said Solthain.
Thalia shot a look over her shoulder at the harbor. “It is for the best. Corthain is the domn of Moiria. He has responsibilities elsewhere.”
“And Rachaelis?” said Solthain. 
Thalia blinked. She loved her brothers, but both of them had been absent from her life for over ten years. Rachaelis, though…she had Rachaelis had become friends during their time as Initiates. When Rachaelis had survived the Testing, Thalia had been overjoyed. She had hoped to have another woman of her own age in the College Liberia, the small group of Adepts dedicated to ending slavery. 
But then Corthain had returned, and First Magister Talvin had revealed himself for what he truly was. 
“Rachaelis,” said Thalia at last, “would never be happy here. She doesn’t like to fight.”
“And you do?” said Solthain.
Thalia grinned. “Of course.”
He snorted. “That would explain the constipated look Father gets whenever you draw near.” 
Thalia laughed. “Don’t let him hear you say that. The First Magister of the Conclave of Adepts would never conduct himself in such an undignified fashion.”
“Fine,” said Solthain. “Let us say instead he looks…consternated whenever you come to harangue him about slavery.”
“Would not the city and the Conclave be better off without slaves?” said Thalia. 
Solthain shrugged. “If we freed all the slaves, who would do all the work? I can hardly see you scrubbing your own floors, sister.”
His response both amused and annoyed her. He had never taken anything seriously, and was not a man prone to strong opinions. Yet he did love his family, and craved their approval. 
But if he had not desired their father’s approval so much, then perhaps he would not have led his men to disaster against the possessed Magister Paulus. 
“Free men shall work for wages,” said Thalia, “as in the other kingdoms of the west.” 
“They have peasants and freeholders in Callia and Saranor and Orlanon,” said Solthain. “Surely that is not so different than slaves.”
“But it is!” said Thalia. “They are free men, and not bought and sold like cattle. They own their possessions, and therefore can put hope in the future, rather than living in resigned despair. And men who live in resigned despair can put their hope in terrible things.”
They kept walking. Araspan rose up before them, the Ring of the Conclave looming over the city on its mountain spur. The poets liked to call Araspan the City of a Thousand Towers, and the towers of the Araspani nobility thrust from the mass of the city like stone fingers. Both the nobles and the Adepts competed to build the highest and most splendid towers. 
“What do you mean?” said Solthain.
“Why do you think,” said Thalia, voice low, “that Maerwulf and Thurvalda found so many willing followers among the slaves? Perhaps if the slaves were not treated so brutally, perhaps if they were not slaves at all, they would not turn so quickly to blood sorcery and the worship of demons.” 
Solthain said nothing, his eyes wandering over the city. Thalia wondered if he had decided to ignore her, but instead she realized that he was gazing towards the towers.
Towards the shattered ruin of the Magister Paulus’s tower, where his men had been slaughtered and his soul imprisoned. 
“Maybe you are right,” said Solthain, shaking his head. “Ah, sister. It is a cruel world, is it not? There are so many hard choices to make, and sometimes we must decide between evils.”
“That was profound,” said Thalia.
His smile returned. “Surprised? Do not be fooled by my handsome face, Thalia. I am not quite as stupid as I seem.”
They both laughed. 
“Enough grim talk,” said Solthain. “Let us return to the Ring. Not even you can save the world in a single day.” 
“We need to return to the Ring anyway,” said Thalia. “I have a dinner to arrange.”
“Oh?” said Solthain. “Another Initiate you sponsored survived the Testing? That is always a happy occasion.”
“No, nothing so elaborate,” said Thalia. “Just you, me, and a friend of mine.” 
Solthain’s eyes narrowed. “Only three? This sounds suspiciously like a trap. Who is this friend of yours?”
“Carandis Marken,” said Thalia, “another Adept.”
“One of your friends from the College Liberia, I suppose,” said Carandis, “some grim old reformer filled with humorless zeal?” 
“Hardly,” said Thalia. “She is a member of the College Historia, I shall have you know, and spends a great deal of time in the Great Library, translating works from archaic Callian and Saranian.”
“Ah,” said Solthain. “Some old woman with a squint, then.”
“Actually,” said Thalia, “she is a year younger than I am.” 
“Little sister,” said Solthain, “this sounds suspiciously like you are plotting to transform me into Carandis’s suitor.”
“Why, brother,” said Thalia, “whatever would give you that impression?”
“You sound like Father,” said Solthain. He stiffened, squared his shoulders, and executed a rather good impression of Arthain Kalarien, First Magister of the Conclave. “House Kalarien requires heirs, Solthain, and the Conclave needs children with magical talent. It is your duty to sire heirs, for both the good of our House and the Conclave.” He laughed. “But Father is wasting his breath. Corthain is more likely to have sons first.”
“What makes you say that?” said Thalia.
“You’ve seen the way he looks at Rachaelis,” said Solthain. “Shall we place a wager? Do you think he’ll get her into bed before his ship even reaches…”
“Brother,” said Thalia, “that is most inappropriate. And I am not waving Carandis in front of you like a piece of meat before a wolf. If you meet and happen to like her…well, who am I to gainsay it?”
“Subtle,” said Solthain. “What is she like?” 
“She’s quite clever,” said Thalia. “She speaks a number of languages, and is one of the stronger young Adepts in the Conclave. Her father was a Callian fur trader, and I suspect an occasional poacher. So she is shrewder about money than most of our brother and sister Adepts, and has investments with a number of merchants in the city. I suspect she will be a wealthy woman soon enough.”
“Well and good,” said Solthain, “but what does she look like?”
Thalia rolled her eyes.
“Don’t give me that look,” said Solthain. “Intelligence and thrift are good, but you said she is in the College Historia. Should I expect a squint and a hunch? Or will she look like old Magister Rodez? I swear the man is wide as he is tall.” 
“Neither,” said Thalia. “And you’ll find Carandis pretty enough, brother.” 
They left the docks and the markets behind and entered the wealthy districts, walking past the towers of noble houses and Adepts and wealthier merchants. Fewer people filled these streets, mostly slaves going on errands for their masters and black-armored Swords on patrol.
“We could simply astraljump back to the Ring,” said Solthain. 
“Or we could walk,” said Thalia. “Too many of the Magisters astraljump everywhere in lieu of walking or riding, Father says. And if you’re afraid of looking like Magister Rodez in your old age, I suggest you keep walking.” 
“That does sound like Father,” said Solthain. “He never did do anything the easy way when he could do it the hard way.” He paused. “And…we’ll have to wait a bit.”
Thalia frowned. “For what?”
They had come to a cross street, and Thalia saw a group of about two hundred men and women turning the corner, trudging in the direction of the Ring. All of them wore the orange tunics of slaves. At their head walked four burly men carrying a litter and a sedan chair. In the sedan chair sat a man in the crimson robe and black stole of a Magister of the Conclave.
Thalia and Solthain stopped and waited for the Magister to pass. Slaves and commoners cleared the path of a noble, and even nobles gave way for an Adept, but both Adepts and nobles waited for a Magister and his entourage. Thalia looked at the Magister as he passed. The man was about forty-five or fifty, with a gaunt, grim face and gray-streaked black hair. His cold eyes flicked over her, and Thalia felt a twinge of unease. 
Then the bearers carried his chair around the corner, and the line of slaves continued their walk towards the Ring. 
“I wonder,” said Solthain, “why one Magister needs so many slaves?” He laughed. “Do they hold the skirts of his robe as he uses the privy?”
Thalia shrugged. “Maybe. You see why I dislike slavery? It’s unjust to the slaves, and relying upon slaves makes a man both crueler and weaker. I wonder when that Magister last bothered to walk anywhere.”
“Did you know the Magister?” said Solthain. “I didn’t recognize him. Though I’ve been…out of touch for a few years.”
“I didn’t,” murmured Thalia. Which was odd. There were over three thousand Adepts of the Conclave, and she could not recognize them all. But she was Arthain Kalarien’s daughter, and Arthain Kalarien had been respected and feared even before he became First Magister. The other Magisters sought his favor, and so Thalia had met most of them at one time or another. 
But she had never seen the Magister in the litter before.
“I thought you knew everyone,” said Solthain.
“I don’t,” said Thalia. “Maybe that Magister spent the last few years on the mainland, and is only now returning to greet the new First Magister. There are Adepts who haven’t been back to Araspan in decades.” 
“Well,” said Solthain, “it’s no concern of ours. Let’s head back to the Ring.” He grinned. “I’m eager to meet this hunchbacked, obese poacher’s daughter.”
“Carandis,” said Thalia with a sniff, “is neither obese nor hunchbacked.” 
They kept walking for the Ring.
Yet part of Thalia’s mind returned again and again to the cold-eyed Magister.



Chapter 2 - Wards of Alarm
 
“This wine,” said Carandis Marken, holding the glass, “is excellent.”
They met for dinner in Thalia’s rooms within the towers of the inner Ring. The Magisters occupied spacious suites atop the inner Ring’s high towers, but the apartment of a common Adept was still more space than Thalia needed. She had her own bedroom, lavatory, study, and sitting room. Her hired workers had set up a small table in the sitting room, and Thalia, Solthain, and Carandis ate at it.
“You can thank my brother for it,” said Thalia. “Apparently his domnium has numerous vineyards. Which was the entire reason he came to Araspan. He wanted to find new markets for his freeholders.” 
Carandis laughed. She was, Thalia thought, quite pretty, slim and fit with long dark hair and steely gray eyes. Unlike many members of the College Historia, she had not lost touch with the world outside of the Library, and was able to converse on subjects other than ancient history. 
“What is so funny?” said Solthain. 
“The vagaries of fate, I suppose,” said Carandis. “I was with the group of Adepts that attacked Maerwulf’s sanctum and Thurvalda’s lair, and I saw Lord Corthain lead the Swords into battle. Without him, the Jurgurs and their demons might have destroyed the city. Yet he only came back to Araspan to sell wine.” 
“It is well that he did,” said Thalia.
“Indeed,” said Solthain. “If he had not, I would still be imprisoned…and we would not now be drinking this most excellent wine.” 
Carandis laughed again. “Well said, Lord Solthain.”
“Please,” said Solthain with a dismissive gesture, “call me…”
Thalia never found out what her brother intended to say.
A deep, booming chime rang out, so low that Thalia felt the vibrations in her bones. Her hand clenched around her wine glass, and she saw the surprise on Carandis’s and Solthain’s expressions.
The surprise, and the sudden fear.
The chime was an alarm. Mighty wards guarded the walls and gates of the Ring of the Conclave, spells of protection again demons, blood sorcery, and hostile magic. 
And that chime meant that a demon had penetrated the walls of the Ring. 
Thalia surged to her feet, as did Solthain and Carandis. All three of them began casting spells at once. Thalia gestured, radiance flaring around her fingers, and a shimmering shell of white light appeared around her. The ward would turn aside the touch of a demon, guarding her from possession. Solthain and Carandis did the same, and soon stood within protective spells of their own. 
“The Jurgurs?” said Solthain, his voice hard and calm. For all his easy manner, he had commanded men in battle, and knew how to handle himself in a crisis.
“I doubt it,” said Carandis. “We smashed both Maerwulf and Thurvalda. And even Maerwulf was not mad enough to launch a direct attack upon the Ring itself. How should we proceed?”
“To the great hall,” said Thalia. “The Conclave is supposed to assemble there in event of an attack. Magister Jonas and the First Magister will be there, and they can decide upon a plan of attack.”
“Lead the way, sister,” said Solthain. “A pity about Corthain’s wine.”
“No matter,” said Thalia. “I’ll simply buy another cask from him.”
She crossed her sitting room, opened the door to the corridor, and a scream rang out. 
Thalia hurried into the corridor. The doors to the Adepts’ apartments lined the walls. A middle-aged woman in the orange tunic of a slave ran towards her, eyes wide with fear and horror. 
“Adept!” wailed the slave. “Oh, Adept. It killed Martha! The thing killed Martha!” 
“What is it?” said Thalia, moving closer. Solthain and Carandis followed her. “Tell me what…”
There was a flash of blue-green light, and a translucent shape rose out of the stone floor. It looked vaguely like a hunched, misshapen man, albeit a man fashioned out of blue-green light and glowing smoke. The slave stumbled to her knees with a scream, and Thalia felt the weight of the ghostly creature’s unseen eyes. 
And with a cold shock of recognition, she realized what the thing was. 
Thalia had never seen one, but she had learned about such creatures during her studies. The demons of the astral world usually inhabited flesh, either possessing a living man or a corpse. But demons sometimes inhabited things other than flesh. In rare cases a powerful demon could fuse with the memories of a dead man, inhabiting them as if they were a body of flesh. The resultant wraith was extremely dangerous – it could drain away a victim’s life with a touch, and was impervious to material weapons.
For how could mere steel harm a creature fashioned of thought and astral energy?
Fortunately, Thalia had weapons other than steel.
The wraith stooped over the slave, reaching for it with rippling hands, and Thalia drew on her power. White fire snarled around her fingers, and a column of white astralfire burst from her palms. It passed harmlessly through the terrified slave and slammed into the demon. The wraith flowed backwards, and Thalia felt the creature’s malign attention fix upon her. 
“Get behind us!” shouted Thalia, and the slave scrambled towards her. She sent another blast of white astralfire drilling into the wraith’s immaterial form. The creature hissed and flowed towards her, and Carandis and Solthain unleashed their own attacks. The wraith froze in place, struggling as white firechewed into it. 
Then it burst apart in a swirl of blue-green light and vanished. 
Thalia let out a long breath.
“Are you all right?” she said to the slave woman.
“Yes, Adept,” said the slave. “We were cleaning the apartments on this level when those…those ghosts rose out of the floor. They killed Martha, and Katrin ran for the stairs.” She clutched the hem of Thalia’s robe. “Thank the Divine I found you, Adept! The ghosts kill with a touch!” 
“What sort of demon was that?” said Solthain.
“A wraith, I suspect,” said Carandis. “They’re incredibly rare, and are only created when a powerful demon inhabits the corpse of a man slain with magic. I would not expect to see one in the Ring.”
“What’s your name?” said Thalia.
“Amanna, Adept,” said the slave. 
“Stay with us,” said Thalia. “We can protect you.” She looked at Carandis and Solthain. “The slaves, the free servants, and the Swords will be helpless against these things. We should search the apartments and alert anyone we see as we make our way to the great hall. We can escort them to safety, and the powers of any additional Adepts will be welcome.” 
“A solid plan,” said Solthain. “You ought to be commanding the Swords yourself.”
“I certainly hope not,” said Thalia. “This way.”
She strode down the corridor, Solthain and Carandis at her side, Amanna trailing after. Thalia knocked on every door they passed, and then pushed them open. If the doors were locked, she opened them with a spell of psychokinetic force. Most of the apartments on this level were deserted. Just as well, since that meant fewer targets for the demons. 
Of course, that also meant Thalia and her companions would become the wraiths’ targets.
No sooner had the thought crossed her mind that a swirl of blue-green light appeared on the floor a dozen paces ahead.
“Thalia!” said Carandis and Solthain in unison, and Thalia summoned power.
The misty light resolved into another wraith, identical to the first. The creature drifted towards them, hands reaching out like claws, and Thalia hit it with a blast of white astralfire. The wraith rippled backwards, and Solthain and Carandis unleashed blazing shafts of their own. The force of the magic drove the wraith backwards, and ripped it apart into swirling blue mist.
Thalia took a deep breath, lowering her hand. “At least the wretched things do not put up much of a fight.”
“Thalia,” said Carandis, “I think that was the same wraith as before.”
Thalia frowned. “We destroyed it.” 
“Did we?” said Carandis. “I worked a detection spell when we saw the first wraith, and again when we encountered the second. Both had spells upon them, spells of blood sorcery. And…the demons had the same astral resonance. I think they were the same demon.” 
“You mean the thing…reconstituted itself, rebuilt itself, somehow?” said Thalia. 
“Aye,” said Carandis. She glanced at Amanna and lowered her voice. “There was a spell of blood sorcery on the wraith…but also one of the High Art.”
“You mean…” said Solthain.
Carandis gave a sharp nod. “An Adept created that wraith.”
“Oh,” said Thalia.
That was not at all good. 
The Adepts of the Conclave presented a united face before the world, claiming to be mankind’s sole shield against dark magic and the demons of the astral world. The various Colleges of the Adepts bickered and squabbled constantly, yet despite their differing philosophical positions, all the Colleges claimed to follow the laws of the Conclave and aid in mankind’s defense against the demons.
But Thalia knew better.  
Both First Magister Talvin and Magister Orain had belonged to a Secret College, a college devoted to summoning and controlling demons. The law of the Conclave punished summoning and binding demons with death, but that had not stopped Talvin and Orain. Both men were dead, but they must have had associates. Students.
Teachers.
Which meant there were any number of Adepts who might have embraced blood sorcery. 
“Oh,” said Thalia again, and she pushed away the thoughts. This was not the time to brood. “We can take it up with my father once we find him. Meanwhile, we’ve got to get to…”
“Thalia!” said Solthain.
Thalia turned, and saw streamers of blue-green light crawling across the floor. Even as she watched, the ribbons of light flowed together and pulsed, swelling into a human shape.
The wraith had repaired itself.
“Damnation,” whispered Thalia.
“Again!” said Solthain, unleashing a blast of white astralfire. It hammered into the wraith, knocking it back, and Carandis and Thalia summoned their own astralfire as Amanna huddled between them. The beams of astralfire plunged through the wraith and ripped it to shreds of pale light. 
“Come on,” said Thalia. “We have…”
“Adept!” said Amanna.
Thalia turned just in time to see two more wraiths step through the walls. She cursed, summoning more white astralfire. Her blast hammered into the wraith on the left, while Carandis and Solthain attacked the wraith on the right. The streams of astralfire rocked the wraiths, but the demons continued to flow forward, reaching for them with ghostly arms. 
Thalia shifted her focus, flinging a bolt of astralfire at the wraith on the right. Her power joined Carandis’s and Solthain’s, and the wraith disintegrated in a spray of blue-green light. But the second wraith lunged, its insubstantial hands reaching for her. A deathly chill washed over Thalia, but her ward of white light repelled the wraith's touch. Yet the ward’s glow winked out, and she realized the wraith had drained away its power. 
The creature reached for her, and Thalia ducked. She flung out her hands, and white fire dug into the wraith, driving it back a few paces. Carandis and Solthain turned and unleashed spells of their own, and the white fire ripped the wraith to wispy shreds of smoke. 
Thalia took a deep breath, and as she did, the shreds of smoke started to flow back together.
“Damn it,” she said, “can’t anything kill these things?”
“Thalia, get your ward back up,” said Solthain. “More are coming!” 
Even as he spoke, four more wraiths rose from the floor. Thalia recast her warding spell, white light flaring around her. The wraiths Thalia and the others had destroyed reassembled themselves, coalescing back into their hazy shapes, and joined the others. 
There were too many wraiths for the three Adepts to focus their magic upon a single target. Thalia cast a spell, drawing as much power as she could manage, and a fan of white astralfire sprayed from her fingers, striking three wraiths at once. The demons reeled back, hissing, but with her fire spread among so many targets the spell did little damage.
Solthain and Carandis worked their own spells, flinging cones of astralfire against the wraiths. The white flames drove back the demons, but the fire was too dispersed to destroy them. The wraiths, now over a dozen strong, prowled around them like wolves circling a wounded bear. Thalia felt sweat dripping down her face, a tremor of fatigue going through her arms. The wraiths needed only wait until Thalia and the others exhausted their strength. 
“Thalia!” shouted Carandis, her face drawn with strain. “I’m going to try something! Cast white astralfire after I attack!”
“Carandis…” said Thalia.
Carandis broke off her fire, cast another spell, and flung a sheet of silver astralfire into the wraiths. But why bother? White astralfire harmed demons, but silver astralfire burned away magical spells and enchantments. It wouldn’t affect the wraiths, unless…
Thalia’s eyes widened in understanding.
Unless the wraiths had been bound by a spell.
Carandis’s silver fire shot through the wraiths, and the demons rippled, pausing in their motion. Thalia unleashed a tight beam of white astralfire, Solthain following suit, and swept it through the demons. The wraiths burst apart in sprays of blue-green light, the wisps fading away. Carandis sent silver astralfire blazing through the remainder of the demons, and Thalia and Solthain unleashed blast after blast of white astralfire, spearing the wraiths with shafts of writhing flame.
A moment later the last wraith vanished. Thalia spun, white astralfire crackling around her fingers, but no additional wraiths appeared.
She heard Amanna muttering a prayer under her breath, over and over.
“What did you do?” Thalia said.
“The spell of the High Art upon the wraiths,” said Carandis. “Every time we destroyed a wraith, the spell upon it pulled the demon back from the astral world and manifested it once more. No matter how many times we destroyed the wraith, the spell would pull it back. So I disrupted the spell.”
“And the demons will then stay banished?” said Solthain.
“Ah,” said Carandis. “No. I suspect these wraiths were created through blood sorcery. First with the deliberate murder of a victim, and then a spell of the High Art placed upon the corpse. The corpse is the anchor for the spell. Unless we find the corpses and break the spell at its source, the wraiths will manifest anew every time they are destroyed.” She shook her head. “Disrupting the spell with silver astralfire will make it harder for them to return, but they will still be able to do so.”
Even as she spoke, Thalia saw wisps of blue-white light begin to flow across the floor, pulling themselves together. Carandis raised her hand and swept a cone of silver astralfire across the floor. The wisps of light scattered in all directions…but they started to move together again. 
“We should get to the great hall at once,” said Solthain. “Our powers are not infinite, and those wraiths will wear us down without aid.”
“Wait,” said Thalia. “Let me cast a thoughtmeld over us first.”
Carandis frowned. “That will drain you considerably.”
“Not if I cast a shallow one,” said Thalia. “The thoughtmeld won't be deep enough for us to communicate telepathically, but strong enough for us to share intents and emotions. If we have to use both white and silver astralfire to disable the wraiths, we need to coordinate instantly. A thoughtmeld will let us do that.”
“Cast it,” said Solthain. “And quickly.”
Thalia nodded, stepped forward, and put her left hand on Solthain’s shoulder and her right upon Carandis’s. She took a deep breath, drew on her power, and muttered the spell. Her thoughts changed, shifting into reaching fingers, and with her thoughts she touched both Carandis and Solthain. A moment’s disorientation washed through her, and when it cleared she felt the presence of Carandis’s and Solthain’s emotions within her mind. Carandis was afraid, but kept the fear bound beneath the discipline every Adept learned. Solthain’s emotions were harder and grimmer. He had seen more violence than either of them…though after Maerwulf’s and Thurvalda’s attacks, Thalia was catching up.
Solthain grunted and rubbed his temples. “I’ll never get used to that. You’re good at those, sister.”
“Thank you,” said Thalia, smiling as she felt his approval through the thoughtmeld. 
Carandis laughed. “She had plenty of practice. When were Initiates she would work thoughtmelds after curfew, even after the senior Initiates told us to go to bed.” 
“Mischief is ever the best teacher,” said Solthain. “But I suggest we move on before those wraiths return from the astral world.”
Thalia nodded. “Carandis. Keep casting the detection spell. If we find one of these enspelled corpses we can break the spell permanently, and we’ll have one less wraith to fight.” 
“And it should warn us if any additional wraiths approach,” said Solthain. 
Carandis lifted her hands and worked the spell, and Thalia led the way forward. The corridor before them remained empty, and they checked every door they passed. Thalia found other slaves, hiding beneath beds and in wardrobes in hopes of escaping the wraiths, and soon a dozen men and women followed her. She felt the weight of the thoughtmeld upon her thoughts, sensed the worry and vigilance of both Carandis and Solthain.
But their fears did not match her own.
An Adept had summoned these demons, an Adept with skill in blood sorcery. Neither Carandis nor Solthain knew the truth about the Secret College. Talvin had been denounced as a traitor, and her father had claimed that the Jurgurs killed Orain during Thurvalda’s insurrection. But Thalia knew better. She knew that both men had been members of the Secret College, and that they had sought to summon and control demons. 
Just how deep did the rot in the Conclave go?
Thalia kept walking, her eyes scanning for wraiths.



Chapter 3 - Blood Sigils
 
“Hold a moment,” said Thalia.
Carandis and Solthain stopped, as did the thirty slaves following them. Most of the apartments had been deserted, save for the occasional slaves going about their duties. One of the nobles in the city had thrown a grand ball, and most of the Adepts had attended. Thalia had spurned the invitation, since the noble was friendly with the Khauldish slavers, but she found herself thankful for the man nonetheless. By taking the Adepts and their personal slaves out of the Ring, the noble might have saved hundreds of lives. 
Unless, of course, the wraiths were loose in the city. Thalia shuddered to think of it. She did not need to imagine what the wraiths would do. She had seen a dozen of the demons’ victims strew about the corridors. They lay cold and motionless, a faint rime of frost covering their skin. The touch of the demons had utterly drained the life from their bodies. 
And the wraiths would do worse unless they were stopped. 
It made Thalia furious. Unlike Rachaelis, she had been eager to become an Adept of the Conclave. Thalia saw the ways the power and prestige of the Adept’s office could be used to work change, to end slavery, to defend the poor not just from demons but from their own rapacious lords. And for an Adept to betray his oaths and summon demons was utterly infuriating. 
At times like this she understood why her father had become so grim. 
“What is it?” said Carandis, her face tight with concentration. “I don’t sense anything.”
“No,” said Thalia. “But the stairs are a perfect place for an ambush.”
They had descended to the tower’s second level. One more turn around the spiral stairwell, and they would reach the tower’s main floor. From there they could go through the pillared colonnade at the base of the Ring’s inner wall to the great hall. But that would force Thalia and the others to go single file down the stairs, giving the wraiths ample opportunity to strike. 
“If the wraiths concealed themselves within the walls, inside the stone,” said Thalia, “would you be able to sense them?”
She felt Carandis’s doubt through the thoughtmeld. “Perhaps. It would depend upon the strength of the spells on the wraiths. Do you think they’re that intelligent?”
“It would be foolish to assume otherwise,” said Solthain. He had his cortana and sicarr in hand, the blades wreathed in white astralfire. Thalia had to admire his cleverness. Binding astralfire to his weapons allowed him to put his marital skills to good use while conserving his magical strength. “It takes a strong demon to become a wraith, and demons that strong aren’t usually as mindlessly stupid as ghouls.” 
“Then they are clever enough,” said Carandis, “to set an ambush.”
“Unfortunately,” said Solthain.
Thalia opened her mouth to answer…and a flare of white light filled the stairwell, followed by the thunderclap of an explosion. 
“To me!” boomed a voice, amplified by the force of a spell. Thalia recognized the voice of Arthain Kalarien, First Magister of the Conclave. “To me, all Adepts, Magisters, and Initiates! To me!”
“No ambush,” said Thalia. “Father’s drawn their attention. Solthain, Carandis, with me! The rest of you, stay in the stairwell and do not leave until we fetch you!”
Thalia sprinted down the stairs, robes gathered in one hand, Carandis behind her. Solthain brought up the rear, his sicarr and cortana flashing with white fire. The slaves huddled against the wall, whispering and praying. Thalia reached the bottom of the stone stairs, turned a corner, and stepped into the tower’s hall.
She found herself in the middle of a battle.
An arched ceiling rose high overhead, hearths crackling with fire on either wall. A group of twenty Adepts and Magisters stood back to back in the center of the hall, flinging blasts of white astralfire in all directions. Thalia spotted her father standing in the midst of the Adepts, shouting instructions. Arthain Kalarien was tall and grim, his black hair turned to gray, his face a mask of unsmiling lines, but his voice boomed with command, and blasts of white astralfire erupted from his hands. 
Over a hundred of the wraiths circled around the Adepts, surrounding them like a ring of hazy blue-white light. The Adepts had shielded themselves in wards of white light, and destroyed wraith after wraith. Yet even as Thalia watched, the wraiths reassembled themselves, their demons returning from the astral world. The Adepts could destroy each demon a dozen times, at hundred times, but the wraiths would always return – and sooner or later the Adepts’ strength would fail. 
And then wraiths would triumph.
Unless Thalia intervened. 
Her intent flowed through the thoughtmeld, communicating without the necessity of words, and she felt Carandis’s and Solthain’s agreement come back to her. 
Thalia pointed and sent a brief burst of white astralfire at the nearest wraith. The creature whirled to face her, and she felt the malevolence of the demon’s attention. The wraith flew towards her, and she summoned more power. Carandis moved to her side, and they sent twin shafts of silver astralfire blazing into the creature. The wraith shuddered as the astralfire fire disrupted the spells binding it, but the demon did not slow.
Then it met Solthain, his blades ablaze with white astralfire. Thalia’s brother moved with the speed and power of a hunting lion. A swing of his sicarr, a thrust of his cortana, and the white fire ripped through the wraith and tore it to shreds. Solthain pivoted, and through the thoughtmeld Thalia felt him select his next target.
She gestured, as did Carandis, and twin blasts of silver flame stabbed into the wraith. The creature turned to face them, and Solthain attacked it. The wraith reached for him, but Solthain moved around the demon’s blow with contemptuous ease, his blades ripping through the demon’s immaterial body.
It disintegrated into blue-green mist around Solthain’s feet.
Thalia, Carandis, and Solthain worked their way through the battle. Solthain chose his foes, and Thalia and Carandis hammered the wraiths with silver flames, leaving the demons vulnerable to the white astralfire sheathing Solthain’s weapons. The other Adepts and Magisters saw their tactics, and Arthain shouted a command. Soon bursts of silver astralfire erupted from the Adepts, followed by volleys of white flame. And through it all Solthain hacked and stabbed, moving with the grace of a dancer and the power of a lion. For a brief moment Thalia regretted that she had never seen Corthain and Solthain spar, and she felt Solthain’s amusement flow through the thoughtmeld.
Then the last wraith ripped apart in a burst of white fire, and silence fell over the hall. 
“Thalia,” said Arthain, stepping free from the other Adepts. “Solthain. Carandis. Your arrival was most timely.”
“Thank you, First Magister,” said Carandis, her eyes wide. Like most of the Adepts, she was terrified of the First Magister. 
“Father,” said Thalia, “do you know what is going on?”
His perpetual scowl deepened. “I do not. I was proceeding to my rooms for dinner when these…things rose from the floor and attacked. They killed three of my slaves before I overpowered them. I have been gathering what Adepts I can find and am making my way to the great hall.”
“We had the same thought,” said Solthain. 
“I had thought this the work of Jurgur blood sorcery,” said Arthain, gesturing at the glowing mist that swirled across the floor, “but the Jurgur shamans never managed work of such subtlety.”
“There’s more than blood sorcery at work here, Father,” said Thalia. She lowered her voice and stepped closer. “Carandis detected a spell of the High Art upon the wraiths. That’s why they keep…regenerating, or reconstituting themselves. The blood sorcery created the wraith, but the spell of the High Art summons the demon back from the astral world and creates the wraith anew.”
“I see,” said Arthain, and from his cold tone Thalia knew he understood. 
This was the work of the Secret College, of men like Talvin and Orain. 
“First Magister!” shouted one of the Adepts. “The wraiths rebuild themselves!”
“When they return,” said Arthain, “strike them with silver astralfire, and then with a burst of white. Maintain your wards. That will have to suffice until we find a permanent way to dispatch these demons.” 
“First Magister,” said Carandis, “may I speak?”
“If you have something useful to say,” said Arthain. 
Carandis took a deep breath. “I think I know how to destroy the wraiths permanently.” Arthain gestured for her to continue. “The spell of the High Art that summons the demon must be anchored to something. I suspect this traitorous Adept created his wraiths by killing a victim through blood sorcery. The demon inhabited the victim’s memories and then manifested as a wraith. But every time the wraith is destroyed…”
“A spell of the High Art upon the corpse activates, and summons the demon once more,” said Arthain. “Well thought. Now we need only find these corpses.”
Carandis turned, her eyes narrowed, a hand extended. “I think…First Magister, I think one is near. This way!” 
She strode across the hall, the glowing mist swirling around her boots. Thalia and her father and brother followed. A narrow door stood at the end of hall, an entrance for the slaves as they brought food from the kitchens and clothes from the laundry. 
“Here,” said Carandis. “Behind here.”
She yanked the door open, and Solthain cursed.
A dead man in an orange slave’s tunic lay behind the door, his glassy eyes staring at the ceiling. Sigils of crimson fire pulsed and flared on his exposed arms and legs, and a symbol of white light flickered upon his forehead. 
Carandis recast the spell to sense the presence of magic, as did Thalia and the others. Thalia felt her eyes grow wide. She had never detected anything like this before. Spells of the High Art and blood sorcery had been combined upon the dead man in an intricate maze. 
“Father,” said Thalia, “whoever did this was no novice, no dilettante. These spells…I did not think it was possible for the High Art and blood sorcery to be melded like this.”
“Nor did I,” said Arthain. “The mage-lords of the Old Empire, the Hierarchs, wielded spells like this. But this is an abomination. The purpose of the Conclave is to defend mankind against the demons of the astral world, not to serve them as pets.” 
“Then let us stop talking,” said Solthain, “and destroy the damned thing.”
“Wisely spoken,” said Arthain. “Do…”
The corpse jerked. Brilliant crimson fire flared in its dead eyes, and the thing got to its feet in one smooth motion. 
“First Magister!” said Carandis. “The demon manifested in the corpse! We…”
Arthain thrust out his hands and a torrent of silver astralfire erupted forth, hammering into the corpse. Thalia cast her own spell, sending a blast of white astralfire into the dead slave. The corpse stumbled back with a snarl, the crimson glare in its eyes flickering as Thalia’s fire chewed into the demon. Solthain lifted his hand and flung a bolt of white fire into the corpse. 
The crimson light in its eyes flared and went out, and the dead man slumped to the ground, the demon destroyed. 
Carandis let out a long breath and cast the spell to sense the presence of magic. “It’s destroyed. And the spells upon the corpse have been broken.” 
“And to defeat the wraiths,” said Thalia, “I fear we shall have to track down each and every one of these corpses.” She looked over her shoulder, saw the gathered Adepts destroying the wraiths one by one as they reappeared. 
She felt a shiver of anger. There had been over a hundred wraiths, which meant that whatever Adept had created them had murdered over a hundred people to do it. 
That Adept would pay for his crimes.
She looked at the others and saw the same determination in her father’s eyes, felt it flowing through her from Solthain through the thoughtmeld. She and her father and her brother were very different people.
But in this, they were of one mind. 
“First Magister, if I may make a suggestion?” said Carandis. “Let us retreat to the great hall. We can defend ourselves more easily there, and then strike out in force to hunt down these enspelled corpses.” 
“And,” said Solthain, “we can find whoever is behind these crimes.” He scowled. “First Paulus, and then Talvin, and now this? It is monstrous.”
“You are correct,” said Arthain, his voice like ice. “The time for action has arrived. Come.”
He led the Adepts from the tower.



Chapter 4 - Wrath of the Conclave
 
Hundreds of red-robed Adepts and Magisters filled the Ring’s great hall. 
The arched ceiling rose two hundred feet overhead, with slender pillars supporting balconies that overlooked the dais and the main floor. The Conclave’s formal ceremonies took place here. When an Initiate survived the Testing and took the oaths of an Adept, the celebration was held here. Or when an Adept survived the secret trials of strength and became a Magister, the Conclave gathered in the great hall to witness his formal ascension. 
And now the great hall served as a refuge for the Conclave.
Thalia stood near her father, watching as he gave commands to the Magisters and the captains of the Swords. Nearly five hundred Adepts waited near the dais, along with a thousand boys and girls in the gray robes of Initiates. With them stood nearly another thousand men and women in the orange of slaves. Dozens of groups of Adepts had made for the great hall, gathering other Adepts, Initiates, and slaves as they went. There had been fewer deaths than Thalia had feared.
But more than she would have hoped.
A score of Magisters stood in a ring atop the dais, working spells. Their combined power sheathed the walls, ceiling, floor, and windows of the great hall with a pale ward of white light, powerful enough to keep the wraiths from entering. 
The demons had not abandoned their attacks. Thalia looked out the great hall’s tall windows and saw hundreds of wraiths floating outside. They encircled the hall, and sooner or later their efforts would overwhelm the Magisters’ strength and collapse the wards. 
But the First Magister would take action long before that. 
“Well?” said Arthain, looking at one of the other Magisters. A squat, solid block of a man, Magister Jonas commanded the Swords and was a member of the College Bellaca, the Adepts who studied the arts of war. Jonas was competent enough, but Thalia wished Corthain was here. Jonas had never led more than a few thousand men, but Corthain had commanded the armies of the western kingdoms against the Jurgur horde at the Battle of Dark River.
“Five hundred and forty-two Adepts have gathered in the great hall, First Magister,” said Jonas. “All those still in the Ring, I believe. More are astraljumping in even as we speak. I sent a group of Adepts to astraljump to the Ring’s gatehouse, and they have secured it against the wraiths. We have dispatched messengers into the city, warning all Adepts of the attack and recalling them to the Ring.” 
“Good,” said Arthain. “And the Initiates?”
“Nine hundred and sixty-five have been gathered,” said Jonas. “I fear forty-seven were slain by the wraiths in the first moments after the attack. We should leave the Initiates here under guard until the demons have been defeated.”
“No,” said Arthain. “The weaker ones and the younger ones, yes, leave them here. But the stronger ones, the ones closer to their Testing, will come with us. They will lend their strength to the Adepts and help us cleanse the Ring of these demons.”
“That would put them at great risk, Father,” said Thalia.
“I know.” Arthain looked at the Initiates. “They will have to learn the meaning of an Adept’s life sooner or later. Why not now?” His eyes hardened. “And if more Adepts had learned their duty, we would not now face such trials.” 
“I fear the Swords will be little use against these wraiths,” said Jonas. “So far astralfire has been the only effective weapon against them.”
“The High Art created these monsters,” said Arthain, “and we must use the High Art to destroy them. Come, Jonas. Gather the Adepts before the dais, and bid the Initiates and the slaves to remain in the rear of the hall. I will announce our plans…and then I shall have words for the ears of the Adepts and Magisters alone.”
Thalia wondered what her father had in mind. Would he denounce the Secret College before the assembled Adepts?
Jonas shouted orders to the Swords, who herded the Initiates and the slaves to the rear of the vast hall, while the Adepts and Magisters clustered around the dais. Thalia joined Solthain and Carandis near one of the pillars. Arthain cast a minor spell of psychokinetic force, distorting the air around his mouth to amplify his voice.
“Magisters, Adepts, and Initiates of the Conclave!” His voice thundered off the high ceiling. “As you have realized, we are under attack. No one may strike at the Conclave of Araspan with impunity, and we shall crush these attackers.”
“What sort of creatures are these, First Magister?” said a Magister.
“Wraiths,” said Arthain. “Demons formed by inhabiting the memories of a dead man and taking form in the material world. As you have no doubt seen, destroying the wraith is insufficient, as the demon will soon manifest again. To fully destroy the demon, we must find the corpse of the victim used to create the wraith. Only by breaking the spells upon the corpse can we destroy the demon entirely.”
“More work of the damned Jurgur blood shamans, I’ll warrant,” said another Magister. “We ought to order the execution of every Jurgur man, woman, and child in the city to prevent these attacks.”
Thalia felt a spike of anger, and opened her mouth to argue, but her father kept speaking. 
“We shall launch a counterattack at once.” Arthain pointed at the Adepts. “Under Magister Jonas’s direction, you will arrange yourselves in groups of two and three. The stronger Initiates will lend their power to this effort. We shall search the Ring room by room, corridor by corridor, floor by floor, until every last one of the corpses is found and destroyed.”
“Well and good,” said an Adept, “but who is behind this, First Magister? The Jurgurs?”
“Jonas,” said Arthain. “Now.”
Jonas nodded, turned, and issued instructions to several Adepts of the College Bellaca. As one they cast spells, blue light flaring around their fingers, and lifted their hands. An enormous shimmering sheet of blue light appeared halfway across the hall, dividing the Adepts and Magisters from the Initiates, Swords, and slaves. The sheet emitted a peculiar buzzing noise. Thalia recognized the spell. Wards of blue light blocked physical attacks, and this particular ward had been fashioned to disrupt sound.
Which meant Arthain did not want anyone outside the Adepts to hear his next words. 
“By my authority,” said Arthain, “I, Arthain, Lord of House Kalarien and First Magister of the Conclave, do hereby invoke the Seal of the Conclave. What I am about to tell you is a secret known only to the Conclave, and intended only for the ears of wielders of the High Art who have survived the ordeal of the Testing and taken the oaths of an Adept. Under pain of death, do not repeat these words to anyone outside of the Conclave. Am I understood?” 
Silence answered his pronouncement. 
“An Adept,” said Arthain, “summoned those demons. The wraiths were created through blood sorcery, but a spell of the High Art allows them to return.” He pointed at the rows of red-robed men and women. “That means an Adept has turned against his oaths. The purpose of the Conclave is to guard mortal men from the demons of the astral world. And one of our brothers has betrayed us all and embraced the dark forces we oppose.” 
An uneasy murmur went through the Adepts and Magisters. Thalia sensed Solthain’s grim determination and Carandis’s queasy fear through the thoughtmeld. 
“This has happened before,” said Arthain. “First Magister Talvin trafficked with demons, and other Adepts have fallen into folly and committed these heinous crimes. And I say to you that this will not stand.” Her father’s voice remained calm, but Thalia knew him well enough to hear the growing fury. “We shall root out this corruption, this cancer, from the heart of our Conclave. I do not know whether the Adept responsible for this vile betrayal stands among us today. I do not know, and I do not care.” Arthain stepped forward. “We will destroy the demons…and we shall find the Adept responsible. And when we do, he will pay for his crimes.”
No one answered the First Adept. With a shudder Thalia wondered how many members of the Secret College stood hidden among the assembled Adepts. Talvin and his high demon could not have remained undetected for twelve years without aid. How many of his allies stood in this very room?
“Once the wraiths have been defeated,” said Arthain, “I will conduct investigations until every last Adept who has even attempted to traffic with a demon has been found. But first we must attend to the wraiths. Magister Jonas!”
Jonas and the other Adepts of the College Bellaca dismissed their wards, and the sheet of blue light snapped out of existence. The Initiates, the Swords, and the slaves looked up, startled.
“After you have divided yourselves into groups,” said Arthain, “you will be assigned a portion of the Ring, and you will sweep the area for any sign of the wraiths and the enspelled corpses. Slaves, remain here until you are instructed otherwise.” He looked at Jonas. “Begin at once.”
Jonas and his lieutenants circulated through the crowd of Adepts, barking commands, and the Adepts arrayed themselves for battle. 
 
###
 
“It is just as well,” said Solthain with a grin, “that we were assigned together, sister. Your impertinence would drive any of the Magisters to madness.”
Thalia snorted. “And your casual insouciance would give them seizures.” 
“Jonas put me with Magister Davrus of the College Bellaca,” said Carandis, looking at a stern old man with a close-cropped gray beard. 
“The man is a bit of a bore,” said Thalia.
“But a solid hand in a fight,” said Solthain.
“Which is more important than scintillating conversation just now, I suspect,” said Thalia.
“Truly,” said Carandis. “You should break your thoughtmeld. I can thoughtmeld with Magister Davrus.”
Thalia nodded, started to undo her spell, and stopped.
“What is it?” said Carandis.
“Perhaps we should leave it in place,” said Thalia. “Can you handle two thoughtmelds at once?”
“I think so,” said Carandis. “Why?”
Thalia shrugged. “Splitting the Conclave into small groups to hunt the wraiths is a good idea. But it makes us vulnerable if the wraiths swarm us. And…”
“And,” murmured Solthain, his understanding flooding through the thoughtmeld, “and it means that if this renegade Adept finds us, we’ll need help. If he’s a blood sorcerer, I doubt two or three of us could take him in a straight fight.”
Carandis nodded. “I see.” She took a deep breath. “Well, good luck. I must join Magister Davrus.” She turned to Solthain and smiled. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Lord Solthain. A pity our dinner was interrupted.”
Solthain laughed, a pulse of amusement going through the thoughtmeld. “We’ll have to try again.”
“Adepts!” The First Magister’s voice thundered through the hall. “Prepare for battle!”
“Good luck!” said Thalia.
Carandis nodded and then hurried through the press of red-robed figures to join Magister Davrus. A mass of Magisters and Adepts assembled before the main doors of the great hall, and Thalia felt the air shiver as they summoned power. She and Solthain joined another group of Adepts at the side of the hall, facing the corridor that circled around the towers of the inner Ring. A pale field of shimmering white light danced over the doors, the ward holding the wraiths at bay.
“Lower the wards!” boomed Arthain.
The wards vanished, and a gesture from the Magisters opened the doors.
And a tide of blue-green wraiths surged through the door and poured into the hall.
The Adepts were ready.
Blazing columns of silver astralfire stabbed through the doors, staggering the wraiths. An instant later a river of white flame slashed through the entrances, and the wraiths disintegrated into swirls of glowing smoke. 
But not for long.
“Adepts,” said Arthain, “you have your tasks.”
Thalia followed Solthain and the other Adepts into the corridors of the Ring, hunting for the enspelled corpses.



Chapter 5 - The College Historia
 
The dead man rose from the floor, eyes blazing with crimson fire.
Carandis lifted her hands, white flame dancing around her fingers, and worked a spell. Her astralfire slammed into the possessed corpse’s chest, rocking it back a step. Magister Davrus unleashed his own astralfire, and white light enveloped the dead slave.
When the glare cleared, the man lay motionless upon the floor, the crimson light gone from his eyes. 
Carandis let out a long breath and wiped the sweat from her brow.
“Tired, Adept?” said Magister Davrus, the faintest hint of amusement on his stern face.
Carandis gritted her teeth and made herself smile. “Why, no, Magister. I am fresh as a flower. Nothing is quite as restful as hunting demons through the corridors of the Ring.”
They had been searching for over two hours. In that time, they had been attacked by wraiths a dozen times, and located five of the enspelled corpses. The frequency of the attacks had begun to decrease, and Carandis hoped the other Adepts had found most of the enspelled corpses. 
“Such sarcasm,” said Davrus, “is beneath the dignity of an Adept of the Conclave.”
Carandis forced herself not to sigh. She had wanted to become a fur trader like her father, spending her days hunting and trapping and bringing back pelts to sell. But at the age of twelve an Adept from the College Novitia had tested her, discovered her magical ability, and had taken her back to Araspan. 
And ever since then, demons had haunted her life. She had studied demons, practiced spells to fight them and defend against them. She had faced demons, alone and naked as she underwent the ordeal of the Testing. She had fought under Lord Corthain and First Magister Arthain as they attacked Maerwulf’s astral sanctuary and Thurvalda’s dockside lair. 
And now she hunted demons through the halls of the Ring. She would rather have been with her father, hunting deer and bears and wolves in the forests of Callia.
But, still. She was a hunter…and if she must hunt demons, then she would hunt them well. 
“Tramping through the hallways in search of demons is beneath the dignity of an Adept,” said Carandis. “Yet, here we are.” 
“True enough,” said Davrus, stopping before an apartment door. “In here?”
Carandis focused and cast the spell to sense the presence of magic.
“Nothing,” she said. 
Davrus grunted and looked down the corridor. “Five more and we’ll be at the Great Library.” 
The vast domed edifice of the Great Library stood at the opposite end of the inner Ring from the great hall. Nine stories tall, the Great Library held tens of thousands of books, volumes gathered from every nation under the sun. There were books dating from the prime of the Old Empire, and even crumbling scrolls from the races the Old Empire had destroyed or conquered. 
“I suspect Magister Rodez sealed the Library with its defensive wards when he heard the alarm chime,” said Carandis. “I am a member of the College Historia, and I can open the wards.”
Davrus snorted. “Assuming the fat old fool’s heart didn’t give out from panic.”
Carandis was annoyed, but she could not deny the truth in Davrus’s barb. “Magister Davrus’s gifts lie…elsewhere, Magister.”
“As do yours,” said Davrus. They checked the next apartment and found it clear. “When Jonas assigned me an Adept from the College Historia, I was disappointed. I expected some doughy cow of a woman who has not moved from her desk in ten years.”
“How flattering,” said Carandis.  
“Fortunately,” said Davrus, “I understand you served admirably during Lord Corthain’s attacks upon the Jurgur blood shaman and his harlot. Your talents are wasted in the College Historia, Adept. Not everyone can keep their head in combat. You should be in the College Bellaca, learning the arts of war. Or at the very least you should join the College Exorcisia or Maleficia, and use your skills to hunt down demons and wielders of blood sorcery.”
“I prefer the College Historia,” said Carandis. She did not want to tell this grim old man how weary she was of facing demons. 
“Why?” said Davrus as they checked another apartment. 
Carandis shrugged. She did not want to share with him how her father had told stories as they hunted in the forests of Callia, tales about the Seeress and the end of the Old Empire, about the wars against the pagans of Carth, tales of adventure and war and daring.
“Because,” said Carandis at last, “I like stories. And I would rather read about history than make it.”
“Perhaps that is sensible,” said Davrus. They rounded a corner, and the massive double doors to the Great Library stood before them. A shimmering web of silver and white light danced over the thick doors, and Carandis sighed in relief. Over the centuries the Adepts had built a maze of interlocking wards to protect the treasures of their Library, and Magister Rodez had activated them. He, and anyone else in the Library, would be safe. 
“One more,” said Davrus, stopping at the last apartment door before the Library’s entrance. “Check…”
“Magister,” said Carandis in alarm, “there are spells of the High Art inside…”
The door swung open, and a man in the red robe and black stole of a Magister stepped into the corridor. He was tall and gaunt, about fifty or fifty-five, with a pained, humorless face and gray-shot black hair. His face had a faint gray tinge, and Carandis thought he looked pained, even ill. 
Suddenly Carandis remembered him. She had seen him this morning, riding in a sedan chair carried by slaves. 
“Ah,” said the Magister, his voice carrying a hint of a Saranian accent. “Your timing is superb. I did not know how much longer my spells would last.” He gestured at the Library doors, a flicker of annoyance going over his face. “I hoped to shelter within the Library, but I found the defensive spells activated. I had forgotten how quickly they can be triggered.”
“They have not been needed,” said Davrus, “in the memory of any living Adept.”
“Indeed,” said the Magister. “You are…Magister Davrus, yes? Of the College Bellaca?” His dark eyes turned to Carandis. “You, young Adept, I do not know.”
“Carandis Marken,” she said, “of the College Historia.”
The Magister’s thin lips twitched in a faint smile. “You are? Good.”
“Who are you, sir?” said Davrus. 
The Magister sketched a bow. “Marsile, once of Saranor, now of the Conclave and the College Dominia. If you do not recognize me, that is understandable. I have spent the last fifteen years in Khauldun, mediating between the petty emirs. When First Magister Talvin was slain, I left for Araspan to present myself to the new First Magister. Instead I arrived to find the Ring overrun by demon-wraiths.”
That, at least, explained why he had so many slaves. Khauldun was the only nation of the western kingdoms that permitted slavery, and its emirs and princes competed to see who could own the most slaves. Carandis did not share Thalia’s passionate contempt for slavery, but she hardly approved of it. 
She found herself disliking this Magister.
Marsile. Where had she heard that name before? 
“Well, Magister Marsile,” said Davrus, “the Conclave is under attack, and the aid of every Adept is needed.”
“Of course,” said Marsile. “I assume you were about to enter the Great Library to search for survivors?”
“Aye,” said Davrus. “We have found a way to defeat the wraiths. A traitor Adept put both a blood spell and a spell of the High Art upon the corpses of his victims. Only by breaking those spells can we dispatch the wraiths permanently.”
“I see,” said Marsile, frowning. “I did not expect you to discover the truth so quickly.”
Carandis blinked.
“Give how little we of the Conclave know of blood sorcery, of course,” added Marsile.
Suddenly the realization struck Carandis.
“No,” she breathed.
Marsile’s frown deepened. 
“Adept?” said Davrus.
“Marsile of Saranor,” said Carandis, remembering the histories she had read. “A Magister named Marsile of Saranor was expelled from the Conclave a century ago for experiments in blood sorcery. The First Magister at the time tried to have him executed, but Marsile fought his way free and disappeared on the mainland.”
“Do not be absurd,” said Davrus. “This Marsile would have died decades ago.”
“Unless blood sorcery extended his lifespan,” said Carandis. “As it did with Maerwulf.”
Davrus opened his mouth to answer…and frowned instead.
“This is preposterous,” said Marsile. 
“Then accompany us back to the Magisters,” said Carandis, “and report to them. Surely a returning ambassador will have no objection to that.”
“Certainly,” said Marsile. “After we check the Great Library for survivors. The defense of the Conclave takes priority.”
“Very well,” said Davrus. “I will escort you to the First Magister. Carandis will remain here to enter the Great Library.”
“Perhaps it would be better,” said Marsile, “if we entered the Library together, lest the wraiths strike us.”
“Why are you so eager to get into the Library?” said Carandis.
Marsile looked at her, at Davrus, and then back at her…and rolled his eyes.
“The quality of the College Historia has declined in my absence,” he said, lifting his left hand. “I was banished from the Conclave a hundred and twenty years ago, not one hundred.”
Crimson fire snarled around the fingers of his raised hand. Davrus cursed and took a step back. Carandis had seen that kind of fire before.
Blood sorcery.
“The wraiths are your doing!” snarled Davrus.
“Did you just figure that out?” said Marsile. “Well, the members of the College Bellaca were chosen for their muscles, not their wits. I will make this simple. You will surrender yourself to me, and the girl,” he jerked his chin at Carandis, “will undo the wards and let me into the Library. The wraiths won’t act as a distraction for much longer, and I need to be on my way.”
“Why are you doing this?” said Carandis. 
Marsile smirked. “It’s a library, is it not? Suffice it to say that I have come to borrow a book.”
“Unacceptable,” said Davrus, blue astralfire flaring to life around his hands. “You will surrender yourself at once and accompany us to the First Magister for judgment.”
“No,” said Marsile, and closed his left hand.
The bloody fire winked out. Had he cast a spell? Carandis hadn’t detected anything…
And then she felt the invisible fingers reaching into her mind. 
She stiffened, trying to scream, but her jaw clamped shut. A strangled groan came from her lips, and she stumbled back a step. She felt Marsile’s thoughts and will pouring into her skull. No, it was more than that. Through blood sorcery and the High Art he was projecting his very soul into her flesh.
He was possessing her.
Carandis fell to her knees, Marsile’s face went blank, and the possession was complete. She still saw through her eyes, heard through her ears, breathed through her nose and mouth.
But Marsile controlled her utterly.
“Adept!” shouted Davrus. He whirled to face Marsile. “You choose death over surrender, blood sorcerer? So be…”
Carandis got to her feet, snatched the sicarr from her belt, and raised it high. She tried to scream, tried to fight, tried to break free. But Marsile’s spirit inhabited her flesh, and dominated her utterly.
Her hand plunged the sicarr into Davrus’s neck, blood welling from the wound. Davrus gasped and staggered forward. Carandis’s hand ripped the dagger loose, her free arm snaking around his chest. Her hand drove the sicarr into the wound once more, twisting the blade.
“Pitiful.” Her tongue and lips formed the words, but it was Marsile who spoke through her mouth. “Twelve decades have not made the College Bellaca any wiser, I see.”
Her boot came up and kicked the dying Magister. Davrus fell in a heap before Marsile’s feet and remained motionless, blood spreading across the floor.
Carandis screamed inside her head. 
She felt herself step towards the Library doors, and felt Marsile dig deeper into her thoughts. He plucked the knowledge of the spell needed to undo the wards from her memories, and her hands moved in the necessary gestures. Marsile’s power flooded through her, white fire flared around her fingers, and the ward over the doors faded.
Her hands reached out and pushed the doors open, and Carandis strode into the library, Marsile controlling her body like a man riding a horse.
She screamed and fought in the silence of her mind, but to no avail.  



Chapter 6 - Ancient Lore
 
Marsile never liked possessing a woman’s body. 
He wore Carandis Marken’s flesh as if it were his own, felt her robes rustling against her skin, her heart pulsing with blood. She was much younger than he was, and her vision and hearing were sharper. Yet the structure of her hips was different, and the extra weight upon her chest threw off his balance. 
And she was strong with the High Art. If he had not taken her off guard, he might not have been able to possess her. Even now he felt his control starting to waver. Before much longer, she would expel his spirit and reclaim control of her body. 
And Marsile’s body waited in a trance outside of the Great Library, standing over a murdered Magister.
He had to hurry. 
But he had not returned after a hundred and twenty years only to be denied now.
Marsile strode into the Great Library.
A broad dome rose overhead, the oculus letting a single shaft of light from the setting sun fall into the Library’s wide central stairwell. Nine levels of balconies encircled the walls, connected by an iron staircase spiraling through the central shaft.
And every one of those balconies held hundreds of wooden bookcases laden with books and scrolls beyond count. Marsile had lived for almost nine score years, and he could have spent every last one of those years reading in the Library and just scratched the surface of the great collection. 
But only one book interested him now. 
He kept walking, part of his will focused on keeping Carandis under control. The rest of his mind examined his surroundings. The great doors opened onto the fifth level of the Library, and he crossed to the railing. The Conclave’s Great Library had nine levels, the books sorted by floor according to topic.
Marsile stared at the marble floor far below and cast a spell.
At once felt the presence of the spells warding the hidden trapdoor at the base of the iron stairs.
Only a few Magisters knew about the Sealed Library, the Conclave’s collection of forbidden lore and dark secrets. Secured in the Sealed Library, the Conclave kept records of things it wished hidden. Such as how centuries ago the First Magister had arranged for the New Empire to turn again the Archpriest of the Temple in Chyrsos. Or how the Conclave had arranged for the assassination of at least three Callian kings that had refused to allow the College Novitia to search for talented children. 
And within the Sealed Library were long-forgotten books, tomes detailing the methods of Hierarchs of the Old Empire had used to master blood sorcery and bind demons to their will. Marsile had spent a long time looking for such books. 
How amusing that one of the books he sought had been hidden beneath the Ring for all this time.
Marsile strode around the edge of the balcony, running Carandis’s fingers along the railing’s smooth marble. For a moment he considered killing her and returning to his own body, but discarded the idea. He thought he could dispel the wards around the Sealed Library…but he was not certain. If he failed, better that Carandis’s body absorb the brunt of the mistake instead of his own. 
He had spent too long searching for immortality to die now. 
The railing ended, and Marsile took a step towards the iron staircase.
“Carandis!” 
He turned, raising Carandis’s hands in the beginning of a spell.
An enormously fat man in the red robe and black stole of a Magister hobbled into sight, leaning upon a heavy cane. A graying beard concealed most of his double chin, and his ruddy skin and bald head gave him the appearance of a bearded apple. Marsile felt a surge of emotion from Carandis, and he searched her memories. The man was Magister Rodez, the chief Magister of the College Historia and Carandis’s mentor. 
“It is good to see that you are alive,” said Rodez. His eyes flicked over Carandis’s face and hands, and Marsile realized that Davrus’s blood spotted her skin. “But…you are hurt!”
“It’s not my blood,” said Marsile, truthfully. He tried to put a terrified quaver into Carandis’s voice. “Magister, there are Jurgur blood sorcerers loose in the halls of the Ring. They summoned those demon-wraiths. They attacked me, and I barely escaped.”
Rodez frowned. “The wards? You opened the wards?”
“I had no choice,” said Marsile. “The blood sorcerers…the blood sorcerers cornered me in the courtyard of the inner Ring. I had to go through the windows of an apartment to escape. The only way out was to enter into the Library.”
“At least you are unhurt,” said Rodez. The old man took a deep breath and cast a spell, silver light pulsing around his fingers. A flare of silvery radiance filled the Library for an instant, and Marsile felt the power surging through the walls. “There. The wards have been reestablished. We should be safe enough, for now.”
“Thank you, Magister,” said Marsile. “I feel much better.”
“We had best wait here,” said Rodez, turning towards the railing. “The blood sorcerers might want to get their hands on the Conclave’s books of the High Art. It is our duty as members of the College Historia to defend the Library.”
“Should we not join the other Adepts?” said Marsile. “Surely the First Magister will need our aid against the demons and the blood sorcerers.”
“Arthain Kalarien is a humorless old tyrant,” said Rodez, “but the man can hold his own in a fight, I’ll give him that. He won’t need our help, my dear. No, we need only hold here until Arthain defeats the blood sorcerers.”
Marsile made Carandis nod. “You are right, Magister. I just hope the foe does not batter through the doors.”
Rodez scoffed. “I should like to see them try. The great Adepts of old fashioned those wards when the Ring was first built. The Old Empire was burning, and the first Adepts of the College Historia knew that the Ring would defend lost knowledge…”
The old man continued his speech, and as Marsile hoped, he turned to face the doors.
Marsile reached down, plucked Carandis’s bloody sicarr from its sheath, and rammed the blade into the Magister’s neck. Rodez stiffed with a strangled cry of pain, his hands flying to his throat. Marsile tore the dagger free and stabbed again, severing the veins.
Hot blood flowed across Carandis’s fingers. 
“I did tell you,” said Marsile, “that it wasn’t my blood.” 
Rodez slumped to the floor, dying, and Marsile swiped Carandis’s hands through the blood.
He would put it to good use. 
Carandis’s howls of rage and grief echoed inside his thoughts, and he ignored them. Still, he had to hurry. The rage would give Carandis fresh strength, making it all the easier for her to break free. And Rodez had been correct about the First Magister. Marsile had put weeks of work into preparing his wraiths, but he had no illusions about their strength. Within a day the Conclave would overpower them…and then they would come for Marsile.
But by then he would be long gone from Araspan. 
He strode down the metal staircase, Carandis’s boots ringing against the iron grillwork. As he did, he rubbed her blood against her hands, summoning his own power through her flesh. The Conclave had never understood. The High Art was just one avenue to power. There was power in blood, and the Conclave had been fools to disregard it. The Hierarchs of the Old Empire had fused blood sorcery with the High Art, and their magic had been sufficient to dominate the entire world, until their folly had destroyed them.
Marsile intended to put that power to better use.
He reached the bottom of the staircase and stopped, marveling at the ingenuity of the ancient Adepts. The trapdoor to the Sealed Library rested at the foot of the stairs, hidden in an array of subtle illusions and wards. Hundreds of Adepts and Initiates walked over it every day. Yet only the cleverest and the most powerful would ever begin to suspect the existence of the Sealed Library's entrance. 
Marsile was among them.
He cast a spell of the High Art, using blood sorcery to augment his powers. Silver astralfire danced around Carandis’s fingers, merged with the crimson flame of blood sorcery. Marsile pointed her hand, and a column of red astralfire leapt from the possessed woman's finger and slammed into the floor with a tremendous crack. 
There was a flash of bloody light, and a trapdoor appeared in the floor as Marsile’s astralfire shredded away the wards. It was a massive slab of ancient oak, banded with black iron, sigils of silver fire dancing on its surface. Marsile focused his will, pouring more crimson astralfire into the trapdoor. It shivered and exploded in a spray of jagged black shards. 
Beyond Marsile saw a stone staircase descending into the darkness.
He lifted Carandis’s hand and worked a simple spell, conjuring a floating ball of blue light. The stairs spiraled down into the depths of the rock, into the gloomy vaults below the Ring itself. Marsile remembered his Testing, and recalled facing the demons in the darkness during the trials. A pity he did not know then what he knew now, how the power of the demons could be made to serve him. 
At last the stairs ended in a wide, tall vault, the ceiling supported by thick pillars. Stone plinths stood scattered about the chamber, holding glass display cases. In those cases rested an array of ancient books and scrolls, written in the tongue of the Old Empire or the language of the extinct Elder People. Bookshelves stood in the alcoves between the pillars, their shelves sagging beneath the secret histories of the Conclave. 
Marsile lifted Carandis’s hand and increased the power to the blue light, throwing harsh shadows across the Sealed Library. He crossed the room, moving from plinth to plinth, scrutinizing the interior of the display cases. A hint of misgiving gnawed at him. He had devoted a considerable amount of time and effort to this attack. But if he had been mistaken, if the book he sought was not…
He stopped, his smile spreading over Carandis’s face.
There.
He worked a spell over a display case, shattering both the glass and the warding spells over it, and reached inside. A thin book rested there, bound in ancient black leather, its cover marked with words in High Imperial. Marsile picked up the book and flipped through it, his excitement growing. The book had been written by one of the Hierarchs, the great mage-lords of the Old Empire, perhaps even by Baligant himself. 
A map occupied one page of the book, showing the lands west of the Silvercrown Mountains in the days of the Old Empire. The vast bulk of the Old Empire’s population and subjects had lived east of the mountains, and the western lands had been little more than sparsely populated outposts. In fact, the Ring had begun as the Old Empire’s westernmost outpost, a dumping ground for those too weak and incompetent to compete in the Empire’s brutal internal politics. Only after the collapse of the Old Empire, after the Seeress led the barbarian tribes over the mountains, had the western lands gained a population of any significance. 
Marsile ran his eyes over the map, following the line of the Alderine River from the kingdom of Callia to the Silvercrown Mountains. The powerful kingdom of Arvandil had once stood there, until it had been destroyed by plague and the resultant hordes of ghouls. But Arvandil had been founded by survivors from the Old Empire, and they had brought many relics from the Empire’s ruin.
“Karrent,” breathed Marsile, looking at the map. Arvandil had fallen, but the village of Karrent still lay along the banks of the Alderine. Along with a few monasteries founded to guard books of lore taken from the Old Empire.
And in the monasteries of what had once been Arvandil, Marsile would at last find the books he needed.
A surge of wild exultation rushed through him, and he laughed aloud. Let the Adepts destroy his wraiths! They were only tools, and the Adepts were blind fools. Marsile had found the path to the secrets he needed. Immortality was his for the taking.
He would live long after the Conclave had been forgotten and the Ring had crumbled into dust. 
Marsile took the book and hastened up the stairs. The Great Library itself remained deserted. It was just as well he had launched his attack in the evening. Most of the Adepts and the Initiates would have been at dinner, away from their studies. Now Marsile need only undo the wards around the Library’s doors and depart the Ring. A smuggler’s ship awaited him just outside Araspan’s harbor. A few astraljumps to take him there, and Marsile could leave Araspan behind.
The Conclave would seek revenge, of course, but they would never find him.
That left only the question of what to do with Carandis Marken.
Marsile climbed the iron staircase and returned to the Library’s fifth level, the book tucked under Carandis’s arm. He needed her for only one more task. After he used her knowledge to open the doors of the Library, he would force her to cut her own throat.
Then he would return to his own body and leave Araspan.
He felt Carandis’s growing horror as he strode towards the warded doors, her frantic struggles as she tried to escape. He did feel a pang of regret at killing her. Much as he disliked using a female body, she was young and strong, and it at been pleasant to climb the stairs without pain in his knees and back. 
Still, he had no further use for her or her body. And Marsile did not keep tools that had outlived their usefulness.
He ripped the knowledge of the warding spell from her mind, unraveled the protections upon the Library doors, and stepped back into the corridor.



Chapter 7 - Thoughtmeld
 
Four wraiths drifted down the corridor, their immaterial hands reaching for Thalia.
Solthain’s emotions, his intent to act, flooded through the thoughtmeld, and she sent an acknowledgement back. 
Thalia lifted her hand, silver flames bursting from her fingers, and struck. A cone of silver astralfire sprayed down the corridor, slamming into the approaching wraiths. The demons hesitated, rippling as Thalia’s magic disrupted the binding spells upon them. But Thalia was not strong enough to break the spells, not on four wraiths at once, and the creatures resumed their forward motion.
But Thalia had given Solthain more than enough time to act. 
Her brother sprang forward, his sicarr and cortana a blur of white flame. He slashed both weapons through the nearest wraith, and the creature dissolved into swirling smoke. Another reached for him, only to have its touch rebound from his ward of white light. Solthain whirled, stabbed, and the second wraith dissolved.
Thalia hurled a blast of white astralfire. It drilled into the third wraith like a knife plunging into bread. The demon dissolved with an angry hiss, and the last wraith flew through the swirling smoke.
It met Solthain’s weapons. 
“Good fighting, sister,” said Solthain, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Though you should have let me dispel that wraith. You should save your strength for silver astralfire.”
Thalia snorted. “If I had, it would have reached you.”
“My wards would have turned its attack,” said Solthain.
“Which would have drained your strength further,” said Thalia, “when you need to conserve your power for keeping white astralfire around your weapons. Which was a nice touch, by the way.”
Solthain grinned. “I thought so. Too many Adepts disdain the necessity of physical training. Keeping white astralfire around my blades,” he gestured with his sicarr, “is far less taxing than conjuring blasts of astralfire over and over again.”
He had proved his point, too. Between the two of them, Thalia and Solthain had dispatched forty-six wraiths, and found and destroyed thirteen of the enspelled corpses. The frequency of the attacks had decreased. She hoped the other groups of Adepts had done as well.
“Here,” she said, stopping before an apartment door. “The flow of power terminates here, I think.” She took a deep breath and braced herself.
Finding the corpses had never been pleasant.
Solthain nodded and opened the door. Four dead men lay upon the floor within the apartment, clad in the orange tunics of slaves. Sigils of crimson and white fire burned upon their limbs and brows, reflecting in their glassy eyes. The crimson light brightened as Thalia and Solthain approached, the demons manifesting with the corpses.
But Thalia and Solthain were ready. Thalia loosed a blast of silver astralfire, and then another, striking at the corpses. The sigils of fire disappeared beneath her magic. Solthain did the same, and soon the spells were broken, driving the demons back to the astral world.
The corpses slumped against the carpet, nothing but dead flesh once more. 
Thalia let out a long sigh. Her head ached from the amount of magic she had worked today, but the fighting was not yet over. In the back of her mind she felt Carandis’s presence through the thoughtmeld. The other Adept was full of wariness and fear, but her cool nerve kept the fear under control.
“The Adept that did this,” said Solthain, looking at the corpses. “I wonder how he smuggled all these dead men into the Ring?”
“He didn’t,” said Thalia, nudging one of the bodies with the toe of her boot. The orange tunic fell open, and she saw a sigil written in charred flesh upon the dead man’s chest. “A blood spell. Maerwulf used something similar. Most likely the Adept told the slaves to scatter themselves around the Ring. And then when he was ready, he triggered the spell, killed them all, and created the wraiths.”
“As bad as Talvin,” said Solthain. He sighed. “Little wonder Father is as harsh as he is. A corrupt Adept can cause a tremendous amount of harm.”
“You have a more experience with that than I do, I am afraid,” said Thalia, turning towards the door. “That was the last apartment on this floor. Now we…”
She stopped, frowning, and gripped the doorframe.
“What is it?” said Solthain, lifting his weapons. “Wraiths?” 
“No,” said Thalia. “I don’t…I don’t know.”
A strange sensation flooded through her thoughtmeld, a mixture of peculiar emotions, pain and terror and rage and gloating exultation wrapped around an iron-hard, unyielding arrogance. Thalia shook her head and pinched the bridge of her nose, her head throbbing.
“Thalia?” said Solthain.
“It’s like…it’s like someone else just entered our thoughtmeld,” said Thalia. “Can’t you feel it?”
Solthain shrugged. “I can sense that you’re upset, and that Carandis is angry. But you’ve both felt upset and angry since you cast the thoughtmeld. I do not have the sensitivity for the magic of the mind that you do.”
“Something’s wrong,” said Thalia. “Something is very wrong.”
She could not make sense of it. The thoughtmeld felt as if someone had intruded upon it. Had Thalia botched the spell? It was a possibility, but she had cast hundreds of thoughtmelds in her time as an Adept, and she had never sensed one like this.
Unless…
Unless someone really had intruded upon the thoughtmeld.
“The Adept,” said Thalia. “Solthain, I think I’m sensing the renegade Adept. He’s doing…something to Carandis, I don’t know what. But she’s in danger.”
“Can you tell where she is?” said Solthain.
Thalia gave a sharp shake of her head. “Not precisely. Somewhere to the…northeast, I think.” She waved her hand in the general direction. “We have to help her.”
“First we have to find her,” said Solthain.
Thalia nodded. “We’ll split up and astraljump from floor to floor. Between the two of us, we should be able to find her.”
“Splitting up is dangerous,” said Solthain.
“Obviously. But Carandis is in danger,” said Thalia. Another spasm of jumbled emotions flooded through the thoughtmeld. “We have to find her now.”
“One of us should warn Father and the others,” said Solthain.
“You do it,” said Thalia. “Father is more likely to listen to you anyway. But hurry. I don’t know what is happening, but I doubt it is anything good.” 
Solthain nodded, cast a spell, and disappeared in the silver flash of an astraljump. Thalia summoned her own power and cast the spell herself. The world disappeared in a sheet of silver light, and Thalia reappeared in the corridor one floor above.
She saw no one, and a quick spell detected the presence of no magic. 
Thalia cast the astraljump spell again, moving from floor to floor and room to room. She limited herself to short distances. A short astraljump consumed less power, and Thalia suspected she would need to conserve her strength. She saw more dead slaves, but no sign of Carandis or Magister Davrus. Again a strange burst of jumbled, chaotic emotion came through the thoughtmeld, and Thalia cursed. Carandis was in danger, but where?
Then the realization came to Thalia. Carandis was a member of the College Historia…and the Great Library was the College Historia’s stronghold. She would have gone to the Library to check on Magister Rodez.
Three astraljumps took Thalia to the doors of the Great Library…and she froze in alarm, bringing her hands up to cast a warding spell.
Magister Davrus lay motionless upon the floor, his throat a crimson ruin. Over him stood a gaunt, grim-looking Magister with gray-shot black hair, his eyes twitching back and forth behind closed lids. Thalia had last seen him outside the Ring, riding in a sedan chair. 
“Magister?” said Thalia.
The Magister gave no response, his eyes remaining closed. 
Thalia took a hesitant step closer, and saw the web of white and silver light shimmering over the Great Library’s massive double doors. Someone, most likely Magister Rodez, had triggered the Library’s defensive spells. Had Carandis gotten inside before the wards came up?
For that matter, who had killed Davrus? The wraiths killed through touch, draining the lives of their victims. An outlaw Adept would kill through the High Art or through blood sorcery. Certainly a murderous Adept would not bother with something as simple as a dagger.
The wards upon the door flickered and winked out. Someone had just disarmed them from inside the Library. Had Carandis or Rodez or another Adept sensed her presence?
One of the doors opened a few feet, and Carandis Marken stepped into the corridor.
“By the Divine, Carandis,” said Thalia. “What happened?”
Dots of splattered blood marked Carandis’s pale face and hands. Her face was tight, her expression hard and cold. Under her right arm she carried a thin book bound in black leather. A crust of blood encircled the sheathed sicarr at her belt.
Thalia had listened to Solthain talk about swords long enough to realize what had happened. Carandis had used her sicarr and sheathed it again without bothering to clean the blade.
“Thalia Kalarien,” said Carandis at last, as if digging up a long-forgotten memory. “I…was attacked. Attacked, yes.”
“You killed Magister Davrus,” said Thalia. “With your sicarr.”
“Yes,” said Carandis again. She glanced at the standing Magister. “This is correct. I killed him.”
Something in her expression and tone made Thalia’s skin crawl. It was as if Carandis was a different person entirely, as if someone else wore her face.
And Carandis had never spoken with a faint Saranian accent before. 
“Magister Davrus demanded that I open the Library,” said Carandis, “and I refused. He summoned wraiths to attack me, but neglected to ward himself against physical attack. So I was able to stab him with my sicarr.”
“Davrus?” said Thalia, astonished. Davrus had always been a loyal follower of Arthain Kalarien, forever preaching about the need for Adepts to stand vigilant against the demons. Thalia had known him since she was a child, and would never have dreamed he would wield blood sorcery.
Yet she had known First Magister Talvin since she had been a child, too, and he had been possessed by a high demon most of that time.
But this didn’t make sense.
And the same chaotic mixture of conflicting emotions flowed through the thoughtmeld from Carandis. 
“If you were attacked,” said Thalia, “why didn’t you come to me? Or to the Magisters?” Her eyes narrowed. “Why did you go into the Library and bring out a book?” She peered at it. “Written in High Imperial, of all things?”
Carandis said nothing.
“And who the devil is that?” said Thalia, looking at the motionless Magister. 
“I don’t know,” said Carandis. Her expression remained glacial, but rage flooded through the thoughtmeld. Then her eyes widened. “Thalia! Wraiths!”
Thalia turned, casting the spell to sense the presence of magic.
She saw nothing, and she did not sense the spells upon the wraiths. 
But she felt the presence of blood sorcery radiating from both the standing Magister and Carandis. 
Thalia whirled and saw Carandis approaching, her face twisted into a rictus of fury, her bloody sicarr gleaming in her right hand. Thalia’s training took over, and she almost flung a blast of blue astralfire. But she sensed the dark power of blood sorcery radiating from Carandis, and in a flash of insight realized that the other woman had been put under a spell.
Thalia cast a burst of silver astralfire. The silver flames enveloped Carandis, and she stumbled. Thalia sensed the blood spell shatter, and Carandis flinched, her eyes going wide.
The standing Magister took a deep breath, and his dark eyes shot open.
 
###
 
A moment of disorientation, a whirling instant of vertigo, and Marsile found himself back in his own body once more.
For a moment agony assaulted him. His knees and back throbbed with pain, and a headache pulsed behind his eyes. He had expended too much power, and the price of it had caught up to him. Blood sorcery had given him a lifespan thrice that of a lesser man, but even that power could not sustain his mortal flesh forever.
He had limitations, and they had caught up to him.
At a damnably inconvenient time, too. 
He had to escape both of those young women, now. From Carandis’s memories he knew that Thalia was both the First Magister’s daughter and a skilled Adept in her own right. And Carandis knew who and what he really was. She would fight him to the death.
But he had what he had come to claim. He need only take the book and escape the Ring. 
At last Marsile’s will exerted control over his aching body, and he summoned power for a spell.
And as he did, Carandis began to shout. 
 
###
 
“Thalia!” said Carandis, all hints of the alien presence gone from her voice and face. “Him! It’s him! Marsile the blood sorcerer! He summoned the wraiths, and he murdered Magister Davrus and Magister Rodez!”
Thalia had a vague memory of an Adept named Marsile, an Adept who had been expelled from the Conclave for practicing blood sorcery. But that had been a hundred and twenty years ago! Surely this could not be the same man…
Then Marsile snarled a curse, casting a spell, and Thalia had to act. He was going to cast the astraljump spell, she realized, and use it to escape punishment for his crimes. And she did not think she could unleash enough astralfire to kill him, not as tired as she was from fighting the wraiths.
But it was impossible to astraljump from within the Great Library, even when the defensive wards were disabled. To protect their books, the ancient Adepts had worked the wards against astraljumping within the very stones of the Library itself. Which meant that if Thalia could knock Marsile into the Library, he could not escape.
She summoned her own power just as Marsile finished his spell. He beckoned, and invisible force ripped the black book from Carandis’s grasp and sent it flying into his waiting hand. Marsile started casting the astraljump spell. Silver light glimmered and danced around his fingers...
…and then Thalia’s spell transformed her thoughts into fists, and she struck at Marsile with all of her strength.
The blast of invisible force slammed into the renegade Adept and flung him into the Library doors. They swung open beneath his weight, and Marsile stumbled backwards into the Library.
Thalia sprinted after him, Carandis following.



Chapter 8 - High Art and Blood Sorcery
 
Thalia ran into the Library as Marsile rolled to his feet, blood-colored fire crackling around his fingers. 
“A silver ward, quickly!” shouted Carandis. “Otherwise he can take control of you!”
But Thalia had already started her own casting. A shell of silver light flared to life around her, and a heartbeat later Carandis glowed with a ward of her own. 
Marsile scowled. “Get out of my way, girl. There’s no need for anyone else to die today.”
“Unlike those slaves you murdered to summon your wraiths?” said Thalia.
Marsile offered a thin smile. “Would you care to join them? Their deaths should not offend you. Their lives were nothing more than a tool to wield as I pleased.” 
“I suggest,” said Thalia, “that you cease wearying my ears with feeble justifications for your crimes, and surrender.”
Marsile sneered. “So your precious Conclave can execute me?”
Thalia flexed her fingers. “We can do it here and now, if you like.”
Marsile laughed. “Stop posturing. You don’t have the strength to stop me.” His dark eyes flicked to Carandis. “Neither does she, and nor do both of you together.”
“If you could have killed us and escaped,” said Thalia, “you would have already done so, rather than waste time with irritating speeches.” She narrowed her eyes, letting contempt fill her voice. “Though you fools of the Secret College do so enjoy your pompous soliloquies.”
She had to stall. Despite her bold words, if this was truly Marsile standing before her, Thalia was not sure she had the power to vanquish him, even with Carandis’s aid. 
“Ah, you know about them, do you?” said Marsile. “They are fools. Talvin had some vision, true…but he is dead and I am not. I have lived for eighteen decades, girl, and I shall live for centuries more after the Conclave has fallen into the dust of history.”
“Talvin thought the same,” said Thalia. She reached for her thoughtmeld, found that it still functioned. She sent her intent to attack through the link, and felt Carandis’s acknowledgement. “He thought he would live forever and rule the world right up until my brother’s sword went through his black heart. Last chance, Marsile. You want to live forever, but if you don’t surrender, you won’t live to see the next hour.”
Marsile laughed. “Bold words, girl, but…”
Thalia threw all her power and will into a spell. Azure astralfire erupted from her fingers. Carandis did the same, unleashing her own blast of blue flame, enough power to burn the flesh from Marsile’s bones.
But Marsile was faster.
A ward of silver light flared into existence around him, and the blue flame splashed harmlessly against it. Marsile staggered back a step, growled, and raised his hand. Crimson-tinted blue astralfire burst from his palm and slammed into Thalia. Her ward collapsed beneath the onslaught, winking out with a crackling noise and the smell of ozone. Thalia had no choice but to recast her ward as Marsile whirled to face Carandis, fresh astralfire blazing around his fingers. Thalia’s new ward shimmered to life even as Marsile’s blast collapsed Carandis’s wards and sent her sprawling to the floor with a grunt of pain.
“Pathetic,” said Marsile. “Little wonder the Conclave has failed to bring the world to order if this is the best young Adepts can muster.”
His silver ward had dimmed, but not by much. Thalia’s mind raced through the possibilities. If brute force failed, perhaps she and Carandis could flee? But if they did, Marsile would escape, along with that book he had claimed from the Library. Solthain would be looking for her, and surely he had sensed her alarm over the thoughtmeld, even with his limited sensitivity to magic of the mind. 
She had to distract Marsile until Solthain arrived with aid. 
Carandis got to one knee, a new ward pulsing around her, even as Marsile began another spell.
Thalia cast a spell of her own. She could not penetrate Marsile’s wards, but he had only warded himself against magic, not physical blows. 
And Magister Nazim always said the subtlety was better than brute force.
Thalia finished her spell, her thoughts transforming into reaching fingers, and her will coiled around a chair resting beneath one of the shelves. She clenched her thoughts and sent the chair hurtling towards Marsile. The renegade Adept caught sight of the impromptu missile, whirled, and loosed the astralfire he had prepared for Carandis. The chair shattered into a score of smoldering, jagged fragments, the pieces bouncing across the floor.
But Thalia remembered the fight with Talvin and his high demon, remembered how Magister Nazim had distracted the possessed Talvin with a constant rain of psychokinetically driven stones. None of them had harmed Talvin, but they had distracted both Talvin and his high demon, leaving them vulnerable to heavy blows unleashed by Arthain and Rachaelis.
And for Corthain to attack Talvin from behind.
The debris scattered across the floor, and Thalia’s will seized one of the fragments, and another, and then another, flinging them at Marsile. The first shard missed, and the second whirred past Marsile’s ear to clang against the iron stairs. The third clipped his jaw, and Marsile staggered with a grunt. He snarled in fury, casting a ward of blue light around himself, and Thalia’s rain of splinters rebounded from his protections. 
But Carandis hooked her fingers into claws, and a massive table floated off the floor and flew towards Marsile. Again Marsile cursed, chopping his hand through the air, and a short burst of astralfire blasted the table to shards. Thalia swept her will through the air like a carpet, catching the fragments and throwing them at Marsile. The renegade Adept cast another spell, and psychokinetic force exploded from him in all directions. Broken pieces of wood flew into the air, driven by his power.
Thalia caught them one by one and flung them back. She was not as skilled as Magister Nazim, and could not split her attention in as many directions. But she had an affinity for the magic of the mind, and she was quick. She whipped shard after shard at Marsile, distracting him and keeping him from bringing his superior power to bay. Carandis hurled large pieces of furniture at their enemy. The thoughtmeld allowed them to work in perfect harmony, with less than a heartbeat’s delay between their attacks. Marsile destroyed the chairs and tables with bursts of astralfire, and Thalia drove the fragments at him. 
Bit by bit the blue glow of his ward began to fade. Again and again he began to cast a spell, only to flinch as Thalia sent a jagged shard flying for his face. Thalia felt a faint glimmer of hope. Marsile’s mastery of the High Art exceeded her own, but that counted for little if her distractions kept him from bringing his power to bear. She felt Solthain’s sudden urgency through the thoughtmeld. He was coming with help, and if Thalia and Carandis could distract Marsile for just a little while longer…
“Enough!” screamed Marsile, his gaunt face twisted with rage. “I will not allow you to stop me! Not when I am so close!”
His hand dipped into his belt and came up holding a glass vial. He spilled black fluid over his fingers, and Thalia realized what it was. The vial held blood, preserved and prepared for use in blood sorcery. 
He was working a blood spell.
Thalia sent a warning through the thoughtmeld, and felt Carandis begin her spell. Thalia rebuilt her wards, a thick shell of silver light appearing around her. Carandis’s own ward shimmered to life, even as crimson flames snarled up Marsile’s fingers. 
Thalia began another spell, and Marsile lifted his hands.
And too late she realized that Marsile had not been casting a blood spell at all. 
Instead he had used the blood sorcery to augment a spell of the High Art.
Force exploded from him, and a wall of displaced air slammed into Thalia and threw her backwards. She hit the wall, Marsile’s will holding her pinned into place like a fist of iron. She felt Carandis’s pain and alarm, and saw the other woman likewise pinned. Marsile raked a hand before him, and his will caught the various pieces of flying debris and flung them over the railing to clatter against the floor of the Library far below. 
“You miserable children,” hissed Marsile. “I gave you a chance, did I not? I am going to escape, and the Conclave will never find me.” Crimson-tinged silver astralfire burst from his hands, collapsing both Thalia’s and Carandis’s wards. Thalia struggled to break free, to work a spell, but the crushing force of Marsile’s will held her bound. “But before I escape, I am going to take the utmost pleasure from crushing you like insects.”
He lifted his hands, and the pressure holding Thalia redoubled. Thalia screamed, pain flooding through her, her bones creaking with strain…
A shaft of silver astralfire cut through the Library’s doors and flickered across Marsile’s hands. The crimson flame on his fingers went out, and the pressure holding Thalia vanished. She fell to her knees, gasping for breath, and Carandis did the same.
Solthain Kalarien stalked through the doors, his sicarr and cortana ablaze with white fire. 



Chapter 9 - The Renegade
 
Marsile turned to face the new threat. 
“Greetings, sister,” said Solthain as Thalia got to her feet, every inch of her body aching. “Sorry I am late. You proved more difficult to find than I thought.”
“Solthain,” gasped Thalia, “ward yourself. He can take control of your body otherwise.”
“So you’re our blood sorcerer?” said Solthain, gesturing. A shell of silver light surrounded him. “Pity. I thought you’d be taller.”
Marsile’s smile showed his teeth. “I know you. Solthain Kalarien, the First Magister’s son. The Adept who lost his men to Paulus, who spent twelve years with his soul sealed in a crystal.”
“I am,” said Solthain.
“Do you think I should fear such a fool?” said Marsile. He made a disdainful gesture at Solthain’s swords. “Put down your toys, boy, and fight with the weapons of an Adept. If you can.”
Solthain only laughed, and Marsile’s expression darkened further.
“Perhaps a sword is a toy,” said Solthain, lifting his weapons. As he did, the color of the astralfire sheathing his blades changed from white to silver. “But if you’re not careful you can kill yourself with a toy.”
Thalia took a deep breath and began casting another spell, as did Carandis.
“Enough of this,” said Marsile, spilling a second vial of blood over his fingers. The bloody flame blazed to life around his hands. “I shall…”
Solthain cast a spell of his own.
It was not a powerful spell, merely a simple one of psychokinetic force. But he drove his will at the floor between his feet, and the spell’s backlash hurled him forward with incredible speed. Before Marsile finished his spell, Solthain struck, his sicarr and cortana slamming into the renegade Adept with terrific force. Marsile’s wards turned the attack, but the silver flame of Solthain’s weapons leeched away their power. 
Thalia struck, as did Carandis, launching blasts of silver astralfire at Marsile. His wards flickered and sparked, and for the first time Thalia saw a hint of fear on his face. Another bolt from Carandis slammed into his wards, and the blue glow dimmed to a faint flicker.
“No!” roared Marsile, flinging out his hands. The crimson fire pulsed, and psychokinetic force erupted from him in all directions. The burst flung Solthain to the ground and struck Thalia. She stumbled backwards, losing her balance, while Carandis fell against the wall. Marsile raised his hands again, and a sheet of crimson-tinged silver astralfire washed over them. Thalia felt her wards collapse, saw the fires vanish from Solthain’s weapons as Marsile’s magic devoured the spells. She tried to rise, to cast another spell, but her head thundered like a drum, and waves of pain and nausea rolled through her. 
She had no strength left.
Thalia got to one knee, trying to stand before Marsile killed them.
But Marsile himself looked exhausted. His face had taken on a deathly gray tinge, and he grabbed at the stone railing for support with one hand. Sweat poured down his face and soaked into the chest and collar of his robes. 
He, too, had no strength left.
Thalia tried to summon power for a spell. Marsile shoved away from the railing and stalked across the floor, his face tight with concentration. Before him Solthain coughed and rolled onto his side. Thalia fought to work a spell before it was too late, before Marsile killed her brother in front of her…
A flash of silver light shone through the doors of the Library, and Marsile froze.
Thalia saw another silver flash, and another, and another.
The doors burst open, and Arthain Kalarien strode into the Great Library, flanked by Magisters and Adepts. 
Marsile stared at the First Magister, his face tightening.
“Father,” rasped Thalia. She had never been so glad to see him. “It’s him. The blood sorcerer. Marsile. The same one banished from the Conclave a hundred and twenty years ago.” 
“So I see,” said the First Magister. “It seems you have eluded justice for a long time, Marsile.” 
“Justice?” spat Marsile. “Is that your word for cowardice? The demons offer us power and immortality, the chance to become a new and better race of men. And instead you cower behind your feeble limitations like any superstitious Brother of the Temple.”
“Do not take me for one of the fools of the Temple,” said Arthain. “The Divine is only a myth told to cow men into obedience. But the Conclave must guide and protect mankind from the demons of the astral world. By allying with the demons, you are a traitor…and a murderer, to boot.”
“Cowards, all of you,” said Marsile. “You fear those of us bold enough to dare greater things! You timid, craven fools.”
“My grandfather,” said Arthain, “spoke of you. You have changed little, it seems.”
“Old Torthain Kalarien?” spat Marsile. “I remember him. As blind and moribund as you are.” 
“I see that your extended lifespan,” said Arthain, “has failed to teach you wisdom. Surrender, Marsile. It’s over.”
“No,” said Marsile. “It’s only beginning.”
He worked a spell, and Arthain and a dozen other Magisters started casting, but Marsile was faster. Silver light and blood fire snarled around him, and his body shifted, altering to become an image made of silver light and gray smoke. For an instant Thalia wondered if Marsile had killed himself, if he had transformed into a demon-possessed wraith. 
Then she realized what had happened. 
“Stop him!” shouted Arthain. “He’s shifted his physical form partway into the astral world. Stop…”
Marsile sank into the floor. The wards upon the Great Library prevented astraljumping, but with his physical body shifted into the astral world, Marsile could walk through both the wards and the stone walls. 
Marsile disappeared into the floor, and a heartbeat later a volley of blue astralfire ripped a burning gash into the stone.
But Marsile was already gone.
 
###
 
Marsile hurried through the very mountain upon which the Ring sat, the stone hurtling around him. His head throbbed, pain shooting through his limbs, but he forced himself onward, his heart thundering in his ears. 
He rebuked himself. He had used too much power, and had allowed those children to irritate him.  
And they had almost killed him. 
So close to immortality, and they had almost killed him.
He resolved to take greater care in the future.
He focused his will, rising to the surface, and found himself on the grounds of the Ring, not far from the outer wall. An effort of will brought his body back to the material world, and a spasm of pain shot through him. Marsile gritted his teeth, forcing his legs to remain upright.
A little more effort, a little more work, and then he could rest. 
He cast an astraljump spell, reappearing atop the Ring’s outer wall. Another astraljump took him to the top of a tower in the city, and then to the dockside district. One more astraljump took him to the end of a stone quay, the ocean lapping beneath his boots. Far in the distance, he saw a ship upon the waters.
Waiting.
Marsile pulled another vial of blood from his robes, poured it over his hands, and used it to fuel his magic. A deep breath, and he cast the astraljump spell one final time.
Crimson fire devoured the world, and when it cleared, he found himself standing upon the deck of a ship. The planks creaked beneath him, the ship rolling with the waves, and Marsile lost his balance. He cursed and grabbed at the mast, steadying himself. 
A dozen sailors gaped at him, and one hastened to the stern, no doubt to fetch the captain. A moment later the captain, a tall man with a red coat and a smile like a shark, hurried to his side.
“Lord Marsile,” said the captain with a bow. “Was your business successful?”
“Captain Harkan,” said Marsile, pushing away from the mast. It would not do to show weakness. “It was. Set sail for Orlanon. Some quiet cove where no one will disturb us. I have…a journey to make.”
Harkan’s cold smile widened. “So long as you have the coin, we shall take you anywhere you like.”
“You will be paid well, do not fear,” said Marsile. Harkan was the sort of man who would sell his mother to Khauldish slavers for a penny, but the rogue knew every secluded smuggler’s cove from Araspan to Carth. “Set sail at once. The sooner were are gone from here, the better.”
“Of course, Lord Marsile,” said Harkan. He turned and began shouting abuse at his crew.
Marsile strode away, let himself into his cabin, locked the door behind him, and collapsed onto the bed. Every inch of his body ached, and tremors went through his limbs. It would take him days to recover from his exertions, if not the entire voyage to Orlanon. 
He set the book upon his trunk and laughed.
His exhaustion did not matter. He had found what he had come to claim. 
And with that book, he had taken the first step upon the path to immortality.
Marsile fell into a deep, contented sleep.
 
###
 
Thalia sat with Carandis, her head pounding. 
“He got away,” said Carandis, voice bitter. “He murdered Davrus and Rodez both and he got away with it.”
A troop of Swords moved through the Great Library under the stern eye of Magister Jonas. Arthain stood conferring with Solthain and some of the other Magisters. All of the enspelled corpses had been found and destroyed, though Thalia suspected it would be a long time before the Adepts felt at ease again.
Maerwulf’s attack had been one thing…but it had been centuries since someone had dared to so openly attack the Ring.
“Father will not let this pass,” said Thalia. “He will hunt Marsile to the ends of the earth. Though I have no idea where the man might have gone.”
“I might,” said Carandis. “He…”
Arthain Kalarien and a dozen Magisters approached. 
“Father,” said Thalia. There was something in his expression that she did not like. “What is it?”
“Carandis Marken,” said Arthain, his voice heavy, “it is my unfortunate duty to inform you that you are under arrest for the murders of Magister Rodez and Magister Davrus.”



Chapter 10 - Tribunal
 
The next day Thalia paced back and forth in her father’s study.
“This,” said Thalia, “is the most ridiculous nonsense.” 
Arthain Kalarien leaned back in his chair. “I am inclined to agree.”
Thalia glared at him. “You are inclined to agree?”
A Magister’s study tended to accumulate clutter. Magister Nazim’s held various objects of art from his native Khauldun, carpets and tapestries and elaborate curved daggers. Poor Rodez’s study had been a chaos of books and scrolls and tomes. The former First Magister Talvin had liked to collect fossils, and had displayed three crystals upon his desk – two of them housing the souls of Aramane Morulan and Solthain Kalarien, and the third intended for Rachaelis. 
Arthain’s study, by contrast, was a study in order. Every book sat in its proper place upon the shelves, and Arthain did not bother with anything as trivial as artwork. Normally two slaves waited at the small desks near the doors, ready to take the First Magister’s dictation, but now the desks were empty. 
For only Adepts knew about the traitors within the Conclave’s ranks.
And some of those Adepts, Thalia thought, were not traitors but simply blind fools.
“What would you have me say, daughter?” said Arthain, lifting his gray eyebrows. “Magisters Rodez and Davrus were murdered with Carandis’s own sicarr, and their blood was upon both the blade and her robes. Spells of astral resonance proved it.”
“While she was possessed by Marsile,” said Thalia. “She had no more control over her actions than as if he had shattered her mind and turned her into a puppet.”
“Which is difficult to inflict upon the trained mind of an Adept, at least without leaving obvious traces,” said Arthain, “and no one in the Conclave has ever heard of a spell that allows the spirit to possess the body of another.”
“What the Conclave doesn’t know,” said Thalia, “could fill every book in the Great Library.”
Arthain gave her a flat look.
Thalia did not back down. “Talvin tore away Aramane’s and Solthain’s souls and held them imprisoned in those damned crystals of his for twelve years, and no one in the Conclave had ever heard of a spell that could do that.”
“As I said, daughter, if you had bothered to heed me,” said Arthain, “I am inclined to agree with you. I suspect that Carandis is telling the truth, and that Marsile did indeed possess her.”
“Then why the ridiculous farce of this tribunal?” said Thalia. 
“Because,” said Arthain. He rose with a sigh. “It has become increasingly obvious that there are traitors within the Conclave.”
“You mean the Secret College is now general knowledge among the Adepts?” said Thalia.
Arthain’s mouth twisted. “Thankfully, no. If it were, the Temple would use it as an excuse to unite the kingdoms of the west in a general war against us, as they have done in centuries past. Our noble purpose is misunderstood by ignorant fools blinded by superstition.”
“They may have a point,” said Thalia, “if Adepts continue to draw on the powers of demons.”
Arthain ignored her barb. “The Secret College remains a secret, but it is obvious to anyone with eyes that something is amiss. First that butchery with Paulus twelve years past, and then First Magister Talvin himself had dealings with a high demon. And now an outlaw Adept from the past returns to attack the Ring itself. The Magisters and Adepts both are frightened, and demand action. Yet Marsile himself has escaped beyond our reach.”
“So they’re going to execute Carandis as a scapegoat to make themselves feel better,” said Thalia.
“In essence, yes,” said Arthain.
“Like superstitious and ignorant peasants attacking the Adepts?” said Thalia.
She heard a creaking sound, and realized that it was her father’s teeth grinding. “Do you remember what Talvin used to say, how the Conclave had grown complacent and corrupt? More and more, I fear that he was entirely correct.”
“You always nodded when he made those speeches,” said Thalia. “Please don't tell me that you’ve summoned a high demon to cleanse the world of the wicked.”
“Don't be trite.” Arthain shook his head. “The fact remains that the Magisters are terrified, and many of them believe Carandis was in league with Marsile.”
“Then call off the tribunal,” said Thalia.
“I cannot do that,” said Arthain. “The Conclave’s law is clear. I shall preside over the tribunal, but I cannot dismiss it without cause.”
“So how are we going to save Carandis?” said Thalia. 
“Your testimony will help a great deal, as will Solthain’s,” said Arthain. “And my opinion as First Magister carries weight.” His scowled deepened. “I think we shall be able to save her life…though she might wish that we had not.”
 
###
 
Carandis stood alone in the great hall of the Ring.
A table stood upon the dais, and nine Magisters sat behind it, Arthain Kalarien at their center. 
In a few hours they would decide her fate.
Carandis remembered the terror she had felt before her Testing, the certain knowledge that she would either live or die, that she would defeat the demons or perish.
At least this time, she thought with dark amusement, she got to keep her clothes on.
The Magisters questioned her at length. Some seemed certain she had been Marsile’s accomplice. First Magister Arthain, she suspected, was at least sympathetic to her, thought his grim expression gave away nothing.
“Carandis is completely innocent of these murders,” said Thalia. “She fought valiantly, first against the wraiths, and then against Marsile himself. You will recall, Magisters, that after I hit her with a blast of silver astralfire, she fought with me against Marsile. That ought to be incontrovertible proof that she was indeed under his control. And I urge you also to remember how she fought against the Jurgurs when Lord Corthain led the Swords against Maerwulf and his followers.” 
“I am also certain that Carandis is innocent,” said Solthain when the Magisters questioned him. “When I entered the Great Library, I saw both her and my sister putting up a valiant struggle against the outlaw Marsile. And you think this notion of possession is outlandish, Magister? Might I remind you that I spent twelve years with my soul imprisoned in a bauble atop Talvin’s desk? Blood sorcery can work any number of twisted feats.”
At last all the testimony had been given, and the Magisters conferred among themselves for a moment. Arthain looked even angrier than usual, and Carandis suspected that was a bad sign. 
Finally the Magisters returned to their seats.
“Carandis Marken, Adept of the Conclave,” said Arthain, “this is our sentence. Concerning the charges of murder, blood sorcery, consorting with demons, and treason, we have been unable to reach agreement.”
Carandis blinked.
“Therefore, it is decided that you will prove your innocence,” said Arthain. “You shall be put to the trial. Marsile has escaped, no doubt to work more villainy and to kill more innocents. You will find him and kill him. Return with his head and you will prove your innocence. Fail, and you will be declared guilty.”
“This is absurd!” said Thalia, from where she stood with Solthain next to the dais. “Marsile was a Magister, and Carandis is no match for him alone! The Conclave must respond to this attack in force, not by sending one lone Adept!” 
“Do not,” said one of the Magisters, “speak out of turn.”
“Silence, both of you,” said Arthain. “Sword-Captain.”
A man in the black ceremonial armor of a Sword-Captain stepped forward. In his hands he carried a black staff, capped at either end with steel. Carandis recognized the staff at once. Adepts outside of Araspan carried such a staff as a badge of office, signifying that they had been assigned a task by the First Magister of the Conclave. 
In Carandis’s case, it was a badge of her trial.
She hesitated and took the staff, the wood cool and smooth against her palms.
 
###
 
“You don’t have to do this,” said Thalia.
Carandis smiled. “I think your father would say otherwise.” 
They stood on the docks, the air heavy with the smell of salt and sea gull dung. One of the Conclave’s ships waited at the quay, carrying official messages to Callia City. Carandis would take the ship to the mainland.
And then she would go, alone, in pursuit of Marsile. 
“This isn’t right,” said Thalia. “You shouldn’t have to do this alone. I’ll make Father see sense. I’ll…”
“Thalia,” said Carandis. “I am at peace with this. I am going to do this.”
And to her surprise, she meant it.
“Why?” said Thalia.
“Marsile used me,” said Carandis. “He used my sicarr and my arm to murder Magister Rodez and Magister Davrus. He must pay for that.” She took a deep breath. “But that won’t bring Rodez back, or the slaves and Initiates his wraiths murdered. If I don’t stop him, he’ll commit more atrocities. He’s looking for something, and he’ll kill anyone who gets in his way.” 
“You’re sure?” said Thalia.
“I am,” said Carandis. “And…I don’t like it here, Thalia. Now I have an excuse to leave.”
Thalia sighed. “Rachaelis often said the same thing.”
“I never wanted to be an Adept, not the way you did,” said Carandis. “I’m a hunter. And now…and now I suppose I am going to hunt down Marsile.”
“Do you even know where to start looking?” said Thalia.
“I think so,” said Carandis. “That book he took from the secret room had a map of an outer province of the Old Empire, the land that later became the kingdom of Arvandil. And he mentioned a village named Karrent. That village is still there, I think. I checked the maps in the Library.” She frowned. “And a man like Marsile will leave a trail of horror a mile wide. I will find him, and when I do, I’m going to make sure he never hurts anyone again.” 
Thalia nodded. “Good luck.”
“Thank you,” said Carandis, and they hugged.
“I always seem to say farewell to friends on this damned dock,” said Thalia. “Come back safe.”
“I will,” said Carandis.
She turned, climbed the gangplank to the ship, and set out in search of Marsile.
THE END








The Third Soul VII: The Black Paladin
The renegade Adept Marsile has escaped from the Conclave of Araspan, and now seeks for a mighty source of dark magic that will give him the strength to destroy his enemies.
Only the demonborn knight Raelum, a Paladin of the Silver Order, stands in his way.

Unless Raelum's own demons devour him first... 



Chapter 1 - Ghouls in the Wood
 
Sir Oliver lay on the cold stone floor, slain by Marsile’s treachery.
Raelum never forgot that.
 
###
 
The wind bit deep.
Raelum shivered, pulled his black cloak tighter, and wished for a horse. He could have moved faster through these Divine-forsaken lands, and the beast’s body heat would have warmed him. The wind moaned past, rustling the barren forest, making the snow dance across dead leaves and brown grasses.
By the Divine, how he wished for a horse. 
Raelum trudged on. His black cloak snapped in the wind, despite his best efforts to keep it closed. He must look like a desperate bandit, a ragged man in a black cloak and a chain mail shirt, a sheathed longsword swinging from his belt. Of course, if anyone saw the mark on his blade, they would know him for something more than a bandit. 
And when they saw his eyes… 
Raelum pushed the thought aside.
The road widened, and Raelum saw signs of recent passage. Could he have caught the trial of his quarry? A moment’s examination revealed the footprints of many men and oxen in the frozen dirt. 
A village must lie ahead. Perhaps he could buy food, even spend the night under a roof. But if the villagers saw his eyes they would refuse him shelter. They might even try to kill him, if the mark on his sword did not overawe them. 
And perhaps the villagers had seen the man Raelum wanted to kill. 
Villagers or no villagers, Raelum had no wish to spend another night huddled by a fire, his sword resting against the cold mail across his chest. He wanted a decent night’s sleep, not another night spent on guard against the things that hunted the Outlands. 
Another gust of wind wailed past, and Raelum’s hand twitched towards his sword. He hated the noise. It sounded like a screaming woman, forlorn and despairing. He had heard enough screaming women in his eighteen years, and wished to hear no more. 
The wind stopped. 
But the screaming continued. 
Raelum whirled, drawing his sword, glimpsing the sigil of the rose-wrapped sword in the tang of the blade. He turned in a slow circle, eyes scanning the forests on either side of the road. He saw nothing but barren trees and snow. He heard nothing but the wind. 
The scream rang out again. 
Raelum hastened into the trees, trying to move quietly, cursing how the twigs snapped beneath his boots. Had he been in the city, he could have moved like a ghost, his feet making no sound. But this was not the city. He listened for another scream…
The stench hit his nostrils. 
The air smelled like rancid meat. Raelum raised his sword. He knew what he faced. 
The hilt of his sword grew warmer beneath his gloved fingers. 
He heard another scream, followed by a sobbing plea. Then came a laugh, a gurgling titter that a human throat could not produce. 
Raelum broke into a run, heedless of the noise. Another sob echoed out, and the horrible voice laughed again. Raelum darted around a tree, vaulted over a weathered boulder, and landed in a small, crowded clearing. 
A young woman in worn clothes stood in the center of the clearing, blue eyes wide, cheeks flushed with cold and terror. From her halting limp, Raelum guessed that she had sprained her ankle. 
A half-dozen hunched, misshapen figures stood around in her. The stench of rotting meat rose from their grinning, fang-choked mouths. Gray skin hung from their twisted bodies, revealing rotten flesh and crumbled bone. Eyes like dying coals stared at the young woman, watching her with hunger and lust. 
The creatures were ghouls, corpses inhabited by minor demons of the astral world. They hunted the countryside, feasting on human flesh, and cunning ones could hide themselves in cities for decades, even centuries, devouring the unwary. 
But Raelum had faced their like before. He lifted the sword that Sir Oliver had carried and strode into the clearing, the familiar anger churning in him. He dropped his pack, unbuckled his sword belt so his scabbard would not tangle his legs, and set himself. 
“You will be mine, pretty thing,” rasped the largest ghoul. She flinched away. “We feast on you, yes, and then you shall rise as one of us! No more will we hunt alone.” 
“You shall not!” said Raelum, pointing the sword at the ghoul. For a moment he saw Red Philip’s sneering face once more. “Wretched thing, you shall not!” 
The ghouls whirled, and the girl gaped at him. The sword shuddered in Raelum’s hand, the sigil of the rose and sword on the blade beginning to glow. 
“And who are you, little man?” snarled the biggest ghoul. Even from thirty feet away, the creature’s rank breath made Raelum’s skin crawl. 
“I am Raelum, once of Khauldun,” said Raelum, “and by the Divine, I swear that you wretched beasts will never see another night!” 
The ghoul gibbered with laughter. “This shell was Morick, in life.” Sometimes the demons inside the ghouls claimed the memories and identities of their dead hosts. “Now I am strong! We shall feast on your flesh!” 
“Try,” spat Raelum, sword gripped in both hands. 
The ghouls glanced at each other. The girl stared at him, shaking with fear.
The sun disappeared beneath the trees. 
“Night is my time!” roared Morick, shaking his talons. “Now, little man, you shall die!” 
Two of the ghouls stood guard over the girl, but Morick and the remaining three charged towards Raelum, darting over the snowy ground on all fours like wolves. 
Raelum closed his eyes, his mind turning inward to the oaths he had taken, the vows he had made on Sir Oliver’s sword as the old knight lay dying. The Light of the Divine filled him, armoring him and strengthening his muscles.
His eyes snapped open.
The ghouls were almost on him. 
Raelum moved, and his sword burst into blazing white flame. 
The ghouls flinched back, talons raised to cover their eyes. Raelum did not hesitate, did not give them time to recover. Sir Oliver’s blazing sword ripped through a ghoul’s chest, rotting black blood splashing across the snow. The ghoul wailed and collapsed to the earth as the sword’s fires destroyed the demon within the dead flesh. Raelum spun, ducked under Morick’s slashing talons, and buried his blade in the neck of a second ghoul. The monster howled, its bones withering to charcoal. 
“Aid me!” bellowed Morick, stepping back. The two ghouls guarding the girl hesitated. “Aide me, or I’ll rip your hearts from your chest!” 
The two ghouls sprang away from the girl. Raelum stabbed, his sword striking the ghoul on Morick’s left. The beast tried to jerk free, almost wrenching the sword from Raelum’s hands. Morick shrieked, his talons racking across Raelum’s shoulder. Raelum’s mail absorbed the blow, but it jolted him nonetheless. He wrenched his sword free, sidestepped, and took off the wounded ghoul’s head. Black blood withered into ash, the ghoul’s carcass crumpling to the ground. Morick lunged, and Raelum dodged aside and thrust. His sword skidded across Morick’s ribs. The ghoul howled and lurched back, crouching besides its two surviving companions. 
For a moment they stared at each other. Raelum’s sword blazed like a torch. Sluggish black blood oozed down Morick’s gray hide, outlining his ribs. 
“I’ll kill you,” grated Morick, “I’ll rip out your heart and devour it.”
“No more,” said Raelum. “No more will you torment the weak.” 
The three ghouls charged him. 
Raelum thrust, and the first ghoul impaled itself on the blade. Raelum jerked the thrashing ghoul to the left, using it as a shield to block Morick’s blows. The impaled ghoul shuddered and went still. Raelum yanked his sword free and slashed in a quick circle, taking off the second ghoul’s hands. It screamed and fell to its knees. Raelum hacked off the ghoul’s head and faced Morick. 
“Come, then,” said Raelum, beckoning. “Come and join the others.” 
Morick bared his fangs and fled, bounding over the cold ground on all fours. 
Raelum dashed after the ghoul. Morick whirled, fell to one knee, and thrust his talons at Raelum’s stomach. But Raelum had grown up on the streets of Khauldun, had seen that trick many times. He swerved to the side, bringing his blade down in a flashing arc. The burning sword crashed through Morick’s chest in a spray of white flame. Morick howled and flopped to the ground. 
“No more,” growled Raelum. Again it seemed as if Red Philip’s face floated before him, and Raelum brought his sword down and ended Morick’s screams.
Raelum stepped back, panting, as the fires on his sword went out. He reached out with the peculiar senses that had been with him since birth. He sensed some distant demons, but nothing close. 
It was over. For now.
Raelum scooped up his pack, picked up his sword belt, and started towards the girl. 
“Are you all right?” he said. 
“I…I am,” she said, voice faint. “The devils didn’t harm me, but my ankle is twisted.” 
Raelum slid his sword into its scabbard. “How did you come here?” 
“I dwell in the village of Coldbrook, a league north of here,” said the girl. “Some of my father’s sheep jumped their pen. My brothers and I went in search of them. I fell and turned my ankle. I sat here, hoping my brothers or my father would find me.”
“That was not the wisest thing to do,” said Raelum, stopping. He did not want to come any closer. 
She would see his eyes. 
The girl almost smiled. “No. It was not the wisest thing.” She hesitated. “Who…who are you, my lord? You said your name was Raelum. Are you a Paladin?” 
“Aye,” said Raelum. “A Silver Knight, though most folk call us Paladins. Who are you?”
“Jenny,” she said. “Of Coldbrook, daughter of Harren and Rowa. Thank you, my lord. I…I would have died, had you not come.” 
“Will your brothers or your father come for you?” said Raelum.
Jenny shook her head. “Nay. They have returned to the village by now, for they fear the night.” 
Raelum did not want the girl to get a good look at him, yet she could not walk to the village on her own. “Let’s go,” he said, reaching towards her. “A fire would be welcome.” 
“Most welcome,” she said. She took his gloved hand and staggered to her feet with a groan. “If the ghouls do not kill, the wind will…”
Jenny looked into his face. She recoiled, and only Raelum’s hand on her elbow kept her from falling. She looked almost as terrified of him as she had been of the ghouls. 
Jenny had gotten a good look at his face. And at his eyes, his blood-red eyes. 



Chapter 2 - Demonborn
 
They said nothing for a long moment. 
“My lord?” whispered Jenny, trembling. 
“Aye?” Raelum said, knowing what she would ask.
“Your eyes,” she said. “They are the color of blood.” 
“I know that,” said Raelum.
“Are…are you possessed?” Jenny asked. 
Raelum shook his head. 
“Then you are demonborn,” she said, “cursed.” 
“Aye, demonborn,” said Raelum. “My mother was possessed, and she left her mark upon me.” Not that he had ever known her. 
“Will,” Jenny swallowed, “will you hurt me?”
Raelum almost laughed. “If I wished you harm, I would have let the ghouls slay you. No. We will return you to Coldbrook, and you shall never lay eyes on me again. Come. Which way to your village?”
“North.” She pointed. “Along the road.” 
They returned to the road, Jenny leaning against him. Raelum scanned the woods, listening and reaching out with his peculiar senses. Another pack of ghouls might come upon them, or worse things. 
He didn’t want to look at Jenny.
“You,” she said, “are a Paladin?”
“Aye, a Silver Knight.”
“Yet you’re demonborn.” She sounded dazed. “How is such a thing possible?” 
“I had,” Raelum said, “a teacher of unusual wisdom.” He squeezed the hilt of Sir Oliver’s sword and felt a fresh wave of grief. 
The woods thinned and became fields. A few dead corn stalks jutted from the frozen earth, and Raelum saw firelight in the distance. 
“Your teacher,” said Jenny, “must have been a good man.”
“Aye. He was.” 
“Why did you come here?” said Jenny. “All the great kingdoms are west, and to the east the lands are empty and demon-haunted. I heard of Paladins, but never thought to see one.” 
“I’m chasing a man named Marsile,” said Raelum. “You might have seen him. A tall man, with a noble bearing. He wears red robes and travels in the company of many silent men.”
“I have never seen such a man,” said Jenny. “But…”
“What?” 
“Father turned away a traveler a week past,” said Jenny. “I was in the barn, so I didn’t see him, but thought it odd. Few travelers come here, but we do not turn them away.” 
“Your father has authority to refuse guests?” said Raelum. Perhaps this Harren would speak of the mysterious traveler. 
“Aye. He’s the village bailiff.”
“And who is the domn?” said Raelum. 
“Coldbrook has no domn,” said Jenny. “There used to be one, many years ago, but he fell into wickedness and died. His keep is north of the village. The elders say it is a cursed place, and no one goes there.”
“A cursed place,” murmured Raelum. Such a place would have drawn Marsile. 
“This man you seek,” said Jenny. “Is he dangerous?”
“Incredibly. Your father did well not to admit him. Marsile might have killed every man, woman, and child in your village.” 
Jenny shivered. 
The village of Coldbrook came into sight. Raelum saw chimneys and thatched rooftops poking over a palisade of sharpened logs. Every village in these Divine-forsaken lands needed one, lest rampaging ghouls invade. Two watchmen stood at the gate, armed with torches and spears. The torches had ruined the watchmen’s night vision, and Raelum and Jenny came within ten paces before the watchmen reacted. 
“Back!” yelled one of the watchmen. “Back!” 
“Stand and name yourself!” said the other. 
“Watkins! Harold! It is I, Jenny!” 
“Jenny!” said Watkins. “By the Divine, girl, we thought you dead or worse.” He took a step towards her, spear ready.
“Fear not,” said Raelum. “If she was slain, a demon could not claim her corpse until a night and a day passed.” 
“Who the devil is this?” said Harold.
“Lord Raelum, a Paladin,” said Jenny. “He saved my life.” 
“A Paladin?” they chorused. They took a step forward and got a good look at him.
Including his eyes.
They jerked back, brandishing their spears. “Back, demon! Be gone!” 
“Harold, get my father,” said Jenny. 
“He’s possessed,” hissed Watkins. 
“Harold, go!” said Jenny.
Harold threw a menacing look at Raelum and vanished through the gate. Raelum considered leaving before this got any uglier. But if the villagers had seen Marsile, Raelum had a chance to learn more of his foe. 
“Will you not let us in?” said Jenny.
“Nay,” said Watkins, “not with a possessed man.” 
“Watkins,” said Jenny, “you’ve known me since I was a girl.”
Watkins remained stone-faced. “Demons are cunning with their tongues.”
Harold returned with a tall, grim-faced man in a fur-lined cloak. 
“Father,” said Jenny. “Lord Raelum, this is Harren, my father.”
Harren looked at Jenny, then at Raelum, a frown spreading over his face. 
“Jenny,” said Harren. He took Jenny’s arm and eased her into the gate. “I’m glad you are safe.” 
“This is Lord Raelum, father,” said Jenny. “I fell and twisted my ankle. A pack of ghouls would have slain me, but for him.” 
“He is possessed!” said Harold. “Slay him, quickly, before he brings evil on us!”
“He is a Paladin,” said Jenny. “He killed the ghouls with a sword of fire!” 
“Look at his eyes,” said Harren. “He must have bewitched you.” 
“No,” said Raelum. He drew his sword and turned the sword so the mark of the sword-and-rose faced the villagers. “You may think as you wish, but I am a Silver Knight. I took oaths on the hilt of this sword, given to me by my lord as he lay dying.”
“Then if you are not possessed, you are demonborn,” said Harren. “Your mother was possessed when she bore you?”
“I know not,” said Raelum, “but I assume so.”
“Ah,” said Harren. “So you never knew your father?” Raelum said nothing. “A bastard, and demonborn at that. Yes, a fine Paladin, no doubt.” 
“Father!” said Jenny. “He saved my life. Let him rest here for the night.”
“No,” said Harren. “I shall not endanger our folk. Watkins, Harold. Please take my daughter to my house.” 
“Come, girl,” said Watkins, taking her by the arm. “You need rest.”
Jenny looked over her shoulder at Raelum. “Thank you.” Then she vanished into the village. 
“I don’t care what you think,” said Raelum.
“Indeed not,” said Harren. “I’ll bid you farewell, demonborn. Never come here again.”
“Hold,” said Raelum. “I’ll go, and you’ll likely never see me again, but answer some questions first. You owe me that much for your daughter’s life.”
“I owe you nothing,” said Harren. “But if it will speed you on your way, then ask.”
“A man,” said Raelum. “About your height, with lordly bearing, clad in red robes, traveling in the company of many silent men. Have you seen him?”
Harren lifted an eyebrow. “I have seen such a man, though he came to our gates alone.” 
“When?” said Raelum.
“A week past,” said Harren. “He came just before sunset. I thought it suspicious. Men of good purpose do not travel alone in the woods,” his eyes narrowed, “and he seemed…odd. Uncanny, almost.” He shook his head. “I bid him go, and quickly. He asked about the ruined keep north of the village. I told him the place was cursed. He laughed at me and went on his way.” Harren titled his head to the side. “Do you know him?”
“You are fortunate he did not kill you,” said Raelum, “you and all your folk.” 
Harren scoffed. “We are able to defend ourselves from one man.” 
“You would not have needed to defend against him, but his powers,” said Raelum, “and they are deadly.” 
“And you are his servant, hmm?” said Harren. “A devil seeking his master?”
“My master is dead,” said Raelum, “and I answer to no man.” 
He left the village behind, ignoring Harren’s scornful, fearful stare.



Chapter 3 - Thief of Khauldun
 
Raelum walked into the forest until he found a boulder that blocked the wind. Small heaps of stones lay nearby, no doubt cleared from Coldbrook’s fields every spring. A few minutes’ work made a ring of stones large enough for a good fire. 
Raelum drew a small hatchet from his pack and chopped firewood, the labor keeping the cold at bay. He piled the wood, made a spark with flint and his dagger, and managed to get a fire going. He sighed in relief and leaned towards the fire, soaking in the heat. 
For most men, spending the night out of doors was suicide, but Raelum had done it more times than he could recall. The fire might attract ghouls, or even wolves, but Raelum had no choice. Without a fire, he would freeze to death and rise as a ghoul himself. 
Besides, he knew ways to minimize the risk. He drew his sword, laid it across his knees, and reached for the Light. It welled up in him, shimmering across his right hand, and Raelum rubbed his aching shoulder. Warmth eased through him, and the ache vanished. 
“The Light is the gift of the Divine to the Knights of the Silver Order,” Sir Oliver had often said. “A way we can defend ourselves from the demons of the astral world. Some Adepts claim the Light is a natural force, a manifestation of the world, but they are wrong. It is a gift, and must be used as such.” 
Raelum sighed in relief and extended his senses. He felt a few minor ghouls some miles distant, but nothing nearby. Morick and his ghouls must have claimed the area. In time, some other ghouls would claim the land, but it was safe enough for now. 
Raelum pulled some cold bread from his pack and gulped it down without pleasure. He wished he had demanded some food from Harren. Perhaps Raelum should have stolen some food. 
“No,” he muttered. He might be demonborn, a street thief from Khauldun’s warrens, but now he was a Silver Knight. He would not violate his oaths. 
“Red-eyed devil,” he murmured, head lowering against his chest. He had heard that so many times. When had heard it first?
Raelum drifted off to sleep and dreamed. 
 
###
 
The sun blazed over Khauldun’s narrow streets. It was always hot here, unlike the cold northern lands where Raelum hunted Marsile ten years later. 
Now Raelum was a ragged waif like hundreds of others skulking the streets, a gaunt eight-year-old boy in ragged pants and a filthy blanket. He wore the blanket like a cloak pulled low over his eyes. He knew from bitter experience that men would try to kill him if they saw his eyes. Scars marked his thin chest and arms from previous attempts. 
“Be gone, you red-eyed devil!” bawled a fat merchant in silken robes. Behind him two bodyguards hefted iron-studded cudgels. Raelum stared at the merchant, hating him. Why should the merchant waddle through the streets, bulging with fat, while Raelum’s stomach twisted with hunger? What had the merchant done to earn his wealth?
“Get gone, rat,” said a bodyguard, swinging a cudgel. Raelum dashed away. No one paid him any heed as he darted through the thronging streets. The sun scorched the brown walls of the buildings, and his bare feet made no noise against the hot street. He glimpsed a group of grim Khauldish men in white robes and turbans, scimitars at their belts, their golden brooches shaped like coiled chains. Raelum knew slavers when he saw them, and huddled in the shadows until they passed. 
After the slavers departed, Raelum went on his way. The narrow street opened into a large plaza, the Factors’ Market. A pair of scowling guards in scale mail and spiked helmets stood before the Market, watching for any beggars or thieves. They would have no compunctions about gutting a lone beggar boy. 
But Raelum’s stomach twisted with pain. He had not eaten in days. He settled into the shadows and waited, watching the passing carts.
A large wagon lumbered past, pulled by a pair of oxen. A man with a whip sat on the driver’s bench, bawling curses at man and beast alike. Raelum darted into the street, rolled under the cart, and seized the axle. He clung to it like a rat, and the cart carried him into the Factors’ Market. 
The cart shuddered to a stop, and the driver climbed down. A babble of a dozen different languages rose from the market as men bought and sold and haggled. Raelum rolled out from under the wagon, unnoticed.
He moved through the Factors’ Market like a ghost, snatching an apple here, a sausage there, his filthy blanket serving as a sack for his plundered goods. After he finished, Raelum knotted the blanket and slipped under the wagon. An hour later the driver climbed back the seat, muttering curses, and snapped the oxen into motion. It took every bit of self-control Raelum could muster to keep from tearing into the food then and there. 
The wagon stopped somewhere in the back alleyways of Khauldun. Raelum scrambled out and disappeared into the warrens, trying to ignore his hunger. Some other desperate fool might try to steal his food if he ate now. Raelum would wait until he reached the safety of his haven before he stuffed himself. 
How his stomach growled! 
The streets sloped towards the seawall and the harbor. Raelum darted through a maze of warehouses and stopped at the edge of the seawall, a hundred feet over the water. A pile of abandoned crates sat here, and in the largest, Raelum had made a lair for himself. He settled in and faced the vast blue expanse of the sea. He loved to look at it. It was such a contrast to Khauldun’s hot, dry streets.
Thought fled from his mind as he tore open the blanket and began feasting. Not a single crumb slipped from his fingers. He had not eaten so well in months…
“A daring piece of work, my brave monkey.”
Raelum leapt to his feet, fingers hooked into claws. A dark man in a black cloak leaned against the crates, hand resting on a dagger at his belt. 
“Very daring,” said the dark man. “If the guards had seen you, they would have…” His voice trailed off. 
“It’s mine,” hissed Raelum.
“By all the gods,” said the dark man, taking a step back. “Your eyes. Are you possessed? Or some Adept’s spawn? Well? Answer!” 
“I’m,” Raelum thought it over, “I’m hungry.” 
The man laughed. “Aye? I can understand that. Maybe you’re naught but another ragged orphan. It matters not. What matters is that you owe me two parts of the food you took.”
“What?” snarled Raelum. “I took it! It’s mine!”
“Oh, certainly,” said the dark man. “But the Factors’ Market is mine. Have you heard of me? No? I am Black Kaheen. I rule the thieves, beggars, pickpockets, and whores of Factors’ Market and the neighboring districts. You’re a rogue thief, boy. I do not tolerate rogues. Best give me my two shares.”
“No,” said Raelum.
Black Kaheen grinned. “Aye?” He drew his dagger. “Then I’ll have to kill you. Or…better yet, sell you to the slavers. Yes.” He moved closer, looming over Raelum. “I should profit from this whole business…”
Raelum’s legs exploded like springs. His head, shoulders, and fists rammed into Black Kaheen’s stomach. The man’s breath exploded out of him, his eyes bulging in surprise. He fought to regain his balance, raising the dagger high.
His expression changed to naked fear as he toppled over the seawall. Raelum snatched the fallen dagger and looked around. He would have to escape before the guards, or worse, Black Kaheen’s associates, discovered the corpse…
“Boy! Boy!” 
Raelum poked his head over the seawall. Black Kaheen clung to the rough stone, his arms trembling with strain. His black cloak snapped in a breeze from the harbor. 
“Boy,” rasped Black Kaheen, “pull me up.”
Raelum picked up a loose stone and prepared to throw it into Black Kaheen’s face. “Why?”
“I will reward you,” said Black Kaheen. 
“No,” said Raelum, lifting the rock. 
“Wait!”
“You’ll say anything to save your life,” said Raelum. 
Black Kaheen’s smirked. “True. Now, pull me up!”
“No,” said Raelum.
“I’ll let you keep the food,” said Black Kaheen. 
“If I kill you,” said Raelum. “I’ll keep the food anyway.” 
Black Kaheen slipped an inch. “Then what do you want, boy? Name it.” 
“Just the food,” said Raelum. 
“Food?” rasped Black Kaheen. “Aye, you’ll have food. I’ll grant you a privilege. You may steal food from the Factors’ Market, from anywhere in my domain, without paying my share.”
“You’ll grant me this?” said Raelum. “Like you’re a lord? You’re just a man hanging from his fingers.” Sweat beaded on Black Kaheen’s forehead. “You can’t give me anything. But I’ve got something.” He reversed the dagger and tapped Black Kaheen’s fingers with the hilt. “I’ve got your life. What will you give me?” 
Black Kaheen managed to laugh. “You’ve grit, boy. Very well. I’ll give you the right to steal food without tithe, and in exchange you’ll give me my life.”
“More on that,” said Raelum. “I’ll give you your life.” Black Kaheen almost lost his grip. “And you’ll swear not to take mine, or to hurt me, and to let me steal all the food I wish without your share. And then I’ll give your life back.” 
“Fine,” spat Black Kaheen. “Now pull me up!” 
“Swear it on the law of thieves,” said Raelum.
“I swear! I swear!” Black Kaheen began to slide. “I can’t hold…” 
Raelum put down the dagger and the rock and grabbed Black Kaheen’s hand. With every muscle straining, Raelum managed to pull him up. Black Kaheen seized the lip of the wall and flopped onto his back. 
Raelum scooped up the rock and the dagger. 
“By all the gods,” coughed Black Kaheen, “outwitted by some ragged beggar boy. Just as well I decided to take you myself. My lieutenants would have had my head, if they’d seen this.” 
“You want the dagger back?” said Raelum. 
“Nay,” said Black Kaheen, “nay, keep it, I’ve many more.” He looked at Raelum. “You’re a clever little rat. And you’ve nerve, also. I’d never believed a street-rat would jump me.”
“So I suppose you’ll try to kill me now?” said Raelum, reversing the dagger.
“What? Nay!” said Black Kaheen. “I swore, did I not?” He smiled. “Seek me out, should you grow hungry again. I have a use for a clever street-rat.” He undid his cloak and swirled it around Raelum’s shoulders. “Perhaps we shall meet again, aye?” 
He strolled away. 
Raelum stared after him for a while, waiting for treachery. When none came he shrugged and returned to his feast, wrapped in his new cloak.
 
###
 
Raelum awoke to the moan of the winter wind. 
He blinked away the shards of memory. His fire had died down to smoke and embers. He rolled to his feet, shaking snow from Black Kaheen’s cloak, and put the remainder of the wood into the fire. With Black Kaheen’s dagger, still sharp after ten years, he whittled fresh kindling and had the fire going again. 
Raelum shivered and held his cold hands to the fire. He did not miss Khauldun, did not miss the dusty streets and blazing sun. But at least it had not been cold! He had never even seen snow until his fourteenth year. 
The overcast sky lightened as the sun came up. Raelum sighed, put out the fire, and prepared to leave. 
A twig snapped, and Raelum turned and extended his senses. No demons wandered nearby. Wolves, perhaps? Or human bandits?
Jenny of Coldbrook came into sight, wrapped in a heavy cloak, a sack slung over her shoulder. 
“You should not wander these woods alone,” said Raelum. 
Jenny said nothing.
“Your ankle?” said Raelum.
“Better,” said Jenny. “I can walk, but, oh, it’s sore.” She stopped a few feet from him and held out the sack. “Here.” 
Raelum took the bag. The canvas sack held bread, winter sausages, wheels of cheese, and bundles of jerky and bacon.
“A generous gift,” said Raelum. “Can your village spare it? The winter is hard.” 
“Aye,” said Jenny, “the harvest was good, and we’ve much to spare. My father will never notice.” 
“Thank you,” said Raelum.
“It wasn’t right,” said Jenny, “the way my father treated you. And this man you’re chasing. He was heading into the east. There are only a few more villages that way…and then nothing. Naught but demons and the Ashborn and worse. If you’re to go that way, you’ll need supplies.” 
“A magnificent gift,” said Raelum, transferring the provender to his own pack. “Again, I thank you.” 
“This man you chase…Marsile?” said Jenny. Raelum nodded. “Why are you looking for him?”
“I’m going to kill him,” said Raelum.
Jenny said nothing as he worked. Raelum was only a week behind Marsile. No sense in letting Marsile lengthen that lead. 
“I wish you well, my lord,” said Jenny at last. “Take care, I beg.”
“I might,” said Raelum. He offered her a tight smile, shouldered his pack, and continued on his way.



Chapter 4 - The Ruined Keep
 
Jenny had given Raelum a lot of food, and his pack dug into his shoulders with new weight. Raelum didn’t mind. 
The weight would vanish all too soon.
He made his way back to the road, circling a safe distance from Coldbrook. If the villagers saw him again, they might do something rash. 
A mile later a low wall of loose stone ran alongside the road. It encircled the village’s graveyard. Crude headstones of wood and stone marked the graves, and a columbarium stood in the center of the yard. Here the villagers buried the ashes of their dead, lest demons inhabit the corpses and raise them as ghouls. 
Raelum let his demonborn senses sweep over the graveyard, seeking for any ghouls sheltering in the graves. He found none. Not even Marsile could raise a ghoul from ashes. 
From the graveyard the road continued east. A narrow trail, almost overgrown, wove northward between the trees. Raelum took the northern trail. Marsile had taken the eastern road, no doubt. 
But he suspected his foe had first made a small detour. 
The ground rose, boulders jutting from the earth. A hill loomed ahead, crowned by a crumbling, square tower. It looked like hundreds of other keeps Raelum had seen, homes to landed knights and petty lords. 
The air seemed colder, and Raelum extended his senses, letting them wash over the tower. He felt the icy presence of demons within the keep, their dark power hanging over the place like smoke.
Oh, yes, Marsile would have been drawn here.
Raelum drew his sword and started to climb. The blade began to shimmer with a haze of white fire. He stepped over the tower’s long-crumbled door and into the keep. His sword’s flame threw back the darkness, revealing a long-abandoned hall, piles of leaves rotting in the corners, the flagstones covered in a rime of ice. 
Marsile would have come here, yes. But wouldn’t he have known Raelum would come here as well? And if he had known Raelum would come here…
Raelum stiffened and took his sword in both hands.
The keep was a trap.
He turned just as the wraith rose from the floor. 
It seemed like a man fashioned out of blue smoke, clad in chain mail, a sword of pale light ready. A green glow shone from deep within the wavering form. Demons could possess men both living and dead. But sometimes a demon fused with the memories of a dead man, with his very thoughts…and a wraith was the result. 
“You,” moaned the wraith, “you are the one I am bidden to slay. I am the domn of Coldbrook Keep, and I shall be domn again, once you are slain and join my service.” Its face looked like tapestries and illuminations Raelum had seen of ancient Callian knights, proud, scarred, and mustached.
Raelum raised his sword. “Marsile bid you to slay me, did he not?” 
The wraith glided towards him. “You will serve me. Your strength will become mine.” The chill stabbed into Raelum like frozen knives. He remembered what Sir Oliver had taught him about such demons. They drained away life from the living, using it as fuel to make themselves stronger. 
Raelum drew on the Light as Sir Oliver had trained him. A faint nimbus of protective radiance surrounded his mail, and the chill vanished, his vision snapping back into focus. 
“You dare!” said the wraith. It lunged at him, sword swinging. Raelum blocked, ducked, and slashed. His burning blade passed through the wraith, and the demon shrieked and glided back. 
“Aid me!” the wraith said. “My vassals, come forth!” 
A section of the floor broke open, and a ghastly stench flooded the hall. Hunched, shuffling forms emerged from the hole, corpses clothed in rags. No wonder the village folk avoided this place. They were mindless demons housed in dead flesh, enslaved to the wraith’s will, but nonetheless possessed of great physical strength. 
“Slay him!” said the wraith. 
Raelum’s sword burned through one ghoul, decapitated another, and took a third through the knees. Yet one drew close enough to slash at his chest. His mail turned the talons, but the force of the blow sent him sprawling. Raelum staggered back to his feet as ghouls moved into a circle around him, sightless eyes gaping. At least two dozen of the wretched things choked the small hall. 
“Take him!” said the wraith. “He shall rise to serve me, and I shall again have a knight in my service.” 
Raelum lifted his sword and drew on the Light. The blade blazed with radiance, throwing back the shadows. The ghouls flinched back, repulsed. The wraith hissed and flowed forward.
“Fools!” it said. “Fools! I shall take him myself…”
Raelum stabbed, his blade plunging into the wraith’s translucent chest. It screamed and tried to twist away, but Raelum kept his blade buried in the apparition’s chest. The wraith snarled and shrieked, but could not pull free. 
“Release me!” it said. “Let me go!” 
“No,” said Raelum. “Tell me what I wish to know, and I’ll release you from this living death.”
“You…you are a Knight of the Order of the Silver Blade?” said the wraith. “I can see the aurelium core within your sword and the Light within you. Ah! How it burns me! Yet I have not seen such in my hall since…since I was yet a living man. I shall speak, Paladin, if you wish it.”
“I wish it,” said Raelum. “You said a man bade you to slay me? What did he look like?”
“It…is hard to remember,” said the wraith. “The days are but reflections on the mist. The man…he came here, dressed in robes of red, like an Adept of the Conclave of Araspan.”
“Marsile,” said Raelum. “He was an Adept of the Conclave.” 
“Thirty men came with him, clad in the robes of Brothers of the Temple,” said the ghostly knight, “and waited at the base of the hill. The Adept came into my keep. I thought to slay him, take him into my service.” The wraith shuddered. “Yet he had great strength. He forced his will into me.” 
“And he commanded you to kill me,” said Raelum.
“Aye!” The wraith groaned. “And he also bade me answer his questions.” 
“What did he want to know?”
“A monastery,” said the wraith. “These lands were not always so empty. After the fall of the Old Empire and the destruction of the Elder People, many settlers came here. Years ago I donated lands and money to a monastery, a cloister dedicated to St. Arik.”
“The patron saint of guardians,” said Raelum. The Silver Knights revered him, among others. “What did the Brothers guard?”
“A book,” said the wraith. “A tome called the Book of the Summoned Dead. The Brothers feared to destroy it, lest its evil escape into the world. So they vowed to guard the book eternally.”
“And Marsile wants that book,” said Raelum. It made sense. Books had started this whole affair, had they not? 
“And then the Adept commanded me to slay his pursuers,” said the wraith. “He said that you would come here.”
“Where is St. Arik’s?” said Raelum. 
“Follow the road to the east,” said the wraith. “It will take you there.” 
“Very well,” said Raelum. “Then I release you from this curse.” 
He yanked his sword up, slashing through the wraith’s chest and head. The form blazed with white light and vanished in a swirl of smoke. The ghouls stood motionless, freed from their master, but without will of their own. Raelum lifted his sword and decapitated them one by one. He stepped outside and looked at the keep. He sensed no further demons within the crumbling stone tower. No doubt another group of ghouls, or a band of human bandits, would claim the place. Perhaps Raelum’s efforts had been a waste. 
Yet Sir Oliver would have entered the keep, and Raelum could do no less. 
He left Coldbrook Keep behind, following Marsile’s trail. 



Chapter 5 - The Dead Monastery
 
Raelum ate on his feet, chewing some hard bread and withered jerky. It seemed best to save Jenny’s food for leaner times. He rested only for a few hours each night, stopping after sundown and continuing before sunrise. A fierce rage was cutting through the fog of his grief. 
He was so close to Marsile. 
Two days after leaving Coldbrook he came upon a long-ruined village. The stone walls still stood, but the roofs had long ago rotted away. Raelum let his senses wash over the place. Dozens of demons lurked within, perhaps watching him. Some of the demons possessed considerable power – wraiths, most likely, or perhaps even a greater demon of some kind. Had Marsile slaughtered the villagers and raised them as demon-possessed ghouls? No, the ruins looked ancient. 
Raelum wanted to draw his sword, charge into the place, and destroy every one of the creatures. But they would overwhelm him, and his oaths to Sir Oliver would go unfulfilled. Raelum made a wide circle around the ruined village, keeping an eye for any movement. 
No demons emerged from the village, and Raelum kept going. 
The next day, the forest thinned, and the road turned northeast, running alongside a wide, icy river. Raelum remembered the maps Sir Oliver had shown him. This was the Alderine River, which ran southwest from the Silvercrown Mountains all the way to Callia City itself. It explained how any villages at all remained in these demon-haunted lands. The villagers sent their goods downriver, to more populated lands, and enterprising merchants rowed upstream. 
Though the river would make a good pathway for marauding Northmen. 
Though what would Northmen find to raid here? 
Raelum walked on, doubt beginning to grow. Perhaps the knight’s wraith had been mistaken. Or perhaps it had misled Raelum. Could Marsile have commanded it to lie? Raelum saw no sign that Marsile and his minions had ever come this way. Then again, the constant wind removed any tracks. 
Three days later, Raelum saw stone towers poking over the barren trees. 
He quickened his pace. A stone crag stood ahead, casting its shadow across the river. Atop the crag squatted a small fortress of hewn stone, stern and grim. The rose sigil of the Divine had been carved over the gates. 
“St. Arik’s, then,” said Raelum. The place looked abandoned, its towers crumbling. What Brothers would come to such a desolate place? Raelum sent his senses over the cloister, seeking for demons. 
He found none. But he did sense gathering darkness within, as if many fresh, unburied corpses littered the monastery, waiting for demons to claim them...
Raelum broke into a run. The monastery’s gates had not been barred. He pushed them open, ran into the courtyard, and skidded to a stop. 
A half-dozen brown-robed bodies lay on the cold ground, frozen blood staining the walls and the earth. Raelum knelt besides one of the mangled corpses. 
The Brother hadn’t been dead long. Marsile must have killed everyone in the monastery. Otherwise the Brothers would not have let the corpses lie unattended. Raelum felt the dark energy gathering in the dead flesh. Another night and another day, and they would rise. 
He shot to his feet, an alarming thought filling his mind. Perhaps Marsile and his servants still prowled the monastery. Or maybe Marsile himself watched Raelum from one of the tower windows. Raelum drew his sword and felt a tingle of excitement, despite the carnage. Could he have caught Marsile at last? 
Yet Raelum had grim work to do first. He loathed it, but no doubt the Brothers themselves would have preferred it. He took a deep breath, gripped his sword in both hands, and started severing heads. 
It did not take long. The Brothers’ flesh had begun to freeze, yet Sir Oliver’s sword sheared through necks without difficulty. Raelum finished and crossed the courtyard to the monastery proper. 
He strode into an ornate entry hall and stopped. A few stained-glass windows of stunning beauty sat high in the stone wall, spilling colored light across the floor. Raelum walked through the hall, head craning back and forth, seeking signs of life. 
He found two more dead Brothers lying at the base of a spiral stair. The dead men had taken their wounds in the back. Had they fled from the courtyard and been killed here? Raelum stopped to behead the Brothers, then started up the stairs. How many Brothers had the monastery housed? He might spend all day beheading their corpses. 
The stairwell ended in a large domed chamber. Rows of tall windows let in the sunlight, and ranks of wooden desks lined the walls. Each desk held an inkpot, sheets of paper, and a variety of writing tools. This place must have been the monastery’s scriptorium. 
Another door stood in the far wall, near two dead Brothers. Raelum beheaded the corpses, wincing as the thick blood oozed across the stone floor, and pushed open the door. 
He entered the monastery’s library. High windows flooded the room with sunlight, glinting off enormous leather-bound books upon polished bookcases and long tables covered with scrolls. Here the Brothers had spent their lives in study. Now they would neither read nor pray ever again, and their monastery would crumble into ruin. 
More blood on Marsile’s dripping hands. 
Raelum stared at the books, squinting at the titles. He spoke any number of languages, but had never found reading easy. Sir Oliver had taught him a great deal, yet Raelum still struggled. 
“The Deeds of St. Arik,” he read. “The …the Black Wickedness and Base Treachery of the Hierarchs of the Old Empire. Theological Disputations. The…um, the Holy…Nature of the Divine. ” 
Raelum shook his head. The book Marsile had come to claim would not sit on these shelves. Yet where would the Brothers have kept it? 
Raelum turned to go, and something moved under one of the tables. 



Chapter 6 - The First Brother of St. Arik’s
 
Raelum whirled, his sword raised. “Who’s there?”
A piteous, watery groan came to his ears. Raelum took two steps back and peered under the table. 
An old man lay on the floor, his robes stained with dried blood, an enormous gold ring upon his finger. The man clutched a pendant with the rose sigil of the Divine like a shield. 
“By the Divine,” wheezed the old man. “You’re a devil, one of his devils, come to finish me off.” 
Raelum did not move. “I have not come to harm you.”
“Who are you?” said the old man. “Answer me!” 
“Raelum, once of Khauldun, now a Silver Knight.” He let the man see the sword-and-rose sigil upon his blade. 
“The…the sigil,” said the old man. “But…how…” A cry of joy slipped his lips, followed by racking coughs. “You must be a Silver Knight. No demon could bear the touch of such a sword. I…” The coughs overpowered him. 
Raelum slid the old man from under the table, hoping to use the Light to heal him. A quick glance over the hideous burns on the old man’s chest and belly quashed that hope.  Raelum was not strong enough with the Light, and if he tried, he would only kill the old man, and perhaps himself. 
“My time is short,” wheezed the old man. “I…I ask that you…”
“Keep you from rising as a demon?” said Raelum. The old man nodded, white hair rustling. “Aye. I shall do that. But who are you?” 
“I am Portlock, First Brother of this monastery,” said the old man. “My brothers are all dead, slain at the hands of that fiend and his monsters. Lord Paladin, will you keep them from the demons?”
“Aye,” said Raelum. “I already have for ten, ere I found you. But what happened here?”
“A man came to our gates,” said the First Brother. “He wore the crimson robes of an Adept of the wicked Conclave. I told him that no wielder of magic would pass our gates. He laughed and said that his name was Marsile of Araspan, once of the Conclave, and he sought not entry but a book.” Portlock coughed. “A dark book, one that has been in our care for many generations. I refused, and Marsile summoned men in the robes of Brothers from the woods, and…”
“And they were not men but demons,” said Raelum, “ghouls under his command.” 
“Yes,” said Portlock. “How did you know?”
“I have hunted him for a long time,” said Raelum. 
“His monsters stormed the monastery. My brothers fell one by one, and the ghouls drove us into the library. Marsile himself came. He looked at me, and said…and said…”
“What did he say?” said Raelum. 
“‘Your faith means little, old man. Has it ever saved anyone from death?’ He…seemed almost sorrowful. I told him that we find life again in the next world, through the grace of the Divine, and then…”
“And then?” said Raelum. 
“He laughed at me. ‘Permit me, lord abbot, to disprove that fallacy’. Fire exploded everywhere. I have never felt such pain. I woke up…and saw you, standing there. ”
“The book,” said Raelum, “he came here for the book. What was it?”
“The Book of Summoned Dead,” said Portlock. “I never read it, for it was forbidden. But…the histories of our order said it was a grimoire from the Old Empire, a book written by one of the Hierarchs, the demon-worshipping mage-lords of the Old Empire. Only a wicked man would covet such a hideous book. ”
“Aye,” said Raelum. “Where was the book kept?” Perhaps he could catch Marsile yet. 
“A vault under the shrine,” said Portlock. The First Brother’s thin hand clutched Raelum’s arm. “I beg you, put my brothers to rest. There were thirteen others here, not counting myself. You have saved ten, but three remain. I beg you, keep their corpses from the demons’ grasp.” 
“I shall,” said Raelum. 
“And warn the others,” said Portlock, his voice weakening. 
“What others?”
“The monastery of St. Tarill,” said Portlock, “northeast of here. It, too, safeguards a book of darkness. If Marsile learns of it…he will go there.”
“St. Tarill,” said Raelum. If Marsile had already left the monastery, he could not be more than a few hours ahead. Raelum could cut him off and lie in wait at St. Tarill. 
“Stop him,” whispered the First Brother. “Stop him from doing this again.” 
“I promise you,” said Raelum, “that I will find him, and I shall make him pay for what he has done or die trying.” 
“Do not,” said Portlock, “do not kill him for revenge. Kill him to stop him, to keep him from spreading more darkness across the world.” He blinked. “The Divine…”
Portlock sighed and went still. Raelum stood, took his sword, decapitated the corpse, and said a brief prayer. He wished could burn the Brothers’ corpses to ashes, but Raelum had not the time. Improvised measures would have to do. Better that the Brothers’ bones lie in peace than rise as ghouls. 
And if Raelum could catch his enemy, Marsile would pay for the Brothers’ deaths. 
Raelum went back down the stairs and took another corridor. Tapestries hung from the walls, heroic scenes depicting the Seeress leading the nations from the demon-haunted wreck of the Old Empire. The corridor ended in another pair of double doors. 
Raelum opened the doors and stepped into the shrine. Colored light streamed through more stained-glass windows, and another dead Brother lay before the altar, grasping it with cold hands. Raelum dragged the corpse into the corridor and beheaded it. He did not want to further profane the shrine with spilled blood. Once he had finished the grim task, he returned to the shrine, searching behind the altar.
A door had once stood in the wall behind the altar, but it had been smashed with tremendous force. Beyond the door a narrow stairwell sank into the earth. Raelum retrieved a candle from the altar, lit it with his flint, and descended into the earth, candle in one hand, sword in the other. 
The stairs ended in a dank vault. A single moldering shelf sat against the far wall, holding an assortment of books and scrolls. Besides it rested a shattered glass case. A velvet pillow sat in the case, dented as if something heavy had sat there for a long time. 
“The book,” muttered Raelum. Marsile must have already taken it and left. 
Raelum turned to go and saw the bodies. 
The remaining two Brothers lay in the vault’s corners. Unlike the others, they had not been slain by the ghouls or burned by Marsile’s spells, but their throats had been cut. Dried blood crusted the front of their robes, symbols in blood written upon their foreheads and jaws. 
What had Marsile done to them? 
A hideous moan drifted through the vault, and green light flared in the gloom. 
Raelum whirled as two spectral forms rose from the floor, wraiths of twisting smoke and shimmering green light. Symbols of green fire glowed on their faces. He felt the presence of demons against his senses, and his sword burst into white flame. 
Marsile had left behind another trap. 
The wraiths shrieked, their screams cutting into Raelum’s ears like a knife. Raelum growled and reached for the Light, and again the shimmering aura appeared around him. The wraiths howled again, the pain shuddering through him, but with less effect. 
The wraiths swooped at him, reaching with pale hands. 
Raelum sidestepped, slashing with his burning sword. The blade tore through the wraiths’ forms, sending them rippling back. Raelum went into a frenzy, hacking and slashing. The wraiths flew back and vanished into the walls. 
Raelum waited, his heart pounding. Had he destroyed the wretched things?
The wraiths burst from the walls, and one tried to touch him. His protective aura blunted its touch, but a painful chill shot through him nonetheless. Raelum struck the wraith, and it wailed and reeled away, even the other clawed at him from behind. Raelum struck again and stepped back, sword raised in guard. The wraiths seemed undamaged, immune to the fires of his sword, and Raelum could not keep this up. The wraiths would wear down his protective aura, bit by bit, and when it collapsed…. 
The wraiths circled him, the green light illuminating the walls, the floors, the corpses sprawled in the corner. Even the bloody sigils on their face seemed to burn…
Raelum frowned. The sigils were burning, shimmering with emerald flames. 
The wraiths swooped, freezing fingers clamping on his arms. Raelum’s aura flickered and almost died, his vision blurring. 
The wraiths closed around him. 
Raelum turned and plunged his sword into one of the corpses. The white fire flowed over it, turning the sigils of green flame into ash. One of the wraiths went motionless. Raelum yanked his sword free and stabbed it into the second corpse. The green glyphs vanished, and the second wraith stopped. 
White fire spread through the wraiths’ forms, turning the green light to white. The wraiths’ agonized moans became sighs of relief, and something like gratitude flashed across their faces. The wraiths vanished in a swirl of smoke, the fire on Raelum’s sword flickered out, and the presence of demons against his senses faded. 
Raelum gasped and slumped to the floor besides the corpses, panting. He closed his eyes and let the Light flow through him, easing his hurts. After a few minutes, he felt strong enough to move again. He stood, decapitated the monks’ corpses, and staggered back into the monastery’s shrine. 
A short search located the monastery’s kitchen. Raelum found an ample supply of winter bread and jerky. He stuffed his pack full and filled several canvas sacks. 
He also found a stable behind the monastery, and to his surprise, three terrified horses. They were slow, powerful beasts, best used for pulling plows. They would not make good steeds, but they could carry food. He loaded one horse with harness and supplies, and set the other two free. Better they take their chances in the wild than starve to death here. 
Raelum led his horse down the road, leaving the dead monastery behind. He could yet make good progress with the remainder of the daylight. Raelum looked over his shoulder at the monastery’s crumbling towers. 
“I will avenge you all,” he hissed under his breath, “I swear it.” 
Raelum continued on his way, horse walking behind him. 








Chapter 7 - Marsile’s Tribute
 
When he awoke on the day of his hundred and seventy-ninth birthday, Marsile of Araspan, once an Adept and Magister of the Conclave and a member of the forbidden Secret College, felt terrible. 
His joints ached, and a deep, piercing pain dug into his skull behind his left eye. His stomach writhed with nausea, and his hands kept twitching. And every step of his litter bearers sent fresh pain through joints. 
“Hold,” rasped Marsile. 
His litter bearers stopped, brown robes rustling. Marsile unwrapped himself from his cloak, swung his feet to the ground, and managed to stand. A wave of dizziness spun through him, and he gripped the side of the litter to keep from falling. 
His servants stood in silent, unmoving rows, their robes stirring in the wind as they awaited his commands. 
“You,” he said, pointing at a servant with several bulging sacks and wineskins. “To me, now.” 
The servant obeyed. Marsile tugged a wineskin free and took a long drink. It helped steady his stomach, and Marsile handed the skin back to the servant and forced himself to start walking, despite the aches. 
He felt every one of his one hundred and seventy-nine years pressing upon his shoulders. He looked no more than forty-five years of age, fifty at the most. Yet in his lifetime he had traveled most of the known world, survived battles and wars, and today his flesh groaned with years of abuse. 
Marsile gritted his teeth and kept walking in a circle around his unmoving servants. Each of his thirty-seven servants wore a voluminous brown robe that concealed all hints of their features. It let them pass as human, at least from a distance. Every one bore baggage; bags, packs, scroll cases, tools, and the like. 
Four of his servants carried a long, heavy box that bore a marked resemblance to a coffin. It had been locked and nailed shut, and the faint white glow of multiple warding spells flickered over its surface. 
Marsile made certain to keep a good distance from that box. 
Some of the aches and pains receded. He had lived thrice the span of a mortal man, yet he felt time catching up. Every day the aches and pains grew a little sharper. It might take another twenty, thirty, even forty years, but sooner or later his overstressed body would simply shut down. 
“Forward,” said Marsile. “Steady pace.” His servants moved in a slow, steady walk, unhampered by the baggage’s weight. Marsile walked at their head, working out the last cramps. 
He envied his servants their unending strength and stamina. More than once he had contemplated taking a greater demon into his flesh and drawing on its power. He had sufficient power and knowledge to do so safely. Yet even the power of a greater demon could not keep death at bay forever. 
Marsile had to find his own path. Which was why he had come to these desolate lands. 
He walked for a few miles, his servants behind him, until he felt almost limber. 
“Hold.” The servants stopped. “Assemble my chair.” A pair of his servants assembled a portable sedan chair, placing it atop the litter. Marsile sat down with a sigh. “Proceed forward.” The servants lifted the litter and resumed their forward course. Marsile took a few moments to adjust, and leveled his finger again. “You. Bring me the Book of Summoned Dead, and then return to your place in line.” 
The creature reached into its sack and produced a heavy book bound in dark leather. A brief gust of wind blew back the creature’s sleeves, revealing skeletal hands bound with leather straps and iron bolts. Marsile took the book and set it upon his lap. Age had worn the cracked leather, and the brass fittings had tarnished with time. 
It felt very cold under his hands. 
“So,” said Marsile. “The Book of Summoned Dead.” 
It had taken him a year to find the book, and five years of searching to discern its location. He had dug through monastic libraries, ancient scrolls, moldering books, whatever records survived from the Old Empire. He had almost gotten killed raiding the library of the Conclave of Araspan when Thalia Kalarien had caught him. 
All that effort, and the book held only a portion of the knowledge he required. 
No matter. Marsile had interrogated the two Brothers before summoning demon-wraiths out of their memories as a deterrent to his pursuers. One of the Brothers had been the cloister’s librarian, and had known of the Book of Summoned Dead’s companion volume. The monastery of St. Tarill lay only a few days to the northeast. Marsile would travel there and obtain the Book of Stolen Blood, preferably by guile. 
But by force, if necessary. 
And then would he have his answers. 
Marsile opened the book and began to read. Most of it had been written in High Imperial, a language he knew quite well. The rest had been written in the ancient tongue of the Elder People. Marsile’s eyes darted over the narrow lines of black text, over the cryptic diagrams. One page held a map of these lands as they had been in the final days of the Old Empire. There was the Alderine River, the fortifications that would become the monasteries of St. Arik and St. Tarill. Marsile followed the river’s line into the Silvercrown Mountains. In the mountains, at the very edge of what had once been the Old Empire, sat an enormous castle. 
“At last,” he breathed. 
The pages after the map detailed the summoning and binding spell Marsile needed. The spell seemed well within his ability. Marsile’s heart began to beat faster...and then he scowled. 
“Children,” he breathed in annoyance. 
To execute the spell, he would need to spend the lives of children. 
The morality of it did not disturb Marsile. What did the lives of ignorant peasant children, brutish and savage, measure against his own? But the logistics did concern him. How would he transport children over the wilderness to the castle? For that matter, how would he feed them, restrain them, and keep them alive long enough to use in the spell? 
And where could he even find children? He had no desire to backtrack to Coldbrook. Marsile doubted his numerous enemies had tracked him this far, but that was no reason to take unnecessary risks. 
“You,” said Marsile, pointing at the servant carrying his books. “Take the Book of Summoned Dead, and hand me the map.” He raised his voice. “All of you, halt.” The servant returned the Book of Summoned Dead to the appropriate bag and handed Marsile a scroll tube. He grunted, opened the tube, and unrolled the map. 
It was a good map, commissioned by a group of Callian merchants who had dared the Alderine River. Marsile traced his finger over the black lines. There lay the river, there stood the monastery of St. Arik, and further to the north was the cloister of St. Tarill. Between the two monasteries was a riverside village called Karrent. The surrounding villages brought their goods yearly to Karrent for a sort of trade fair, though a far cry from the great fairs of Callia and the New Empire. 
Marsile did a brief calculation. Karrent lay but six or seven miles to the north. And if he started now, he would arrive at the village just before sundown. 
“Forward,” said Marsile. His litter-bearers lurched into motion, the rest of his servants renewing their march. Marsile took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He fell into a light trance, gathering the magical power he would need at Karrent. 
His servants made good time. To his right the Alderine River flowed southward, chunks of ice floating past. The road widened and seemed in better repair. At last as the sun slid below the western horizon, Marsile saw the cleared fields. 
A large village, almost a small town, huddled inside its palisade by the river. The high tower of a stone Temple rose above the rooftops. Marsile saw long piers jutting into the river, a half-dozen fishing boats bobbing in the river’s current. 
“Hold,” said Marsile. His servants stopped fifty paces from the palisade. “Put me down.” His litter bearers obeyed, and Marsile walked the remaining distance to the village’s gate. A watchman stood there, glaring down at him.
“Halt!” roared the watchman, brandishing a spear with a rusted head. “Stand and name yourself!”
Marsile sighed. “Marsile of Araspan. Has this village a domn?” 
The watchman made threats. Marsile did not have time to waste with an unshaven ape of a peasant. Marsile made a fist, muttered a phrase, and opened his hand. Blazing blue astralfire danced over his palm. The spell was nothing, a trick learned by first-year initiates of the Conclave, but it froze the watchman with terror. 
“Now,” said Marsile, “fetch your domn, and quickly, ere I lose patience and blast you dead.” 
The watchman sprinted into the village. Marsile sent a mental command to his servants. They piled his baggage in one neat heap, leaving two of their number to guard it, and moved towards the gate. He heard a good deal of commotion from within the palisade.
At last the gate opened, and a huge man in chain mail strode out, a massive war axe in one hand. Behind him came the village’s motley militia, twenty rabble armed with sharpened farm implements. “I am Sir Ogren, domn of Karrent,” boomed the mailed man, sneering at Marsile. “Go on your way, Marsile of Araspan. Workers of dark arts are not welcome here. ”
“Then we are in agreement, Sir Ogren of Karrent,” said Marsile, “for I’ve no wish to enter your village.” His servants stood in a silent line behind him. The militia gripped their weapons, eyeing the robed forms. 
“Then what do you wish?” said Ogren. 
“If I am to go on your way and leave you unmolested,” said Marsile, “I shall require tribute.” 
Ogren laughed. “Tribute, eh?” He spat at Marsile’s feet. “And I suppose you and your collection of Brothers will take it if we don’t pay?”
“Quite right,” said Marsile.
“Then what tribute does a great Adept require?” said Ogren, hefting his axe. 
“Children,” said Marsile. “Nine children, all under the age of twelve.” Nine would give him a safe reserve, if he botched the spell and needed to recast it. “You may select the children in whatever manner you wish, so long as they all are under the age of twelve.” 
“Children?” hissed Ogren. “What sort of tribute is this?” He raised his axe, ready to take Marsile’s head. “Shall you make slaves of them, or summon demons into them?” 
“Nothing of the sort,” said Marsile. He suspected Ogren would find the truth unpalatable. “However, I suggest you deliver my tribute at once, or this shall be a day of woe in Karrent for generations to come.” He shrugged. “Assuming Karrent survives.” 
“Dog,” said Ogren. “I’ll give you one warning. Leave Karrent, or your head will adorn my gates!” 
“I think not,” said Marsile. He raised his voice. “Reveal yourselves!” 
His servants complied, removing their robes. 
The militia flinched back. More than one man began babbling prayers. Even Ogren went pale. 
A few of Marsile’s servants were ghouls he had enslaved during his wanderings, their gray flesh rank and stinking. Most of his servants were ghouls he had created himself, mindless things endowed with superhuman strength, their bones armored with spells, their joints strengthened with steel bolts and leather straps. 
“Kill them,” said Marsile. 
His ghouls swarmed towards the gate. 
“Stand fast!” roared Ogren. “Stand fast! You! Fetch torches!” Most of the militia threw down their weapons and ran. 
Marsile smiled.
“Hold!” roared Ogren. He dodged past one of Marsile’s ghouls, axe raised high. The militia stopped and stared at him. “Stand fast! Fight!” He brandished his axe, murder in his eyes, even as the ghouls fell on the militia.
The sounds of battle rang over the walls of Karrent.  

Marsile began another spell, a mixture of the High Art and Jurguri blood sorcery. A few decades ago he had tried to find a way to transfer his spirit to another body. He had conducted dozens of experiments, and all of them had been abject failures. Sending his spirit into another’s body had proved easy enough. But Marsile had never found a way to break the spirit’s bonds to the flesh. Death did that, and Marsile had no wish to inhabit a corpse. He could possess another body for hours, even days, but sooner or later the native spirit would drive him out. The experiments had failed, but they had provided him with some useful tools. 
Marsile finished the spell, and a wave of dizziness hammered at him. Ogren froze, flinching in sudden terror. Marsile felt a sensation of lightness. He sensed Ogren’s life force, his spirit, and reached out and seized it. 
Ogren started to scream and stopped, his mouth going slack.
A sudden wrench of terrifying disorientation, and Marsile opened Ogren’s eyes. 
The knight’s body felt heavy, but strong and quick. It felt good to wear young, strong flesh. Marsile saw his own body standing behind the ghouls, eyes closed, face clenched and strained. Ogren’s spirit gibbered in terror, fighting against the usurpation of his flesh. Marsile could hold Ogren’s body for a lengthy time, but sooner or later, Ogren would expel him. 
But Marsile needed only a little time. 
He sent a mental command to the ghouls, and his servants stopped. The militia looked back and forth, eyes wide. Marsile strode towards them, hefting Ogren’s war axe. 
“Lord domn?” said one of the villagers. 
“You have fought well,” said Marsile. “Acquitted yourselves as men of Karrent. Now hold quite still. ” 
The villager blinked in surprise. 
Marsile sent the axe shearing through the villager’s neck, and the man collapsed. Marsile had never wielded an axe in his life, but Ogren’s trained muscles knew the motions. He hacked through two more villagers before the rest broke and fled in panic. A few, however, stood their ground. 
“Stop him!” shouted a burly villager, brandishing a pitchfork. “He’s been witched! Our lord’s been witched! Stop him!” The tines of the pitchfork slipped past the links in Ogren’s mail and slammed into his chest. Marsile gasped and slammed the axe through the villager’s skull. Another villager attacked, striking Ogren with a wooden club. Marsile bit back a scream and released his grip on Ogren’s flesh. 
Another instant of whirling disorientation, and Marsile opened his eyes, back in his own flesh once more. His own aches and pains seemed minor compared to Ogren’s current woes. The domn of Karrent gave one last groan and died. Marsile began another spell, ignoring the growing ache behind his eyes. It was another spell known only to the Secret College, and Marsile’s will reached into the astral world.
Demons came at his call. 
Ogren’s corpse twitched, shuddered, and stood. Marsile cast another spell and forced his power into the new-made ghoul, binding it to his will. The villagers gaped in horror as their domn’s mortal shell lurched towards them. One villager summoned the courage to step forward, weapon raised, and Ogren’s axe split his skull. The few remaining villagers fled and vanished into their houses. 
Marsile blew out a breath and rubbed his aching temples. He released the demon in Ogren’s corpse, and the body fell insensate to the ground. 
“Into the village,” Marsile called. “Follow me.”
He broke into the houses one by one, inspecting the huddling children, and seized those that met his requirements. His servants gagged the children, bound them, and carried them away. The mothers screamed and wailed. 
As he departed the village, his servants trailing behind, Marsile contemplated killing all the villagers. They might decide to chase him, or, worse, give aid to his pursuers. Yet if Marsile pressed them further, they might overcome their fear and fight him to the death. He would crush them, of course, but an errant arrow mind find its mark in his flesh.
Marsile could not take that risk. 
He decided to give them something else to think about. 
Marsile lifted his hand and unleashed a lance of blue astralfire, setting the thatched roof of a house ablaze. He pushed aside the ache in his skull and swept the bar of astralfire across the rooftops. Soon a crown of flames danced over the village, and screams and wails rose into the night. 
Marsile left Karrent behind, following the road and the Alderine River northeast. His joints throbbed with pain, and he bid his servants to reassemble the sedan chair and carry him. He wanted to stop and get some proper rest, but he had work yet to do. 
He didn’t have enough food to feed nine children. 
The children thrashed and squirmed, screaming into their gags. 
Five miles later Marsile commanded his servants to halt. He put several of them to work unpacking and assembling equipment. A few moments later a small collection of apothecary’s tools sat on a camp table. Marsile went to work himself, mixing ingredients and muttering the occasional spell. An hour’s labor produced a bottle of black, viscous fluid. 
One by one, Marsile removed the gags and forced a mouthful of the black slime down the children’s throats. They fell unconscious, their breathing and heartbeats slowing. 
The elixir had put the children into a deathlike sleep that would last for a year and a day, unless Marsile released them, or an Adept or blood sorcerer of sufficient skill awakened them. Now the children required neither food nor water, and were little more than a few pieces in Marsile’s extensive baggage. 
Marsile bid his servants to chop and pile wood, and he set it aflame with a burst of blue astralfire. He sighed and wrapped himself in his cloak. At last, he could take some proper rest. A servant brought him one of the sacks containing food, and Marsile ate and drank his fill. 
Now, one last task, and he could sleep. He had made numerous enemies in his long life. The Silver Knights desired vengeance for the death of Sir Oliver Calabrant. The Conclave of Araspan wanted him for the murder of two of their members and the theft of materials from their library. A pity both First Magister Talvin and Magister Orain were dead – they had both been members of the Secret College, and would have had enough influence to keep the Conclave from pursuing Marsile.
Even Sir Oliver’s squire, some demonborn rat from the streets of Khauldun, had sworn vengeance. The thought made Marsile laugh. He had survived the wrath of the Silver Knights, the Conclave of Araspan, rival members of the Secret College, mighty demons, and countless others. A demonborn orphan, the spawn of some drug-addled demon-worshipping peasant girl, would prove no threat. 
Marsile closed his eyes and worked another spell. In Coldbrook he had bound the keep’s wraith, commanding it to kill any Adept of the Conclave or Knight of the Silver Order that entered. In the monastery of St. Arik, he had raised two of the slaughtered Brothers as wraiths and bound them with the same instructions. 
His spell extended his thoughts towards Coldbrook, reaching for the knight’s wraith.  
He found nothing. Marsile refocused his will. Had he miscast the spell? He drove his will towards St. Arik’s, seeking for the two wraiths. 
He found nothing. 
A twinge of alarm touched him. He focused his will on his nearby servants. Their minds, empty of anything but rage and hunger, brushed against his thoughts. Marsile scowled and swept his will towards Coldbrook and St. Arik’s. Again his thoughts found nothing. Could the spells animating the wraiths have failed? 
Marsile sat up straighter. 
Someone had destroyed the three wraiths. But who? Certainly none of the ignorant peasants huddling in their hovels. No, someone of power must had dispatched the wraiths? A Silver Knight? An Adept of the Conclave?
Or both, perhaps, united in their common goal of his death? The Silver Order and the Conclave detested each other…but perhaps they detested Marsile more.
Marsile shivered. 
He lay down on his litter, trying to make himself comfortable, and endured the jouncing ride as his column of the dead marched forward. 



Chapter 8 - Northmen
 
Raelum smelled smoke. 
He stopped, placing a hand on the horse’s face, and sniffed the air. It carried a faint charred odor, like overcooked meat. He saw no sign of smoke, but the wind was blowing down from the north. Could the fire lie ahead? Yet Raelum saw neither smoke nor fire. 
A forest fire? It seemed unlikely in the snowy trees. Or a battle of some kind? Had had Marsile unleashed some diabolical new blood sorcery?
Raelum shrugged and kept walking, one hand on his sword hilt, the other on his horse’s reins. 
He had named the horse Fortune. It had been a good idea to take the beast. Raelum hadn’t realized how heavy his pack had become, and the horse could carry more food than Raelum ever could. But hopefully Raelum would not need the food. Marsile had a lead of only one or two days. His ghoul minions might be tireless, but Marsile was not. Sooner or later, he would rest, and then Raelum would have him. 
He watched chunks of ice and dead branches drift down the Alderine River on his right. Raelum wished the road didn’t lie between the riverbank and the forest. Any foes coming out of the trees would pin him against the icy river.
The river’s splashing seemed almost rhythmic, like someone was throwing rocks into the water every few heartbeats. It sounded, he mused, almost like oars. 
Then he heard faint voices drifting over the water. 
Raelum squinted and just made out the dark shape of a large boat further downstream. What was a boat of any size doing this far up the river in the middle of winter, so far from any populous lands? He cursed and led Fortune into the trees. Better that the ship’s crew not see him. The captain might try to press-gang him, and the Divine only knew how a crew of river men would react to Raelum’s eyes. 
The ship slid into view from the south, its oars lashing at the water. It was a longship, its prow carved in the shape of a roaring dragon, and dozens of round shields hung from the ship’s sides. A huge man, gray-haired and bearded, stood at the bow, clad in scale mail and furs. Every so often he bellowed orders at the unseen oarsmen. Other men in furs and armor stalked the deck, watching the river with narrowed eyes. 
It was a ship of Northmen, raiders from the isles of Magarn. Their raids for slaves and loot terrified the folk of the coast, and every few decades they attempted to sack one of the great cities. Raelum had never fought the Northmen, but he had often seen them swaggering through the streets of Khauldun, proud and boastful. And Sir Oliver had fought the raiding Northmen in his youth, and told Raelum tales of their cruelty and bravery. 
Yet what had brought these Northmen rowing up the Alderine River? The coast was far away. And surely richer loot could was found elsewhere Yet Sir Oliver had said the Northmen possessed a mighty wanderlust. 
“And they yearn for glory,” Sir Oliver had told him. “They’ve no written language and know nothing of letters, and know nothing of the past, save for deeds recorded in their great sagas. And all the Northmen want to be in those sagas, and will spill rivers of blood in the name of glory.” 
A darker thought came to Raelum. Had the Northmen pledged to Marsile’s service? No, that seemed unlikely. The Northmen hated Adepts, thought them demons, and killed them on sight. Their galley labored upstream. Raelum waited until it had faded from sight, and stepped back onto the road. He hoped the Northmen stayed away from Marsile. The Divine only knew what horrors Marsile would inflict upon them.
Raelum kept walking. He dared not make haste, lest the Northmen see him. 
Yet Marsile was so close.
The smell of smoke got stronger. 
Raelum picked up his pace. Had the Northmen burned a village? Raelum broke into a run, Fortune trotting behind him. Were the Northmen planning a raid? Raelum felt a twinge of anger. What right did the Northmen have to terrorize these people?
He would not permit it.
The trees opened up into empty fields, and a burned village lay ahead, smoke trailing from charred rafters. The Northmen couldn’t have burned the village so quickly. Or had they raided it before, and had just now returned? Northmen moved through the ruins, clapping screaming villagers into irons. Did Raelum risk interfering? If he fell here, Marsile would continue on his way, Sir Oliver’s murder unavenged. Yet Sir Oliver would not have let these monstrous deeds go unchallenged.
A child screamed. 
Raelum’s anger burst into rage.
He drew his sword and tied Fortune’s reins to a small tree. With any luck, he would live to return for the horse. 
Another scream captured his attention. Raelum turned, sword ready. A girl stumbled towards him, her dress torn and bloody. A hulking Northman lumbered after her, broadsword in his right hand, a chain in his other. 
“Come on, wench!” growled the Northman. “No use fighting! You’ll fetch a fair enough price in Khauldun, aye.”
The mention of Khauldish slavers pushed Raelum’s rage into molten flame. He stepped past the quaking girl, sword raised. 
“Stand and fight!” said Raelum. 
“Hah!” said the Northman, tossing aside the chains, “finally, a proper fight.” He locked eyes with Raelum, grinning…and flinched. “What sort of devil…” 
Raelum’s sword lashed out. The Northman parried, snarling in fear. Raelum twisted past the Northman’s two-handed hack and thrust. His sword slashed across his enemy’s leg, and the Northman bellowed and fell to one knee. Raelum’s next swing took off the Northman’s head. Corpse and head toppled to the ground, staining the snow. 
The girl stared at him in terror, making the sign of the Divine to ward off evil.
Raelum paid her no further heed. He drew on the Light, letting it fill him with strength and speed. Raelum sprinted into the smoldering ruins, screams and cries filling his ears. In the village’s square a half-dozen Northmen stood guard over a score of sobbing villagers. The sight brought back memories of the slave markets in Khauldun, the whips and the screams and the stench.
“Come, you villains!” yelled Raelum. “I challenge you!” 
He roared and threw himself at the Northmen. 
The Northmen whirled, flinching in shock. Raelum killed one, ripping his sword through a throat. Another Northman bellowed and came at Raelum, brandishing broadsword and shield. Raelum parried a blow and ducked past another. He swung, his muscles moving with Light-enhanced strength, and his strike shattered the Northman’s shield. The Northman reeled back, and Raelum’s next swing smashed into the Northman’s side, crushing armor. His foe fell, and a red-bearded Northman charged at him. Raelum ducked and hit the Northman across the face. The Northman stumbled back, clutching his jaw, beard darkening with blood. 
A sword stroke grazed Raelum’s scalp, sending blood down his cheek, and another struck his side. His mail stopped the edge, but the blow rattled his teeth. He wheeled and killed another Northman, growling. The remaining Northmen fell back, eyeing him. 
“Where is your chieftain?” Raelum said. “Come, coward! Will you hide behind these weaklings?”
The huge, gray-bearded Northman Raelum had seen on the longship’s prow shoved to the front. He looked like an armored old wolf, eyes cruel and cunning. “Neither man nor devil mocks me, for I am Mjallir! I have come to these lands to claim Ashborn hides to hang in my hall.” He laughed. “I care not if you are mortal or a blood-eyed devil, but your head shall make a fine trophy!” 
“You will not take these villagers,” spat Raelum, trying to keep his balance. 
“I do what I wish,” said Mjallir, raising his broadsword. “No man is strong enough to stop me.” He grinned. “They shall make songs of your death, of how Mjallir the Gray slew you!”
“By the Divine,” growled Raelum, “I am Raelum of the Silver Knights, and I swear you shall never see another sunrise!”  
His blade whistled towards Raelum’s stomach. Raelum had just enough time to recognize it as a feint. He blocked Mjallir’s sword an instant before it would have split his skull. Raelum sidestepped and thrust, and Mjallir accepted the hit, the sword point scraping against his armor. The Northman’s boot crashed into Raelum’s knee, and Raelum stumbled, pain exploding up his leg. Mjallir hacked, and it took all of Raelum’s strength to stop the strike. 
“Ha!” said Mjallir, grinning. “Cold steel can slay even a devil!” 
“Or a mortal murderer,” said Raelum. He sprang at Mjallir, sword flying through a volley of slashes. Mjallir danced back, blocking, ducking, dodging. Raelum stumbled, his sword blurring past Mjallir’s shoulder. The Northman laughed and brought his blade whistling down. Raelum parried, catching the blow a foot from his face. For a moment they strained against each other, blades grinding. 
Raelum sidestepped, one hand dropping to his belt, and Mjallir’s sword bashed against Raelum’s mailed shoulder. An explosion of pain went through Raelum’s sword arm, but he yanked his dagger free with his left hand and plunged it into Mjallir’s neck. The Northman roared in pain, blood spraying from his mouth. Raelum dropped the dagger, took his sword in his left hand, and stabbed, the blade crunching into Mjallir’s chest. 
The chieftain shuddered, clawed at Raelum, and collapsed to the ground. 
Raelum turned to the surviving Northmen, Mjallir’s blood steaming on his sword. “Who shall die next?” He expected they would rush him. Instead, the Northmen fled back to their ship. Perhaps his eyes had frightened them, and they dared not face the red-eyed devil that had slain their mighty chieftain. Raelum leaned on his sword, sweat and blood dripping down his face. For a moment Raelum thought he would topple, but he mastered himself and faced the shackled villagers. 
They stared at him with abject fear. 
“You are free,” said Raelum. “You will not be slaves.” 
One of the dead Northmen clutched a ring of keys. Raelum took it, and the villagers shied away from him. 
“For the Divine’s sake,” said Raelum, disgusted. He flung the keys at them. “Unlock yourselves, then.” 
“My lord,” said one the villagers, a young man with greasy brown hair. He took the keys and began to unlock the chains. “What…will you do with us?”
“Nothing,” said Raelum. 
“As you say,” said the man. His voice shook with fright.
“Who are you?” said Raelum.
“I am Terrick,” said the peasant. “I was Brother Mulgrim’s assistant. Brother Mulgrim is dead. I suppose I am the keeper of the village Temple now.” 
“Does this village have a lord?” said Raelum.
Terrick unlocked more villagers. They fled and huddled together, staring fearfully at Raelum. “Sir Ogren ruled this village. He was a hard man, but kept us safe. The Adept killed him. He laid a witchery over Sir Ogren, driving him mad, and the men of the village cut him down.”
“Adept?” said Raelum. “A grim man, with lordly bearing, clad in crimson robes?” 
“Aye,” said Terrick, stepping back. “You know of him? Did he summon you up?”
“Nay,” said Raelum, biting back his irritation. He turned his bloodstained blade, showing the sword-and-rose sigil. “I am a Silver Knight.”
“I know the sigil. Father Mulgrim steeped me in the lore of the Temple,” said Terrick. “Perhaps you are a demon in the guise of a Paladin, or simply a demonborn. Please, I beg of you, leave our village. We have suffered enough grief.” 
“Marsile is not my master,” said Raelum. “I have come to kill him. And I’ll leave your village. Just tell me about Marsile,” he sighed, “and you’ll never see me again.”  
Terrick gazed at him. “If you wish him dead, then I will tell you what you want to know, even if you are possessed.” He unlocked the last of the villagers, and they huddled on the far end of the square, leaving Raelum and Terrick alone.
“When did he come?” said Raelum.
“Yesterday, just after sundown,” said Terrick. 
Raelum felt a surge of excitement, despite his pain and exhaustion. Marsile was just a day ahead. 
“Why did he attack you?” he said. It made little sense. Raelum doubted the village Temple hid books of necromantic lore. 
“Children,” said Terrick, closing his eyes. “The sorcerer wished for our children.” 
“What?” said Raelum. 
“He came to our gates,” said Terrick, “and demanded that we give him nine children. Sir Ogren refused, and the sorcerer unleashed his ghouls and his spells on us. He killed most of the able-bodied men, and stole away nine children.” Terrick shook his head. “Then he set fire to the village and departed. We labored through the night trying to put out the flames and beheaded the dead so they would not rise as ghouls.” He looked towards the river. The longship moved southward, carried by the current and the frantic lashings of the oars. “And then the Northmen came upon us. What have we done to deserve such misery?” 
“I know not,” said Raelum.
“We have offended the Divine!” shrieked an old woman, her face stained with tears. “Kill the demon! Kill it, and maybe the Divine will forgive us!” 
“Aye!” roared the surviving villagers, “kill the demon!”
“No!” yelled Terrick, waving his hands. “Hold! He will kill us all. Hold!”  
Raelum lifted his sword. He did not want to harm these people, but if they rushed him…
“Get gone from here, demon!” said the old woman. The other villagers chorused their agreement. 
“I will go,” said Raelum, disgusted. “But tell me one more thing. Do you know of a monastery called St. Tarill?” 
“Aye,” said Terrick. “What of it?”
“Where does it lie?” said Raelum. “How far from here?” 
Terrick hesitated. “Southwards, on the far side of the river…”
“Do not lie to me!” hissed Raelum, slamming his sword into the ground. “I came from the south. Now, tell me where the monastery is. The Adept will kill everyone there unless I stop him first.” 
“To the northeast, perhaps two days’ walk,” said Terrick. “Simply follow the road.”
“Very well,” said Raelum. He waved his sword over the carnage. “Make sure these bodies are beheaded.” 
“Aye,” said Terrick, “we know how to keep the dead from rising, and need not some false Paladin to tell us.”
“Indeed?” said Raelum. “Your folk seem to have done a fine job of defending themselves. Have you enough food, or shelter from the cold?”
“The fire didn’t reach the barns,” said Terrick, “and the Northmen stole neither food nor cattle. The Temple is mostly intact. We will shelter there.” He shrugged. “Though I believe Karrent will die. Most of the men are dead, and many of our children are taken. Will we able to rebuild? I know not.” He stared at the ruins and sighed. “I know not.”
“Trust in the Divine,” said Raelum. “Perhaps it is his will that your village shall rise again.”
“What do we care for the Divine?” said Terrick. “He has abandoned us. Leave now, or kill us all, I care not, but I weary of speaking with you.” 
Raelum stopped long enough to wipe his sword clean on a dead Northman’s cloak. The Northman also bore a fine round shield with a gleaming steel boss. Raelum scooped it up, tucked it under his good arm, and limped out of Karrent.
His head ached, pain crept into his numbed arm, and a dagger of agony shot in his chest every time he drew breath. He hoped he didn’t pass out before he got to his horse.
Fortune stood tied to the tree, watching him placidly. Raelum leaned his forehead against the horse’s flank, panting. Marsile was not far ahead, and Raelum had to reach St. Tarill before him. Suppose Marsile slaughtered the monks of St. Tarill, as he had done at St. Arik? A bolt of excruciating pain shot through Raelum’s side, and he had to grip Fortune’s mane to keep from toppling. 
He could not go any further without rest. Raelum slid his sword into its scabbard and undid one of the bundles on Fortune’s back. Thank the Divine he had had the foresight to pack firewood. He piled the wood, got a small fire going, and collapsed besides it. 
Raelum wrapped his cloak about him and reached for the Light. It filled him with soothing warmth, his skin itching as the torn edges of his wounds began to flow back together. 
They always scorned him, always thought him a devil or worse. It had always been that way, even in Khauldun. 
Raelum feel asleep and dreamed. 



Chapter 9 - The Orphanage
 
“You are,” said Black Kaheen, leaning against the wall of his warehouse, “a stinking little rat.” He produced a dagger and began cleaning his nails. “Moreover, you’re probably possessed by a demon. No doubt I have put my admittedly tarnished immortal soul in dire peril simply by speaking with you.” 
Raelum rolled his eyes. He produced a small bag and set it the table.
Black Kaheen had become much more prosperous in the last four years, aided greatly by Raelum’s exploits, and now sported ostentatious jewelry. “Well, what have you for me today?”
“Open the bag and see, old man,” said Raelum.
Black Kaheen looked wounded. “Ha! I am hardly old, rat.” He upended the bag. 
A golden brooch clattered against the table, set with rubies the color of blood. Black Kaheen’s dark eyes widened. 
“Is that,” he said, “the brooch of the Emir Sirtan?” 
“Aye,” said Raelum. “Snatched from his strongbox while he slept.” 
“It cannot be,” said Black Kaheen. “It must be a fake.” He lifted the brooch. “Feels heavy enough. Lead, most likely, with gold foil.”
“Nay,” said Raelum, “it is the brooch.” 
“There’s no way you could have snatched it from Sirtan’s palace,” said Black Kaheen. “His gate is six inches thick and barred from within.”
“I entered through the sewers.”
“A dozen guards patrol his halls at night.”
“Not when their wine is drugged.” 
“Wild beasts roam his gardens, savage and bloodthirsty.”
“Not after they’ve been fed with raw beef stolen from the butchers’ market.” 
“The Emir is ever watchful and fearful.”
“Not when he’s closeted with his harem.” 
Black Kaheen almost looked impressed. “How long have you been planning this?” 
“The better part of a year,” said Raelum. 
“This is beyond price,” said Black Kaheen, hefting the brooch. “This is the symbol of Sirtan’s house, has been passed down from father to son for centuries. I know a dozen emirs who will pay well to have it just for the pleasure of humiliating Sirtan. You’ve done well, boy.” 
Raelum lifted up a larger sack. “While I was there, I helped myself to some of his harem’s jewelry. Sirtan prefers they wear nothing at all when he visits them.” He emptied the sack. A small pile of jewels and pearls cascaded across the table. 
Black Kaheen’s eyes got even wider. 
“Well?” said Raelum. “Has age robbed you of speech?”
“Were you anyone else, boy, I’d kill you for that,” said Black Kaheen. He sorted the treasure into a little pile, cackling. “You are a red-eyed little devil. But by the Divine, I’m amazed. All this! And you cannot be more than twelve.” Black Kaheen shook his head. “When I was your age, I was snatching fruit from peddlers’ stands and cutting the purses of petty merchants.” He picked up a delicate golden bracelet. “Of course, these are gold and jewels, not food, so I’ll take my two-thirds cut.”
“Aye,” said Raelum.
“Though with all this, there’s still a good sum left for you,” said Black Kaheen. 
“Assuming you don’t cheat me out of it,” said Raelum. 
“Cheat? Me?” said Black Kaheen. “That would violate the thieves’ law!” 
Raelum laughed. “You’d cheat me, given half the chance. So I’ll watch you closely.”
Black Kaheen shook his head. “You’re a clever rat. Must be the demon in you.” He rubbed his beard. “You’ll outlast me, I think. You’ll be King of the Thieves one day. Aye, you’ll rule the underworld. Appropriate enough, for a demon.” 
Raelum retrieved his cloak. “Get a good price for it, or else I’ll have to drag you to hell with me.”
Black Kaheen snorted. 
Raelum wrapped himself in his black cloak and vanished into Khauldun’s night. 
In some parts of the city, the wealthier districts of Legate’s Hill, Temple Square, and Factors’ Market, a stately silence fell after dark, broken only by the steady tread of watchmen. Night did not bring silence to the slums. The sounds of carousing came from the taverns and whorehouses, screams pierced the shadows, and cloaked men moved through the streets, faces hidden beneath their cowls. Raelum prowled through the night like a shadow, unseen and unnoticed.
Someday, he thought, he would be rich enough to walk the streets openly, demonborn or not. Someday he would have wealth enough to change things. He looked at the gleaming mansions of Legate’s Hill and spat. Someday he would make the great merchants and the slavers and the emirs pay, make them pay for all the misery they had inflicted upon the people. 
Someday, he would set things right. 
But, for now, he wanted to look at the ocean. He liked to look at the ocean at night, when the moon and the stars reflected off the waters. It became a rippling sheen of light, clear and clean, a contrast to Khauldun’s filthy squalor.
“Boy.” 
A hulking man stepped from a doorway, clad in a leather jerkin and a stained cloak. His pale face seemed like loose dough beneath his greasy red hair, save for a livid crimson birthmark across his jaw. 
“So you’re Kaheen’s pet demon,” rasped the fat man.
Raelum said nothing, hand resting on his dagger hilt.
The fat man laughed. “You know who I am, boy?”
“Aye,” said Raelum. “You’re Red Philip.” 
Black Kaheen’s gang controlled the Factors’ Market and the surrounding neighborhoods, but Red Philip’s band dominated most of the slums. The two men loathed each other. Black Kaheen made a point to steal from rich merchants and wealthy lords. The profits, he claimed, were greater, and Raelum agreed. Red Philip made his money by terrorizing and extorting the slums. Not a day passed without a corpse appearing in the gutters, a victim of Red Philip’s enforcers. Some of the dead were never found, and rose again as ghouls. Raelum stole from the rich without guilt. What had they done deserve their opulence? Yet Red Philip preyed upon those too powerless to fight back. 
“What do you want?” said Raelum. 
“What do I want?” said Red Philip. “What do you want? Is Black Kaheen treating you well?”
“Black Kaheen’s a lying villain,” said Raelum, “but I’ve no quarrel with him.” 
“I could pay you more,” said Red Philip. He smiled. “You’ve skill, my lad, and I’ve always a need for lads with skill.”
Raelum said nothing. 
“There’s work to be done,” said Red Philip, “and I’ll be rich before it’s over. You can be, too, lad. You could be the greatest thief the slums have ever seen. Come work for me, and we’ll rule this city. We’ll be kings over the thieves, you and I.” 
“No,” said Raelum. 
Red Philip’s smile twitched into angry irritation. “Why not?”
“Because of what you do,” said Raelum. “We steal from the rich. You steal from the slum folk.”
“And why not?” said Red Philip. “It’s easier.”
“Because,” said Raelum, thinking hard, “it’s not right.”
“Not right?” spat Red Philip, eyes flashing. “What are you, a Brother of the Temple? The people in the slums are cattle. Sheep. We’re the wolves. If they were wolves, they wouldn’t let us prey on them. They’re sheep, and I can do what I wish to them.” 
“No,” said Raelum. “You can’t. I won’t for work for you.”
“Fool boy,” said Red Philip. “You’ll regret this one day, I promise you.” He left without another word. 
Raelum stared into the darkness, simmering with anger. He no longer wanted to look at the ocean. He wanted to go into Red Philip’s slums and make trouble. Black Kaheen would have a fit. Or maybe Black Kaheen would approve; he hated Red Philip. Either way, Raelum just had to make sure he didn’t get caught. 
He prowled through the slums, seeking. Red Philip’s enforcers often went on rampages in the night. 
It did not take Raelum long to find his quarry. Towards the southern end of the docks sat a sprawling house. Centuries ago, it had been the seaside retreat of a wealthy merchant. As Khauldun had grown, the slums had devoured the house, and its denizens moved to Legate’s Hill. Now the house was half a ruin. Most of the white marble facing had been stolen, revealing walls of raw brick. A slender woman in a white robe with a black headdress stood in the doorway.
Around her stood four burly men with cudgels. They wore ragged red bands on their left arms, marking them as Red Philip’s men. 
“I’ve told you, we’ve no food left,” said the woman, clutching her lantern. Her accent sounded Callian, and her robes marked her as a sworn Sister of the Temple. “Demand all you want, but I’ve nothing left to give you.”
“That so, Sister?” said a thug. “Well, you’re in Red Philip’s domain, and you’d best pay for Red Philip’s protection. Else something bad might happen.” 
“There’s nothing left to pay you,” said the woman. 
“You could always give us one of your rats,” said the thug. The woman stiffened. “You’ve got dozens. Who’ll miss one?” 
“I would miss one,” said the woman. Raelum circled into the shadows and began gathering up bricks that had fallen from the crumbling house. “I will not hand any of these children to of those vile slavers.”
The thugs laughed. “Sister, you’ve got no choice in the matter…”
Raelum let fly with a brick. It cracked into the nearest thug’s temple. The man bellowed and fell to one knee, clutching his head. Raelum flung two more bricks, catching one thug in the forehead and another in the neck. 
“What’s this?” roared a thug. “You hire other protection?”
“I don’t know what’s going on,” said the woman, peering into the shadows.
“Find them!” bellowed the lead thug, brandishing his cudgel, “find them and…gah!” Raelum’s next brick caught the thug in the mouth. Teeth and blood fell to the ground. 
“Damnation!” spat the thug. “We’ll be back!” They fled and vanished into the shadows. The Sister peered into the darkness, swinging her lantern back and forth. Raelum knew he should just leave. Instead he slipped across the street. 
The Sister flinched as he stepped from the shadows. 
“Who are you?” said Raelum. She looked quite pretty, with wide green eyes, dark hair, and a slender face. Raelum wondered why the thugs hadn’t raped her. Perhaps they had some fear of the Divine. 
“Sister Julietta of the Temple,” said the woman. “And this is the convent and the orphanage of the Temple. A convent of sorts, anyway, as I am the only Sister here. You threw those bricks, didn’t you?” 
Raelum nodded. 
“Why?” 
Raelum thought about it for a bit. “Because I could.” 
“You’re just a boy.” 
“I’ve seen twelve summers. I’m almost a man.” 
“I see,” she said. “So you are with a rival gang, then?”
“Aye,” said Raelum. 
“Why don’t you stay here, instead?” said Sister Julietta. “You need not dwell on the streets.”
“And stay here and starve?” said Raelum. “I can survive on the streets. Here I would become soft and weak.” 
“Will you come inside for a few moments, then?” said Sister Julietta. “I can give you something to eat.”
“You said you had no food left,” said Raelum. 
“I lied,” said Sister Julietta. “It is a sin to lie, of course, but it would have been a greater sin to take the children’s food and give it to those villains.”
“That was foolish,” said Raelum. “Red Philip will kill you if he finds out.” 
“We all must die,” said Sister Julietta. “Won’t you come in?”
Raelum hesitated. If he stepped forward, she would see his eyes. For some reason, he didn’t want her to hate him. Raelum took a deep breath and moved closer. 
Sister Julietta stared at him for a moment. 
“Your eyes,” she said at last. “Do you know why they’re red?”
Raelum shrugged. “My mother was possessed when she carried me. I don’t have a demon, but I can sense when they’re near.” It had proven useful more than once when ghouls slipped into the streets of Khauldun.  
“It doesn’t matter,” said Sister Julietta. “Come with me.”
Raelum stood frozen with astonishment for a moment, then followed her into the house. Why hadn’t she fled from him?
“Quiet,” whispered Sister Julietta, “the children are sleeping.”
Rows of pallets lined the hall, and atop each pallet lay a small child, no more than four or five years of age. Some pallets even held infants. A few elderly women lay sleeping in the corner. Another old woman, wrapped in a black shawl, moved up and down the rows of pallets, watching the children.
“I thought you said there were no other sisters,” said Raelum. He pulled his cowl up, lest the old women see his eyes. 
“Shh,” said Julietta. She beckoned him through a door, and Raelum followed her into a large kitchen. “There are none here. Those women are widows and have nowhere else to go. They stay here and help take care of the children. Together we try to live as best we can.” She reached into a cupboard and took out a slice of hard bread and a piece of dried fruit. “Here, young sir. Eat well. You never did tell me your name.”
Raelum hesitated, then took the food. “Raelum.” He ate with a will. “Why do you take care of the children?”
Julietta shrugged. “It is my mission, my calling. And no one else will. It is…necessary. These are children whose parents have been kidnapped by slavers, or the children of whores, or children who were unwanted and left to die in the streets. I have made it known that whenever such children are found, they may be brought here.” She shivered. “Better this than that they die forgotten. Have you ever seen a dead child possessed by a demon, Raelum?”
Raelum shook his head. 
“It is a terrible thing,” said Julietta. “And this city is so full of evil. The princes of Legate’s Hill could feed everyone in the slums. Yet the orphanage of the Temple must scrape by on whatever scraps they see fit to hand out. I suppose I am terribly selfish. I take in the children because it makes me happy to do so. I help the children because there is evil in the city, and that is what I must do to oppose it.”
Raelum almost choked on a mouthful of bread. Sister Julietta had said what Raelum had been unable to find the words to say to Red Philip. “I…I think I understand. Have you much food here?” 
“Never enough,” said Julietta. “The merchants of Factors’ Market sometimes donate their leftovers, but they are often rotten.” She shrugged. “We do not starve, but we are often hungry.”
Raelum felt a sudden stab of guilt. “Then I should not be eating this.”  
“Nay,” said Julietta, “I would be remiss if I did not offer you food.”
“No,” said Raelum, shaking his head. He had eaten most of the bread, but he pushed the dried fruit away. “No. I should not. I can feed myself.” It had been almost four years since he had felt the awful pangs of real hunger. “But they cannot.” 
“You are gracious, young sir,” said Julietta. “But you should stay here. The thieves’ gangs are not a good life. It almost always leads to a wretched end.” 
Raelum shrugged. “I’m not hungry, am I? And I’ll get rich, if I stay in it long enough.” A sudden thought came to him. “Maybe rich enough to feed those children.” 
“A fine dream,” said Julietta. She smiled sadly. “Mayhap you’ll live long enough to realize it.” 
“I should go,” said Raelum. “If Red Philip finds out I was here, it won’t go well with you.”
“As you wish, Raelum,” said Julietta. “But you may come again, if you like. You are welcome here.”
No one had ever said such a thing to him. “I…I might,” he said. “I think I will, Red Philip or no Red Philip.” 
He vanished into the night. It did not take him long to weave his way through the maze of streets back to his lair in the pile of abandoned crates by the seawall. Raelum sat and watched the sea shimmer, the moon’s reflection dancing over the waves. He felt almost calm, peaceful. 
Eventually Raelum rolled himself in his oversized black cloak and went to sleep. 
 
###
 
The next day Raelum crouched by the Gate of Sorrows, watching traffic roll into the city. Carts came from the great plantations along the coast, bearing loads of grain and fruit to sell in Factors’ Market. Herdsmen drove long lines of cattle into the city, cracking whips. 
Raelum waited, watching for his chance. 
Two large carts tried to pass through the narrow street at once. The drivers got into a fight, snapping their whips and bellowing threats. The wagons behind them came to a halt, their drivers shouting curses. A trio of guardsmen leapt into the fray, gripping their cudgels. 
Raelum darted into the melee. He seized two sacks of apples from the back of a cart, slung them over his shoulders, and sprinted away. Someone shouted an alarm, but the roar of the crowd drowned it. Raelum took a zigzag course through the streets, the sacks thumping against his back. They were heavy, and made his shoulders and arms ache, but he ignored the discomfort. 
He came at last to the Temple’s sagging orphanage. It looked even worse in daylight. A small mob of children stood outside, shouting and playing. Two elderly women sat on the front stairs, watching the children. Raelum considering going to them, decided against it, and circled around back. A breeze rose from the sea, smelling of brine and salt, blowing away Khauldun’s ever-present reek. A window stood open on the house’s back wall. Raelum flung the sacks through the window, seized the lip, and vaulted up. 
He landed in the kitchen. Julietta gaped at him, a wooden spoon in hand.
“What’s all this?” she said. 
“Apples,” said Raelum, lifting the sacks onto the table. “Food. You know. For the children.”
Sister Julietta opened the bag, picked up an apple, and examined it. “Am I to understand that you are giving this food to the orphanage?” 
 “Aye.”
“Where did you get it?” said Sister Julietta. “Did you steal it?” 
Raelum felt a twinge of guilt. “Well…aye, I did. But what of it? The children are hungry.” 
“They are,” said Sister Julietta. “But it is not right to use stolen goods, whatever the motive.” 
Raelum stared at his filthy toes, ashamed. 
“Still,” said Sister Julietta, “we will use the last of our bread for the evening meal. The children and I would have gone hungry until we had enough coin to buy bread again. So I am in no position to turn away help, wherever it comes from. I thank you for the gift, Raelum.” 
Raelum smiled. 
“But still,” she said, pointing at him with the spoon, “bring us no more stolen goods, aye? Such things must be paid for eventually, if not in coin then with sorrow and trouble, and we’ve already enough of that here.” 
“I promise,” said Raelum. “Maybe I’ll be back.”
Sister Julietta smiled. “I’ll look forward to it, then.”
Raelum returned to the streets, his mind racing. He would bring Julietta no more stolen food. But what about food purchased with coin raised from stolen jewelry? She had said nothing about that. 
Raelum turned his eye towards the glittering mansions of Legate’s Hill and grinned. 
 
###
 
A spray of ice hit him in the face.
Raelum awoke with a gasp. A wind sharp threw snow past him, along with ash from the burned ruins of Karrent. Raelum groaned and sat up, his battered body aching. Sleeping in his armor, though necessary, had not helped. His fire had died down, and Raelum added fresh kindling until it blazed to new life.
He blinked the shards of dream from his eyes, Sister Julietta’s face lingering in his thoughts. 
“Red Philip,” he muttered. “I should have killed him then and there.” 
Raelum stood, working his stiff muscles. The Light had healed the worst of his wounds, though his limbs remained sore. He looked at the dark sky, trying to reckon the time. A grim bank of clouds hid the stars, though the sky was brightening in the east. Raelum had slept the remainder of the day and most of the night. He cursed. Marsile had no doubt put the time to good use. 
Fortune stood nearby, grazing on the dormant grass. Raelum glanced towards Karrent, visible through the thin trees. He saw no sign of life in the ruins. Perhaps the surviving villagers lay sleeping. Or perhaps the villagers had all killed themselves in the night. Raelum shrugged and led Fortune in a wide arc around the village. It would have been quicker to walk through Karrent, but he doubted the villagers would welcome him. At least the Northmen hadn’t returned. No doubt they thought the demon-possessed man still haunted the ruins, feasting on the corpses of slain villagers. 
Raelum put Karrent behind him and took to the road, back on the trail of Marsile. 



Chapter 10 - Allies of Necessity
 
“Marsile will die for this,” said Hildebrand of Oldenburg. Lionel of Tarrenheim heard the older Silver Knight’s teeth grinding. “I swear it on the name of the Divine.” 
“We don’t even know that Marsile did this,” said Lionel, gripping his saddle’s pommel as he stared at the burned village. “It could have been a wandering band of Northmen or simply common ghouls.” 
Hildebrand gave him a cool glance. “Indeed, young man?” Lionel tried not to flinch from the older man’s gaze, but did anyway.
It did not help that Hildebrand looked like the very image of a Silver Knight; tall, broad-shouldered, his unsmiling mouth hidden beneath a bushy gray mustache. His armor, a mixture of chain and steel plate, gleamed like silver. His kite shield bore the sword-and-rose sigil of the Silver Knights and the arms of Hildebrand’s own family, the House of Oldenburg. Lionel, for all his efforts, still looked younger than his twenty-six years. He had tried growing a beard, but it had seemed little more than golden fuzz. 
“No, Marsile did this,” said Hildebrand, “I am sure of it. Come!” Hildebrand kicked his horse to a trot. 
Lionel bit his lip. He was a Silver Knight in his own right, skilled with sword and lance. Hildebrand had no right to order Lionel about like a stripling squire. 
Nevertheless, Lionel sighed and followed the older Paladin. 
The village was devastated, the air heavy with the reek of smoke, and Lionel saw rows of fresh graves lining the fields. 
Hildebrand reined up before the ruined palisade. “I see no one.”
“Could Marsile have killed them all?” said Lionel. 
Hildebrand gave him another cool look. “Then who burned the bodies and buried the ashes, hmm? Marsile would not have troubled himself.” 
Lionel berated himself for missing the obvious. 
“Let us see if anyone yet lives,” muttered Hildebrand. He stood up in the saddle and began to shout. “Hearken! I am Hildebrand of Oldenburg, Knight of the Silver Order, and I demand that you open your gates! I have come in pursuit of an outlaw Adept, and you will aid me in my quest!” 
Nothing moved. Perhaps Marsile had killed everyone. Then a young man in a ragged robe came from the village’s Temple. He stared at Hildebrand with wild eyes, his hands trembling. 
“Could…it be?” he whispered. “True Paladins, come to save us, not Northmen or possessed men?”
“Aye, man,” said Hildebrand. “I am a Knight of the Silver Order, as is my companion.” 
“Thank the Divine!” shouted the man. “Oh, thank the Divine you have come! The children! You can save the children. Is…is it true that you can wield the Light to heal? There are many that lie sick from wounds in the Temple…”
“Who are you?” said Hildebrand. 
“I am Terrick,” said the young man. “The village Brother. At least I am now. Brother Mulgrim was killed. The Adept…he…” Terrick shook his head. “Will you help with the wounded? Some of the wounds have festered, and I know not enough leechcraft to heal them.” 
“Aye,” said Hildebrand, “we shall help, for it is our sworn duty. Though you must furnish us with supplies, as custom demands, and tell us of this Adept. Lead on.” 
Terrick took them to the village’s Temple, a long hall with a roof of clay tiles. Built of stone, it had survived the fires that had devoured the rest of the village. 
“I was right,” muttered Hildebrand. “Marsile did this.”
“But why?” said Lionel. “What would he gain from slaughtering these people?” 
Hildebrand snorted. “One such as Marsile would not need a reason.” 
“But…”
“It matters not,” snapped Hildebrand. “I shall find him and end his wickedness.” 
They dismounted before the Temple and strode through the doors. The interior looked like any other rustic Temple, with a crude wooden rose hanging over the altar, a wooden pulpit, and a floor of packed dirt. A dozen men lay on the floor, near a blazing fire. Hildebrand drew his sword and began to pray before the altar, hands clasped around the hilt, and Lionel did likewise. Terrick stood to the side, watching them with a mixture of awe and fear. 
“Now,” said Hildebrand, sheathing his sword, “we shall, by the grace of the Divine, heal your injured men. Aid me, Lionel.” 
Hildebrand moved from man to man, praying over each one, then drawing on the Light to heal the worst of their hurts. Each man would endure a long recovery, but no longer faced imminent death from their wounds. Lionel aided when he could, watching the older Paladin with envy. Hildebrand wielded the Light with skill born from decades of experience. 
“There,” said Hildebrand, leaning on his sword. Using the Light for healing drained much strength. “Your injured men shall recover. Now, as is customary, we shall accept your gifts.”
“We will give you what we can spare,” said Terrick, “but it is not much…”
Hildebrand seized Terrick’s ragged robe. “Listen well, peasant. You have received the grace of the Divine, and are in turn obliged to feed and aid his servants. Do you understand?” 
“Yes, my lord,” said Terrick, almost babbling. “I will have the food brought up.”
“And fodder for our mounts, as well,” said Hildebrand, releasing the priest. Terrick disappeared through the doors. 
“Is such harshness necessary?” said Lionel.
Hildebrand grimaced. “The common men often require a chastening staff, lest they stray from the path of righteousness. It is our role to be that staff. No doubt this village was steeped in some form of wickedness or another, and hence the Divine visited judgment on them in the form of Marsile. If we do not correct the villagers, encourage them to show proper respect to the servants of the Divine, then another disaster may strike this village.” 
Lionel held his tongue. Surely Hildebrand could not believe that Marsile had anything to do with the will of the Divine! 
Terrick returned. “The women are bringing food and fodder.”
“Excellent,” said Hildebrand. “Now, I require answers to my questions. What happened here?” 
Terrick told them of Marsile’s ghastly demand, the battle, and the death of Sir Ogren. He described the raid of the Northmen and the intervention of the possessed man masquerading as a Paladin.
“He drove off the Northmen, even slew their chieftain in single combat,” said Terrick, “and at first I thought him a Paladin. But then I realized he was possessed, which was where he gained the strength to defeat the Northmen. Perhaps Marsile conjured him.” 
“Raelum,” spat Hildebrand.
“Aye, my lord,” said Terrick, “he said that was his name.”
“You did well to turn him away,” said Hildebrand. “Raelum is not possessed, but a demonborn, a mortal man whose mother was possessed. His crimes are almost as hideous as Marsile’s.” 
“What did he do?” said Terrick. “If I might ask?”
“He murdered Sir Oliver Calabrant,” said Hildebrand, teeth grinding, “one of the finest Knights the Silver Order has ever produced. Sir Oliver took Raelum as a squire and Raelum repaid Sir Oliver’s generosity with murder. Perhaps Raelum and Marsile are in league, as I suspect. It matters not. Either way, I shall send them both to the judgment of the Divine.” 
“What of the children?” said Terrick. “Will you be able to save them? There are no men left in the village fit enough to chase the Adept through the wilds. Can you save them?”
“I shall try,” said Hildebrand. “Marsile may have slain them at once.” Terrick shuddered. “If so, you may rest assured that a Silver Knight shall avenge their deaths.”
Terrick did not look reassured. 
“Come, Lionel,” said Hildebrand, turning towards the Temple’s door. “We have lingered long enough. Marsile has barely three days’ lead on us, and Sir Oliver’s murderer is near. Perhaps the Divine shall give him into my hand this day. Let us be on our way.” 
Hildebrand stepped through the Temple doors. Terrick stared after him, and Lionel lingered at the Brother’s side.
“I’m sorry for the woes that have befallen your village,” said Lionel. 
Terrick nodded. “Thank you, my lord knight. We shall survive, I think. We’ve enough food to last the winter, and enough seed to plant a new crop.” He shrugged. “Whether any will wish to carry on…well, I cannot say.”
“Lead them well,” said Lionel. “If the domn and the old Brother are dead, the folk will look to you for guidance.” 
“I shall try,” said Terrick, his face sagging. “But I am a weak man. I cannot bear such a burden.”
“Pray to the Divine for strength,” said Lionel, “and I am sure…”
“Adept!” boomed Hildebrand’s voice. “Stand and name yourself!”
“Adept?” whispered Lionel as Terrick went white with fear. Had Marsile returned to further torment the villagers? Lionel drew his sword and dashed onto the Temple’s steps. 
Hildebrand stood in the square, sword and shield ready. Nearby stood a fine black horse, bearing a woman clad in an Adept’s crimson robes. She looked about Lionel’s age, perhaps a little younger. She had black hair and gray eyes that glinted with something like amusement as she regarded Hildebrand. 
“Is it the will of the Divine that you slaughter every wanderer you come across?” said the Adept. She held a black staff in her left hand, capped at either end with polished steel. “I rather doubt it.”
“Name yourself!” said Hildebrand.
“If you will do likewise,” said the Adept.
“I am Hildebrand of Oldenburg, Knight of the Silver Order,” said Hildebrand. “This is Lionel of Tarrenheim, also of that Order. And you, Adept?”
“Carandis Marken of Araspan, of the Conclave,” said the woman. 
“You are a practitioner of unholy arts,” said Hildebrand, “and I would slay you, save that I have pressing business elsewhere.” 
“An honor to meet you as well, my lord,” said Carandis, smirking. 
“Be gone!” said Terrick, voice shrill, “you are not welcome…”
“Be silent,” said Carandis. “Tell me, Hildebrand. What brings two Paladins so far north?” 
“It is not your concern,” said Hildebrand. “Go on your way.” 
“Not until I’ve questioned these folk,” said Carandis, sweeping a hand over the ruins. “They may know things I need to know.” 
“And what is your business?” said Hildebrand.
“Really?” said Carandis, lifting an eyebrow. “You will not tell me your business, but demand mine? You seem intelligent for one of your order, Hildebrand. In other words, you’re a thundering fool.” 
“Blasphemer!” said Hildebrand, raising his sword. “In the name of the Divine and the Silver Order, I command you to leave this village!”
“No,” said Carandis. 
“Then I will expel you!” said Hildebrand, striding towards the horse. Lionel gripped his sword, hesitating. 
Carandis raised her hand, and a snarling halo of blue fire crackled around her fingers. 
Hildebrand sneered. “The Light shall protect me from your foul spells.”
“The Light can protect you from some spells,” said Carandis, “but not all…”
“Stop this!” yelled Lionel, running between Hildebrand and Lionel. “Peace! Why should we murder one another? Let us at least first speak civilly, to find if we have any cause for violence.” 
“Well spoken,” said Carandis. She waved her hand and the blue fire vanished. 
Hildebrand glared at Lionel and stalked towards their horses. 
“So,” said Carandis, watching Hildebrand, “why have you come here?” 
“We are pursuing a fugitive, a dangerous renegade Adept named Marsile,” said Lionel.
Something flashed in Carandis’s eyes. “Why?” 
Lionel hesitated. Carandis recognized the name. She was an Adept of the Conclave, after all. 
“We have come to kill him,” said Lionel, deciding on truthfulness. “A year ago Marsile used his spells to enter unseen into the great library at Chrysos. He was discovered and managed to escape, though not before he murdered the archivist and seven Knights. The Master of our Order dispatched us to bring Marsile to justice. And you, Adept? Why have you come north?”
“An interesting coincidence,” said Carandis. “I, too, have come seeking Marsile.”
Hildebrand stalked to Lionel’s side. “Why? Have you come to aid your fellow worker in forbidden arts?”
“No,” said Carandis, “I have come to kill him.” Her voice was colder and harder than the winter around them. “And I will have you know that I have never wielded the forbidden arts.”
Nobody said anything for a while. 
“Why have you been sent to kill Marsile?” said Lionel. 
“He was expelled from the Conclave a hundred and twenty years ago,” said Carandis, “for the practice of blood sorcery and other forbidden arts.” 
“Six score years?” said Lionel. “Impossible?” 
“The Magisters assumed that Marsile had perished decades ago,” said Carandis. Her lip twitched. “Apparently not. No doubt he used his blood sorcery to extend his years far past their normal span.”
“How did your Magisters learn that he yet lived?” said Lionel. 
“The same way your order learned of him, more or less,” said Carandis. “He crept into the library of the Ring of Araspan, seeking forbidden texts.” A shadow went over her face.  “He was discovered…and several Adepts were killed. Hence, I have been sent to kill Marsile for his crimes.” 
“Perhaps we could work together,” said Lionel.
“Nay!” said Hildebrand, glaring. “I will not travel with a blood sorceress.”
“Pardon, my lord knight, but I’m no blood sorceress,” said Carandis. “Do I look Jurguri? Your order has the foolish habit of branding every Adept a blood sorcerer and an associate of demons, even if they are not.”
“I see little difference between an Adept and a blood sorcerer,” said Hildebrand. 
“Then Marsile will kill you with little difficulty,” said Carandis. “Permit to explain something to you, sir knight. Marsile has had nearly two centuries to perfect his mastery of the High Art, along with the blood sorcery he wields, and his magic is tremendously powerful. He could kill you both quite quickly.”
“The Light shall ward us from his spells,” said Hildebrand.
“The Light’s protection will turn some of his spells,” said Carandis. “But don’t you think Marsile will know this and choose his spells accordingly? Furthermore, he has surrounded himself with a large band of ghouls under his control. When you find him, he will dispatch his slaves to fight you.”
“I fear no demon,” said Hildebrand, banging his fist against his breastplate.
“Only the foolish feel no fear,” said Carandis. Hildebrand bristled. “But it matters not. The enslaved ghouls will distract you long enough for Marsile to cast killing spells.” 
“What, then, do you propose?” said Lionel.
“Let us work together,” said Carandis. Hildebrand scowled. “I don’t like it either. But we may prove useful to one another. Your Light-granted powers can stop Marsile’s ghouls. And I have skills of my own. I can help destroy the ghouls, and use my spells against Marsile. If we take Marsile unawares, I can do him great harm. But by myself I have no chance against Marsile. And neither do you.” 
“It matters not. If Marsile were of the fell Hierarchs of the Old Empire, I would still battle with him,” said Hildebrand. 
“And you would still die, and your corpse would rise as one of Marsile’s ghouls,” said Carandis. “But if we form a pact, perhaps we can overcome him.” 
Hildebrand scowled, deep in thought. “I like it not. The Adepts of the Conclave are treacherous.”
“And the Paladins of the Silver Order are haughty and heartless,” said Carandis. “Yet, for the sake of our goal, I am willing to ignore that fact.” 
“Very well,” said Hildebrand. “We shall travel together, and work together until Marsile is slain, but no further. And be warned. I will kill you at the first sign of treachery.”
Carandis grinned. “And I you.” 
“What?” said Hildebrand. “A Silver Knight does not abandon his given word!”
“Indeed?” said Carandis. “But often members of the Conclave have been betrayed and murdered by Silver Knights.”
“Those sorcerers had committed hideous crimes…”
“Enough!” said Lionel. Hildebrand and Carandis stared at him. “Enough, I say. Sir Hildebrand, Adept, we have no chance at all of defeating Marsile if we stand about and bicker like this.” 
“Your brother Paladin is right,” said Carandis. “Let us agree to this pact. We shall fight together until Marsile is slain. At no point during, or after, our pact shall you raise your hand against me, or I you, unless the other breaks the pact first.”
“You should not do this!” said Terrick, hovering behind Hildebrand’s shoulder. “You should not work with this…”
“Be silent,” said Hildebrand. “I see no other choice before us. Though it disgusts me, Adept, you are correct.” He drew his sword, grounded the point, and wrapped both his hands around the hilt. “Therefore I, Hildebrand of Oldenburg, Knight of the Silver Order, do swear on the name of the Divine and the hilt of my sword to abide by the pact you have laid down.”
Lionel drew his sword and swore likewise. 
“And I, Carandis Marken of Araspan, Adept of the Conclave, do swear by our pact.” Carandis chuckled. “So it would appear that we are comrades in arms?”
Hildebrand growled. 
“Do not start,” said Lionel. “There will be plenty of time for argument after Marsile is dead.” 
“Aye,” said Hildebrand. “I must insist upon one thing.”
“And that is?” said Carandis. 
“We may encounter a man named Raelum,” said Hildebrand. “He is demonborn, and claims to be a Silver Knight. If we find him, we must kill him.”
“Why?” said Carandis.
“Unbeknownst to myself or the Master of our Order,” said Hildebrand, “Sir Oliver Calabrant had gone to the city of High Morgon in pursuit of Marsile. Raelum murdered him there, most likely at Marsile’s bidding. We arrived a week later and found both Raelum and Marsile gone.”
“So this Raelum is most likely a servant of Marsile?” said Carandis. “Very well.”
“Let us go at once,” said Hildebrand.
“Before we do,” said Carandis, “I must ask a question.”
“What?” said Hildebrand, his impatience clear.
“Why has Marsile has come to these desolate lands?” 
“Why not?” said Hildebrand. He looked almost amused. “He has earned the wrath of the Silver Order. Surely he would flee to the ends of the earth to escape our swift justice.” 
“Yes, but why here?” said Carandis. “Why not to the wilds of Khauldun or the forests of Rhomaria? Why not the isles of Magarn? Why here?”
“I suppose a villain thinks one backwater as good as another,” said Hildebrand. 
“Except Marsile is no common villain,” said Carandis. “Think of his crimes before he fled. He stole books, scrolls, ancient records. He came to High Morgon, a city known for its ruins. And then he fled here.”
“Is there anything special about this land?” said Lionel. "It was once part of the kingdom of Arvandil, was it not?"
“The valleys beneath the Silvercrown Mountains were the main battlefields between the Old Empire and the Elder People, before the Hierarchs of the Old Empire perished from their own folly. The kingdom of Arvandil came after, and later fell,” said Carandis. “Most of the people still living here are descendants of the Old Empire’s soldiers or Arvandil's peasants. So there are many ruins here.” 
Hildebrand scoffed. “Ancient history. We live in the present. Why should the past concern us?”
“Because I believe that Marsile has come here seeking something,” said Carandis. “Something he learned in the stolen books. Some relic of the Old Empire, perhaps, or some forgotten book.”
“What of it?” said Hildebrand.
“Something that a man such as Marsile would risk so much to claim,” said Carandis, “is no doubt something that should be left undisturbed.” 
“She may be right,” said Lionel.
“As I said, it matters not what Marsile seeks,” said Hildebrand. “We shall find him, and kill him, and whatever villainy he plans will come to naught. Come! We have wasted enough time already. Let us ride!”
“As you wish,” said Carandis. 
The Adept and the two Paladins rode northeast along the banks of the Alderine River, leaving the village of Karrent behind.  



Chapter 11 - The Abbey of St. Tarill
 
Marsile sat in his sedan chair, trying to ignore the jolts of pain shooting through his joints. His servants marched behind him, clad again in their masking brown robes. He wished to avoid any discovery. These northern lands had become near-desolate, the populace falling victim bit by bit to demons, disease, and famine. Yet he still did not want to risk an unnecessary fight. 
Marsile glanced at the unconscious children draped over his servants’ shoulders. Sooner or later, his pursuers would find the village, and the surviving villagers would talk. Marsile’s enemies would then redouble their pursuit. 
And Marsile might have to stand and fight.
He tried to dismiss his fears. His pursuers were weeks behind him, and even if emissaries from the Silver Order or the Conclave caught up to him, Marsile could deal with them. He had killed Silver Knights before, had slain other Adepts in battle. 
It mattered not. Once Marsile reached his destination, no one would have the power to threaten him ever again. 
He flipped through the Book of Summoned Dead. The book contained potent spells and much forgotten lore of the Old Empire, yet it did not hold the final secret Marsile needed. No matter. With the Book of Stolen Blood, Marsile would have the last piece. 
He tried to rest, ignoring the ache behind his eyes. The slow whisper of the Alderine River filled his ears. Marsile dozed, feverish dreams of books and animated corpses flitting across his mind. 
He awoke some time later. The trees had begun to thin, a sure sign of habitation, and he smelled wood smoke. The forest ended in cleared fields, and Marsile saw the monastery of St. Tarill.
“Halt,” Marsile murmured, gazing at the monastery. 
The cloister sat atop a hill overlooking the Alderine River, as had St. Arik’s. But St. Tarill’s was far larger, its high walls crowned with battlements, its towers ringed with buttresses. The soldiers of the Old Empire had built it long ago, and the Temple had taken it over after the fall of the Old Empire. No doubt the refugees had settled here hoping to build a new life. Now the remnants of their descendants huddled in their villages, living in terror of demons. 
Marsile pushed aside the thoughts and focused on St. Tarill’s.
What he saw did not fill him with confidence. 
St. Arik’s had been a dying cloister populated by a dozen middle-aged men. St. Tarill’s looked to have seventy, maybe eighty Brothers, and some of the Brothers must have trained as Inquisitors, else St. Tarill would long ago have been swept away. A few of the Brothers might even be able to wield the Light. 
A small fishing village stood near the river, a dozen docks jutting into the icy water. If Marsile attacked the monastery, the villagers would rush to the aid of the Brothers. An attack might overwhelm the Brothers and bring Marsile the Book of Stolen Blood. But so many things could go wrong. Suppose he caught a stray arrow in the eye? 
He had not come all this way, survived so much, only to die a few hundred miles from his goal. Direct force had worked at St. Arik’s and at Karrent. It might work here, but Marsile would not gamble everything on it. 
Not when he had better ways to seize the Book of Stolen Blood. 
“Into the forest,” said Marsile. “Away from the road.” His servants complied, branches scraping against their robes. Marsile waited until they had gone perhaps four miles from the road. 
“Halt,” he commanded. “Put me down.” His litter-bearers lowered the sedan chair, and Marsile got to his feet. “You.” He leveled a finger. “Come here and open your bag.” 
The servant complied, shuffling towards Marsile. Marsile reached into the bag and yanked out a thick Brother’s robe of coarse brown. He stripped off his crimson Adept’s robe, cursing the cold, and pulled on the Brother’s one. 
Every Adept learned spells of illusion, and Marsile was skilled with them. He cast the spells over himself, his clean-shaven face sprouting an enormous gray beard, his hair fading to white. Additional lines and wrinkles appeared over his face. Marsile finished and put a stoop into his shoulders. A short search found a fallen branch long enough and sturdy enough to serve as a walking staff. Marsile brushed the snow from the stick and leaned against it.
“You,” he said, pointing, “Mirror.”
The servant complied and produced a small mirror. Marsile examined himself for a moment and grunted in satisfaction. He looked like a wandering Brother of the Liberist Order, dedicated to the preservation of knowledge and history.
He ought to know what they looked like. He had killed enough of them in Chyrsos, after all. 
Marsile walked to a servant carrying scroll tubes and pulled forth a rolled sheet of parchment. He squinted, nodded, and tucked the scroll into his robes. 
“Remain here until I return,” said Marsile. “Should anyone save myself approach, flee into the woods and regroup here in three days.” 
His servants did not move. 
Marsile strode through the trees. An hour’s walk brought him back to the road, and Marsile climbed the hill and stopped before the monastery’s imposing gates.
“Halt!” A young Brother poked his head over the battlements. “Name yourself.” 
“Is this the monastery of St. Tarill?” said Marsile.
“Aye,” said the Brother, “though it is customary for a stranger to name himself first.”
“Very well, young man,” said Marsile. “I am Torgrim of the Liberist Order. I have traveled far to see the library of St. Tarill, for rumor claims it contains many ancient books.”
“You traveled here alone?” said the Brother, astonished. “I am surprised you survived. The roads are very dangerous, and haunted by demons.” 
“I traveled by merchant ship to Karrent,” said Marsile, “and then came by foot the rest of the way.”
“Aye,” said the Brother, “merchant vessels still travel to Karrent. You may enter, Brother Torgrim, but you’ll need to speak with the First Brother.” 
“As you wish,” said Marsile. 
The young Brother shouted a command. Chains rattled and beams groaned as the gates swung open, and Marsile strode into the monastery’s courtyard. He glimpsed two other Brothers crouched on the ramparts, behind the battlements, loaded crossbow in their hands. They had been watching him the entire time. Had he proven hostile, they would have shot him. 
It was well he had chosen to employ deception instead of force. 
The young Brother led Marsile into the monastery’s great hall. A long table ran the length of the hall, while another table sat on a raised dais at the end of the room, no doubt for the First Brother and the senior Brothers. 
“Wait here, and I shall fetch the First,” said the young man. Marsile waited. Several other monks passed, occupied with business of their own. St. Tarill’s seemed much more populous than St. Arik’s. In more than one of the Brothers, Marsile sensed the odd crackle of energy produced by a wielder the Light. 
He breathed a curse and rubbed his cold hands. Still, subtlety would win the day here. Had he not plundered tomes from the citadels of the Silver Order and the Conclave? A band of rustic priests should prove no difficulty. 
“Brother Torgrim?” A big man with the build of a wrestler walked towards Marsile. He wore brown robes, a ring of office, and several keys on a chain around his neck. “I am First Brother Ulrich.”
“My lord First Brother,” said Marsile, eyeing his enemy. With his silver hair and beard, Ulrich looked over sixty, yet still seemed quite vigorous. Marsile sensed the Light in him, and to judge from the old man’s balance, he had been trained as an Inquisitor. “It is an honor to meet you.”
“And we are honored to receive you,” said Ulrich. “It has been nigh unto ten years since a Brother of the Liberists visited us. He wished to take a listing of our library back to Chrysos. We feared that he had fallen to some evil on the road.” 
“Alas,” said Marsile, “that is grave news, for the Brother never returned to Chrysos.”
“Alas indeed,” said Ulrich, lowering his head and muttering a brief prayer for the dead. “Let us hope that some kindly soul found his body and buried it, lest a demon defiled his flesh.” 
“Let us hope,” said Marsile. “Hence I was sent, First Brother Ulrich, in hopes of finding our lost Brother, and to take inventory of your library.” He reached into his robes and pulled out the scroll. “Here is a letter from the masters of my Order, commanding aid for my errand.”
Ulrich took the letter and read it. Marsile was glad he had thought to steal it during his raid on Chrysos. The paper was a general request for aid, sealed with the sigil of the Liberist Order. 
“You shall find you have a great deal of work,” said Ulrich, “for our library is quite large.” He handed the letter back to Marsile. 
“A happy problem, indeed,” said Marsile. 
The old Brother smiled. “Is it not? Come this way, Brother Torgrim. I will have lodgings prepared for you, and you may begin your work tomorrow.” 
“I would prefer to see the library at once, if you do not mind,” said Marsile.
“A true servant of the Divine is ever eager in his work,” said Ulrich. “Very well. This way. Though I insist that you come to the evening meal. We do not often receive visitors, and news and tales from more populous lands are always welcome.”
“As you wish,” said Marsile.
The First led him down a corridor, past more busy Brothers. Marsile revised his estimate of the abbey’s population. Perhaps as many as a hundred and twenty Brothers dwelt within the walls. 
“I am surprised,” said Marsile, “that such a large monastery can be found so close to the cursed lands of the Old Empire. And one with such a large library. Truly the Divine has seen fit to bless St. Tarill.” 
“More that we are unwilling beneficiaries of misfortune,” said Ulrich. “There used to be dozens of monasteries scattered throughout the valleys of the Alderine, sheltered by the power of the king of Arvandil. Yet Arvandil fell, and these lands are too isolated, too far from the great kingdoms of the west. And the Ashborn dwell in vast numbers on the far side of the Silvercrown Mountains, and every few years they will launch raids. Less often, now, for there is less to raid.” He shook his head. “As monastery after monastery fell, its surviving books and treasures were moved here, for St. Tarill’s was the strongest of the monasteries. Now only we and St. Arik’s to the south remain.” 
Marsile tried not to smile. 
“Our first mission is to serve the Divine, of course,” said Ulrich, “but it is also our sacred charge to guard these books. Many are the only copies of works dating from before the Old Empire.” 
“What of dark books?” said Marsile.
Ulrich frowned.
“Please do not misunderstand me,” said Marsile, “for I have no wish to read such books. But many of the fallen monasteries were founded to guard books taken from the Old Empire, books of dark lore and wicked secrets. My order often fears that the dark books may fall into the wrong hands.” 
“It is a valid fear,” said Ulrich. “But St. Tarill has only one such book. The Ashborn destroyed most of the others, thankfully.” 
“I shall need to take a description of that book back to my order, as well,” said Marsile.
Ulrich nodded. “I myself will show you the book. Only the First Brother, the Keeper of the Gates, and the Keeper of the Library may handle the book, and all three must be present to do so. The danger is too great, lest we be corrupted by the book’s hideous spells.” 
Marsile nodded.
They entered into a large room lined with high desks. A dozen Brothers sat at work, copying books and papers. 
“A fine scriptorium,” said Marsile.
“We are blessed,” said Ulrich. “We have over a hundred and fifty Brothers. Work always needs to be done, whether in the kitchen, the workshops, or the fields. We rotate these duties, lest either mind or body grow weak and vulnerable to temptation.” 
“A wise course,” said Marsile. A hundred and fifty? 
“And here,” said Ulrich, opening another door, “is our library.” 
The library was a long hall with a vaulted roof, the walls lined with tall shelves. Marsile was impressed. The library held nearly a thousand books, impressive even by the standards of the western kingdoms. For a moment Marsile wanted to run to the shelves, tear through them in search of the Book of Stolen Blood. But he restrained himself. Unlike Portlock of St. Arik’s, Ulrich did not seem like a fool. 
“You seem speechless, Brother,” said Ulrich.
Marsile shook out of his thoughts. “My apologizes, First. I must confess to surprise. I had expected a few ledgers of births, nothing more, but the library here is impressive, equal to many in the civilized lands.” 
“Aye,” said Ulrich. “There were once many monasteries in Arvandil, but one by one they have fallen and their books have come to us.”
“I shall begin work at once,” said Marsile, trying to feign enthusiasm. He would have to pretend to work during the day. At night he could prowl through the monastery, searching for the Book of Stolen Blood. 
“Tomorrow, I fear,” said Ulrich. “Night is falling, and candles are costly. You shall join us for our evening meal and prayers, and then I will show you to the guest quarters.”
“As you wish, my lord First,” said Marsile. 
 
###
 
Raelum pushed himself hard. 
He jogged most of the way, his mail shirt bouncing against his knees, his breath stabbing the air. Fortune trotted behind him, snorting. 
He had to reach St. Tarill’s soon. Marsile must have found it already, and the Divine only knew what horrors the Adept would unleash on the unsuspecting Brothers. Perhaps Marsile had already slain the Brothers and moved on. If so, Raelum would prevent the bodies from rising as ghouls and continue his pursuit of Marsile. 
But if Marsile had not yet acted, then Raelum could stop him. 
Raelum ran on, through the day and most of the night.
 
###
 
Lionel sat in the saddle, swaying. The air was cold and dry and still, and his eyes scanned the silent forest for enemies.
“Are you two paying attention?” 
Lionel shook himself. Carandis had stopped her horse, and Hildebrand reined in his mount, glaring. 
“Why have you stopped?” said the older Paladin. 
Carandis ignored him. “Look at the ground, Sir Lionel. What do you see?”
Lionel squinted at the ground. “Some snow. A lot of frozen dirt. Dead grass. Not much else.” 
“Why have you stopped?” repeated Hildebrand. 
Carandis ignored him, and Hildebrand went red in the face. It amazed Lionel how Carandis could drive Hildebrand into a rage without a word. Carandis Marken was an Adept of the Conclave, and Lionel’s father and uncles and most of the nobles of the New Empire loathed the Adepts. Yet Lionel found himself liking Carandis nonetheless, if only because of the Adept’s effect on the old Paladin.
And it did not hurt that Carandis was pretty.
Lionel rebuked himself for the lustful thought and made himself pay attention. 
“You’re looking, but you’re not seeing, Sir Lionel,” said Carandis. She slid off her horse and dropped to a crouch, crimson robes pooling. “See? Notice anything unusual about this road?”
“It is a line of packed dirt, and nothing more,” said Hildebrand. “Now let us be on our way!” 
“There…do seem to be a lot of tracks,” said Lionel, Some looked like boot prints, but bare feet had made others. Lionel wondered why anyone would walk barefoot in the snow. 
“It is a road. People walk on it,” said Hildebrand. 
“Barefoot, in the dead of winter?” said Carandis, grinning. She shook her head. “No. These are the tracks of Marsile’s ghouls.”
Lionel felt a chill. “So many?” 
“At least thirty,” said Carandis. “Possibly more.” 
Hildebrand dismounted. “And how do you know to read tracks, hmm? I suppose the Adepts of the Conclave teach tracking in addition to blood sorcery?” 
“The Conclave does not teach blood sorcery,” said Carandis. “And my father often made hunting trips, and took me with him.” She pointed at one of the barefooted tracks. “See that claw mark? A ghoul made that.” 
“A large force of ghouls,” said Lionel. 
“We knew this already,” said Hildebrand. “You waste precious time to state the obvious?” 
“There are fresh tracks atop those of Marsile’s minions,” said Carandis. “One man, booted, walking a horse. This Raelum of yours, no doubt.” 
“I have nothing to do with that demonborn murderer,” said Hildebrand. “Is there a point to this?”
“You cannot see it, old man?” said Carandis, smiling. “Surely the great wisdom of a Silver Knight can unravel this mystery.”
A vein twitched in Hildebrand’s temple. 
“I am younger,” said Lionel, “and I have not the wisdom of age. What, then, to these tracks say?”
“That we are gaining on Marsile and Raelum,” said Carandis. “Look at the width of the strides. Marsile’s ghouls are going fast, but they are not running. And Raelum is leading his horse, not riding it, for whatever reason.” 
“Most likely the beast will not bear his foul body,” muttered Hildebrand.
“That,” said Carandis, “or he’s using it for baggage.” She stared down the road. “We may catch up to Raelum by nightfall.”
“Then he shall meet his deserved end,” said Hildebrand, banging a gloved fist against his breastplate. 
“But we’ve covered much ground,” said Carandis, “and will likely reach St. Tarill’s by sundown.” She frowned. “I still wish I knew why Marsile slew everyone at St. Arik’s.”
“What reason does villainy need?” said Hildebrand. 
Carandis raised her eyebrows. “I don’t know. But Marsile has come here seeking some rare book or artifact, I believe. Maybe it lies inside St. Tarill.” 
“It is meaningless,” said Hildebrand. “A Silver Knight is always ready for battle. I care not if Marsile has a hundred ghouls and a dozen demonborn murderers. I shall defeat him.” He climbed back into the saddle. “Let us continue.”  
“Indeed,” said Carandis. “You shall have the honor of charging blindly to your death, while I shall devise a strategy to defeat Marsile. By all means, my lord knight, lead on.” 
Hildebrand snarled.
The three continued riding. 
 
###
 
Marsile sat a table and pretended to read. Every now and again he made notes on a stack of paper. 
If nothing else, the Brothers had given him with a good meal last night. Marsile had endured the endless pious prattling, but the Brothers had finally gone to bed, and Marsile had slipped into the halls, wrapped in an obscuring spell. 
He turned a page, ignoring the book. 
It had not taken him long to find the massive vault beneath the monastery. The door was built of solid oak, banded with iron bars and sealed with an enormous lock. No doubt it held the monastery’s guarded treasures. Any other time Marsile would have employed a spell to undo the lock and open the door. 
But someone had used a warding spell to seal the door.
At first Marsile thought that one of the Brothers had skill with the High Art. A brief examination proved otherwise. The spells were ancient, had been laid down centuries ago. No doubt the Conclave’s ancient progenitors had sealed the Book of Stolen Blood behind that door. No spells Marsile possessed could breach the wards, and the spells were strong enough to keep him from astraljumping to the other side of the door. 
Then he remembered the keys around the First Brother's neck.
Marsile stood, returned the book to the shelf, picked another at random, and sat. Tonight he would steal the First Brother's keys, unlock the door, and abscond with the Book of Stolen Blood. He would long gone by the time the First Brother noticed the theft. 
Marsile’s eyes wandered over the books. Some of the tomes looked interesting. Perhaps someday he would return and go over the books at his leisure. 
If he succeeded, all the time in the world would be his. 
A deep bell rang through the monastery. The Brothers rose and shuffled out the library, making their way to the great hall. Marsile sighed, shut his book, and stood. A few hours of pious inanity lay before him, but at least the Brothers served good food. 
Marsile glanced out the window and stopped. 
A man in chain mail walked towards the monastery, leading a horse behind him. 
Marsile rested a hand against the sill and watched, alarm flooding through him.



Chapter 12 - Murderer
 
The grim monastery rose in the distance, its battlements and towers stark against the darkening sky. Raelum saw Brothers walking the battlements, lights shining in some of the windows, and felt a wave of relief. Marsile had not yet arrived. 
But if Marsile had not yet arrived, then Raelum would have passed him on the road. St. Tarill’s was larger than St. Arik’s. Perhaps Marsile had entered the monastery by stealth and stolen the book. 
Or perhaps Marsile lurked in the woods, waiting for the right moment to attack. 
Raelum considered searching the surrounding woods, using his senses to search for Marsile’s demons, but pushed aside the notion and kept walking. Better that he warn the Brothers of their peril. If they knew Marsile was coming, they had a better chance of defending themselves. 
The Brother standing over the gate stared at him. Raelum’s hand twitched towards his cowl. The Divine only knew how the Brothers would react to his eyes. 
“Stand and identify yourself!” called the Brother.
Raelum sighed and pushed back his hood. 
He heard the Brother's startled hiss. 
“Who are you, and what do you want?” said the Brother.
“I am Raelum, a Knight of the Silver Order,” said Raelum. “I have come in pursuit of Marsile of Araspan, a renegade Adept.”
“There are no Adepts here, demonborn,” said the Brother. “Be on your way!” 
“I must speak with your First!” said Raelum. “Marsile is coming here, and he will kill you all if he gets the chance.” 
“We are warned,” said the Brother, “and I doubt very much that one man can overcome us, even an Adept.” 
“You do not know his powers,” said Raelum. “Please, I beg of you, let me speak with your First Brother.” 
The Brother hesitated. “Very well.” He ducked behind the battlements and vanished.
Raelum waited.
 
###
 
Marsile cursed.
Even from a distance, he recognized the red-eyed young man. It was Raelum, Oliver Calabrant’s squire. He had not seen the boy since that day in High Morgon, months ago. Marsile had not killed the boy then, believing him no threat. 
Plainly that had been an error.
Had Raelum killed the wraith in Coldbrook Keep? Had he destroyed the two demons left in the vault of St. Arik’s? The demonborn brat seemed grimmer and stronger than Marsile remembered. And the long journey, alone through dangerous lands, had no doubt toughened him. 
Suppose Raelum convinced Ulrich to admit him? Suppose he saw through the illusions? Marsile would find himself alone, without his servants, surrounded by enemies.
He had to act now.
If he killed Raelum immediately, before Ulrich spoke with him, Raelum would not talk. The Brothers might believe Raelum’s sudden death part of a demonborn curse.
Ulrich strode into the courtyard. 
Marsile set himself, gathered his concentration, and began working a spell, blue astralfire snarling around his fingers.
Even as Marsile lifted his hands a trio of horsemen thundered up the road. 
Marsile broke off the spell in surprise. 
 
###
 
“First Brother Ulrich will speak with you,” said the Brother. “But by the Divine, if you raise a finger, you will come to a quick end.” 
“Aye,” said Raelum.
The gates swung open, and Raelum walked into the courtyard. A pair of Brothers with crossbows crouched on the ramparts, tracking him with their weapons. A big, silver-haired man in a brown robe strode across the courtyard, a chain of keys dangling from his neck. 
“I am First Brother Ulrich,” said the big man, folding muscled arms. “Why have you come here, demonborn?” 
“Lord First,” said Raelum. “An Adept named Marsile is coming for the Book of Stolen Blood.” 
Ulrich flinched. “How could you know of that book?” 
“He’s coming for the book,” said Raelum, “and he’ll kill everyone here to get it.” 
“Your warning is appreciated,” said Ulrich, “but you underestimate us, I think. I’m more interested in how you came to know of the book.” 
“You do not understand,” said Raelum. “Marsile killed every monk at St. Arik’s.” 
“What?” said Ulrich. “That cannot be.” 
“It is,” said Raelum, “I saw the bodies with my own eyes. He took the Book of Summoned Dead from the monastery.”
“How can you know of that evil book?” said Ulrich, color draining from his face. “Portlock and I were the only living men who knew of it.”
“He attacked Karrent on his way here,” said Raelum, “and burned the village, and kidnapped nine of its children. And now he’s coming here. Please, my lord First, I beg you. You must be ready. You don’t know his powers. He is coming for…”
Raelum heard the clatter of hooves and a sudden battle cry.
He whirled to see a horseman thundering towards him, gleaming sword in hand. 
Raelum drew his sword, gripping it in two hands. Ulrich yelled something, and Raelum caught his attacker’s descending blade in a parry. The horseman galloped past, hooves striking sparks against the courtyard stones. Raelum turned, eyeing his enemy. The horseman wore mail and a breastplate, eyes blazing over an enormous gray mustache. 
The man’s sword bore the rose-and-sword sigil of the Silver Knights. 
Two more horses galloped through the gate. One carried another man in armor, bearing a Knight’s sword. The other rider was a young woman, and she wore black-collared crimson robes and carried a metal-capped staff. 
“Take him!” said the older horseman. “Kill him now!” 
“Stop this!” roared Ulrich, voice booming like thunder. “I will not have travelers attacked in the courtyard of my cloister!” Brothers erupted from the keep’s doors, carrying loaded crossbows. 
The older man nudged his horse towards Raelum, murder in his eyes. 
“Cease!” said Ulrich. The men on the rampart took aim. “By the Divine, I swear that if anyone raises his hand in violence, we’ll kill you all and discover the truth later. You three! Name yourself at once!” 
“I am Hildebrand of Oldenburg, Knight of the Silver Order,” said the older man, glaring at Raelum. 
“I am Lionel of Tarrenheim, also a Knight of that Order,” said the younger Knight.
“And I,” said the robed woman, “am Carandis Marken, of the Conclave.”
Raelum blinked in surprise. What were two other Silver Knights doing here? And why had an Adept of the Conclave come? 
Ulrich’s lips thinned in distaste, but he made no move towards the Adept. “And, tell me, my lord knights and Adept, why you sought to spill blood on consecrated ground?”
“I sought to kill no one,” said Carandis, her voice imperious. “This stone-blind fool,” she jerked her head at Hildebrand, “charged ahead, brandishing his sword and howling for blood.” Hildebrand growled. “I merely rode after. I must commend your restraint, my lord First, for not shooting him dead.”
“Or for killing an Adept on sight?” said Ulrich.
Carandis bowed from the saddle. 
“Enough of this!” said Hildebrand, gesturing with his blade. “This…man, this demonborn fiend, murdered Sir Oliver Calabrant, another Knight of my order. We have come for him.” 
“What?” said Raelum, stunned. “I did not kill him! Marsile killed him, not I.” 
“He claims to be a Silver Knight,” said Ulrich.
Hildebrand laughed. “And you believe anything spoken by a demonborn man? This wretch murdered Oliver Calabrant, I say. Is that not Sir Oliver’s sword you have in hand, demonborn? Is that not his mail shirt you wear? No doubt you looted his corpse after doing the foul deed.”
“I did not!” said Raelum, surprise dissolving into rage. “He gave them to me before he died from Marsile’s poison. I swore the oaths of a Silver Knight on the hilt, even as he lay dying. I swore to avenge him! I…”
“Be silent!” said Hildebrand. “I will not have your demon’s tongue profane the memory of a good man!” 
“I loved Sir Oliver,” said Raelum. “He was the best man that ever lived. I would never have killed him.”
Hildebrand spat. “So now you accuse him of sodomy, dog?”
Such red fury took Raelum that he stepped forward, wanting nothing more than to take Hildebrand’s head. 
Ulrich stepped before him. “I said no blood shall be spilled here!” 
“Lord First, this posturing is meaningless,” said Carandis. “The Paladins and I were both north by our respective orders in pursuit of Marsile of Araspan, formerly an Adept of the Conclave. The Conclave expelled him for murder and blood sorcery, and I have been dispatched to bring him to justice. The Silver Order sent Hildebrand and Lionel to bring Marsile to account for his murders in Chyrsos. We met on the road, and have agreed to set aside our differences to accomplish our common mission.”
“This Marsile,” said Ulrich. “Raelum claimed to have come for the same reason, to kill this Marsile.”
“I have sworn to avenge Sir Oliver’s death,” said Raelum. 
“Then fall on your sword,” said Hildebrand. 
“Be silent, lest you do more harm than you have already,” said Carandis. Hildebrand bristled. “Lord First, I believe Marsile is coming here, to St. Tarill’s, and he may be here already.”
“Why would he flee here?” said Ulrich, frowning. “A house of holiness would make no refuge for an Adept.”
“Marsile is not fleeing,” said Carandis, “much as these Knights refuse to admit it. He fears us not at all. Rather, he has come here seeking something. I believe he is searching for books of demonic lore left from the Old Empire.”
“I told you, lord First,” said Raelum. “He took the Book of Summoned Dead from St. Arik’s, and now he’s coming here for the Book of Stolen Blood.” 
“And how would you know this unless you were in league with him?” said Hildebrand. 
Raelum glared at the older Knight. 
“Wait,” said Ulrich, lifting a hand. “St. Arik’s. The monks. Are they…”
“Dead,” said Carandis. “All of them. I saw it on my journey north.”
“Aye,” said Hildebrand, “I saw Marsile’s villainy with my own eyes. No doubt this demonborn rat aided him.” 
Ulrich went gray in the face. “And Karrent?” 
“Burned,” said Carandis. “Marsile kidnapped a number of children. Later a ship of Northmen attacked, though the villagers repulsed them.”
“By the Divine,” said Ulrich, shaking his head. “By the Divine. I must send Brothers south, at once, to aid the village folk, and to properly bury the dead of St. Arik’s. They will have risen as ghouls by now…”
“No need,” said Raelum. “I found the Brothers when I came to the monastery. I beheaded all the corpses I found. The demons will not claim their flesh.”
Carandis frowned. “I wondered who had done that. Marsile, certainly, would not have bothered.” 
“Then we shall set watch for this vile Marsile,” said Ulrich. “He hasn’t come yet. The books are sealed in a vault of cunning design, and I bear the only key. When he comes, by the Divine, we shall be ready for him.”
“He may have come already,” said Carandis.
“What do you mean?” said Ulrich.
“Marsile knows more magic than blood sorcery,” said Carandis. “He can weave powerful illusions. Have any other visitors come to the monastery recently?”
“One has,” said Ulrich. “Brother Torgrim of the Liberian Order. He had come to inventory our library. He bore a proper and sealed letter.” Ulrich’s frown deepened. “And he did ask about our forbidden books.” 
“Take us to him,” said Raelum. “Let us see if he is Marsile in disguise.” 
“You are going nowhere,” said Hildebrand. 
“I did not kill Sir Oliver!” said Raelum.
“I swear on the hilt of my sword and my honor as a Silver Knight that this man killed Sir Oliver,” said Hildebrand.
“I know not,” said Carandis, “and I care not. It hardly seems relevant, anyway.” 
“What of you?” said Ulrich to Lionel, who had sat silent during the entire argument. “What do you say?”
Hildebrand leveled a fierce glare at the younger Knight.
“Aye,” said Lionel. “Aye, I would swear that Raelum murdered him.” 
“I did not!” said Raelum.
“We will sort this out later,” said Ulrich, glancing to the side. “We have more pressing problems.” 
Raelum opened his mouth to protest and something hard exploded into the back of his neck. He reeled, toppled to the ground, and knew no more.
 
###
 
Marsile backed away from the window. 
How had his enemies caught up to him so quickly? He had assumed they were hundreds of miles behind. First he had underestimated Raelum, and then he had underestimated his pursuers. 
Another such mistake and he might very well perish. 
Raelum toppled to the ground as a Brother struck him from behind. Had Silver Knights blamed the boy for Oliver Calabrant’s death? For a moment Marsile mulled staying in the monastery, maintaining his disguise, feigning ignorance. 
He looked again at the woman in crimson robes and scowled. He remembered Carandis Marken, though he thought she had perished during their fight at the Ring’s library. Marsile had taken her measure, and knew that he could crush her with ease. Yet she would sense Marsile’s illusions. And Carandis had the aid of two Silver Knights and a monastery filled with angry and skilled Brothers. Marsile could kill Carandis, the Silver Knights, and most of the Brothers, but he might fall in the end.
The Silver Knights, Carandis, Ulrich, and the Brothers entered the monastery, a few men remaining behind to bind Raelum. If Ulrich had told them about Brother Torgrim…
Marsile had to get out now.
He raced from the library, heedless of his groaning joints. Marsile dashed for his room, brown robes swirling around him. He slipped through the door and barred it behind him. 
The room held only a bed, a small fireplace, and a wooden table. A small window, with a crisscrossing framework of lead strips to hold the glass diamonds in place, presented a view of the woods below the monastery. 
Marsile took two steps back, lifted his hands and muttered a chant. Silver light flared around him as he focused upon the distant woods, and he cast the astraljump spell. The world vanished, and he reappeared below the monastery’s hill, the icy winter air washing over him.  
Marsile summoned more power and cast another astraljump spell. This time he reappeared in the trees themselves, shielded from any watchers atop the monastery’s wall. With luck, no one had noticed the silver flash from his astraljump spells.  
An ignominious retreat, to be sure. But Marsile would be back.
Tonight. 
He strode into the woods, making for his servants. 
 
###
 
“Brother Torgrim will most likely be in the library,” said Ulrich, climbing the broad stairs, flanked by a half-dozen Brothers bearing crossbows. Lionel walked behind the abbot, sword in hand, as did Hildebrand. “He is probably what he claims to be.”
“But just in case,” said Carandis, “we shall be ready.”
They entered the library. Lionel had expected the monastery to have perhaps a few dozen tomes. But hundreds stood on the shelves lining the room. Some books and a stack of loose paper sat on a table near the window. 
“He’s not here,” said Hildebrand.
“This window overlooks the courtyard,” said Carandis.
“So?” said Hildebrand. 
“So he would have seen us coming,” said Carandis. “Lord First! Which way to this Brother Torgrim’s room?” 
“This way,” said Ulrich, leading them into the hall. A few turns later they came to a stone corridor lined with narrow wooden doors. “The guest chambers. Though we do not often have guests.” He stopped at a door and knocked. “Brother Torgrim? Are you there?”
No one answered. Ulrich reached for the door’s handle and frowned. “It’s barred from within. Brother Thomas! Brother William!” Two Brothers sprang forward, bearing axes, and set to work. A few moments’ effort reduced it to firewood, and Ulrich kicked aside the wreckage and stormed into the room.
“By the Divine,” said the abbot. Hildebrand, Carandis, and the Brothers all tried to force themselves through the door at once. Lionel waited until everyone had squeezed into the room and followed.
The room beyond was empty.
“Where did he go?” said Ulrich. “The door was barred!”
“No doubt he saw us enter the courtyard,” said Carandis, “and decided to flee.” She paused. “I think it is clear that Brother Torgrim was in truth Marsile of Araspan.” 
“But the ground is forty feet below!” said Ulrich. “Surely he didn’t climb down the wall?”
“He used a spell to travel to the woods. Adepts can astraljump over short distances using magic,” said Carandis. She shrugged. “This is not so remarkable, my lord First. I know spells that would permit me to do the same thing.”
“Then let us take to the woods and purse him at once!” said Hildebrand. “He shall not have gotten far!” 
“No!” said Carandis. “That would be unwise.” 
Hildebrand sneered. “You may be a coward, Adept, but a Silver Knight fears not the darkness.” 
“Very well, then,” said Carandis. “Let us blunder about in the woods, in winter, at night. We could wander all night without finding him. And you forget that Marsile’s servant demons are out there. He could pick us off one by one. So go ahead, my lord knight. Chase Marsile. But your blood will not be on my hands.” 
“Craven coward,” said Hildebrand. “I shall pursue Marsile, and bring the wretch to…”
“But,” said Carandis, “Marsile will have to come back here sooner or later.” 
“What?” said Hildebrand.
“Think, if a Silver Knight is capable of it,” said Carandis. “Why did Marsile come here? He wishes to obtain this…Book of Stolen Blood, I believed Raelum called it. He hasn’t yet claimed it. He will have to return for it. We can wait here and trap him at our leisure.” 
“What if he gives up?” said Lionel.
“He will not,” said Carandis. “He’s crossed half the world to come here. And as I said before, he does not fear us. He will wait and take the best opportunity.”
“Villainy never turns from its course,” said Hildebrand. “The wretch shall come, I am sure of it.”
“If an Adept and a Paladin agree, then you must speak truth,” said Ulrich. “Very well. We shall set a guard around the vaults holding the book, double the watch at the gate, and have groups of Brothers patrolling the hallways at night.”
“With your permission, lord First,” said Carandis, “I can lay wards over the vault that will alert us when Marsile enters.”
Ulrich’s scowled. “I dislike the idea of magic practiced in my cloister.”
Carandis shrugged. “Marsile has already practiced magic in your cloister. And it is the best weapon against him.”
“Very well,” said Ulrich. “Then it appears I must welcome you as guests. Rooms shall be prepared for you, and I invite you to join us at the evening meal, once your preparations are complete.” 
“I accept your gracious hospitality, lord First,” said Carandis, bowing.
“I would rather bring Marsile to bay in the woods,” said Hildebrand, “for unlike the Adept, I doubt not my own strength. But if you are determined on this course, First Brother Ulrich, then I will not gainsay it. I will deal with Raelum now.” 
He turned to leave.
“Hold,” said Ulrich. “I will not have him killed in my cloister.”
Hildebrand gritted his teeth. “Then I will kill him outside.” 
“He claims he is innocent,” said Ulrich. 
“He is a demonborn fiend!” said Hildebrand. “How can you believe anything from that lying mouth? I had thought a First Brother of the Temple would possess greater wisdom…” 
“Guard your tongue, Paladin!” said Ulrich. “You may be a Silver Knight, but I am a First Brother of the Temple, as you so graciously reminded me, and you are in my cloister.” 
“It is my sworn word that he is guilty,” said Hildebrand. 
“Sir Hildebrand,” said Carandis. “By chance, did you happen to see Raelum kill Sir Oliver?”
Hildebrand growled. 
“Well?” said Carandis. “Aye or nay? Did you see Raelum stab Sir Oliver, or push him out a window, or put poison in his wine?”
“Nay,” said Hildebrand. “But the boy is demonborn, a creature of evil, the spawn of a woman possessed by a demon. A man may show kindness to a rabid dog, but it will turn on him at the end. So it was with Sir Oliver and Raelum, I deem.”  
“And you, Sir Lionel,” said Carandis. “Did you see Raelum kill Oliver Calabrant?”
“No,” said Lionel. Hildebrand had to be right. Raelum must have murdered Sir Oliver. Yet Lionel had never seen any proof, and the thought of killing the man, demonborn or not, made him uneasy. 
“There you have it,” said Carandis.
“This discussion is meaningless,” said Ulrich, “for we have far larger worries. I will have Raelum imprisoned until Marsile is slain. We can then decide what to do with him.”
“As you wish,” said Carandis. “I had best get started on the warding spells.” 
“Come, Lionel,” said Hildebrand, glaring. “Let us see to our horses. I will not be present when this Adept works her foul arts.” 
Hildebrand stalked from the room, armor clanking. Lionel offered Carandis a shrug and followed the older Paladin. As he did, his gaze swept over the window. For an instant he felt as if something watched him from the forest. 
Lionel stopped and stared out, squinting.
He saw nothing, of course. 
 
###
 
Raelum awoke with a raging headache.
He lay on his side in the monastery’s courtyard. His sword, dagger, cloak, chain mail, and boots were gone. Someone had bound his wrists and his ankles and stuffed a gag in his mouth. 
Raelum tried to sit up.
Someone planted a boot in his chest and shoved him down. 
“Stay there, demonborn,” said a brown-robed Brother holding a crossbow. Raelum bit into the gag, trying not to panic. Somewhere, Marsile was preparing to descend on the monastery. Raelum had to warn them. Yet the two Paladins and the Adept had accused him of Sir Oliver’s murder. They would not listen to anything he said. 
A knot of robed men emerged from the monastery and headed towards them. First Brother Ulrich walked at their head, scowling. Besides him strode Hildebrand of Oldenburg, snarling and gesturing. 
“By the Divine, lord First!” said Hildebrand, face red with fury, “how can you countenance this? This man is a murderer! Put him to death at once!”
“I thought,” said Ulrich, “that you had to attend to your horses.” 
“Do not throw trifles in my face!” said Hildebrand. His hand strayed to his sword. “I demand that Raelum be killed! If you lack either the piety or the justice to do so, than I shall kill him myself…”
Ulrich whirled. “Do not presume to command me in my own abbey, Silver Knight! As the Adept has pointed out, you have no proof that Raelum murdered Sir Oliver. Another word from you, sir, another word that irritates me, and I’ll have you expelled. You can fend for yourself well enough one night. Am I understood?”
Hildebrand snarled, shaking with rage. He cast a murderous glare over Raelum and stalked away. 
“A most haughty man, father,” said the Brother guarding Raelum.
“Aye,” said Ulrich. “The woman might be a sorcerer of the Conclave, but at least she can speak with courtesy. And with better sense than this Silver Knight. Well, no matter. This renegade Adept will prove a dire foe, and we need aid to stop him.” He looked at Raelum. “You two take his arms and follow me. You, take his gear.” 
Two of the Brothers seized Raelum’s arms and dragged him, his heels scraping the ground. Another Brother scooped up Raelum’s weapons, armor, and cloak. Ulrich led them into the keep, through the great hall, into a corridor, and down a wide, spiraling staircase.
“Father,” said another Brother. “Surely we are not…”
“Aye, my sons,” said Ulrich. “We are going to the vaults. It is a safe enough place to keep him. He will not break out, nor will Hildebrand be able to reach him. I myself shall bring him food and drink once a day, until we have time to deal with him properly.” 
The stairwell went deeper, and Ulrich produced a torch and paused to light it. Raelum supposed they must be beneath the level of the riverbed. The stairwell ended in an enormous, iron-bound door of ancient oak, the planks stiffened to the hardness of granite. Ulrich removed a key from around his neck, undid the door’s three locks, and put his shoulder to the door. With a slow groan, the door swung open. 
The Brothers dragged Raelum into a vast vault, its roof supported by arches of gleaming stone. Countless urns lined stone shelves, the ashes of generations of Brothers, their bodies cremated and beyond the reach of demons. At the far end of the vault, Raelum saw a low stone arch. Within the arch stood a wooden podium, holding enormous chained book.
Did the Book of Stolen Blood lie on that podium? 
“A word of warning,” said Ulrich to his Brothers. “Do not go under yonder arch, on the peril of your soul.” He walked along the wall and lit a brazier. “I will not leave anyone to sit alone in the darkness. Here.” Ulrich gestured at an alcove sealed off from the vault by a gate of iron bars. The First Brother unlocked the gate and the Brothers tossed Raelum through it. He groaned, flopped over, and managed to sit up.
“Come,” said Ulrich, locking the gate. He and the brothers left, and a moment later Raelum heard the door slam shut, the locks clicking into place. The echoes faded away, and the vault fell into silence. 
Raelum was alone with the dead and the Book of Stolen Blood.
He scooted to the edge of the alcove, trying to catch another glimpse of the book. Sooner or later, Marsile would come to claim the book, despite whatever precautions the Adept and the Brothers took.
And here Raelum lay, bound and helpless. It made him want to scream in frustration. 
He lay against the wall, trying to think. Exhaustion weighed on him. Raelum to stay awake, tried to think, but his body betrayed him and fell into sleep.
And he dreamed about the first time he had been thrown into a cell. 



Chapter 13 - The Knight in the Green Cloak
 
“How did I come to Khauldun?” said Sister Julietta. “A long story, and sordid. You would not like it, I think.” 
Raelum thought about it. “I want to hear it.”
They sat on the back stairs of the orphanage, overlooking a barren yard of dirt. It rained about once a year in Khauldun, and the dirt had become harder than rock. The younger children played, supervised by the clucking matrons. They looked better fed than usual.
Raelum had been busy. 
“All right,” said Julietta. “If you promise to tell me your story.”
“I promise,” said Raelum. 
“Let me think for a moment,” said Julietta.
Raelum nodded, his eyes straying back to Julietta. Was he in love with her? He had heard so many songs of love sung in taverns. But Raelum doubted it. He had no wish to marry Julietta. But she did not curse him or fear him. Even Black Kaheen, the closest thing Raelum had to an ally, feared him. 
Julietta was not afraid of him.
“Ten years ago,” said Julietta, “I lived in Callia City, in a great house. My father was rich and powerful. I was only twelve then, and I met a boy. I loved him, and wanted him to be my husband. I became pregnant and gave birth. But I was too young, and my son died.” 
“I’m sorry,” said Raelum. 
“My love would have nothing to do with me after that,” said Julietta. “My father might not have cared. But I was too young, and the birth damaged me. I could have no more children, and a barren daughter was useless to my father. So he shipped me off to the Temple, and the Temple sent me here.” Julietta shook her head. “I hated my father and the Temple. Sometimes I would stand on the edge of the seawall and think about throwing myself into the sea, like a wronged heroine from a ballad.”
“That would be a foolish way to kill yourself,” said Raelum. “You might dash yourself against the rocks and survive, yet the seagulls would eat your innards, even though you lived. Not a good way to kill yourself.” 
Julietta laughed. “Not at all! Is there any good way, I wonder? I did not kill myself, as you can plainly see. I lived here with an older Sister of the Temple. And I saw the children.” Her voice dropped. “All the children. There’s so many of them, Raelum. Orphans. The children of street whores. Or the children of poor folk who cannot support them. So they are left in the streets to die. At first I ignored them. But then I started to see the face of my son in their faces. Who would take care of these children, I wondered? I never really believed in the Divine as a child, but perhaps the Divine had a purpose for me. Maybe that was why I came here, so someone could take care of these children.”
“That makes sense, I suppose,” said Raelum.
“Do you believe in the Divine?” 
Raelum shrugged. “I guess. Demons are real, I’ve seen that with my own eyes. A drunk crawled under a tavern’s foundations and died, and no one found him, so he rose as a ghoul. I saw the guard cut off his head with an axe. So if there are demons, there must be a Light and a Divine.” 
“What of your story?” said Julietta. “You promised to tell me.” 
“I don’t really know,” said Raelum. “There’s not much to tell. I never knew my mother, but she must have been demon-possessed. I’ve always lived on the streets, and I don’t know how I survived, but I did. I stole my food and kept living. About four years ago I met Black Kaheen. I almost killed him, but spared his life, and I joined his gang. I’ve haven’t been hungry since.” 
“Why do you help us?” said Julietta. 
“I don’t know,” said Raelum. “You don’t curse me, like everyone else. And the children are hungry. I know how that feels, aye. And I liked what you said, about how the emirs in Legate’s Hill never starve while we always go hungry. So that’s why I help you.” 
“I know you’re stealing to buy this food,” said Julietta.
Raelum kept a straight face. “You can’t know that for certain.” 
“Raelum,” said Julietta. “Did you know there’s an easy way to tell if a man lies? Simply confront him. If he’s innocent, he will become angry and deny it. But if he’s guilty, he will claim there’s no way to know for sure.” 
Raelum swallowed. “How long have you known?” 
“From the beginning,” she said. “You certainly do not have the coin to buy so much food. The only way you could have gotten it is through theft.”
“So if you’ve known,” said Raelum, “then why are you still taking the food?”
“I told myself that we would not take it,” said Julietta, closing her eyes. “Yet the alms we receive from Legate’s Hill scarce buy each child a mouthful of rice. I cannot bear to see the children suffer more than they already have. Stolen coin brings nothing but woe, so it is said…but I have not the strength to refuse it.” 
“It’s not stolen coin,” said Raelum. “It’s food bought with stolen coin.” 
“It amounts to the same.” 
“It doesn’t bother me,” said Raelum. “I only steal from Legate’s Hill and Factor’s Market, from nobles and merchants that can afford it.” 
Julietta sighed. “It will end badly. I wish I had the wisdom to see some other course, but I do not. You should stay here. Thieves rarely die of old age.”
“Maybe I will, someday,” said Raelum. He wondered what it would be like to sleep under a roof, not to scrape and steal from day to day. Maybe it would be a nice life. Then again, maybe he would be bored. “Maybe, when I make sure the orphanage will never go hungry again.” 
Julietta sighed. “Do not, I beg. You will get caught.” 
“I never get caught,” said Raelum. He stood and wrapped his black cloak around him. “I’ll be back tomorrow.” 
 
###
 
The next morning Raelum crouched by the Gate of Sorrows. He considered going to Legate’s Hill and seizing some jewelry, or pinching the purse of some fat merchant. He watched the carts come through the gate. Might he claim something valuable off one of them? 
A lone horseman rode to the gate, an older man in chain mail and a dusty green cloak. A sword dangled from his saddle, and Raelum watched with surprise. Who would be mad enough to travel alone through the bandit-infested roads? A pair of guardsmen stepped from the gate, and the horseman grinned, slid from the saddle, and spoke with the guards. He walked around the front of the horse, patting its head.
His sword hung unattended from the saddle. 
The sword looked valuable enough, and Black Kaheen would pay a good price for it. Raelum darted from the gate’s shadows, slid to the horse, and grabbed the leather tie holding the scabbard to the saddle. 
The horse snorted, and Raelum saw the sigil of the rose-wrapped sword on the blade and froze. He had heard of the sigil, though had never seen it. It was the sigil of the Paladins, and for a moment sheer panic paralyzed Raelum. 
The horseman turned, as did the guards, and they saw him. 
“By the Divine,” said one guard, fumbling for his cudgel, “he’s possessed! Kill him!”
“No!” said the horseman.
Raelum yanked the sword free from the scabbard and ran. An instant later an iron-tipped cudgel struck his temple. Pain blasted through his head, and Raelum groaned and stumbled to one knee. Another blow struck the back of his head. 
The sword clanged against the ground, and Raelum knew no more. 
 
###
 
“Really, sir? You want him? Not that it’s any of my business, of course, sir, meaning no disrespect. But what’s one ragged street-rat to a Paladin? Charity, of course.” 
Raelum opened his eyes. 
A thick stench, a mixture of sweat and rust and filth, assaulted his nostrils. He lay on a cold stone floor, clad only in his worn trousers. Someone had taken his cloak, dagger, and tunic. His heart dropped into his stomach. He was in one of the common cells of Sorrowgate Tower, the fortress guarding the Gate of Sorrows. A half-dozen men sat against the walls, the torchlight leaking through the iron bars transforming them into hulking shadows. 
“You. Boy,” said one of the men, voice a wine-corroded rasp. “Come here and we’ll have ourselves a good time, aye?”
Raelum backed against the wall.
“Come here, boy,” growled the man, lurching to his feet.
He stepped into the torchlight, saw Raelum’s eyes, and flinched.
“Agh!” said the man, staggering back. “You’ve come to drag me to hell! Get away from me! Get away!” 
“You!” A guard banged his cudgel against the bars. “Keep it quiet in there, or I’ll sell the lot of you to the slavers.” 
Raelum blinked.
The Paladin in the green cloak stood next to the guard. 
“There,” said the guard, pointing at Raelum, “that’s the one. You wish him released?”
“Aye,” said the Paladin. “I will not bring charges. You will have no cause to take him to the magistrate, then, and no reason to keep him here. Release him.” 
“It seems such a waste,” said the guard. “We could make some profit off him, you know. I know a man who’s seeking to buy boys …”
“Another word,” said the Paladin, voice calm but hard, “and I will have you reported to the magistrate for corruption.”
The guard mumbled something, unlocked the door, and swung it open. “You, boy. Out, now! If any of the rest of you move I’ll bust your skulls. Move, boy!” 
Raelum walked out the cell door. The jailer slammed it behind him, and the Paladin watched Raelum with icy blue eyes. Raelum tried not to shiver, but did so anyway. 
“What of his garb?” said the cold-eyed Paladin. “He had a cloak and a dagger, as I recall.” 
“Begging your pardon, sir,” said the guard, “but the little rat had nothing when he came into my care, I tell it true.”
The Paladin looked the guard. 
“Um,” said the guard, swallowing. “Nothing…I mean, I mean nothing here, with me. Uh…I’ll get it, right quick, on the way out.” He led them down a stinking corridor. An unending chorus of raucous cries came from the cells, but silence fell when the Paladin passed. The man moved with the silent grace of an old lion. Raelum cursed himself as a fool. What madness had driven him to take this man as a mark? 
“Here you are,” said the guard, handing the Paladin a bundle of black cloth. It was Raelum’s cloak, wrapped about his dagger and ragged tunic. “I wasn’t planning to sell it, I wasn’t. Wouldn’t do such a thing, of course.” 
“Of course,” said the Paladin, tucking the bundle under his arm and walking for the gate. 
Raelum hesitated.
“Get out, you rat,” said the guard, “or I’ll throw you back in there.”
Raelum hurried after the Paladin. The old man stood in the street, watching Raelum, holding the bundle.
He held it out. “You’ll want this, I expect.”
Raelum snatched the bundle, pulled on his tunic, hid the dagger in his pocket, and wrapped himself in the cloak. “What do you want from me?”
Something like a smile crossed the old man’s face. “I chose well, I see. Clever lad. Most would have run for it by now.” 
“Who are you?” said Raelum, scowling.
“Oliver Calabrant, Knight of the Silver Order,” said the old man.
“The what?”
“Most folk call us Paladins,” said Sir Oliver. 
“So that’s what you want, then?” said Raelum. “To kill the demonborn rat for the Order?” 
“No,” said Sir Oliver, “I want is your aid.” 
Raelum blinked. “My aid? Why does a Paladin need my help?” 
“Walk with me, if you will,” said Sir Oliver. “I would speak with you.” 
Raelum could dash into the streets and vanish. Sir Oliver would never catch him. But why had the Paladin freed him? And Oliver Calabrant had neither flinched nor looked away from Raelum’s red eyes. Raelum felt an odd sort of gratitude, despite himself. 
“All right,” said Raelum.
“Come,” said Sir Oliver. 
They walked in silence for a while as the sun went down. Khauldun’s streets emptied and darkened, and Raelum watched the old Paladin, fingering his dagger, watching for treachery. Sir Oliver seemed lost in thought, and did not notice Raelum’s caution. Or he didn’t care.
“Street thieves are common enough,” said Sir Oliver, “but demonborn ones with red eyes, well…that’s something different. Did you know your parents, boy?” 
“No,” said Raelum. “I didn’t know my parents. My mother must have been possessed, but that’s all I know.” 
They stopped at the edge of the seawall. The light the stars glimmered off the water, transforming it into burnished silver. 
“I have always liked,” said Sir Oliver, “watching the sea.”
“Really?” said Raelum, surprised. “So do I.” 
“Do you know why?” said Sir Oliver.
Raelum shrugged.
“I grew up in Saranor, by the sea,” said Sir Oliver, “and I know it can be hard and cruel. But the sea is clean. The demons do not touch it, boy.”
“You mean…”
“If a man dies on the sea,” said Sir Oliver, “he dies a clean death, and his body returns to dust. The demons do not touch the sea. Perhaps the untamed waters are too strong. Or it is a sign from the Divine.”
“I’ve seen dead men rise,” said Raelum, “so the demons must exist, and the Divine, but I doubt the Divine cares for men at all. Even if Sister Julietta says so.”
“Who?” said Sir Oliver.
“A Sister I know,” said Raelum. 
“The Divine does care for men,” said Sir Oliver, “for he has given us the Light, the great gift to fight the demons. How is your head? I thought the guards might have cracked your skull.”
“It hurts,” said Raelum, puzzled, “but…”
Sir Oliver lifted his hand, a pale glow shimmering around his fingers. Raelum gaped in surprise, and the old Paladin’s hand darted out and gripped his forehead. A wave of searing warmth shot through Raelum, followed by a lance of icy cold. Raelum tried to scream, but only a dry rasp came from his mouth. 
Sir Oliver released him, the light vanishing from his hand. 
Raelum scrambled backwards, yanking his dagger free. “Stay away from me!” 
“Your head,” said Sir Oliver. “How does it feel?”
“My head? You’re shooting fire from your fingers and you ask…” Raelum’s protests trailed off. The pain had vanished from his head. 
“Healing,” said Sir Oliver, “is but one of the gifts of the Light, though it is very exhausting.” 
Raelum rubbed his hand over his forehead.
“What is your name, boy?” said Sir Oliver. 
“Raelum.”
“I need your help, Raelum,” said the old Paladin. “You did not run from me when I released you from prison. You did not run from me as we walked the streets, nor did you hand me over whatever criminal gang sponsors you.” Raelum felt a flare of heat in his face. “And you did not run when I showed you the Light. Long have the High Brothers and Sisters of the Temple claimed that demonborn are filled with wickedness, but I believe it not. You are clever, aye, but there is daring in you, else you would have run. And strength, as well. Perhaps you will become evil in time, if you live to manhood. But not yet, I deem. So I ask for your help, Raelum of Khauldun.”
Raelum lowered his dagger. “What do you want of me?” 
“Do you know anything of my Order?” said Sir Oliver. “Do you know what we do?” 
“Not really,” said Raelum. “Some say you wander the lands fighting demons. Others say you meddle in business not your own, and slay folk for the lightest of sins. Either way, you are not men to be crossed, and that is enough for me.” He shook his head. “If I’d known you were a Paladin, I would never have tried for your sword.” 
“The Divine led you to me,” said Sir Oliver. “I have come to Khauldun seeking slavers.”
Raelum scowled. “What, you’ve come seeking business?”
“Nay!” said Sir Oliver. “The trafficking of slaves is a dire evil. I would stop it, if I could. Yet I have not the power.” He shook his head. “A new band of slavers has arisen in Khauldun. They do not ship their slaves to Araspan or overseas to Carth. No, they sell their slaves here, in Khauldun.” 
“To who?” said Raelum.
“Demon-worshippers,” said Sir Oliver.
“Demon-worshippers?” said Raelum, incredulous. “Who would be so stupid as to worship a demon?” 
“Demons offer many gifts in exchange for one’s soul and conscience,” said Sir Oliver. “And with the rumors of the demon-worshipping Jurgur horde in the east, there have been more cults of demon-worshippers springing up across the lands.”
“So what do they want with slaves?” said Raelum. “Someone to polish their floors, no doubt.” 
“They are using the slaves in black spells,” said Sir Oliver. “They are killing children, and using their lives in blood sorcery.”
Raelum flinched, remembering the thugs at Sister Julietta’s door. 
“I have come to stop this,” said Sir Oliver. “It is a hideous evil, and may grow even worse, should one of these would-be blood sorcerers summon a greater demon. But I cannot do it alone. I know nothing of the thieves in this city. I need the help of someone who knows the gangs, the slavers. In short, I need your help, Raelum.”
“Red Philip,” said Raelum. 
“Who?” said Sir Oliver.
“Red Philip,” said Raelum. “He started kidnapping folk who couldn’t pay his protection money. He used to just kill anyone who got in his way, but now he kidnaps them instead. I saw his thugs at an orphanage a few months ago. The orphanage couldn’t pay Red Philip’s protection money, so he threatened to take a few of the orphans instead. He has to be the one you’re looking for.” 
“Will you help me?” said Sir Oliver.
Raelum thought of the cold threat in Red Philip’s beady eyes, of the children in Julietta’s orphanage. 
Black Kaheen was going to be furious, but Raelum could live with it.
“Aye,” said Raelum. “I’ll help you.” 
 
###
 
In the dark vault beneath St. Tarill’s, Raelum moaned in his sleep and then fell silent. 



Chapter 14 - Draugvir
 
Marsile strode alone through the dark forest. 
He had to act tonight, and plans whirled through his mind. Should he enter the monastery by stealth? Launch an assault on the gate? He might enter the monastery unseen with any number of spells, but he needed the key around Ulrich’s neck, and an open attack would fail. The two Silver Knights would devastate Marsile’s ghouls, and he could not overwhelm seven score Brothers and an Adept by himself. He needed something to eliminate the threat of the Paladins…
Marsile stopped, an idea striking him.
For a moment he did not move, the night wind moaning past him. 
He thought of the long box four of his servants had carried for hundreds of miles, the box he had found hidden in a bricked-up cellar beneath Callia City. 
It was too dangerous. 
But what did that matter? He was so close. He had to dare it.
But if the thing in that box escaped…
Marsile shoved aside his doubts and marched forward.
A branch snapped.
He looked around, and saw the dark forest in all directions. The lights of St. Tarill shone some distance to the east, but he saw nothing else. 
Then foul stench, rotting meat and moldering bone, touched Marsile’s nostrils.
Marsile laughed aloud and cast a simple spell. Harsh blue burst from his hands, illuminating the woods for several yards in all directions.
A dozen ghouls stood in a loose circle around him. The demons flinched away from his light, fangs snapping and claws slashing. Marsile wondered why the ghouls had come so close to the monastery. They must not have fed for a long time.
“Stay!” hissed the largest ghoul, gesturing with a clawed hand. “Stay! We are many! Take him! We will feast on his guts!”
The ghouls snarled and converged, reaching with their talons, just as Marsile finished another spell.
He thrust out his hands, and a wave of force blasted the ghouls to the ground. He did not hesitated, but cast another spell, tendrils of white and crimson astralfire dancing around his fingers. Pain flared through Marsile’s skull, but he ignored it and cast the spell, his will reaching for the minor demons within the ghouls.
When his vision cleared, the ghouls lay on the ground, groveling. The domination spell had succeeded. 
“Master,” gibbered the biggest ghoul. “We are yours.”
Marsile grunted, trying to clear his head. He scowled and pushed aside his fatigue with an effort.
“You,” he said to the largest ghoul. “What is your name?”
“Have no name. Died. No name.”
Marsile had yet to meet a ghoul with any discernable wits. “In life, then, what was your name of the flesh you now wear?”
“Tored, master. Tored was my name.”
“Get up, Tored, all of you,” said Marsile. “Tell me. Are you hungry?”
“Very hungry, master,” whined Tored. “Long since Tored has eaten hot meat. Knives, knives in his belly!”
“Come, then,” said Marsile. “I’ve a use for you, and you shall receive all the flesh your bellies can hold.” 
Marsile continued into the forest, Tored and the ghouls following like a pack of cringing dogs. Soon Marsile reached his servants. 
“Many slaves,” said Tored. “Master is a great master, yes.” 
“Be silent,” said Marsile. “I have work to do. Tored, remain at my side. The rest of you, move off fifty paces and remain there until I call.” The ghouls shambled away, and crouched at Marsile’s side. Marsile pointed at the four servants carrying the long box. “Place that on the ground and move fifty paces into the woods. The rest of you, follow them.”
Marsile’s servants shambled into motion, setting the box on the ground. Soon Marsile and Tored stood in a loose ring of ghouls. Tored sniffed at the box and sprang back in fright. 
“Something amiss?” said Marsile.
“Coffin,” said Tored.
“Aye, a coffin,” said Marsile. “I thought a box of dead flesh would pique your interest.”
Tored snapped his head back and forth. “Flesh not dead. Open not the coffin, master!” 
“Aye,” said Marsile, examining the warding sigils covering the coffin. “Tell me. Have you ever heard of Michael Kalenis, a minor domn of Callia?”
“Tored knows not,” whined the ghoul. 
“About thirty years ago,” said Marsile, “Callia City was terrorized by a madman. He killed noble and commoner  rich and poor alike. He ripped apart his victims, left them in pieces. The people named him ‘Nightgrim’ for the horrors he brought to the night. Finally a trio of Paladins came to bring Nightgrim to justice. Do you know what they discovered, Tored?”
Tored shook his head, rotting face twisted with fear. 
“Nightgrim was a draugvir, a greater demon fused into the flesh of a living man,” said Marsile. “And when the living man died, he rose again as a draugvir, keeping all the memories and skills he possessed in life. But now he was a stalker of shadows, a corrupter of souls, a drinker of blood.” 
Tored whimpered.
“Nightgrim was Michael Kalenis, this minor lord,” said Marsile. “He led Callia City’s secret demon-cult. The three Paladins slaughtered the demon worshippers and hunted for Nightgrim. But Nightgrim vanished and was never seen again. The Paladins claimed his destruction and left.” Marsile shook his head. “They were wrong. Kalenis had not fled. He had gone into hiding, into a sleep like death.”
Marsile had discovered Nightgrim’s hiding place entirely by accident ten years earlier. He had searched Callia City’s sewers for books left behind by the slaughtered blood sorcerers. Instead, he found the coffin holding the slumbering Michael Kalenis. Marsile took it with him, mostly on a whim, and his servants had carried it ever since. He suspected he would find a use for the creature sooner or later.
That time had come.
“Open it,” said Marsile, stepping back. 
“Master!” said Tored, trembling. “Please! It will kill us all!”
“You’re already dead,” snapped Marsile. “Open the coffin.” 
Tored hesitated.
Marsile focused his will. “Open it now!”
Tored shrieked, but reached up, undid the latches, and flung open the coffin. The hinges screamed with rust. A cloud of stinking dust rose from the coffin, reeking of rot and decay. 
Utter blackness lay within the coffin. Marsile squinted and made out the form of a shriveled corpse. It might have been handsome once, but now it was scare more than a skeleton draped in skin, eyes shut. The withered thing wore the ragged remnants of noble finery. 
Marsile stepped forward, staring into the coffin. “Well,” he murmured. “It seems Lord Kalenis hasn’t aged so well.” Had the greater demon abandoned the dead flesh, leaving Michael Kalenis to pass into true death at last? No, most likely it had entered hibernation. Marsile needed to awaken it with the appropriate spells. He lifted his hands, took a deep breath, and summoned power.
Nightgrim’s eyes snapped open. 
Marsile flinched, losing his concentration. Nightgrim’s eyes were deep, dark wells. Marsile stared into their depths. Perhaps the secrets he had so long sought lay in the draugvir’s marvelous eyes.
The draugvir…
Marsile remembered that the gaze of a draugvir had a hypnotic effect. 
He saw Nightgrim sit up, lay a shriveled hand of the edge of the coffin. 
Marsile’s mind snapped back into focus. He stepped back, working the domination spell. 
Nightgrim was faster.
The draugvir's hand seized Marsile’s ankle. Marsile toppled backward, his head slamming against the frozen ground. Tored wailed in terror, and the draugvir sprang from the coffin with terrifying speed. Fangs jutted from its mouth, stained with layer after layer of dried blood. Marsile shoved aside his growing panic and began a spell. Nightgrim dropped onto him, seizing his shoulders, stinking mouth gaping wide. 
Marsile finished his spell and thrust out his hands. A blast of white fire erupted from his fingers and slammed into Nightgrim’s chest, hammering at the greater demon within the creature. The backlash flung the draugvir backwards and slammed it into a tree. Marsile scrambled to his feet, trying to breathe through the stench choking his nostrils. 
Nightgrim rose, eyes ablaze with madness. Marsile began chanting, waving his hands, trying to cast the domination spell. He finished the spell, flung it at the draugvir, and focused the full force of his will on Nightgrim. 
Nightgrim froze and growled. 
Marsile panted and tried to keep from falling. Nightgrim shuddered and took another step forward. Marsile redoubled his efforts, magical force blasting through him. Knives of pain slammed into his temples, behind his eyes. His vision blurred, the world spinning around him. 
Then all at once the pressure vanished. 
Marsile blinked his vision back into focus. Nightgrim stood not three paces away, shaking with rage. Marsile rubbed a shuddering hand over his face. Nightgrim gave a little snarl of hunger, and Marsile stared at the draugvir, trying to bring his thoughts into focus. He sensed the link of the domination spell, but it felt flimsy and tenuous. If Nightgrim had been any stronger, Marsile could not have forced the spell. And once Nightgrim fed, he would become stronger, and Marsile doubted he could keep control then.
“Should not have opened it,” said Tored, cringing.
“Shut up,” said Marsile. 
“So,” said Nightgrim, looking about. His voice was sonorous and cultured, a contrast with his ravaged appearance. “It appears that I am no longer in Callia City.” 
“Most observant, Michael Kalenis,” said Marsile.
“So I was once known,” said Nightgrim. “Now, I fear, I am known by an entirely different name.” His eyes remained fixed on Marsile. “Where are we?” 
“Far to the northeast of Callia City,” said Marsile. 
“I see,” said Nightgrim. “I presume you found my coffin,” he glanced at it, “and conveyed it all this distance? For what reason, I wonder? As I am not currently ripping out your throat and feasting upon your blood,” his lip twitched, “you must be an Adept of at least mediocre skill. Hence, I assume that you have brought me here for a specific reason.”
“I need you to kill several people,” said Marsile.
Nightgrim grinned, a most unpleasant sight. “I flatter myself, sir, to think that I have some small skill in such matters.” 
“Come with me, then,” said Marsile. “Tored! Gather your kin and follow me!” The ghouls whined, casting fearful glances at Nightgrim, but obeyed. “Kalenis, follow.”
Nightgrim did not move. Marsile concentrated and found that the domination spell had already weakened. He refocused his will, strengthening the spell’s bonds. Nightgrim twitched, but otherwise did not react. 
“I said to come,” growled Marsile.
“Certainly,” said Nightgrim, folding his hands behind his back. “Nothing could give me greater pleasure.” 
“Did your victims name you Goldentongue, too?” said Marsile. “Follow me and remain silent unless I bid you to speak.” 
They walked through the woods. The ghouls loped along, thrashing through the snow. Nightgrim made no sound at all. Marsile glanced in his direction, and found that the draugvir had disappeared. Alarm stabbed through him. Had the creature slipped from his control? Was it planning to attack?
Nightgrim stepped from the shadows, smiling. “Is there something amiss, sir?” 
“Nothing,” said Marsile. “I told you to remain silent.” For the first time in years, Marsile felt a prickle of fear. Not doubt, not unease, but true fear. Even weakened, the greater demon within the draugvir was almost too powerful to control. If it broke free from the domination spell, it would kill him without difficulty. Or, worse, it would feed off him. After a night and a day Marsile then rise as a lesser draugvir himself, his mind and soul fused to a demon under Nightgrim’s control. It would be a form of immortality, and more than once Marsile had considered transforming himself into a draugvir. But he had no wish to subordinate his mind to a demon’s power. And if Nightgrim killed him, then Marsile might face an eternity as the monster’s slave…
Nightgrim’s face twitched into a smile. Could the creature read his thoughts? He had never heard of a draugvir possessing such an ability, but Marsile had never dealt with such a powerful demon. Maybe Marsile should strike first and destroy the draugvir. 
“No,” hissed Marsile. Such doubts were meaningless, now that his goal lay within reach.
“Most wise, sir,” whispered Nightgrim.
“What?” said Marsile.
Nightgrim said nothing.
Marsile stalked on, the draugvir and the ghouls following. Soon the monastery loomed over them, its dark bulk reflecting on the cold waters of the Alderine River. 
“Remain here,” said Marsile to the ghouls when they reached the edge of the trees. He pointed at Nightgrim. “You. Follow me.”
Nightgrim inclined his head in a gracious bow. A bit of flesh peeled from his jaw, revealing yellowed bone. Marsile scanned the monastery’s walls and made out the shapes of Brothers guarding the gates, and another keeping watch on the monastery’s highest tower. The Brothers could not see him in the dark, and they most certainly would not see Nightgrim. “Hold still,” snapped Marsile.
He took a deep breath, seized Nightgrim’s shoulder, and cast the astraljump spell.
Silver light swallowed him, the forest vanishing, and Marsile reappeared in the guest room, his hand still resting on Nightgrim’s cold, hard shoulder. Marsile jerked his hand away, noted that the door had been destroyed. 
Nightgrim grinned, a rime of red covering his black eyes. The creature’s proximity made Marsile shudder, but he forced his voice to calm. 
“Listen to me well,” said Marsile, his voice a hiss. “There are two Paladins, Silver Knights, lodging here.” The red in Nightgrim’s eyes darkened. “Kill them first. Do so quietly, without raising an alarm. There is also an Adept of the Conclave, a woman called Carandis Marken. Kill her next. Again, do so without raising an alarm. Then kill Raelum, a demonborn man masquerading as a Silver Knight. Once these four are dead, kill as many as you choose.”
“Shall I not rejoin you then, sir?” said Nightgrim, raising the remnants of his eyebrows. 
“It matters not,” said Marsile. Even a draugvir could not kill one hundred and fifty Brothers, especially when a few of the Brothers had access to the Light. With any luck, the survivors would destroy Nightgrim, and Marsile planned to be long gone by then. 
“Well,” said Nightgrim. “I look forward to our next meeting.” The draugvir offered Marsile an awful grin and vanished through the ruined door. 
Marsile shuddered and astraljumped back to the forest and rejoined the ghouls. Tored loped forward, licking his claws. 
“Master,” said the ghoul. “Did you kill him?” 
“Not yet,” said Marsile. “Listen to me well. If you fail to follow my commands instantly, you will all perish. But heed me, and your bellies will be filled with warm flesh ere dawn.” 
Tored’s leathery lips pulled back in a grin. 
Marsile led the ghouls towards the road to St. Tarill’s gates. Four Brothers stood guard over the gate, holding crossbows. 
“Do not move,” Marsile whispered. “The gate soon open. When it does, charge inside and kill the surviving guards, then move into the monastery and kill as many Brothers as you please.”
Marsile closed his eyes and muttered a spell. His mind reached out, brushing the spirits of the four Brothers. Marsile focused his will, expelled his spirit from his mortal flesh, and thrust it into the body of one of the Brothers. The Brother’s spirit was vigorous, but surprised, and Marsile quelled it without difficulty. He felt a wave of dizziness, a terrible sense of dislocation, and then he was inside the Brother’s body. 
Marsile blinked the Brother’s eyes. He stood on the parapet, a loaded crossbow in his hands. The other three Brothers waited nearby. 
“Brother?” said one of the other men. “Are you well? You looked ill for a moment.” 
“Aye,” said Marsile. “I am well. Merely cold, that is all.” 
“It is chill,” said another Brother, glancing towards a nearby brazier. “Throw some more wood on the fire, I say.”
“The First Brother will be displeased.”
The second monk snorted. “The First Brother thinks shivering produces a holy spirit. He will not miss a little more wood.” 
“I will put add the wood,” said Marsile. A few cords of firewood lay piled by the brazier, along with a small hand axe. Marsile tucked the axe under his arm, picked up his crossbow, and hastened to the courtyard. The bar holding the gate was heavy, but the Brother’s young body was up to the task. Marsile flung aside the beam and kicked open the gates. 
“Brother!” said one of the other men, alarmed. “We are not to open the gates!” Marsile remained silent as the Brother hastened down the steps. “What are you doing?”
Marsile hit him in the neck with the axe. The Brother staggered back, his scream drowned in blood. The other two Brothers gaped in alarm. Marsile lifted the crossbow and pulled the trigger. One of the men shuddered and fell to the courtyard with a thump. 
Then the ghouls rushed through the gate. 
Sudden agony stabbed into Marsile’s arm, cold talons tearing through his flesh. He looked down and saw Tored gnawing at his wrist. Marsile bit back a scream and released his grip on the Brother’s body. Again he felt a moment of whirling dislocation, and settled back into his own weary, but intact, flesh. 
He opened his eyes just as the ghouls finished ripping the guards apart. Marsile strode up to the gate, glancing at the monastery’s windows. He saw no sign of alarm.
“Great magic, master,” rasped Tored, clutching the remnants of a leg. “Great magic, to open the gates.” 
“Yes,” said Marsile. “Now, into the monastery. Feast until you can feast no more. Remain stealthy for as long as you can.” 
The ghouls loped towards the keep, leaving a trail of bloody footprints. The Brothers would destroy them all, but that didn’t matter.
Marsile began another spell, one he learned from the forbidden lore of the Secret College. The world changed around him, fading to indistinct, gray shadows. The shapes of the ghouls snapped into focus with awful clarity, crackling with the demons’ dark energies. Marsile stepped towards the wall and waved his hand. 
His fingers passed through the thick stone without resistance. 
The spell had worked. It had shunted Marsile’s flesh partway into the astral realm. Now he could pass through walls like a wraith. A pity ancient wards surrounded the vault, otherwise Marsile could walk in and take the Book of Stolen Blood without difficulty. Already the effort of maintaining the spell was draining him, but Marsile had strength enough to seize the book. 
He walked through the walls, making for the First Brother's quarters. 



Chapter 15 - Nightmares in the Dark
 
“I don’t trust it,” said Carandis, tapping her staff against the floor.
Lionel and the Adept stood alone in the corridor. Hildebrand had retired to the guest quarters for the night, and all the Brothers had gone to bed, save for those assigned to guard duty. Lionel could not sleep, and had gone for a walk.
Apparently Carandis could not sleep as well. Briefly Lionel entertained the thought of inviting her to his room, but he quashed the notion with shame. Such thoughts were unworthy of a Knight of the Silver Order. 
“Surely Marsile will not try anything now,” said Lionel. “There are two Knights of the Silver Order here, an Adept of the Conclave, and a hundred and fifty Brothers.” 
“Marsile won’t quail, whatever the odds,” said Carandis, pacing. “He might try something tonight. Unlikely, I’ll grant. But it is entirely possible. I’ll stay awake tonight, I think, and keep watch. 
“I think you are worrying too much,” said Lionel. “Surely Marsile would fear to confront Sir Hildebrand.”
Carandis snorted. “You already know what I think of that, sir knight, so I’ll not weary your ears further. Rest well. I expect you’ll need it.”
Lionel bid Carandis a good night and went to his guest chamber. The room was small, but the bed was large, and layered with thick blankets. Lionel climbed into bed with a sigh. He had not slept in a proper bed for weeks, not since they had left High Morgon in pursuit of Marsile. 
Surely Carandis’s fears were groundless. Marsile would never try anything so soon. The man was an Adept, after all, and Sir Hildebrand had always named such men craven. 
Comforted, Lionel fell asleep.
 
###
 
Raelum saw Red Philip’s warehouse burning, saw Sir Oliver Calabrant cut down the slavers and free the kidnapped children. He felt a twinge of guilt, but the guilt soon faded. The men had been slavers, after all, and they preyed on the helpless and the weak. What had given them the right to do such a thing? The very thought made Raelum’s blood boil, as it always had…
Raelum jerked awake. 
He lay bound and gagged in a cell of cold stone, iron bars crossing his vision. A sullen red glare illuminated the stonework. Had he died, his demonborn soul dragged down to eternal imprisonment?
He blinked and remembered the monastery of St. Tarill, the battle at Karrent, and Marsile’s long flight. 
And now Raelum lay in the very vault holding the dark book Marsile sought. Raelum had to get free. Marsile was coming, and he would repeat the slaughter at St. Arik’s. Raelum had to get free, had to prepare, else more innocent men would die. 
He squinted through the iron bars. His sword, armor, and shield lay propped against a pillar just outside his cell. Raelum tested the rope about his wrists, and found it dry and brittle. For a clever man, First Brother Ulrich had done a sloppy job of imprisoning Raelum. 
Then again, Raelum doubted Ulrich had much experience holding men prisoner. And certainly not a man who had survived for years as a thief on the streets of Khauldun. 
Raelum scooted to the rough stone wall. He found a sharp ridge, placed the rope against it, and jerked his hands back and forth. He kept at it until his shoulders ached, sweat dripping down his face and back. 
Finally the rope snapped. Raelum yanked the gag from his mouth, untied his ankles, and stood. A massive chain and lock held the door to his cell shut. Any other time, Raelum could have picked the lock with ease, but he lacked the necessary tools. He ran his hands over the bars, and rust flaked away on his fingertips. The bars, standing for years in the damp vault, had corroded. 
Ulrich truly believed him an impostor. Else he would not have imprisoned a Silver Knight in such a flimsy cage. 
Raelum took a deep breath, drew on the Light for strength, and seized one of the bars. It bent back, screeching, rust showering to the floor. Raelum pulled until his heart pounded. He stepped back, gasping, and saw that he had bent the bar back a good four inches. 
Raelum drew on the Light and kept at it. 
 
###
 
He had been called Michael Kalenis in life, long ago. Though he really did not often think himself often, save for his appetites. The greater demon he had summoned and his own mind and soul had fused, and he was uncertain if he was the greater demon or Michael Kalenis.
He did not really care.
But when he did think of himself, he almost always now thought of himself as Nightgrim, the terror of Callia City. 
It had such a nice ring to.
Nightgrim prowled through the dark corridors of St. Tarill’s. The thirst tore at him, like twisting knives plunged into his mouth and belly. His body trembled with its need, flakes of rotting skin falling from his hands and face. He needed blood, for the greater demon within his flesh would use that blood to fuel his strength. 
And in the midst of his agony, the Adept’s domination spell howled in his mind like a winter wind, sharp and remorseless, screaming for him to kill the two Paladins, the Adept, and the impostor. 
Yet Nightgrim ignored it. 
He couldn’t kill Marsile, much as he would have enjoyed it. The domination spell prevented that much. But with an effort of will, he could ignore the spell’s other dictates. And he would ignore the spell's commands for now. In Nightgrim’s weakened state, the two Paladins would make short work of him. 
Michael Kalenis had been cunning, but Nightgrim often had difficulty thinking straight, especially while hungering for blood. He suspected it had something to do with the nature of his transformation from living man to demon-possessed draugvir. Kalenis had been ruled by his intellect, but the demon’s need for destruction ruled Nightgrim. 
Yet a plan formed in Nightgrim’s pain-wracked mind. 
He wanted to kill the Paladins, even without the Adept’s command. They threatened him in ways normal mortals could not. Had not three of their cursed Order almost destroyed him in Callia? He had to eliminate the threat. 
More importantly, he would enjoy killing them. 
But first, he had to prepare. 
Nightgrim waited. A bit of light flared in the corridor, and a man in the robes of a sworn Brother of the Temple marched into view, carrying a lantern and a steel-shod cudgel. Nightgrim heard the man’s heartbeat, heard the blood rushing through veins. It took all his self-control to keep from leaping out and ripping the Brother to shreds. 
Soon after his transformation, Nightgrim had discovered that he could hear the thoughts of living mortals. The Brother’s thoughts flitted across Nightgrim’s mind. The man was bored and tired, and kept daydreaming of naked women, and then slapped his thoughts back with a flush of shame. 
Nightgrim grinned, stepped into the corridor, and locked his gaze with the young Brother’s. The Brother froze, mouth falling slack. 
“Lay down your weapon and your lantern,” Nightgrim whispered, “and come to me.” 
“Yes,” croaked the Brother, dropping the cudgel. “Yes…”
Nightgrim seized the Brother’s shoulders and ripped open the young man’s throat with blade-sharp fingernails. 
The Brother tried to scream, the spell broken, but Nightgrim clamped his hand over the man’s jaw and drank the blood gushing from the wound. Molten fire rushed through him, filling him with strength and power. The young man’s vigor, his very life, spread through Nightgrim’s withered flesh like water into parched soil. 
The Brother died, eyes bulging with horror. Nightgrim drained the corpse dry and dragged the body into an unoccupied guest room, noting that the skin on his hands and arms had become pale and whole once again. 
“Cunning,” he whispered, pleased with himself. “Very cunning.” 
He felt better, but he needed more. 
Nightgrim crept into the corridors of St. Tarill, hunting. 
 
###
 
Marsile drifted through the walls of St. Tarill’s like smoke. The gray and colorless world swirled beneath a curtain of mist, and every now and again Marsile saw webs of white light stretched over the corridors, crackling with power. Carandis Marken had been busy laying wards. No doubt the young Adept had commended herself for diligence, even as Marsile avoided the wards with ease. 
He flowed through the door of Ulrich’s chamber. The old First Brother lay in bed, snoring. The keys dangled from his bedpost, glittering. 
Marsile shifted back into the material world, his vision snapping back into focus. He took two quick steps and lifted the keys from the bedpost. Ulrich snorted and shifted in his sleep. Marsile waited a moment and stepped back. 
He decided to kill the First Brother. Marsile had failed to kill Raelum, and that had come back to haunt him. He lifted his hands, the keys dangling from his fingers, and began to summon astralfire. 
Someone pounded on the door. 
Ulrich stirred in his sleep.
“Father!” came a man’s voice. “Father! Awake! We are attacked!”
Ulrich’s eyes opened.
Marsile abandoned the astralfire and cast the spell to shift his flesh back into the astral world, and his headache redoubled. He would need to rest for days to recover from this.
“Father! You must come at once!” 
Ulrich sat up. “What? Who is it?”
“Father! The guards have been killed at the gate, and ghouls are loose in the monastery!” 
“What?” roared the First Brother, springing from his bed. 
Marsile drifted through the floor. He had to make haste. The minute Ulrich discovered his keys gone, he would realize what had happened. Marsile planned to be gone with the Book of Stolen Blood by then. 
He did not have much time.
He drifted down until he came to the winding stairwell to the vaults. Marsile shifted into the material realm and hastened down the stairs, hand pressed against the cold wall for balance, and came at last to the massive door. The door and the stonework trembled with the potent magical energies of the ancient wards.
But someone had cast another spell over the door. 
Marsile muttered a brief incantation and cursed. Carandis had laid a ward of her own over the door. Marsile could have dispelled it, but he did not have the time. To enter the vault, he would have to walk through the door, and alert Carandis to his presence. 
“Clever girl,” he hissed, slamming the key into the lock. With any luck, Nightgrim would kill the Adept. And if not, then Marsile would just have to kill the girl. 
The massive lock released. Marsile pushed open the door and felt a tingle as the ward reacted to his presence. 
 
###
 
Nightgrim flung another corpse into the guest room. 
It was the fifth one. Or the sixth? He couldn’t quite remember. Fresh strength surged through his body, his demon feasting upon the stolen life. He felt as if he could shatter stone blocks with his bare hands. 
He felt ready to kill the Paladins.
Nightgrim prowled, his senses strained to their utmost. He stopped before another closed door. Behind it he sensed a painful concentration of the Light, the sort that always surrounded a Paladin. One Paladin lay beyond that door, and another rested in the next room. Nightgrim’s mind brushed their thoughts, and he realized they were both asleep.
More of his memories and powers had come back to him since he had fed, including a power he had once found most useful. Nightgrim concentrated, and the world around him went gray and hazy as his demon shifted his flesh partway into the astral world. Nightgrim stepped through the door and made himself solid again.
The Paladin, an old man, lay asleep in bed, his armor and sword leaning against the wall. Nightgrim made a silent snarl at the sword, a weapon forged with an aurelium core and worked with the Light itself. The Paladin’s face remained grim and stern, even in sleep, the brow slashed with deep furrows. An enormous gray moustache covered his upper lip. 
Nightgrim had seen that man somewhere before. But where?
He hissed as the memory came in a flood of rage and hate.
“Hildebrand,” he growled. “Hildebrand of Oldenburg.” It had been thirty years ago, but he remembered it well. Hildebrand of Oldenburg had been the youngest of the three Paladins that had driven Nightgrim into hiding. 
He had vowed revenge. But who would have thought he would find that revenge after only a few hours of wakefulness? 
Oh, but he was going to enjoy this.
 
###
 
Raelum pulled at the iron bar, the Light filling him, the muscles in his chest and arm straining. The bar jerked back a few inches, and Raelum stumbled, panting, hot sweat dripping down his face and chest. The gap between the bars had widened another few inches. A little more, and Raelum could slip through, claim his weapons, and await Marsile. Raelum gripped the bar, drew on the Light, and tugged. 
The iron bar bent back, screeching. Raelum felt a surge of triumph. 
Then the bar snapped in two.
Raelum flew backwards, still clutching half the bar. His head slammed into the wall and he slumped to the floor, dazed. 
 
###
 
Marsile stepped into the vault, hands raised to work a spell.
The place was deserted. Thick stone pillars supported an arched roof, and the walls gleamed with dampness. An iron brazier sat near one of the pillars, its dying coals throwing a bloody light over the stonework. It had been lit for someone. But who? Did a hidden guard watch him even now?
Marsile’s eyes swept over the shadowy vault, and his eyes fell on the podium standing in an alcove. 
Sheer excitement pushed aside his fear. 
He hastened across the vault. The podium held an enormous book bound in worn black leather and corroded brass bindings. Marsile ran his fingers over the cover, feeling the magical energies pressed into the very fibers of the pages. 
“The Book of Stolen Blood,” whispered Marsile, voice shaking as he deciphered the High Imperial symbols on the cover.
He laughed aloud, his excitement bubbling over. Marsile fumbled through the First Brother’s keys and unchained the book from its pedestal. He tucked the book in his satchel and slung it over his shoulder. The weight was considerable, but Marsile didn’t care. Now he just had to escape from this accursed monastery, and his long-sought goal would at last lie in his grasp. 
 
###
 
Raelum came back to consciousness. 
His head throbbed, and he still clutched the iron bar in his right hand. He levered himself up, using the bar as a cane. 
A wide gap yawned between two of the iron bars, wide enough for Raelum to squeeze through. He turned sideways, put his right arm and right leg through the gap, and stopped. 
A man in brown robes strolled across the vault. 
It was Marsile. Raelum would have known that weary, grim face anywhere, with its gray-shot black hair and dead, cold eyes. Raelum’s shock melted in an inferno of fury, and he flung himself against the bars, trying to break free and kill his enemy.
Then he got stuck.
 
###
 
Marsile strode back into the main vault, and a flicker of motion caught his eye.
Sir Oliver Calabrant’s red-eyed squire stood in one of the alcoves, trying to squeeze past the iron bars. 
 
###
 
Hildebrand stirred in his sleep. His old bones ached, he and needed to empty his bladder. 
He sat up and saw the man standing at the foot of his bed. 
The man looked no more than twenty, his body lean, skin pale, hair dark and thick. He wore the ragged remnants of a coat, trousers, and leather boots. His black eyes had a red gleam. 
“Who the devil are you?” snapped Hildebrand, reaching for his sword.
The man leaned forward and locked gazes with Hildebrand. 
A little moan escaped Hildebrand’s lips. 
He had never seen such terrible eyes. They seemed like mirrors, reflecting the defects of his soul, bringing to light all his secret sins, all his dark passions. Hildebrand began to sob. He was no better than any vulgar sinner, swaggering through whorehouses and alehouses with impunity. 
“You have sinned,” said the man, his deep voice soft. 
Hildebrand wept, unable to look away from the awful eyes. “I have.”
“Come,” said the man, beckoning. “Let me show you the way to peace.” 
Hildebrand rose, shaking. 
The man grinned, slashed open Hildebrand’s throat, and pressed his cold lips to the wound. Hildebrand felt a shocking wave of pain, but noted it with disinterest. Had he not sinned? Did he not deserve to pay for his wretched acts? 
Then Hildebrand remembered where he had seen this creature before. It had been called Michael Kalenis as a man, but after its possession by a greater demon and its transformation into a draugvir, the terrorized people of Callia had named it Nightgrim…
And all at once, in a horrifying flash of comprehension, Hildebrand understood. 
He screamed and tried to yank free, but Nightgrim’s cold, dead arms held him like iron bands. Hildebrand tried to fight, but the wound drained his strength. He thrashed and kicked, but Nightgrim’s hands gripped his shoulder and head like iron cuffs. 
Nightgrim looked up, grinning, his teeth wet with blood. 
“Fear not, sir,” whispered Nightgrim, “for you’ll rise as my servant soon enough.”
Hildebrand screamed, blood frothing on his tongue, and tried to jerk back.
Nightgrim feasted.
 
###
 
“You,” whispered Marsile, backing away in alarm. 
Raelum slammed himself against the bars. It did no good. He heaved again, straining, but could not break free. 
Marsile’s surprise dissolved into amusement. “You followed me all the way from High Morgon? I had thought you at weeks behind me, but you were snapping at my heels the entire time, weren’t you?”
“I’ll kill you,” snarled Raelum, “I’ll kill you for what you did to Sir Oliver.” 
“You will?” said Marsile, laughing. “How, pray, will you accomplish that? You can’t even move, fool boy.” A fierce light came into his eyes, the lines of his face trembling. “And shall never die, not now, not ever. Ten thousand years after your bones have moldered to dust, I shall still walk this world.” 
Raelum snarled, trying to pull free. The rough bars scraped against the skin of his chest. 
“I enjoyed killing Sir Oliver,” said Marsile. “Do you have any idea how much grief that wretched zealot caused me? I laughed when I killed him. I laughed when the foolish Brothers of this miserable cloister blamed you for his death. And I’m going to laugh, now, as I kill you.” He lifted his hand, blue astralfire blazing to life around his fingers. 
Raelum roared, trying to pull free, and saw something move behind Marsile. 
Carandis Marken crept through the shadows, blue fire flaring before her fingers. Marsile’s own fire brightened, and he remained oblivious to the younger Adept’s presence. Raelum strained against the bars, ignoring the metal digging into his skin. 
Carandis stopped and flung out her hand, a shaft of blazing blue fire shooting towards Marsile. 
But Marsile whirled, and his blue fire transmuted into a shimmering halo of silver light. Carandis’s astralfire exploded against it without effect.
“You again?” said Marsile, laughing. “Haven’t you learned anything from our last encounter?”
“I have,” said Carandis, and a shell of silver light surrounded her. “You won’t take control of me again.”
“Oh, a worthy effort,” said Marsile, “a worthy effort. But I wielded the High Art a century and a half before you were even born. Observe.” 
Marsile pointed, and invisible force seized Carandis and flung her into a pillar with terrible force. She slumped to the ground, motionless. Marsile walked towards the fallen Adept, teeth bared, hands working in another spell.
Raelum strained forward, the bars peeling the skin from his chest. He still held the broken bar in his right hand. A sudden inspiration came to him, and he rolled back his shoulder and threw the bar like a javelin, all the strength of his arm and the Light driving his throw.
The jagged end plunged into Marsile’s side. 
Marsile shrieked, arms clawing at the air. The bar had sunk at least five inches into his flesh, and his robes began to darken with blood. Carandis groaned, rolled to one knee, and began muttering a spell.
Marsile flung out his hand. Something unseen struck Carandis and threw her against into the pillar. The Adept slumped to the floor, unconscious or dead. Marsile staggered across the vault like a drunken man, clutching his side. He tottered up the stairs and vanished. 
Raelum tried to break free.
 
###
 
Nightgrim let Hildebrand’s corpse drop to the floor. 
The old man’s face had frozen into a hideous mask of terror and agony. Nightgrim tittered and kicked the corpse. Perhaps he should take it with him. After a night and a day a lesser demon would enter the corpse, and Hildebrand would rise as a weaker draugvir and Nightgrim’s slave. 
He could amuse himself with such a slave for centuries. 
Nightgrim titled his head to the side, listening. His greater demon had corroded his reason, but had only enhanced his senses. He heard screams, bellowed commands, and the slap of booted feet against the stone floor. Could the Brothers have discovered his presence? 
Then Nightgrim remembered the ghouls and snickered. He would have to leave Hildebrand’s corpse behind. A pity, that. But what to do next? Perhaps he should track down Marsile and feast on his blood. The blood of the Brothers and the Paladin had filled Nightgrim with raging strength, and he could throw off the Adept’s spells with ease. 
Wait.
He had forgotten about the other Paladin.
Grinning, he opened the door and glanced into the corridor. Despite the tumult, the hallway was deserted. Nightgrim felt the presence of the other Paladin in the next room. This one was younger, weaker. Nightgrim would kill him with ease.
He made himself insubstantial and walked through the door.
 
###
 
Marsile staggered up the stairs, the satchel thumping against his back. Every movement sent fresh agony into his side. The iron bar still jutted from his flesh, his blood staining the rusted metal. Even if he survived the wound, he might die of lockjaw in a few weeks. A hysterical laugh bubbled at Marsile’s lips, along with a good quantity of blood. The stairwell spun around him like a child’s toy. 
“No,” whispered Marsile. He had to get control of himself. He would not die here! 
He lurched the rest of the way up the stairs. As he stumbled over the last step into the corridor the iron bar clanged against the stone doorjamb, levering against Marsile’s innards. 
An explosion of pain tore through him, and his vision blacked out.
A moment later Marsile found himself on his knees, listening to a hideous scream. A few heartbeats later he realized the scream was his. He tried to fight back his rising terror. After everything he had survived, everything he had overcome, to die here…
Marsile had to act, and he had to act now. He wrapped quivering fingers around the metal shaft, braced himself, and yanked on the metal bar. 
It ripped out of his flesh, fresh blood flowing down his side. Marsile collapsed, howling, and the bar clanged against the floor. He tried to stand, but to no avail. Black terror engulfed him. He had failed, and death would claim him…
“Brother!” 
Marsile lifted his eyes. A Brother of the Temple stood at the end of the corridor, crossbow in hand, gaping at him. 
“Brother,” croaked Marsile. One hand dipped into his robes, gripping a dagger strapped to his leg. “The ghouls. I am wounded. Help me!” 
“Come!” said the Brother, setting down the crossbow. “I shall take you to the shrine.” He knelt besides Marsile. “No demon would dare defile…”
Marsile yanked the dagger free, smeared his blood across the blade, and muttered a spell, gathering all the power he could yet muster. The hilt grew icy cold in his hand, and the blade crackled with blood-colored fire.
“What?” said the Brother, eyes wide. “What is this?” 
It was a spell Marsile had learned over a century ago, a secret of blood sorcery he had torn from a truculent Jurgur shaman.
Marsile plunged the blade into the Brother’s chest.
The Brother’s eyes bulged and he screamed, Marsile screaming with him. An explosion of pain and heat spread through him, like a river of fire pouring through the dagger and into his body. The Brother aged before Marsile’s eyes. Soon he looked like a man of eighty, and an instant later he was an ancient corpse, desiccated and withered. A heartbeat after that, the Brother's corpse disintegrated in a spray of dust and crumbling bones. 
Marsile coughed, brushed himself off, and climbed to his feet. 
He felt fine. In fact, he felt better than he had in years. The wound in his side had vanished, leaving only a faint scar. The blood spell had worked. It had drained away the Brother’s life energies and imbued them into Marsile. He had used the spell dozens of times to prolong his life and stave off death, but never in such desperate circumstances. 
For a moment he struggled with the absurd desire to find a mirror. He would look younger, he knew, the gray gone from his hair, the lines smoothed from his face. But it never lasted. In a matter of months, Marsile would look as he had before. And the stolen life energy drained away faster every time. Blood sorcery had extended Marsile’s life three times beyond the span of most mortal men, but it could not sustain him forever. 
Footsteps clattered in the stairwell. Either Raelum or Carandis or both were in pursuit. In Marsile’s weakened state, they would kill him without difficulty. 
Marsile concentrated, forcing his wavering strength into one last spell. His body became ghostly and insubstantial as he shifted partway into the astral world once more. 
He drifted through the walls and flew through the empty fields surrounding the monastery. 



Chapter 16 - Shrine Duel
 
Raelum drew on the Light, letting it fill him with strength and power. He braced himself, wrenched forward, and at last tore free from the iron bars, leaving burning scrapes on his chest and back.
He seized his sword and sprinted for the stairs, not bothering with boots or tunic or armor. Marsile lay just within his grasp. Another few steps and Raelum would have him, would last take revenge for the monks of St. Arik’s, revenge for the villagers of Karrent, revenge for Sir Oliver.
Raelum reached the top of the stairs just in time to see Marsile, his body faint and ghost-like, step through a wall and vanish. Raelum bellowed and swung his sword, the blade clanging off the stone wall in a spray of sparks. He overbalanced and saw Carandis lurch up the stairs, leaning on her staff.
Raelum raised his sword. “Come to throw me back in the cell?”
“No,” croaked Carandis, rubbing her side, “no.” She coughed. “I had my doubts about Hildebrand’s accusations. And now I’ve heard it from Marsile’s own lips, have I not? He killed Oliver Calabrant, not you.”
“But he’s escaped,” said Raelum.
“He cannot have gone far,” said Carandis. “I saw him use that spell in Araspan. It takes tremendous power, and he cannot maintain it for long. If we can find him before he astraljumps away, perhaps together we can overcome him.”
“Can you fight?” said Raelum.
Carandis nodded. “Well enough. You are demonborn?”
“This is not…” said Raelum.
“That means you can sense demons,” said Carandis, her gray eyes urgent. “Marsile will have ghouls with him. Can you sense them?”
 “I…don’t know,” said Raelum. He closed his eyes and reached out with his peculiar senses, seeking for demons….
And he felt a dozen of them.
 “What is it?” said Carandis.
“Demons,” said Raelum, blinking. “Lesser ones. Ghouls, maybe, or perhaps possessed men. And…”
He blinked in shock. He sensed a demon of great malevolence and power. Even brushing it with his senses made Raelum feel ill.  
“What is it?” said Carandis.
“I think Marsile has command of a greater demon,” said Raelum. “This way.”
They hastened around a corner and skidded to a stop.
The dismembered remnants of a Brother lay strewn on the floor. A hideous, gray-skinned shape, reeking of rot, held an arm in its talons, its maw stained with blood. The ghoul looked up, blinked yellow eyes, and flung itself at Raelum.
Raelum sidestepped and brought Sir Oliver’s blazing sword down. The ghoul’s head rolled down the corridor, the body crashing into the wall and collapsing to the floor.
“Ghouls!” said Carandis. “He’s brought ghouls into the monastery.”
“He’s brought worse than that,” said Raelum, stepping over the carnage. The floor felt sticky against his bare feet. “Haste!”
Raelum sprinted through the monastery’s dark hallways, Carandis following.
 
###
 
Nightgrim smiled at his handiwork.
The young Paladin lay bound and gagged, his eyes unblinking, his mind slaved to Nightgrim’s gaze. Nightgrim would kill this one slowly. He slit the Paladin’s left wrist and watched the blood well up. He would drain the young man to helplessness, then let him awaken to appreciate his fate.
Nightgrim began to feast.
 
###
 
Raelum raced through the monastery, Sir Oliver’s sword burning with white flames.
“Here,” said Raelum, stopping before a door. He tried the handle, but the door was barred.
“These are the guest rooms,” said Carandis. “Has it killed…”
Raelum didn’t wait, but rammed his shoulder against the door. It shattered like kindling beneath his Light-enhanced strength, and he stumbled into the room.
Lionel of Tarrenheim lay on the bed, wrists and ankles tied to the bedposts, his mouth gagged. His eyes rolled back and forth in terror. A pale, muscular young man in ragged finery knelt besides him, mouth pressed to Lionel’s wrist.
The scene was so bizarre that for a moment Raelum did not know what to do.       
Then the young man rose. Blood covered his lips and chin and stained his ragged clothes.
And Raelum felt the mighty power of the demon within the man.
“It’s a draugvir,” hissed Carandis, raising her hand, “an accursed draugvir…”
“Good evening, sirs,” said the creature, its voice deep and courtly. “I only know you by reputation, I am afraid, and as my business is pressing, introductions must sadly wait. But in Callia City, years past, I was commonly known as Nightgrim.”
The very sight of this creature filled Raelum with rage. What right did it have to devour the helpless and the weak? Raelum sprang forward, his sword blurring.
But Nightgrim was just as fast
Nightgrim twisted to the side, and Raelum’s sword slashed empty air. Nightgrim lunged, his cold hard hands locking around Raelum’s throat. Raelum flailed, beating at the draugvir with his sword. Nightgrim flinched from the holy fires, but Raelum could not get sufficient strength behind his blows.
“Your blood is tainted,” hissed Nightgrim, sniffing “fouled, spoiled. I cannot feed on you, alas. Pity. So I’ll just have to rip your head off.” His cold hands tightened.
Carandis thrust out her hand, and a blast of white astralfire erupted from her fingers and slammed into the side of Nightgrim’s head. Nightgrim leapt back with a snarl, losing his grip on Raelum’s throat. Raelum stumbled forward, choking, and thrust. His blade shaved a sliver of flesh from Nightgrim’s shoulder, and Nightgrim screeched and drew back.
Raelum crept forward, Carandis at his side, herding the draugvir into a corner. Nightgrim’s eyes twitched to one side, then the other. He roared and lunged, and Raelum brought his sword up to block. At the last minute Nightgrim twisted aside, his fist slamming against Carandis’s chest. The crimson-robed woman groaned and collapsed to the floor. Nightgrim leapt over her and into the corridor, Raelum in pursuit.
Shouts of alarm filled the monastery’s halls, and Raelum shoved past a trio of terrified Brothers. Behind them loped a ghoul, black tongue lolling over yellow fangs. Raelum beheaded the thing and ran on, calling on the Light to fill his legs with speed. Nightgrim dashed ahead, moving like a fluid shadow.
Raelum skidded around a corner, sword raised, and found himself on a stone balcony overlooking St. Tarill’s ornate shrine to the Divine and the Seeress. Statues of the saints stood in alcoves, beneath stained-glass windows displaying intricate scenes. A trio of candelabras adorned the stone altar, their flickering light gleaming off the rose sigil of the Divine.
Nightgrim vaulted over the stone railing and landed thirty feet below. He turned, grinned up at Raelum, and waved his hand in a jaunty salute of farewell.
Raelum filled himself with the Light and jumped over the railing. He managed to land in a crouch, his Light-strengthened muscles straining with the effort. He stood and gripped his sword in both hands, keeping the burning blade steady.
“Impressive,” said Nightgrim. “A demonborn Paladin. Wonders indeed fill the world. Go on your way, red-eyed boy. We are almost like kin, and I cannot feed on your fouled blood. Why then should we come to blows?”
“No,” said Raelum. “I challenge you, fiend. No more will you blight the world. You may take up a weapon for your defense, if you choose.”
It was something Sir Oliver would have said.
Nightgrim smiled. “My dear sir. Do I not already have all the weapons I shall ever need?”
He sprang forward with superhuman agility and speed, moving like a hideous combination of spider and ape. Raelum ducked an iron-hard fist, dodged a vicious blow, jumped over a sweeping leg. He caught Nightgrim’s next punch on the flat of his sword. The shock almost knocked the weapon from Raelum’s hand, but Nightgrim reeled back from the sword’s fire. Raelum stabbed, and Nightgrim twisted to the side, but Raelum’s sword skidded across his ribs. Nightgrim howled and lurched back. The shallow cut on his chest leaked a thick grayish fluid.
“Sir Paladin,” said Nightgrim, “you are starting to make me angry.”
“Pray that’s all I make you, beast,” said Raelum, breathing hard.
Nightgrim’s eyes kindled like burning coals, but he laughed. “Bravo, sir! Your courage cheers me! It will not aid you, but it cheers me nonetheless. Few have the courage to face death so valiantly!”
Even as he spoke he sprang forward, a whirlwind of punching fists and chopping feet. Raelum parried and dodged as best he could. He landed a few minor hits on the draugvir’s chest and shoulders, but nothing decisive. A fist blasted past Raelum’s guard and slammed into his gut. He wheezed and stumbled back, and Nightgrim seized him by the throat and groin and flung him. Raelum scare had time to scream before he crashed against the altar, his sword clanging against the stone steps.
“Well-fought, sir, well-fought!” said Nightgrim, striding forward. “But now, alas, your efforts must come…”
A volley of flaming crossbow bolts flew out of the darkness and slammed into Nightgrim. The draugvir staggered and turned around, an expression of almost comical surprise on his face.
Ulrich stood in the shrine’s entrance, a dozen Brothers at his side.
“Alas! I am afraid,” said Nightgrim, plucking quarrels from his chest, “that such weapons do little against me.”
“By the Divine and all the saints,” said one of the Brothers, trembling, “it’s a draugvir.”
“My reputation proceeds me,” said Nightgrim.
“Fear not!” roared Ulrich, striding forward. He held an enormous aurelium mace in his hands, the weapon of an Inquisitor. “Sever the beast’s head, or pierce its heart, and we shall bring the justice of the Divine on its wretched head.”
“Dear First Brother,” said Nightgrim, striding forward, “surely you do not believe such nonsense.”
Ulrich raised the mace, and Raelum felt the First Brother call upon the Light. The mace’s silvery head blazed with radiance. Nightgrim hissed and skidded to a stop, hands raised to ward off the brightness.
“Back, you foul thing!” bellowed Ulrich. “Back in the name of the Divine!”
Nightgrim roared and sprang into the air like a frog. His foot lanced down, catching a Brother’s shoulder and driving the man to the ground. Ulrich swung his mace, shouting a hymn to the Divine. Nightgrim danced to the side, his hands seizing the shoulders of another Brother. The draugvir flung the man into the others, sending brown-robed bodies crashing to the floor. Ulrich tried to close, swinging his mace. Nightgrim sprang up again and hammered his foot down, snapping the back of another Brother.
Raelum lurched to his feet and staggered towards the melee. Nightgrim leapt again, laughing like a madman. Raelum threw himself underneath Nightgrim’s leap, moving with all the speed of the Light, and raised his sword.
Nightgrim came down and impaled himself on Raelum’s sword, the blade ripping through his stomach and bursting out his back in a spray of white fire and gray ash.
The draugvir howled in agony and jerked backwards, tearing free from the blade. Raelum chopped, ripping open a gash on the draugvir’s chest and left shoulder. Nightgrim roared and hit Raelum across the face with a backhand. Raelum spun with the blow and landed on one knee, his head ringing.
A blast of white astralfire erupted from the shadows and struck Nightgrim across the chest, exploding in a spray of sparks. Raelum threw a glance over his shoulder. Carandis stood on the balcony, hand raised.
Ulrich strode forward, his mace blazing with light, driving Nightgrim towards the wall. Raelum lurched to his feet and advanced, sword raised, and more fire flared from the balcony as Carandis worked another spell. Nightgrim backed away, his torso a ruin of burned skin and flesh, his skin shredded and torn.
“Noble sirs,” said Nightgrim, voice calm, eyes raging, “I fear we shall have to continue this disagreement at another time.”
The draugvir jumped. Raelum tensed, expecting the creature to come howling down upon them. But Nightgrim flipped backwards and fell through one of the stained glass-windows. Shattered glass fell to the floor in a multicolored rain, and Raelum ran forward, heedless of the broken glass against his feet. He caught a glimpse of Nightgrim skittering up the courtyard wall like a spider. The draugvir vaulted over the battlements and vanished into the wilderness
Silence fell over the monastery, save for moans of pain from the wounded Brothers. Raelum turned, saw Ulrich staring at him. Raelum opened his mouth to warn the First Brothers of Marsile’s escape, to warn of the ghouls wandering the monastery. But the words tangled in his mouth, and a wave of exhaustion fell over him like a hammer.
He had pushed himself too far, drawn too much of the Light.
Raelum leaned against the wall and collapsed unconscious to the cool floor.
 
###
 
Marsile flowed through the woods, the gray mists of the astral world swirling around him, and saw the dark auras of his servants ahead. He concentrated through the hideous ache filling his skull and forced his flesh back into the material world.
He took two steps forward and fell onto his face. The pain in his skull had increased from an ache to a spike of agony. He had overexerted himself, expended far too much magical power. Marsile flopped over onto his back, spitting snow and twigs.
“Prepare my litter,” he croaked, “and lift me onto it.”
Dead hands reached and took Marsile’s shoulders and ankles. For a terrible instant Marsile thought that he had lost control of his servants, that they would tear him to shreds. Instead they laid him on his litter and lifted it up. The book taken from the monastery thumped against his side.
“My wine,” croaked Marsile, “bring me a skin.”
A servant complied. Marsile unstopped the skin and drank. A good quantity splashed against his bloodstained robes, but Marsile got some down his throat. The wine warmed him, and he handed the skin back to the servant.
“Now,” said Marsile, “travel northeast. Follow the banks of the Alderine.”
The dark mass of his servants marched forward, their robes rustling. It didn’t matter how much they rocked and jostled. Marsile would sleep for days. He had never been so weary in his life.
His hand brushed against the book lying at his side.
A laugh bubbled at his lips, hysterical with relief and triumph.
He would rest… but he would not die. He had lived a hundred and eighty years, thrice the span of most mortal men. That was nothing. He would live for a thousand and eighty. Ten thousand and eighty.
Forever, even.
He had won.
Marsile sank into a deep, contented sleep.



Chapter 17 – Blood Scent
 
“It is done,” said Sir Oliver Calabrant, leaning on his sword. 
Smoke rose from the ruins of the warehouse, burned timbers jutting from the rubble like blackened bones. Raelum could not tear his eyes from the hand poking from the debris, the pale hand with the serpent-shaped ring on its finger. Raelum had last seen it attached to its owner, an Orlanish demon-worshipper and blood sorcerer working his black spells. Sir Oliver had defeated the blood sorcerer, the warehouse burning in the fury of shattered sorcery. 
And now people filled the streets around the ruined warehouse, cheering, laughing, and weeping. Sobbing mothers held crying children freed from Red Philip’s iron cages. Raelum had never seen anything like it.
“A worshipper of Ramhirdras, one of the Hierarchs, the ancient mage-lords of the Old Empire,” said Sir Oliver, “to judge from the ring.” 
“But the Old Empire is dead,” said Raelum, “or so the songs go.” 
“Aye,” said Sir Oliver, wiping soot from his brow. “But the greatest Hierarchs of the Old Empire bound high demons within themselves, and cults of foolish men worship them as gods for it. This cult devoted itself to Ramhirdras, it seems.” A fierce glint came into his eyes. “And now, like Ramhirdras himself, they are no more.” 
Raelum nodded. He did not regret helping Sir Oliver, but henceforth he would have to take the utmost caution. Red Philip had not been at the warehouse. 
Red Philip would want revenge. 
“Come with me, lad,” said Sir Oliver.
Raelum blinked. “What?”
“Come with me,” said Sir Oliver. “You have shown yourself both brave and bold. You would make a fine Silver Knight. Become my squire and follow me.” 
Raelum laughed. “You have to be a lord to be a knight. And a demonborn Silver Knight? People would laugh at me.” 
“No,” said Sir Oliver, shaking his head. “They might fear you. But they would not laugh. There is nothing for you here. Naught but a life of theft ending only in death or the slaver’s collar.”
“I can’t,” said Raelum, thinking of Julietta and the orphans. Who would bring them food if he left? Yet even as he wondered images of open roads and vast forests and windswept plains flashed through his mind. He had never been outside of Khauldun. And how many more Red Philips did the world hold, petty tyrants terrorizing the helpless? Perhaps he could wander the world, finding men like Red Philip and casting them from their thrones of cruelty and murder…
“Nay,” said Raelum. “I…I have something I have to do. I can’t leave.” 
“He’ll never wake up,” said Sir Oliver, voice low and phlegm-thick. “He’ll die in his sleep…”
 
###
 
Raelum shuddered awake. He lay in a soft bed, a thick blanket pulled up to his neck. His chest and back and arms ached with a steady throb. Raelum scowled, pushed aside the blanket, and sat up. 
“By the holy Divine,” said the thick voice. Two Brothers stood at Raelum’s beside, staring at him. “His wounds have healed.” 
Raelum glanced at his chest. The slashes and cuts had vanished, replaced by thick scars. The Light had been at work during his sleep. 
“He’s diabolical, I say,” said the second Brother. “Only a possessed man could heal himself that fast.” 
“Or a man blessed with the Light,” snapped Raelum. “What’s happened? The draugvir…it ran from the shrine. The ghouls? Marsile?” Raelum scowled. “Marsile! We must go in pursuit of him at once! We…”
“Calm yourself,” said the first Brother. “Wait here a moment. I shall fetch the First, and he shall decide what to do.” 
The Brothers vacated the room, locking the door behind them. Raelum’s cloak, tunic, jerkin, and boots lay there, along with his armor, sword, and dagger. Raelum stared at his possessions for a moment, shrugged, and then dressed and armed himself. If the Brothers tried to hold him prisoner again, he could fight his way out.
But after the horrors of last night, he doubted they had the will for more bloodshed. 
The door opened and Ulrich entered. He looked exhausted, his face lined with sorrow. For a moment they stared at each other. 
“I am sorry,” whispered the First Brother.
Raelum gripped his sword hilt, thinking the First planned to pronounce some sentence.
“You were right,” said Ulrich. “Marsile was coming. The book…the dark book has been stolen.”
“I saw him,” said Raelum. “He carried it off. I came close to slaying him, but he escaped.” 
“The draugvir,” said Ulrich. “The draugvir would have killed us all, if not for you, Sir Raelum. And I doubted you. I had thought you a false knight, Marsile’s minion. But I was wrong, and this monastery has paid for my folly. Nineteen of the Brothers are dead, and another fifteen are hurt, and may not live.” 
“Nineteen?” said Raelum.
“The draugvir killed six of them,” said Ulrich. “Drained them of blood, and piled their bodies in a guest chamber. The ghouls surprised and killed several others.” The First fell to his knees, head bowed. “Forgive me, I beg. If not for you and the Adept, Marsile and the draugvir might have killed us all.”
Raelum stared at the First, speechless. After a moment he found his voice. “I…it…get up. Get up! You have hurt Brothers, you say?” Ulrich nodded. “I have some skill using the Light to heal. Take me to them.” 
“But you are hurt,” said Ulrich. “You need to rest.”
“Take me to them, I beg,” said Raelum, “and tell me what has happened.”
“This way,” said Ulrich, leading him into the corridor outside the guest rooms. “After you fell, we scoured the rest of the monastery for the ghouls. We found eleven and destroyed them. Then we tended to the wounded, and sent parties after the draugvir and Marsile.” Ulrich shook his head. “We found nothing. Marsile is long gone, with the dark book our cloister has so long guarded. Of the draugvir we found no trace. We can only hope that the sunlight destroyed it. You wounded it severely.”
“No,” said Raelum. “Sunlight might weaken a greater demon of that kind, but it’s too powerful to be destroyed by just light. Nightgrim was a creature of Marsile’s, I am sure. It must have traveled with him.”
“Sir Hildebrand is dead,” said Ulrich.
“How?”
“The draugvir,” said Ulrich. “It caught him and drank his blood. The expression on his face…” Ulrich’s weary face tightened. “I have not slept since. We made sure to burn Hildebrand’s body at once. One draugvir is bad enough.”  
“What about Carandis?” said Raelum 
“The Adept? She is well enough,” said Ulrich. “A few bruises. She’s resting now.” He shook his head. “It seems I misjudged her, as well. Her spells helped us destroy the remaining ghouls.”
“The draugvir,” said Raelum. “It called itself Nightgrim. I wonder…”
“If it was the real Nightgrim?” said Ulrich. The First Brother shrugged. “I spent my youth in Moiria, not far from Callia City. I was a young man when Nightgrim went on his rampage. I knew men who had lost daughters to the beast. But I never saw him myself, and the Silver Knights claimed to have destroyed the creature. Perhaps they were mistaken. Marsile must have brought the creature back and enslaved it to his blood sorcery.” The First sighed. “I misjudged you and I underestimated him terribly.”
“The fault is Marsile’s, not yours,” said Raelum. “The blood of the Brothers is on his hands. The blood of the Brothers, and many others.” Raelum’s cold fury began to burn. “He will pay for his crimes one day, I swear it.” 
But a hint of desperation entered Raelum’s mind.
He didn’t know what do next. 
He had followed Marsile to the edge of the civilized lands, led by Sir Oliver’s dying words. The wraith of Coldbrook Keep and Abbot Portlock led him here, to the monastery of St. Tarill’s. But where would Marsile go from here? Would he returned to the western kingdoms, build an empire of terror and blood sorcery with the dark books’ knowledge? Or would he plunge into the demon-haunted wreckage of the Old Empire in search of even greater dark magic, of relics left from the time of the Elder People? 
Raelum didn’t know. He didn’t even know how to find out.
A scream of pain and terror cut into his thoughts. 
Raelum whirled, drawing his sword. 
“No,” said Ulrich, putting his hand on Raelum’s shoulder. “It’s just Sir Lionel.”
“Sir Lionel?” said Raelum, lowering his blade. “Nightgrim didn’t kill him?”
“No,” said Ulrich. “But…the draugvir was supping on him, Carandis told me. I fear the horror has overthrown Sir Lionel’s mind. He pleads with us to kill him, lest he die and rise as a draugvir himself. We had take his sword and keep him under guard.” 
Raelum stepped past Ulrich and opened the door. Two burly Brothers stood with folded arms. Lionel of Tarrenheim sat on the bed, his blond hair greasy, his skin pale, his eyes bloodshot and quivering. 
Raelum hesitated. His demonborn senses felt something different within Lionel, something slow and dark.
The faintest echo of the demon taint within Nightgrim.
“Don’t you understand?” Lionel half-sobbed, pawing at himself. “I can still feel the darkness inside me.” His voice rose to a scream. “Inside me! Kill me! Why can’t you kill me?” His feverish eyes turned to Raelum. “Wait…I know you. I saw you. You had the holy sword. You drove…you drove him away.” Lionel began to weep. “But he left the darkness inside me. Kill me, oh, by the Divine, kill me, before I become like him. You understand. You’re a Silver Knight, you understand. Kill me!” 
“No,” said Raelum. This man had done nothing as Hildebrand accused Raelum of murder, yet now the golden-haired Paladin seemed like a wretched, sobbing child. “I will not kill you.” He took Lionel’s left hand and turned it over. The skin felt clammy and looked grayish, discolored. Raelum concentrated and drew on the Light. A glow flickered from his fingers, and the grayness vanished from Lionel’s skin.
Lionel smiled up at Raelum, slumped back on the bed, and fell asleep.
“Should we kill him?” said Ulrich. “He will rise as a draugvir.”
“Only when he dies,” said Raelum, remembering what Sir Oliver had taught him about greater demons. “He lost much blood, but not enough to kill him. A few days’ rest and he’ll be fine.”
“But when he dies, a demon will enter his flesh and fuse with his soul, and he will become a draugvir,” said Ulrich.
“Aye,” said Raelum. “Unless we kill Nightgrim first. Which means Nightgrim was not destroyed. Else his poison would not still taint Sir Lionel’s veins.” Raelum shook his head. “Take me to your wounded.”
Ulrich took Raelum to the monastery’s infirmary. Some of the wounded Brothers cheered Raelum. Raelum went from Brother to Brother, drawing on the Light, healing whatever he could. He drew on the Light until exhaustion defeated him. He went to the corner of the infirmary, slumped down, and fell asleep. 
 
###
 
Nightgrim awoke from his torpor, staring at the coffin lid. 
It had been convenient for Marsile to leave the coffin sitting unattended in the woods. Nightgrim doubted the Adept had done it out of kindness, though. He must have forgotten it. 
Nightgrim took a moment to marvel at the simple fact of his continued existence. Staggering through the woods, burning from the hideous wound the red-eyed Paladin had inflicted, Nightgrim had believed his destruction imminent. The presence of sunlight would reduce his demon’s powers further, and he would be vulnerable to destruction. He had fallen into the coffin to rest and regenerate from his injuries, though he had feared the surviving Brothers would find and destroy him as he lay senseless. 
Now, it seemed, the gamble had paid off. He felt beneath his ruined clothes and smiled. His flesh had knitted back together, fueled by his demon’s strength. A faint hollow feeling twisted at his stomach, but Nightgrim ignored it. He had taken much blood in the monastery. His demon could go a few months without the necessity of blood, despite the hollow pang.
Nightgrim pushed open the coffin’s lid and sat up. 
The coffin still sat in the snow, barren trees looming against the black sky. Nightgrim vaulted from the coffin and stretched, listening. Save the dull murmur of a cold breeze, nothing moved. 
He glanced at his coffin and considered what do. Perhaps he should go back to the monastery. Over a hundred Brothers had survived the attack, and hot blood flowed through their veins. He could go there, go and feast as his demon had not feasted in decades…
Nightgrim got a grip on himself. “No.” He closed the coffin, sat on it, and forced himself to think. 
He had not killed Raelum, the demonborn Paladin, nor Carandis Marken, the young Adept. Why hadn’t they pursued him? 
Most likely they were still recovering from their wounds. Perhaps Nightgrim should go and kill them both? He pushed the idea aside at once. He had taken the monastery by surprise once. He could not expect to do so again. 
And what of Marsile? 
Nightgrim slid off the coffin and crawled across the ground, his nose pressed to the earth like a bloodhound. He picked up the rotting, decayed scent of ghouls. But he also smelled the scent of a living man, the scent of Marsile’s blood. Nightgrim looked forward to devouring that blood. Both Marsile’s scent and the scent of the ghouls went to the northeast. Nightgrim could follow…
But why did he care what happened to Marsile? Let the fool plunge into the trackless wild. Let the Paladin and the Adept huddle in the monastery. Nightgrim could go back to the civilized lands of the coast, and live as he had done in Callia City, drinking blood and terrorizing the night. What did he care for these fools? Nightgrim could leave them behind forever. 
But they knew him. 
Suppose at least one of them survived? And suppose their paths crossed again one day? 
Nightgrim could not take that risk. He had been sloppy in Callia City, and the Paladins had come for him. Nightgrim had spent thirty years in hibernation as a result. He would take greater care this time. 
He would kill everyone who knew of his true nature. 
But how to kill them all? Marsile was gone, but Carandis and Raelum were within easy reach. Yet attacking them at the monastery was too great of a risk. And if he killed Marsile and then doubled back, Raelum and Carandis might vanish first. 
Nightgrim laughed as the answer came to him. 
Both Raelum and Carandis had come to kill Marsile, hadn’t they? They would recover their strength and resume their pursuit. In the wild, Nightgrim could kill Marsile, Raelum, and Carandis with ease. He just had to wait for a fortuitous moment. 
Humming to himself, Nightgrim ran to the northeast, moving with superhuman speed.



Chapter 18 - Hierarchs of the Old Empire
 
Something tapped Raelum’s boot. 
Raelum’s eyes shot open. He yanked his dagger free and sprang to his feet. 
Carandis Marken stood before him, leaning on her staff. 
She arched an eyebrow at the dagger.
“I see your strength returns,” said Carandis. 
“I have you to thank for it,” said Raelum, sheathing his blade. “Marsile would have killed me without your aid.” 
“Ah,” said Carandis, “but Marsile would have slain me, if you had not struck him with that broken bar. So I owe you my life, as well.” 
“But Nightgrim would have killed me,” said Raelum, “if you had not struck him with that spell.” 
“And the draugvir would have slain me if you had not distracted it,” said Carandis. She laughed. “So we owe each other our lives twice over, eh? Perhaps that makes us even.” 
Raelum snorted. “I suppose so.” 
“Come,” said Carandis. “First Brother Ulrich wishes to speak with us. He wants to decide what to do next.”
“I know what I will do,” said Raelum. “I shall hunt Marsile to the ends of the earth.” Despair tugged at his mind. “But I don’t know where he’s going.” 
“I think,” said Carandis, “that I have an idea.” 
“You do?” said Raelum. “Tell me!” 
“Come,” said Carandis. “I will tell First Brother Ulrich of it, as well.” 
Intrigued, Raelum followed the red-robed Adept. Solemn chants rang through the corridors, along with the dolorous clanging of iron bells. They passed the shrine doors, and two dozen Brothers stood around the altar, saying prayers for the dead. Most of the Brothers were weeping. 
“They have been saying prayers for the dead all day,” said Carandis. 
“Aye, and can you blame them?” said Raelum. “How many Brothers did Marsile kill?” 
“Less than he might have,” said Carandis, “thanks to your valor.”
Raelum shook his head. It hadn’t been enough. 
They walked in silence to the library. Ulrich stood by the window, looking down at the smoldering remains of the funeral pyres in the courtyard. Lionel sat slumped at one of the tables, rubbing the bandages on his wrist. He looked bleary-eyed and exhausted, his face dusted with blond stubble. 
“A grim day for us all,” said Ulrich, turning from the window. “Our monastery guarded that vile book for nearly a thousand years. Yet what value are paper and ink weighed against the flesh and blood of living men?” His big hands clenched into fists. “May the justice of the Divine find Marsile, and find him quickly.” 
“I wish to find him myself, lord First,” said Raelum, banging the pommel of his sword. 
“But how?” said Ulrich. “Marsile is long gone with his ill-gotten prize. We have no way to find him.”
“He will flee,” said Raelum, “now that he has his books. The only safe way back to the civilized lands is the road to High Morgon. I will chase him there. I may even overtake him on the road.”
“Yet suppose he has gone northeast, not southwest?” said Carandis. “By the time you realize your error, he will have vanished into the wild lands, perhaps even the former lands of the Old Empire itself.” 
“I will not tell you what to do,” said Ulrich. “I have no right. You came here at great peril to warn me, and I disregarded you. My monastery has paid for my folly, and I shall curse myself for it to the end of my days. If you wish to set out at once, I will equip you with goods and provender. Or, if you would rather stay here until winter has passed, you shall be our honored guest.”
“I will go after Marsile,” said Raelum. 
“You will not find him,” said Ulrich. “And even if you do find him, he is too strong. I will not command you, but let me advise you. Stay here until winter has passed. At least one merchant ship dares the wilds around the Alderine River every year and comes to the docks. Take that ship back to the civilized lands.” 
“I will do as the lord First advises,” said Lionel, his voice faint. “I am tainted.” He wrung his hands, as if trying to wash them. “I am no longer fit to be a Silver Knight. I will travel back to Tarrenheim, to a monastery under the patronage of my lord father, take a Brother’s vows, and spend the rest of my days within cloister walls. That way, when I die, my body will be burned on hallowed ground, and I will not rise as a draugvir.” 
“Foolishness,” said Raelum. “If you find and destroy Nightgrim, you can be free of his curse.”
Lionel said nothing. 
“You may do as you will, my lords,” said Carandis. “But I know where Marsile is going.” 
Ulrich blinked, the old suspicion creeping into his face. “How?”
“Lord First, why did Marsile steal those books?” said Carandis.
Ulrich shrugged. “I know not. A mind steeped in wicked knowledge and sinful pride will lust after more wicked knowledge. Does it even matter?”
“It matters a great deal,” said Carandis. “Those books were only a means to an end for Marsile.”
“What end?” said Raelum. “Stop speaking in an Adept’s riddles and say what you mean plainly.” 
“Your bluntness becomes you, Sir Raelum. Very well,” said Carandis. “I think Marsile means to find the tomb of a Hierarch of the Old Empire, summon the Hierarch's high demon, and bind it to his own control.” 
Dead silence answered the Adept’s pronouncement. Lionel looked up from the tabletop, blinking. 
“But,” said Lionel, “the Hierarchs of the Old Empire were destroyed fifteen centuries ago when they ripped open the barrier to the astral world and let the demons into our world. They were destroyed, and the Old Empire fell.” 
“Not all of them, not right away,” said Carandis. “And some of them were buried by their vassals and servants. In fact, some of the demon-cults plaguing the civilized lands today are descendants of the old Hierarchs’ followers. They still pray to the Hierarchs and their high demons, Ramhirdras and Baligant and all the rest.” 
“What sort of man would turn from the Divine to worship the false immortality of the demons?” said Lionel.
Raelum remembered the demon-cult Sir Oliver had destroyed in Khauldun and said nothing.  
“And Nightgrim, it was rumored, was once the head of a cult in Callia City,” said Carandis, shrugging. “Or so the story goes.” 
Lionel blanched and looked away. 
“My point, lord First, is that some of the tombs of the old Hierarchs survived,” said Carandis. “I think Marsile seeks such a place. The tomb of a Hierarch, hidden somewhere in the trackless wild. The books he has stolen merely provide him with the tools he needs.”
“How can you know this?” said Ulrich. 
“Thinks, my lord First. Did not the Hierarchs of the Old Empire write the books themselves?” said Carandis. “Do not the books contain all their dark secrets? What better place for Marsile to find the spells he needs?” 
“Why would Marsile do something so foolish?” said Raelum. “He told me he would never die. Does Marsile think the Hierarch’s high demon will give him immortality in gratitude? Or does he plan to bind himself to the creature’s service?”
“Hardly,” said Carandis. “A man like Marsile would not submit to another’s rule. No…I think Marsile plans to bind Hierarch’s high demon within his body and control it, the way the Hierarchs did themselves. In essence, he wishes to transform himself into a Hierarch...or, at least, to claim a Hierarch's power and high demon for his own. That is why he raided the libraries in the Ring of Araspan and Chrysos. He sought the location of both a Hierarch’s tomb and books containing the spells to raise the Hierarch’s enslaved high demon. He has found both, and now makes his way to the tomb.” 
“Then if we find this tomb,” said Raelum, “we can lay in wait for him there.”
“We must do more than that,” said Carandis, frowning. “Marsile may well call up the high demon only to find that he cannot control it. And what then? It will take control of him, and a high demon will walk the mortal realm once more. And even if he succeeds, that means the power of a high demon will be at the command of a cruel man like Marsile.” She looked them all in the eye. “Marsile deserves death, aye, a hundred times over. But for this, for what I have just told you, he must be stopped. Revenge, even justice, are petty in the face of the crimes he might yet commit if he succeeds.” 
“Yet how can we stop him?” said Ulrich. “If all you have said is true, and I fear it is, he knows the location of the Hierarch’s tomb and we do not. How shall we find him?” 
“I can find him,” said Carandis. “I have my means.”
Ulrich frowned, not quite hiding his distaste. “Some sort of arcane art, I presume?” 
“Quite,” said Carandis.
“How?” said Raelum. “Sir Oliver told me of such spells. You will need a piece of him to...establish the astral resonance, or something like that. But few Adepts have the talent for it.” 
Carandis smiled. “I happen to be one of them. And would blood suffice?”
Raelum shrugged. “So far as I know.” 
“Then we can thank you for it,” said Carandis. She reached into her cloak and pulled out a rusty iron bar. Dried blood stained its jagged edge.
“That’s,” said Raelum, blinking, “that’s…”
“The iron rod you stabbed into Marsile’s side,” said Carandis. “I had just enough wit to scoop it up after he vanished.” 
“But if he was wounded so sorely,” said Lionel, “how can he be alive? He may lie in the woods as we speak, dying from a rust-poisoned wound.”
“He knows enough blood sorcery to heal himself, I am sure,” said Carandis. “But we can find out right now if Marsile yet lives. With your permission, lord First?”
Ulrich sighed, but nodded. 
Carandis gripped the bar in one hand, closed her eyes, and began casting a spell. A low thrumming went through Raelum’s bones. Ulrich’s scowl deepened, and Lionel cringed away. A flash of blue fire danced around Carandis’s fingers. 
“He’s…” Carandis blinked and shook her head. “He’s…fifty miles from here. To the northeast, moving in that direction. I think he’s asleep right now.” 
“You saw a vision of him?” said Raelum. 
“Not quite.” Carandis laid the bar on the table and wiped her sweating brow. “It’s…akin to the sun. Even a blind man knows where the sun is. What I just did is somewhat similar. I know where he is, what he is doing, but nothing more.” 
“And you can continue doing this?” said Raelum, eager.
“Aye,” said Carandis. “But only a few times a day. It’s draining.” 
“I must go after him at once,” said Raelum.
“Alone?” said Ulrich, aghast.
“I will come with you,” said Carandis. 
“But that would be folly,” said Ulrich. “The lands past this monastery are filled with demons.” 
“The lands south of here are dangerous, but I came through them well enough,” said Raelum. 
“Some people still dwell here,” said Ulrich. “Not many, but some. But east of this monastery the lands are utterly desolate, cursed and empty, filled with wandering demons left over from the fall of the Old Empire and the destruction of Arvandil. There may be a few half-mad hermits, a few villages. But the villagers will have no doubt fallen into demon worship, and the hermits will not welcome travelers.” 
“Nevertheless,” said Carandis, “we will go.” 
“Young fools,” said Ulrich. He sighed. “But I have no right to command you. Very well. I will give you supplies, as many as you can carry, and pack beasts as well. And some advice, if you will take it.”
“We shall,” said Carandis. 
“If Marsile means to travel to the Silvercrown Mountains, to the lands that once belonged to the Old Empire, then sooner or later he will have to cross the Alderine River,” said Ulrich. “The only crossing is north of here, a bridge at a place called Abbotsford. A century and a half ago a village and a monastery stood there. The monastery fell into ruin, and its books were taken here. What became of the village I know not. No monk of St. Tarill’s has taken the northeastern road for years. But Marsile must make for that bridge.”
“How do we know this bridge is still there?” said Raelum.
“Apparently the bridge was there even before the Old Empire,” said Ulrich. “If you believe the old lore, the Elder People built long before the legions of the Old Empire ever came over the Silvercrown Mountains. It is probably still there. And as for the rest of my advice, I fear you shall need a guide.” 
“For what?” said Raelum. “Carandis can find Marsile anywhere.” 
“But the lands between the Alderine River and the Silvercrown Mountains are dangerous,” said Ulrich. “There are many demon-haunted ruins, and Ashborn tribes live among the trees. You might follow Marsile’s trail into some ruin filled with ghouls or worse.” 
“But where can we find a guide,” said Raelum, “if no one has traveled these lands for years?”
“There is one,” said Ulrich. “One of the hermits I mentioned.”
“These half-mad fellows?” said Carandis.
“This one is wholly mad,” said Ulrich. “He calls himself Arthuras. He’s a smith, a metalworker. Every year, Arthuras comes from the forests to sell his wares. He is the best smith I have ever seen. We have often purchased his work. And yet, and yet…” Ulrich shook his head. “I have lived here for twenty years, eversince I retired from the Inquisitors. Arthuras has not aged a day in that time. I used to fear he was possessed, or perhaps a renegade Adept. Yet he is kindlier than I would expect such a man to be. But there is something…uncanny about him, something I have not the words to describe.”
“We already have arms and armor,” said Raelum. “How can he help us?”
“Arthuras has woodcraft beyond compare,” said Ulrich. “He has often spoken to me of his journeys. He knows the lands between the Alderine and the Silvercrown Mountains, and even claims to have traveled in the ruin of the Old Empire.” 
“Surely he lies!” said Lionel. “No man has been beyond the Silvercrown Mountains since the Seeress led the nations from the wreck of the Old Empire.” 
“I do not know if he speaks truth,” said Ulrich. “Yet I respect him, for he has never dealt us false. If you can convince him to aid you, his knowledge would be invaluable.” 
“Where can we find him?” said Raelum. 
“He dwells, as far as I know, about fifty miles to the northeast,” said Ulrich.
“Where Marsile is now,” said Carandis. “Do you think he sought out Arthuras?”
“I doubt it,” said Ulrich. “Even if he did, Arthuras could remain unseen until Marsile passed.” 
“Then I will go in pursuit of Marsile at once,” said Raelum.
“I will come with you,” said Carandis. 
Lionel looked at them. “This is folly. Marsile will slay you both, and demons will inhabit your corpses.” 
“I will take that risk,” said Raelum. “Come with us.”
Lionel flinched. “What?” 
“Come with us,” said Raelum. “You are a Silver Knight yet, whatever Nightgrim has done to you.” 
“No,” said Lionel. “I am tainted, unclean.” His haggard face tightened. “And what of Nightgrim?” He swallowed. “He’s still out there. If he finds me, if he kills me, a demon will enter my flesh and I’ll rise as another draugvir.” 
“And if he finds you, it will be our chance to kill him,” said Raelum. “Run to Tarrenheim and hide if you wish. But if you do, you will never be rid of him. Do you think he will forget you? It might take him thirty, forty, even fifty years to find you again, but do you think time matters to a draugvir? Come with us, and fight, and you might escape from him.” 
“Madness,” said Lionel, shaking. “Madness and folly. You will all die.”
Raelum laughed. “Everyone dies. Would you rather die choking in your own terror, or die fighting for your freedom? For die you must, tomorrow or today.” 
Lionel sighed. “All right.” He laughed, his voice high and wild. “If I am damned to become a draugvir, well…what have I to lose?” He sighed and stood. “I am with you, Sir Raelum.”
“And I as well,” said Carandis. “Let us then seek out Marsile together, and bring him to justice.” 
“Very well,” said Raelum. “We will go at once.” 
“Now?” said Ulrich. 
“It’s not yet noon,” said Raelum. “We can cover a few miles before sundown.” 
 
###
 
They left St. Tarill’s on foot, each walking a pack horse laden with supplies. 
“The road gets worse the farther you go,” Ulrich had said, “and I’ve no doubt it soon vanishes. You will not be able to ride.” 
Raelum had gotten Fortune back, and the horse seemed glad to see him. 
“You have a way with animals,” said Carandis, leading her own horse. She wore a heavy cloak, a gift from Ulrich, over her red robes. “I don’t think I’ve seen a horse that happy in years.” 
Lionel walked in the rear, clad again in his breastplate and chain mail, leading his horse. His scabbard banged against his legs with every step. 
They walked along the road in silence. The woods thickened, and the Alderine River gurgled, chunks of ice crunching against each other. The light dimmed and reddened, long shadows lancing through the barren trees. 
“Tracks,” said Carandis, glancing over the road. “Many tracks. Marsile’s been here with his minions.” 
“The First Brother was right,” said Raelum. “Marsile is making for this bridge.” 
Lionel began to laugh. 
Raelum turned, frowning. Lionel’s usual solemn expression had cracked, and for an instant Raelum expected to see the crimson gleam of demon fire in Lionel’s eyes. 
“Are you well?” said Raelum.
“This is absurd,” said Lionel. “Do you know why I joined the Silver Order?” 
Raelum said nothing.
“I was the third son of my father, the Duke of Tarrenheim,” said Lionel. “The first son inherits the duchy. The second son becomes First Brother of Tarrenheim. The third son goes into the Silver Order, in time becomes a Commander of the Order. After Hildebrand killed Marsile, I would return to Chrysos and become a Commander.” He shook his head and laughed again. “Now am I tramping through the wilderness with an Adept of a Conclave and demonborn man. My father would be appalled.” 
Raelum shrugged. “A man cannot see his future.”
“That’s probably for the best, eh?” said Lionel. “We’d go mad otherwise, would we not?” Neither Carandis nor Raelum answered. “So how did you become a Silver Knight, demonborn man? I was fostered at Chrysos. Were you? Hmm? How does a demonborn become a Silver Knight?”
Raelum said nothing for a long time. 
“It was hard,” he said at last.



Chapter 19 - The Making of a Paladin
 
“This is the place,” said Raelum. 
He walked before Oliver Calabrant’s horse. The Paladin rode with ease, reins dangling from his armored hands. His armor and cloak drew stares from the slum dwellers. None dared to approach him. 
“A convent of the Temple, I see,” said Sir Oliver, sliding from the saddle. He led his horse into the orphanage’s courtyard, to where one of the older women stood watch over a dozen children. 
“Is Sister Julietta here?” said Raelum. 
“Aye,” said the old woman, nudging one of the orphans. “Minna. Go get the Sister.” The child disappeared into the orphanage and returned with Sister Julietta. 
“Raelum,” said Julietta. Her eyes flicked to Sir Oliver, her face wary. “You’ve brought a guest?” 
“I did,” said Raelum, swallowing. “This is Sir Oliver Calabrant, a…um, Knight of the Silver Order.” 
“Greetings,” said Sir Oliver. “Sister. I have heard much about you from Raelum.” 
“A Silver Knight? It was you, wasn’t it?” said Julietta, eyes widening. “The slavers have vanished from the slums. You were behind it.” 
“I was,” said Oliver. 
“And what will that accomplish?” said Julietta, eyes flashing. “Some others will take their place soon enough. You did it with Raelum’s aid? Suppose some of Red Philip’s band survived? They will kill Raelum at the first chance!”
“Sister,” said Oliver. “Slavery is a grievous evil. I would end it, everywhere and forever, if I had the power. I do not, and I know it will soon return. But Red Philip’s band had been selling the children to a cult of Ramhirdras, to a blood sorcerer who used them for his foul spells.” 
“And you helped Sir Oliver?” said Julietta. 
“I did,” said Raelum.
“That was very brave.” Julietta sighed. “Red Philip will never forgive you.” 
“I can endure that,” said Raelum. 
“But will you live through it?” said Julietta. “That troubles me.” She sighed again. “Ah, Raelum, what shall we do with you? You are too brave and clever to remain a street thief.” 
“I have offered to take him as a squire,” said Oliver.
For the first time, Julietta smiled. “You have, sir knight? You would take a demonborn child as a squire?”
“I would, and I will,” said Oliver. “He is a thief, aye, and demonborn. Yet he was brave enough to aid me against the slavers. And he brought you and the others food, at great risk to himself.”
“It wasn’t that great a risk,” said Raelum. “I didn’t get caught.”
“But I caught you,” said Oliver.
“You tried to steal from a Silver Knight?” said Julietta, raising her eyebrows. “I warned you. Sooner or later someone would catch you. You’re fortunate that it was this man. Most Silver Knights would have slain you out of hand.” She hesitated, and bowed. “Meaning no dishonor, sir.”
“None taken,” said Oliver. 
“Go with him, Raelum,” said Julietta. “It’s a better life than you will find in this miserable city.”
“But,” said Raelum. He did not want to leave Julietta and the others. Who would bring them food? “I…I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”
“I must leave the city today,” said Oliver, “on business for my Order, but I will return in a week and await you at the Gate of Sorrows. Think it over, lad. I would be pleased to take you as a squire. More, I would be honored.” He climbed into his saddle and rode away.
“Go with him, Raelum,” said Julietta, voice soft. 
“But who will bring you food?” said Raelum.
Julietta laughed. “If you got killed trying to bring us food I’d never forgive myself. I’ll find a way to feed my orphans. But you, Raelum.” She put her hands on his shoulders, looking down at him. “Listen to me. There’s…something special about you. I don’t know what. I am no seer or witch to spout off prophecies. But you will do great things. The Divine has destined you, I think, for something special. Go with him, Raelum.”
Raelum blinked back tears and hugged her. She hugged him back. 
“I’ll,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady. “I’ll be back tomorrow. I’ll let you know then.” 
She smiled and bade him farewell.
Raelum went back to the seawall. Could he abandon Julietta and the orphans? Or perhaps he could come back someday, after he had become a Silver Knight? Come back and drive out the slavers and the emirs and the fat merchants? Of course, maybe he had no choice. He had not spoken to Black Kaheen since he had met Sir Oliver. Black Kaheen might not take him back. 
Raelum crawled into his nest of crates and fell asleep. 
The next day he made his way back to the orphanage, still unsure of what to do. Raelum wrapped himself in his black cloak and kept to the shadows. The crowds seemed agitated, and Raelum wondered if the guards had swept through the slums.
Then he smelled the smoke.
He saw the orphanage and his hands curled into fists.
Black smoke rose in twisting spirals from the wreckage. The roof had collapsed, along with most of the walls. The air reeked of burned wood and charred flesh. Had the kitchen caught fire? His fear blossomed into panic, and he ran around the smoldering debris, searching. Had Julietta and the orphans burned in their beds? Raelum began digging at the rubble, searching for any sign of survivors. 
“Daft boy. The toughs took everything worth taking.” 
Raelum whirled. An old woman in rags stood behind him, pushing a cart of charcoal. 
“What happened here?” said Raelum.
“All the valuables are gone, all the food,” said the old woman, shaking her greasy head. “But I’ll have charcoal to sell for weeks, so I will.”
“Tell me what happened here!” said Raelum.
The old woman frowned, looked at him, and jerked back, almost tipping over her cart. “Demon! Demon! Get back. Back!” 
Raelum didn’t move. “Yes, I’m a demon. Now tell me what happened here, or else I’ll drag you off to hell. Now speak!” 
“I didn’t do it,” said the old woman, sobbing. “My soul’s pure. I just saw it. The ones that did this, you want their souls, not mine.”
“Yes,” said Raelum. “What happened? Speak!” 
“A gang of thugs,” said the old woman. “Nearly a score of them, led by a big fat fellow with fiery hair.”
“Red Philip,” snarled Raelum. 
“They clapped all the little ones in irons,” said the old woman. “They dragged out the Sister, ripped off her robe, and clapped her in chains, too, the poor pretty thing.” 
Raelum felt himself snarl, and the old woman kept babbling. 
“They said it was revenge, that they’d lost all their merchandise, so they’d have to take more,” sobbed the old woman, face white with terror. “They dragged off the Sister and the children, and then they set the orphanage on fire. I hid in the alley so they wouldn’t see me. That’s all I saw, I swear. Don’t take me off to hell!”
Raelum wasn’t listening. He ran as fast as his legs could carry him, black cloak flapping. His fear had  transformed into fury and focus. Red Philip couldn’t have possibly sold Julietta or the children for a decent profit yet. Raelum had time, but not much. For a moment he considered waiting for Sir Oliver’s return, but decided against it. 
He had to act now.
 
###
 
Raelum did not sleep for four days. 
He scoured Khauldun from end to end, from Legate’s Hill to the slums, from the palaces of the merchants to the grimy pawnshops of thieves. He lurked in taverns and brothels, listening to the customers talk. Thrice he ambushed men twice his size in alley, holding his dagger to their throat and his demonborn eyes to theirs until they told him everything he wanted to know. 
He followed men in the darkness, watching their comings and goings.
He visited an apothecary, a half-blind old man, and bought what he needed. 
And on the afternoon of the fourth day, he learned where Red Philip and his lieutenants met at night. 
They gathered in an abandoned warehouse not far from Khauldun’s docks. Raelum slipped into the warehouse before anyone arrived and took a look around. Empty crates towered in rickety, dusty stacks, and a long table stood in one corner, laden with empty goblets. A barrel of cheap wine waited near the table. Raelum opened it and added one of the powders he had purchased from the apothecary. Then he climbed a stack of crates, crouched on a rafter, and waited. 
The sun went down, the warehouse falling into blackness. Raelum remained still, flexing his arms and legs to keep them limber. Exhaustion and desperation battled for control of his mind. He wanted to run howling into the street, killing every member of Red Philip’s band he could find. 
Instead he crouched and waited. 
The light flared, and a knot of cloaked men stepped into the warehouse, lanterns in hand. They settled themselves at the table, filling the empty goblets with wine from the barrel. More cloaked men appeared and did likewise. 
“No one’s late, I see,” rasped a thick voice. “Good. Always a shame to start a meeting by killing somebody.” The cloaked men laughed. 
Red Philip stepped into the light, throwing back his cloak. His greasy red hair seemed like flame in the lanterns’ glow, the birthmark on his jaw like blood. “Come, you dogs. Let us drink!” He filled a goblet himself. “I swear by the wine, and my blood, and the name of the Divine, that any man who betrays our secrets shall die screaming. So I swear!” He raised the goblet to his lips. 
“So I swear!” chorused the men, draining their goblets. 
“Now, dogs,” said Red Philip, settling himself at the head of the table, “what news?” 
“The guards have been bribed,” said one of the men, “and they demand double, the grasping pigs, but they will leave us alone.”
“The Paladin has left the city,” said another man. He coughed, wiped his mouth, and kept speaking. “He will not interfere with us.” 
“Suppose he returns?” said a third man. He coughed, shaking his head. 
“The city’s demon-cult has been destroyed,” said Red Philip. “Rich fools, the lot. Their precious Ramhirdras didn’t save them from the Paladin’s sword, did he?” The lieutenants laughed. “But their coin was good enough, was it not?” The cloaked men nodded, some still coughing. “No matter now. Time to cut our losses. We’ll sell our slaves to the usual buyers, to Legate’s Hill and the Carthians. The fools had best pay their protection fees, if they don’t wish to wind up in chains.” Raelum gritted his teeth. “Now. What of the little demonborn rat who helped the Paladin? I want his hide nailed to my wall, dogs. Have you found him yet?” 
“He eluded us,” snarled one of the cloaked men, rubbing his throat. 
“What?” said Red Philip. “Idiot! If burning that orphanage to the ground doesn’t draw his attention, nothing will!” 
“One of our watchers spotted him,” said another man, coughing. “The old charcoal-seller…not…not,” his coughing worsened, “not four….days….” 
The cloaked man’s words vanished into a flood of coughs. The other thieves began coughing violently. Several fell from their chairs, foam bubbling at their lips. 
“What is this?” roared Red Philip. 
“Poison!” wheezed one of the thieves, shuddering. “The wine...” 
Raelum gripped the beam, swung down, and dropped to the floor. 
Red Philip’s bloodshot eyes narrowed. The coughing, dying lieutenants took no notice of him.
“It was in the wine,” said Raelum, “and you all drank of it. I have the antidote. Tell me where Sister Julietta and the orphans are, or by the Divine I swear I’ll let the lot of you die choking!” 
Red Philip picked up his goblet and upended it.
A stream of red wine splattered against the floor.
“Men have tried to poison me for years, boy,” said Red Philip. “Do you think I’d be so foolish as to drink my own wine?” 
Raelum held his ground. “Then tell me what you did with Julietta and the orphans, or I’ll let your men die.” 
Red Philip stood and shrugged. “So?”
Raelum flinched. “So…they’re your men! Tell me where Julietta is or they’ll die.”
Red Philip stepped over his dying lieutenants. “I can always get new men.” 
Then he lunged with terrifying speed, moving faster than Raelum thought such a fat man could move. His blades shrieked through the air, and Raelum ducked, twisted, and rolled away, the daggers tearing splinters from the floorboards. 
Raelum yanked his own dagger free and sprang back to his feet. “What did you do with Julietta and the orphans? Tell me or I’ll kill you!” 
Red Philip cackled, circling Raelum like a panther. “Is that why you’ve come, boy?” He spat on the floor. “Come to find out what I did with the pretty wench and her brats? You’ll find out, soon enough.” He flipped one of the daggers, his hands blurring with speed. “I’ll take out your hell-fired eyes, cut your manhood, and sell you as a eunuch to the  Carthians…” 
He came in a rush, stabbing and slashing. Raelum staggered back, trying to stay away from the big man’s reach. Red Philip reversed a dagger and slammed the hilt down. The pommel smacked hard into Raelum’s nose, and stumbled to one knee, blood spraying from his nostrils. Red Philip seized him by the throat and slammed him into the wall, the dagger falling from Raelum’s hands. 
“Rat!” said Red Philip. Raelum twisted, trying to break free from Red Philip’s hard grasp. “You know how much money you’ve cost me? Well, you’ll pay me back for the rest of your days.”
“What,” rasped Raelum, pawing at Red Philip’s greasy fingers, “did you do with them?” 
Red Philip laughed. “They’re gone, rat.” 
“What?” choked Raelum. 
“Gone,” said Red Philip, bringing his blotched face close. “I sold them the very day I burned their rathouse to the ground. I packed them onto the first galley that would take them. They’re gone to Carth. The wench will adorn some sultan’s harem until he tires of her and gives to the lions. The brats will toil in the mines until they die.” 
“No,” said Raelum. He forgot the pain, his fear. “You’re lying.” It couldn’t be. If Red Philip had sold them four days ago, then they were gone forever, vanished into the vast lands of Carth. “You’re lying! You wouldn’t have sold them, not on the first day! You’d have made no profit.” 
Red Philip brayed laughter. “Profit? You think I did this for profit? I did it for revenge! You cost me coin. So I took something dear from you. My spies saw how your brought food to the wench and her brats.” His hand tightened on Raelum’s throat. “Nobody crosses me! I watched the slavers brand and chain the brats, I watched them take turns with your pretty little Sister and I laughed…” 
Raelum’s pain and grief vanished in a volcanic tide of grief. 
He rammed his head forward, his forehead smashing into Red Philip’s nose. The big man stumbled, spluttering in surprise, and Raelum’s foot crashed into his groin. Red Philip howled, stabbing, and blade cut a deep gash down Raelum’s forearm. He ignored it and snatched up his own dagger. 
“You’re lying!” said Raelum. He stabbed Red Philip in the belly. “You’re lying!” Red Philip went even paler, tripped over one of the corpses, and fell onto the table. Raelum stabbed him again and again. “You’re lying, you’re lying, you’re lying…”
“Damn you!” snarled Red Philip, trying to ward off Raelum’s furious blows. “Damn you, damn you, damn you!” 
Raelum stabbed him in the shoulder. 
Red Philip roared and clawed at Raelum. “Die! You miserable rat, die, die, die…”
Raelum’s arm plunged down again and again and again, even after Red Philip stopped moving. Everything vanished in a flood of red.
Some time later, Raelum fell back from the table, staring at the bloody mess that had been Red Philip. Blood soaked Raelum’s face, his hands, his clothes. He took two steps back, doubled over, and threw up. 
It had been for nothing. Julietta and the orphans were gone forever. Even if Raelum took a ship and sailed across the ocean, he would never find them. A dozen vast cities lined the coast of Carth, and a hundred petty princedoms filled that far land. Julietta and the orphans would spend the rest of their days in misery and suffering, because of him. 
And Raelum had murdered these men for nothing. 
He looked at Red Philip’s butchered carcass and the strewn bodies of the lieutenants. In a night and a day demons would enter the dead flesh and raise them as ghouls. Raelum bared his teeth, snatched a lantern, and flung it to the ground. The dry floorboards caught fire, flames spreading over the dead men. Raelum ran into the street as the warehouse filled with black smoke. He stood and watched as flames devoured the structure. 
The numbness filling Raelum’s mind cracked, and he ran through the streets, trying to get away. Exhaustion washed over him like a black wave, and he flung himself to the ground and knew no more. 
 
###
 
Days later, Raelum wandered the streets, his clothes stiff with crusted blood. Men took one look at his bloodstained clothes and his red eyes and headed in another direction. Even the guards refused to look at him. 
Raelum didn’t care. He would wander until he collapsed from exhaustion or someone killed him. 
“Boy.” 
Raelum ignored the voice. 
“Boy. Raelum!” 
Raelum blinked and turned. 
Sir Oliver Calabrant stood behind him.
“What do you want?” said Raelum. 
“I heard what happened,” said Sir Oliver. “I had feared you dead or taken.” 
“I wish I was dead,” said Raelum. “They are all dead and gone.” 
“What happened?” said Oliver. 
“Red Philip,” said Raelum.“He took Julietta, and the orphans, and shipped them to Carth.” Raelum’s hands clenched into fists. “I killed him for it!” He began to sob. “But it was my fault. I shouldn’t have helped you. I shouldn’t have helped them. If…if I had stayed away, Red Philip…he…he wouldn’t…”
Raelum found himself sobbing into Sir Oliver’s shoulder like a baby. 
At last he managed to recover himself and pull away.
“I killed him for it,” he whispered.
“And does that,” said Oliver, “ease the grief?”
“No,” said Raelum, closing his burning eyes. “No.” 
“It does not,” said Sir Oliver. “Revenge accomplishes nothing. And in the end, it does far more harm to you.” 
For a moment they stared at each other, the grim Paladin and the ragged street thief. 
“Come with me,” said Oliver. 
“Why?” said Raelum. “Why should I not lie down and die?” 
“Because,” said Oliver, “if you come with me, then someday you may have the chance to stop another man like Red Philip. Not for revenge, but for justice. For the protection of the weak. Someday, you will have the chance to keep something like this from happening again.” 
Raelum wiped the tears from his eyes. He looked at the wretched squalor of the slums, the warrens where he had spent his entire life. 
“All right,” he said. 
Raelum left Khauldun, walking besides Sir Oliver’s horse, and soon left the city behind. 
 
###
 
Five years later they came to the crumbling, half-abandoned city of High Morgon.
For those five years Raelum walked besides Sir Oliver’s horse, carrying the old Paladin’s shield. Raelum helped Sir Oliver fight ghouls, wraiths, and mortal villains. Oliver taught Raelum to use a shield, to fight with a sword, and to ride a horse. 
And he taught Raelum to use the Light, the shining power that opposed the dark strength of the demons. 
And in High Morgon Sir Oliver died, poisoned by Marsile of Araspan. But before the old man passed, he placed Raelum’s hand on the hilt of his sword, and led Raelum through the oaths of a Silver Knight. 
Raelum had burned the body of Oliver Calabrant and left High Morgon with the old Knight’s sword, yearning for vengeance and Marsile’s blood. 
That had been several months and almost a thousand miles past.
It felt like an eternity. 
 
###
 
“Sir Raelum?” 
Raelum blinked and realized that Carandis and Lionel were staring at him. How long had Raelum stood there, lost in the dark shadows of memory?
“Why did I become a Silver Knight?” said Raelum.“Because…there wasn’t anything else I could do. Come. Let us walk for an hour longer, then find a place for camp.” 
They walked in silence, following the northeastern road. 
THE END



The Third Soul VIII: The Tomb of Baligant
The Paladin Raelum has followed the renegade Adept Marsile to the edge of the world. With the aid of his companions, Raelum must stop Marsile from releasing the horrors sealed in an ancient tomb.
But Marsile is not Raelum's only enemy.

For the power of the tomb wishes to claim Raelum for its own... 



Chapter 1 - Pursuit
 
Marsile blinked awake, pale sunlight brushing his eyes. He winced, expecting to feel molten agony in his back and his joints. 
Instead, he only felt a dull ache in his knees. Marsile sat up, the satchel holding the Book of Stolen Blood sliding against his chest. He frowned and opened the satchel, touching the leather of the book’s cover.
“Of course,” he whispered, laughing as he remembered the life force he had stolen from the unfortunate Brother at St. Tarill’s. “Halt!”
His servants stopped, robes rustling.
“Bring me food and drink.” 
Two servants bearing food and wine stepped forward. Marsile ate with a will. He could not remember the last time he had been so hungry, nor could he remember the last time his stomach had held food without a trace of pain or nausea. 
“You,” said Marsile, taking a drink of wine, “mirror.” 
The ghoul complied, holding up a mirror in its skeletal fingers. Marsile gazed at his reflection in pleasant surprise. Most of the lines had vanished from his face. His hair now held more black than gray. 
He looked almost healthy. 
But it never lasted. The stolen life energies would dissipate within a few months. The gray would creep back into his hair, the lines etching his face anew. No matter what spell Marsile used, he could not stave off aging and death forever. 
He laughed, running his fingers over the book. Death stalked him, but at long last, he had found the key. A little while longer, a brief journey, and he could escape death’s clutches forever. 
“You,” he said, pointing at one of his ghouls. “How long have I been asleep?” 
The creature did not answer. The domination spell invariably wore down a lesser demon’s already feeble intellect until the creature became nothing more than a raging beast. 
“Answer me. How long have I been asleep?”
“Twice, master,” rasped the creature. 
“Twice what?” said Marsile.
“Twice. The sun. Comes and goes,” said the ghoul. 
“Two days, then,” said Marsile. He looked at the ancient, overgrown road, now crusted with snow and ice. His servants would have made thirty or forty miles while he lay unconscious. His eyes strayed to the Alderine River on his right, the cold water the color of dark steel. “Have we passed a bridge?” 
“No, master,” said the ghoul. 
“Good,” said Marsile. He did not want to backtrack. “Prepare my chair.” His servants assembled the sedan chair, and Marsile sat down with a contented sigh. “Follow the road until I command otherwise.” 
His servants resumed their stride, picking their way along the half-vanished road. Were there any roads on the far bank of the Alderine River? For that matter, would the weather hold? A strong blizzard might stop him for months. 
Marsile shook his head, dismissing his concerns.
He pulled the Book of Stolen Blood from the satchel, opened it, and began to read. 
His excitement grew. The book had clearly been written by one of the Hierarchs of the Old Empire - Arazhon or Ramhirdras, perhaps, or Siglorel, or even Baligant himself. It described the ways a wielder of the High Art could manipulate, use, and control demons and further master blood sorcery. And the book held powerful spells, stronger than any Marsile had seen. One spell of blood sorcery was similar to the one he had used to heal his wound. Yet with this spell the stolen energy would dissipate in years, not months. 
He flipped through the rest of the book, intending to study it in depth later. To his delight, he found an improved spell for controlling lesser demons. Once Marsile had mastered it, he could control twice, perhaps thrice, as many servants as he had done previously. 
He closed the book, intending to walk for a while, and he heard something crashing through the brush. Something large and dark blundered through the trees. A renegade ghoul, perhaps? Or a bear? Bear meat would make a welcome addition to his supplies. 
And then to his utter astonishment, Tored the ghoul clawed its way free from the trees and staggered to the middle of the road.
How had the wretched thing survived St. Tarill?
“You lie to Tored,” hissed the ghoul. Wounds and burns marked its gray flesh, and the skin had burned away from most of its right arm, revealing rotten muscle. The snapped-off heads of a several crossbow bolts jutted from Tored’s torso. “You lie! No meat for hungry Tored.” 
The creature loped towards Marsile’s litter. 
“Oh?” said Marsile, focusing. His domination spell had lapsed from the ghoul’s mind. “I got you into the monastery, did I not?”
“You lie!” shrieked Tored, clawing at the air. “No flesh! Tored devours your flesh instead!” 
Marsile lifted his hands and cast the domination spell over the ghoul, crimson astralfire dancing around his fingers. Tored skidded to a stop, yellow eyes widening, and Marsile’s will hammered through the demon’s mind like an axe through rotten wood. Tored snarled, thrashed, then went limp. 
“Master,” croaked the ghoul. 
“Very good,” said Marsile, rubbing his temples. “How did you survive?”
“Too many Brothers.” The ghoul shuddered, flakes of burned skin falling from its shoulders. “And the Adept. And the Paladins, with horrible light. Tored ran before the Paladins took him. Tored is clever.” Marsile laughed, and Tored snarled. “Tored is clever! Otherwise he would not have survived for three centuries in this cold woods.” 
Marsile frowned. “You mean to tell me you’ve existed for three centuries?” Marsile supposed it was possible, but he had never heard of a ghoul existing for more than two hundred years. Sooner or later, the demons inhabiting their flesh became reckless, made too many mistakes, and perished. Then again, these empty lands did not hold many living hunters. 
“Master,” said Tored. “Three hundred years, long and cold.” He whimpered. “Before Tored died, he lived on the other side of the river. In the great city, aye, where the King of Arvandil reigned. There were people then, living people. But all the people died. So Tored came to this side of the river, looking for flesh.” 
“You say you know the lands on the far side of the river?”
“Aye, Master,” said Tored. “Not always empty. Once it was the great kingdom of Arvandil.” 
“No doubt,” said Marsile, thinking. All of the maps in his books had been created by the Hierarchs before the fall of the Old Empire. But in the fifteen centuries since, kingdoms had been founded here, realms built by the Seeress’s barbarian followers or refugees from the ruin of the Old Empire. Yet those kingdoms had long since fallen into ruin, ground down by the Ashborn and the demon hordes beyond the Silvercrown Mountains. Marsile knew the way to Moragannon, but what dangers lay between here and there? 
A guide might prove useful. 
“We shall make a bargain, you and I,” said Marsile. “I am going to Moragannon.”
Tored stared at him for a long time. Had the ghoul recognized the name?
“Tored knows it not,” the ghoul said at last.
“You may have seen it,” said Marsile. “A great black fortress, sitting upon a spur of the Silvercrown Mountains.”
Tored flinched. “The black castle? The great lords lived there, long ago. A very bad place. A great lord is buried there. A bad place. Anyone who goes inside never comes out again. If you go inside, master, you will never come out again.”
“Do not think to command me,” said Marsile. “I offer you a bargain. I shall release you from my service. In exchange, you will take me to Moragannon.”
“Why bargain?” said Tored. “You tell Tored, and he goes.”
“Because,” said Marsile, glancing at his silent servants “my domination spell will reduce your mind to jelly within a few months. You would not make a good guide then, I daresay.” He clenched his will and lightened his spell about Tored. “You shall take me to Moragannon.”
The ghoul licked its lips.
“Do not think to betray me,” said Marsile, smiling. “If you run off, I can find you again. Or perhaps you think to kill me in my sleep?”
“No, master,” said Tored, shaking its head, “no, no.”
“Yes,” said Marsile. “My servants watch over me. Lift one finger against me, and they will rip you to shreds before I even wake. And I am a light sleeper. Betray me,” Marsile lifted a hand, summoning power, “and you shall see what I can do.”
A blast of white astralfire erupted from his hand and lashed at the ground before the ghoul’s feet. Tored flinched back, gibbering in terror, babbling promises of eternal loyalty. 
“Be silent,” said Marsile. “Walk before my servants. I shall call you if I need you. And do not think to flee.” Tored loped to the front of the column. 
Marsile watched with a satisfied smile. Sheer terror, he judged, should prove sufficient to keep Tored cowed. 
“Forward,” said Marsile. His servants resumed their shuffle, Tored loping at their head. Marsile walked among them, enjoying the lack of pain in his limbs. A morning’s stroll, and then he would return to the sedan chair and the books taken from the abbeys…
Something like a finger of air brushed Marsile’s head.
He whirled, raising a hand, and his servants stopped. He scanned the trees on both sides of the wide river, seeking for unseen foes. He saw nothing but gray water and barren branches. 
Again the feather-light presence brushed Marsile. 
It was not touching his skin, but the inside of his mind. Marsile snarled a spell, focusing his will. He sensed the presence of a spell of the High Art, its subtle power centered on him, on his blood. 
Someone had used a spell of astral resonance to find his location. 
Marsile turned in a circle, snarling in rage. How could this have happened? Few Adepts had the talent to work such a spell, and those who did always needed some blood to cast the location spell. Marsile had always taken great care never to leave such traces. Could he have erred? Such folly could cost him dearly…
He remembered the vault beneath St. Tarill, the jagged iron bar plunging into his flesh. His fingers brushed his side, feeling the faint scar beneath his robes. He had plucked the iron bar from his flesh and flung it aside. After stealing the Brother’s life-force and fleeing the monastery, Marsile had forgotten about it. 
More than enough blood had stained the iron bar to fuel the spell. 
“Fool,” he growled, “fool, fool, fool.” 
Carandis Marken must have survived the ghouls and Nightgrim’s hunger. Now the young Adept had the ability to find Marsile. Suppose some of the three Paladins had survived? They would continue their hunt for Marsile. And guided by Carandis Marken, they could find him. They had defeated the ghouls, defeated Nightgrim...
An even more alarming thought came to Marsile’s mind.
What if they had not destroyed Nightgrim? Suppose the draugvir had escaped? Would he come after Marsile?
The young Adept and the Paladins worried Marsile. 
Nightgrim terrified him. 
It had been a mistake to awaken the greater demon, even if it had gotten Marsile the Book of Stolen Blood. Marsile had almost failed to master a weakened, emaciated Nightgrim.
A rejuvenated Nightgrim might prove beyond his ability.
Marsile would deal with Nightgrim when the time came. For now he had to stop Carandis Marken. Sooner or later the girl would gather of force of allies powerful enough to kill Marsile. 
Again the feather-light touch echoed in Marsile’s skull. He had to kill the girl here, in the depths of the wild. Here, the advantage lay with Marsile. Carandis had only a few Paladins for allies. Marsile had his demon servants, the ability to dominate many more, and the puissant force of his own magic. For a moment he considered turning, meeting his enemies, and annihilating them. 
He rubbed the scar on his side, dismissing the ideal as foolhardy. He had underestimated Oliver Calabrant’s red-eyed squire, and the boy had almost killed him. Marsile did not want to take the risk of open confrontation. 
“A trap, then,” he murmured, then raised his voice. “Tored, come here!” 
The ghoul shuffled over and dropped to its haunches, tongue wagging like a dog’s. 
“How far it to the great bridge over the Alderine River?” said Marsile. 
“Not far, master,” said Tored. “Perhaps the walk of a day and a night. People call the bridge Abbotsford, now.”
“Abbotsford,” said Marsile. “Why?” 
“Long ago, when Tored lived,” said the ghoul, “a great monastery sat on the hill by the bridge. The First Brother charged tolls when folk passed. Now ruins. And a village. It was there when I came over the bridge.”
“A village?” said Marsile, intrigued. He had set traps for his pursuers in both Coldbrook Keep and St. Arik’s. Both had failed, but perhaps Marsile could attempt something on a larger scale at this village. He climbed into his sedan chair, bidding his servants to lift it. “Take me to this bridge.”
“Aye, master,” said Tored. 
Marsile smiled, whispered a spell, and sent a burst of astralfire shooting past Tored’s ear. “Do not think to betray me.” 
Tored shuddered and loped away. 



Chapter 2 - Servants of Baligant
 
Marsile found the bridge the next day. 
The thing looked ancient, older than anything Marsile had ever seen, save perhaps the oldest scrolls of the Elder People in the Conclave’s library. The bridge rose in a high arc over the Alderine, high enough to allow ships to pass underneath. Millennia of rain and wind had worn and pitted the bridge’s gray stone, yet it still stood, older than men, its builders long ago vanished. 
“The bridge, master,” said Tored.
“Yes, I noticed,” said Marsile. If the bridge still stood, what other relics of the Elder People might lie beyond the river? Once Marsile had reached Moragannon and learned its secrets, perhaps he should make a thorough search of these lands. The Elder People had wielded arcane powers greater than anything mortal men had ever mastered, at least until the superior numbers of the Old Empire had crushed them. What mighty secrets might lie buried here? 
“Over the bridge,” Marsile commanded. The ghouls shuffled forward, Tored sniffing the air.
Twin statues stood before the bridge like silent guards. Countless years of wind and rain had not erased the alien cast of their features, the angular bones, the dagger-sharp ears, the haughty sneers. Each statue held a slender sword and star-shaped shield.
An inscription marked the shields, written in the characters of the Elder People.
“What do they say?” said Tored. 
“Ware, traveler, for beyond lies the realm of the Hierarchs of the Empire of Men, who taint the land,” said Marsile. Tored shivered. “Fool. The Elder People and the Old Empire destroyed each other long ago. Over the bridge!” 
They crossed the bridge and Marsile bade his servants stop as he examined his surroundings. Perhaps he could make a stand here, kill Carandis and the Silver Knights as they crossed the bridge. Ahead land rose in a high crag, and atop the crag sat a cluster of ruined walls and crumbling stone towers. Almost surely the ruins housed demons of some kind. 
“The monastery, it was,” said Tored. 
“No doubt,” said Marsile. He saw a haze to the east. Through the trees Marsile glimpsed open fields, and the logs of peasant houses. 
“A village,” said Marsile. Perhaps a peasant had already seen them. Marsile pulled a vial of dried blood from his belt and worked a blood spell, one designed to sense both the presence of living men and demons. 
He extended his magical senses and blinked in surprise. A large number of powerful demons clustered in the ruins above. Marsile had never sensed such a powerful group of demons in one place. Though, oddly, the auras of his demon servants seemed more powerful than he recalled. Marsile must have miscast the spell. He commanded his servants to lower the litter, and he stood up.
A surge of energy howled through him the instant his feet touched the ground. Marsile gasped, his head spinning, and grabbed at a servant’s shoulder to keep from falling. After a moment the shock faded, and Marsile stood straighter.
He realized what had happened.
“The astral world,” he whispered. “The astral world is closer here.” He sensed it all around him, energy welling up from the earth. The Hierarchs of the Old Empire had torn open a rift to the astral world, fraying the boundaries between worlds…and Marsile had traveled closer to the heart of the fallen Empire.
And, presumably, to the location of that rift. 
He muttered the spell again, focusing his will. His servants were indeed stronger. Any demon here would find itself stronger, faster, tougher, better able to draw on the power of the astral world through the damaged barrier between worlds.
And Marsile’s spells would be far mightier. 
“We are stronger here,” said Tored. The ghoul’s speech sounded clearer, its words less slurred. 
Marsile looked at the ghoul. Could the nearer presence of the astral world have strengthened Tored’s wit? “And you failed to mention this?”
Tored shrugged. “I forgot.” 
“Indeed,” said Marsile. “Follow me. Do you know anything of this village?” How could any human village survive in a land where demons were so powerful?
Yet that smoke had to come from somewhere. 
“No, master,” said Tored. “I did not come here often.” 
Marsile led his servants to the edge of the trees. The village looked larger than he would have thought, home to about eight or nine hundred people. The square tower of a stone Temple rose over the thatched roofs, crowned with the rose sigil of the Divine. It looked normal enough, yet something about the village troubled Marsile. 
It struck him. 
The village had no wall, no palisade, not even a fence. Every settlement from here to the sea had a palisade to keep out wandering ghouls. Especially here, where the dark power saturated the very ground, would not a village without a sturdy wall become a haunted ruin? 
Something was wrong here. Yet even as Marsile watched, he saw villagers moving about their business, men chopping firewood, women carrying bundles of cloth, children playing games. 
“Wait here,” Marsile commanded. “Come if I call.” 
He stepped from the trees and walked across the empty fields. Dead cornstalks cracked beneath his boots. Marsile considered discarding his red Adept’s robes and disguising himself as a Brother, but discarded the notion. Someone had destroyed the monastery on the hill. Suppose the villagers themselves had razed it? 
Marsile stopped at the edge of the village, listening. The lack of a wall amazed him. Anyone, or anything, could wander into the village at any time. A fat woman waddled past him, carrying a pair of buckets, and Marsile cleared his throat. 
The woman turned, dropped her buckets, and gaped at him. 
“Your pardon, I beg,” said Marsile. “Pray, what is this village?”
The woman said nothing, eyes wide. 
“I am a traveler,” he said, “seeking lodgings. Might I find them here?”
“A…a traveler?” said the woman, blinking. She squinted, as if trying to remember something. “Travelers…travelers are welcome here, my lord.” She did a crude curtsy. “The Divine…commands us to help all travelers, and we are faithful folk of the Divine, so we are.”
“Well and good,” said Marsile. It sounded as if the woman had recited a long-rehearsed speech. “Lodgings?” 
“Lodgings,” said the woman. “You must speak with Walchelin, yes.”
“Walchelin?” said Marsile. “Is he the domn here?” 
The woman laughed. “Old Walchelin? He’s but the bailiff. The Brothers on the hill were our domn, long ago, but they perished. Come with me, my lord, and I’ll take you to Walchelin.”
“I would rather he came to me,” said Marsile. “It would be unseemly, lady, were I to come into the village uninvited.”
“Wait here, lord, if you please.” She bowed and scurried away, leaving her buckets in the snow. A small crowd gathered, women and children, gaping at him. Marsile ignored them. He circled to the side, opening a clear line of sight to the Temple. 
The Temple looked dilapidated, shingles fluttering in the cold air. Generations of lichen stained the walls and tower, and most of the windows had been broken. It looked little more than a ruin, a marked contrast to the prosperous village. 
An interesting idea occurred to Marsile.
A group of twenty men walked towards him, wrapped in heavy winter cloaks. At their head walked a big, red-faced man with a wide smile.
“Greetings, traveler,” said the stout man. “I am Walchelin, bailiff of Abbotsford.” 
“Marsile, of Araspan,” said Marsile. 
Usually men reacted with fear to anything connected with the Conclave, but the villagers gave no reaction.
“We rejoice in the name of the Divine to see a traveler,” said Walchelin, smiling. “Travelers are so rare here. We welcome you gladly.” 
“Indeed?” said Marsile. He wondered how many weapons the men hid beneath their cloaks. “I am glad of it. And glad to find such pious folk in these desolate lands.” 
Walchelin’s smile didn’t waver, but an odd flicker passed through his eyes. “We greatly reverence the Divine here. We beseech the Divine and St. Terrence to look over us.”
“Interesting,” said Marsile. “St. Terrence was condemned as a heretic two hundred years ago.”
“Oh?” said Walchelin. “That must be a different St. Terrence, then.” His jolly smile never wavered. “Why don’t we go to the Temple? We shall say a prayer of thanksgiving for your arrival, and then have a great feast.”
Marsile glanced at the battered Temple. “I would enjoy that.”
They walked through the village. The men moved in a ring around Marsile and Walchelin. Women and children watched them from doorways, and more men moved towards the Temple. 
“Does the village have a Brother to steward the Temple?” said Marsile.
Walchelin smiled. “I am the bailiff, but I also serve as the Brother of the Temple.” 
“An office passed down from father to son?” said Marsile. The men gave him sidelong glances. 
“It is,” said Walchelin, raising his eyebrows. “How did you know?” 
“It is often the case in remote lands,” said Marsile. “That practice has been condemned by the Temple, I should add.” 
“It has?” said Walchelin. “You seem to know many things, stranger. Tell me. Has the Temple sent you here? To make sure no heretics dwell here?”
“Curiosity drew me hither, you might say,” said Marsile. They stopped before the Temple, and some of the men opened the doors. A gust of stale, cold air blew out. “I had, bailiff, an interesting idea.” 
“My lord?” said Walchelin.
“I don’t think you or your people worship the Divine,” said Marsile. “This Temple is unused, an empty shell. A façade. I wonder what you really worship.” 
“My lord,” said Walchelin, his smile widening into a grin. “I think you’ll find that the Temple is used often.” He gestured. “Inside, please.” 
Marsile entered the Temple, the men filing in behind him. The Temple looked even worse inside. Dust layered the floor, and faint streams of light leaked through the broken windows. 
The air stank of rotting meat.
A trapdoor lay in the wooden floor before the crumbling altar.
“We do use the Temple, friend Marsile,” said Walchelin, walking to the altar. A furled banner hung over the altar, bound with a cord. “We use it quite often.” He yanked the cord and banner unrolled, bouncing. It was black, and ancient, and showed the sigil of a skull crowned with a diadem of bones and gold wire. 
The personal sigil of the Hierarch Baligant of the Old Empire. 
“So,” said Marsile, laughing. “A demon-cult, then? Shall I assume the entire village participates?” 
“Do not laugh, fool,” said Walchelin, smirking. “Every now and again some fool comes, sent by St. Tarill’s, seeking to force us to worship the weakling Divine. We shall not! True immortality is found only through the demons, through the might of the Lord Baligant and his high demon. Lord Baligant is the only god, and we serve only him.”
“As it happens, I couldn’t agree more,” said Marsile. 
“Do not think to beg,” said Walchelin. He walked around the altar and kicked open the trapdoor. It opened into a stone-lined well about twenty feet deep. Marsile craned his neck, peering inside. Yellow eyes stared back at him, and a half-dozen ghouls crouched in the vault below, snarling, snapping their fangs. 
“They are not fed often,” said Walchelin, “and are hungry. Once they have finished with you, you shall rise as one of them and begin your service to the Lord Baligant.” He gestured. Two of the men stepped forward, lifting clubs from beneath their cloaks. 
Marsile started to laugh.
Walchelin scowled. “You think this is funny, fool?”
“Oh, it is,” said Marsile, “but not as funny as it shall be.”
Marsile turned and worked a spell, and the men with clubs  froze as his will wrapped around them. Marsile beckoned and the men floated into the air, flailing. Walchelin and the others backed away in sudden alarm. Marsile pointed towards the pit, and the two men glided towards it, screaming. 
“An admirable trap, bailiff,” said Marsile. The floating men stopped, hovering over the pit, shrieking in terror. “But I am rather more formidable prey than you are accustomed to hunting.”
He released his spell.
The men plummeted into the pit, landing with a crunch. After a heartbeat’s silence, the screaming began, accompanied by the sound of ripping flesh.
The villagers came at Marsile, brandishing clubs and slashing daggers, and Marsile cast another spell. A shaft of howling azure astralfire lanced from his fingers and ripped into the charging villagers. Five men fell dead to the Temple floor, their chests reduced to smoking craters. The others stopped, terror etched on their faces. 
“Continue, if you wish,” said Marsile. The astralfire crackled around his fingers. “Then most of you will die before the sun sets.”
“Who are you?” croaked Walchelin, his smile gone at last. “An Adept?” 
“I should kill you all,” said Marsile. “But there’s no reason for us to fight. We may even share a common goal. Let me show you.” He crooked a finger. “Follow me.” 
He walked through the Temple, the villagers following him at a safe distance. Marsile strode to the edge of the village, focused his will, and called his servants. 
They emerged from the trees like wolves.
“What is this?” screeched an old woman. “Have you brought the Brothers down upon us?”
“Hardly,” said Marsile. “Reveal yourselves!” 
His servants threw back their robes, revealing rotting limbs, grinning skulls, and moldering flesh. The villagers gaped. 
“You are a blood sorcerer,” said Walchelin, voice thick with awe, “one of the servants of the great Lords.” He fell to his knees, as did the others. “What do you require of us?”
The villagers were wrong, of course, but Marsile saw no reason to correct them. “I said curiosity drew me here. That was not entirely true. You know of Moragannon?”
Walchelin looked up. “It lies far to the east, in the Silvercrown Mountains. The great Lord Baligant lies there.”
“I am going there,” said Marsile. “I shall summon his spirit back to the material world and free him to walk the earth once more.” 
That also was not quite true, but Marsile doubted the villagers would respond well to his real goal. 
“You are?” said Walchelin, eyes shining. “We have always followed the Lord Baligant, greatest of the Hierarchs of the Old Empire. Our distant ancestors served in his hosts. After the accursed Seeress defeated Lord Baligant, our forefathers swore fealty to him forever, and hid themselves amongst the witless sheep of the Seeress and her feeble Divine. We knew Lord Baligant would return, someday, and we have waited. If you are indeed the instrument of his return, Marsile of Araspan…then we shall aid you however we can.”
“I’m so pleased to hear it,” said Marsile. What use might he find for these villagers? Guides, perhaps? He doubted any of the villagers had been within a hundred miles of Moragannon for decades. Perhaps he could kill some and raise them as ghouls?
Then he remembered Carandis, and he felt himself smile. 
“Come with me for a moment, Walchelin,” said Marsile. “I’ve a use for you.” 
Walchelin rose, smiling like an eager puppy, and hastened to Marsile’s side. 
“Enemies pursue me,” said Marsile. 
“What manner of enemies?” said Walchelin. 
“An Adept of the Conclave of Araspan,” said Marsile. He offered a brief description of Carandis Marken. 
“The deceitful fool!” hissed Walchelin. “It is told in our lore. The forebears of the Conclave sided with the Seeress against the great Lord Baligant.”
“The Adept has at least one Silver Knight with her,” said Marsile. “Possibly as many as three.” He described Hildebrand of Oldenburg, Lionel of Tarrenheim, and Raelum. He did not know which of the Paladins had survived Nightgrim’s assault. 
“Three?” said Walchelin, paling. “Lord Marsile, I and my kin will aid you however we can…but we are not fighters.” 
“Indeed?” said Marsile. “Then how has this village survived for so long?”
“The guardians,” said Walchelin. 
“Guardians?” 
“In the monastery,” said Walchelin, looking towards the ruin on the hill. “Great demons sleep in the ruins. They were once the servants of Lord Baligant, and now they guard us.”
“Do they?” said Marsile, frowning. “I have sensed the presence of these ‘guardians’, as you name them. They have great power. It would take considerable magical strength to compel them to do anything, and I rather doubt that you have such power.”
“We give them tribute,” said Walchelin. “Once a year, on the day of midwinter. A virgin girl, under the age of seven. The guardians feast upon her life force, and in exchange, they offer us their protection when wandering demons come to ravage the village.” 
“A clever arrangement,” said Marsile. No wonder the villagers had so many children. “Listen to me. The Adept and the Paladins know I plan to restore Lord Baligant to life, and they will do anything to stop me.”
“You have mighty magic,” said Walchelin. “Can you not destroy them?”
“Perhaps,” said Marsile, “but what if I fall? It has taken me decades to discover the spells necessary to raise Lord Baligant. Who shall then raise him if I am slain?” 
Walchelin nodded. “We will lure the Adept and the Paladins into the ghoul-pit.”
“Futile,” said Marsile. “The Paladins are strong. They will slay the ghouls, free themselves from the pit, and kill you all. No, a different method is required.” He pointed to one of his servants. “Come here.” 
The ghoul complied. Its desiccated joints, no longer muffled by the heavy robe, clacked and clicked. Marsile reached into its pack, dug through it, and pulled out a small pewter vial.
“What is it?” said Walchelin. 
“Powder made from the bones of a ghoul,” said Marsile. “Poison.” 
“Will not a Paladin have the power to fight off a poison?” said Walchelin.
“Not this poison,” said Marsile. “I have already used it to kill a Paladin. Oliver Calabrant, in High Morgon.” A pity Marsile had not thought to poison Raelum as well. “Now, listen well. The Adept follows my trail by means of a spell. He and the Paladins are only a few days behind me. They will follow me here. And when they arrive, welcome them with open arms. Honor them, treat them as heroes. And when you can, slip this powder into their wine. They will die in agony after a few hours.”  
“A few hours?” said Walchelin. “They could kill many of my people in that time.” 
“The poison is tasteless. They will not know they have been poisoned until the agony wracks their limbs,” said Marsile, “and then they will be too weak to do anything but die. No, you will face no danger, as long as you are careful.” Marsile pressed the vial into Walchelin’s fleshy palm. “When I return with Lord Baligant, he will be most pleased for your service.” 
Walchelin’s eyes flashed. “I will do as you say, Lord Marsile.” 
“Good,” said Marsile. “Bring me what food you can spare. My supplies run low. It will do Lord Baligant no good if I starve in the wilderness.” 
Walchelin obeyed. Villagers came forth, bearing cured hams, fresh-baked bread, and dried vegetables. They loaded the foodstuffs into the packs of Marsile’s servants, casting uneasy looks at the unconscious children. Marsile did not bother to explain. 
“Follow my instructions to the letter,” said Marsile, climbing into his sedan chair, “and you shall receive great reward from the Lord Baligant! Aye, great reward! You are the chosen of Lord Baligant!”
The villagers cheered, and Walchelin pumped his meaty fists into the air. Marsile tried not to laugh. How could these fools believe any of that nonsense? A man liked Baligant, fused to a high demon, would view these people as fodder, nothing more.
Much as Marsile did.
Marsile’s servants walked back into the fields, following the ancient road northeast. The trees closed in around them and Abbotsford vanished. Walchelin might very well succeed in poisoning Carandis Marken and the Paladins. Then nothing could stop Marsile from reaching Moragannon, nothing but…
“Oh,” said Marsile, sighing.
“Are you troubled, master?” said Tored, loping alongside the litter. 
“Not really,” said Marsile. 
He had forgotten to warn the villagers against Nightgrim. 
No matter. Most likely, Walchelin would poison the Adept and the Paladins before Nightgrim arrived. And even if the draugvir decided kill everyone in Abbotsford, at least the slaughter would turn Nightgrim’s attention away from Marsile. 
His servants marched on. 



Chapter 3 - Arthuras
 
Raelum stared into the forest’s gloom.
They had camped away from the road and the river in a small clearing ringed by ancient, twisted trees. Demons roamed freely over road and wood alike, so the trees offered no shelter, though if any adventurous Northmen came this far north, they would not spot the fire from the Alderine.
Raelum had drawn the last watch of the night. Carandis and Lionel lay on opposite sides of the fire, asleep. Lionel twitched and thrashed in his sleep, muttering. Every now and again Lionel’s right hand twitched towards the scar on his left wrist. 
Raelum didn’t want to know what dreams haunted Lionel of Tarrenheim’s sleep. 
The sun began to rise, though the gray clouds blocked most of the light. Carandis rose, yawned, and gave Raelum a pointed look.
“Do you mind?” she said.
Raelum grunted and turned his back, and a few moments later heard the sound of Carandis relieving herself. A little while later she stepped to his side, raking a hand through her thick black hair. She wore a heavy, fur-lined cloak over her crimson Adept’s robes.
“By the Divine,” said Carandis, “I want a bath.”
“You’re not likely to have one for some time,” said Raelum. 
“Yes, I know. Pity, that. I should have stayed in Araspan,” said Carandis.
Raelum looked at her. “Why are you here? If the Conclave wants Marsile dead so badly, why didn’t they send a dozen Magisters to kill him?” 
Her smile was almost sad. “I didn’t have much choice in the matter. Nor, I suppose, did you.” She looked at the black staff in her right hand and sighed. 
“I did not, at that,” said Raelum.
“Did you sense anything?” said Carandis.
“Nothing,” said Raelum. “I sensed some demons to the west, earlier in the night. A few weak ghouls, perhaps. But nothing stronger.” 
“Good,” said Carandis, blowing into her hands. “And Lionel?”
“Unchanged,” said Raelum. 
“Nightmares torment him,” said Carandis.
“No doubt.” Raelum had experience of his own with dark dreams. 
“I don’t trust him,” said Carandis. 
Raelum frowned. “You think he’ll betray us? He would say the same of you, if pressed.”
“And he would say the same thing of you,” said Carandis, “a demonborn man, undoubtedly sunk in depravity and wickedness.”
Raelum said nothing. 
“I don’t think he’ll betray us,” said Carandis, pulling her cloak tighter, “if that’s what you mean. No…I think he might betray himself.” 
“How?” said Raelum. 
Lionel moaned, stirring in his sleep. 
Carandis shook her head. “The draugvir left its taint in his veins. He might go mad and run raving into the trees. Or fall on his sword.” She hesitated. “But he might be changing.”
“Changing?” said Raelum. 
“Look at his arm,” said Carandis, pointing. Lionel’s left forearm lay loose of his blankets, and a number of half-healed scratches marked the pale flesh.
“Where did those come from?” said Raelum, voice low. 
“He made them himself, I expect,” said Carandis. “When I woke to relieve him at watch, he was staring at his arm, and I had the oddest feeling that he had been licking it. He wrapped himself in his cloak and lay down without saying a word to me.”
“Licking it,” said Raelum, sickened. “Licking the blood, you mean.” 
“Yes,” said Carandis. “He might be changing. Nightgrim’s taint might be pulling a demon into his body. He could be transforming into a draugvir before our very eyes.” 
“But I don’t sense a demon in him,” said Raelum. “I thought he had to die for a demon to enter his flesh.”
“So said all the books I have ever read on the draugvir,” said Carandis. “But I’ve never encountered a draugvir before. Have you? It’s possible that the Nightgrim’s taint drew the attention of a demon in the astral world, one that can twist Lionel’s thoughts as he dreams. Would you be able to sense that?”
Raelum shook his head.
“If it goes too far,” said Carandis, “we may have to kill him.” 
“Don’t be absurd,” said Raelum. 
“Not right away. And only if he grows…dangerous,” said Carandis. “But he blames me, I think, for what has happened to him. And you.”
“What?” said Raelum. “Nightgrim would have drained him dry if we hadn’t interrupted.” 
“Aye,” said Carandis, “but before Lionel met us, he was a Silver Knight, sure of himself and his purpose. Then he met an Adept and a demonborn man,” Carandis’s lips twitched, “both of whom his mentor Hildebrand accused of alliances with the demons. And, lo, a few days later, Lionel has been tainted by a draugvir. If he had not met us, would any of this have happened?”
“If he had not met us,” said Raelum, with some heat, “he would be dead now. Or worse.”
“Or worse,” said Carandis. “He was a good man. But now…he is changing. The draugvir’s bite is only part of it. His faith has been shaken. Between that, and whatever Nightgrim’s mark has done, he’s changing.”
“Perhaps,” said Raelum. “But I’ll not murder him in his sleep.” 
“Of course not,” said Carandis. “But if a demon summoned by the taint twists his thoughts, it will destroy whatever reason he has left. Then we must be prepared to act…”
Lionel yawned and sat up. Raelum stared into his mouth, searching for any hint of fangs, and felt foolish. 
“Up already, I see,” said Lionel, looking back and forth. His golden hair fell over his pale face. “Do you have the wine out? I feel as if I could drink a lake.” 
Raelum and Carandis shared a look. 
“Here,” said Raelum. “It’s with the food, on Fortune.” He stepped over to the pack horse. “We all may as well have some food and drink.” They sat around the fire, eating and drinking in silence. Lionel hunched over his food, not looking up. Raelum watched him with unease. Maybe it had been a mistaken to bring him. 
“Well,” said Carandis, reaching into a saddlebag and pulling out the iron bar, “let’s see where Marsile is doing today, shall we?” She laid the bar across her lap, closed her eyes, and began muttering. A moment later she shuddered, sighed, and opened her eyes. 
“Where is he?” said Raelum.
“About seventy miles to the northeast,” said Carandis. “He’s on the far side of the Alderine River by now. He was…satisfied, I think, pleased about something.”
“Satisfied,” said Raelum. That did not bode well. “Can he sense when you do this?”
Carandis shrugged. “He must have enough magical sensitivity to feel the spell. He can do nothing to stop it, though.”
“So far as you know,” said Raelum. Lionel finished eating piece of sausage and licked his fingers clean. 
“So far as I know,” said Carandis. 
“Seventy miles,” said Raelum. He stood and kicked dirt onto the fire. “We shouldn’t dawdle.” 
Lionel grunted in annoyance, but finished his bread and stood up. 
They returned to the the decrepit road and set off. Raelum looked across the wide expanse of the Alderine River. Marsile was there, even now. 
Raelum gritted his teeth, and resisted the urge to run. 
 
###
 
“Then do Adepts of the Conclave take wives, or are they sworn to chastity?” said Lionel, leading his horse. “When not coupling with succubi and enslaving virgins with spells, of course.”
“Of course,” said Carandis, amused. “Why, just last night, while you slept, I drew a circle in the earth, stripped naked, painted myself with grease, danced around the fire, and summoned up a pair of virile demons. We coupled long into the night.”
“She did,” said Raelum, “nothing of the sort.” Carandis and Lionel had started their usual bickering soon after dawn, and had not stopped since. Often he wished they would kill each other and get it over with. 
“You did not,” said Lionel. “I am a Knight of the Silver Order. I would have sensed the presence of vile demons.”
“If a succubus had appeared before you,” said Carandis, “you wouldn’t have known what to do with it.”
Lionel scowled. 
“Fortunately,” said Carandis, “succubi are entirely mythical.” Her eyes grew distant. “Possessed women are rarely…fair to look upon.”
“I suppose you have seen possessed women?” said Lionel.
“More than I care to recall,” said Carandis. “When the Jurgur blood shaman Maerwulf attacked Araspan, I was among the Adepts that fought his followers. He had many possessed women among his followers, creatures they called urthaags. Or urvuulfs.”
“An urvuulf?” said Lionel. “What is that?”
“A Jurgur possessed by a demon of fury,” said Carandis. “The demon is strong enough to twist their physical form, to give them the aspect of a wolf. It is just as well Corthain Kalarien reconciled with his father, and helped the Conclave repulse Maerwulf's creatures. If not for Lord Corthain's leadership, things might have gone ill in Araspan.” 
“You knew the domn Corthain Kalarien?” said Lionel, surprised. “The Hammer of Dark River?”
“I have seen him,” said Carandis, “with my own eyes. And I am friends with his sister. I am glad he reconciled with his father the First Magister. Lord Corthain is…quite a handsome man.”
Lionel scowled. “Sir Hildebrand marched with Lord Corthain when he saved the nations of the west from the demon-worshipping Jurgur horde. You should not speak…speak so lightly of him.”
“Why not?” said Carandis with a mocking grim. “Lord Corthain is a hero and a brave captain, I’ll deny it not. Callian domns also wear close-fitting black coats, and Lord Corthain looks quite fetching in one...”
“This is inappropriate!” said Lionel. “Do all Adepts wallow so freely in such…such lusts?”
Carandis rolled her eyes. “You, sir Paladin, would not know the first thing about wallowing.”
Lionel drew a deep breath to answer. 
“For the love of the Divine! Shut up, both of you,” said Raelum. Still, he wondered if Carandis’s teasing had a deeper purpose. It kept Lionel too angry to brood. “Keep silent. We are drawing near to Arthuras’s abode.” 
A short distance to the east he saw a small cluster of rocky hills, stunted trees clinging to their sides. 
“I have never been to his abode,” Ulrich had said, “though he described it once. A fortified cave, of sorts, lying amongst some stony hills.” 
“How do you know this is it?” said Carandis. “There must be dozens of such hills scattered through the woods.”
“Have you seen any others?” said Raelum. “And look.” A wisp of black smoke rose against the dull sky. 
“Smoke,” said Lionel. “The lord First said Arthuras was a blacksmith. And smoke can only come from fire.” 
“An observation worthy of a Silver Knight,” said Carandis. 
“Bicker later,” said Raelum. “We cannot convince Arthuras to guide us if you squabble like children.”  
“And suppose he refuses to guide us?” said Lionel. “What then?”
Raelum shrugged. “If he agrees, I will go in pursuit of Marsile. If he declines, I will go in pursuit of Marsile.” He strode into the trees, leading Fortune behind him. Carandis and Lionel followed, walking their pack horses. 
To Raelum’s surprise, he found a worn trail winding among the trees. Someone, or something, did indeed dwell here. The air smelled of wood smoke as they passed the stumps of trees, some old, some fresh. The base of the hill came into sight.
“A hermitage,” said Lionel. 
A small stone cottage squatted against the side of the hill, surrounded by empty gardens. In the hill itself opened into the mouth of a cave, lit from within by a red glow. A stone sheepfold had been built between two hills, holding a goodly number of sheep and goats. A chimney of brick and metal carried the smoke out of the cave. 
“A mad hermit,” said Carandis, “to dwell alone in the wild.” 
Raelum stepped forward, looking over the cottage. “It seems empty, though.” 
“Someone lit that fire,” said Carandis.
An arrow shrieked through the air and landed between Raelum’s feet. 
He whirled, drawing his sword.
“Someone lives here,” said a deep voice, colored with a lyrical accent, “and if you wish to live, you’ll not move.” Another arrow buried itself into the ground between Carandis’s boots. “Or begin working a spell, Adept.” 
A man stood on a ledge over the cave, about twenty feet above the ground. A ragged green cloak, mottled with black patches, obscured his outline. He held a deadly-looking composite bow, an arrow at the ready. 
“We mean you no ill,” said Raelum, lifting his hands. 
The man scoffed. “If you did, you were going about it incompetently. I heard you coming half a mile off. Those two bicker like old women. And even were I blind and deaf, I could still smell you.” 
“You must be Arthuras,” said Raelum.
“I am known as such,” said the man, “and you may call me that. Name yourselves.” 
“Carandis Marken, an Adept of the Conclave.”
“Lionel of Tarrenheim, a knight of the Silver Order.”
“Raelum, a knight of the same order.”
“Indeed?” scoffed Arthuras. “You think to fool me with such inept lies? A demonborn Paladin?” 
“I am,” said Raelum, turning his blade to display the rose-and-sword sigil. “This sword was given to me by Sir Oliver Calabrant, and I took the vows of a Silver Knight on its hilt.”
“The Light is in you,” said Arthuras. He sounded bemused. “Who would have thought it possible?” With surprising agility, he climbed from the ledge and walked towards them, pushing back his hood. He had a lean, bony face, with ghostly blue eyes and a greasy mane of gray-streaked black hair. His skin had spent much time beneath the sun and rain. His leather clothes looked just as worn, and a sword dangled from his belt. Arthuras looked like a weathered woodsman, but something about his strange eyes troubled Raelum. 
Raelum sheathed his sword, plucked the arrow from the ground, and handed it to Arthuras. “You’ll want this back, I expect.” 
“Aye,” said Arthuras, tucking the arrow into his quiver. “Three chattering children wandering the woods? I haven’t seen something so strange since…well, it is uncommon.” 
“And one lone madman living in the woods?” snapped Lionel. “Is that not strange enough?”
“Quite strange,” said Arthuras. “But you have come to my home. Tell me your tale first, and perhaps I’ll tell you mine.” 
“We’ve stopped here to find you,” said Raelum. 
“Indeed?”
“We need you to guide us across the Alderine,” said Raelum. 
“Nay,” said Arthuras. “Nay, I do not cross the Alderine River. What folly drives you hither? Thinking to plunder the ruins of the Old Empire? Or the ruins of Arvandil, perhaps? Do that and you shall never return. Demons reign in those ruins.”
“We have not come for wealth,” said Raelum, “but for vengeance. We are pursuing a renegade Adept named Marsile.” 
Arthuras was silent for a moment. “Why?” 
“He murdered Sir Oliver Calabrant,” said Raelum. “Carandis and Lionel were sent by their orders to bring him to justice. On his journey here, he slaughtered the Brothers of St. Arik’s, killed many villagers of Karrent, and slew many Brothers of St. Tarill’s.”
“This Adept,” said Arthuras, “this Marsile. I may have seen him.”
“When?” said Raelum, hand twitching to his sword hilt. 
“Two days past,” said Arthuras. “I saw a large band of men traveling up the road, clad in the robes of Brothers. As I drew closer, I smelled that they were demons. They carried a man in crimson robes, sleeping upon a litter. I thought I would have to fight, but the demons passed, and I have not seen them since.” 
“That was Marsile,” said Raelum. “He travels with a large group of demons under his control.”
“A strange business,” said Arthuras, “and this Marsile villain no doubt deserves death. Yet if he crosses the Alderine River, he shall find it. The lands beyond are not fit for mortal men.”
“Guide us,” said Raelum. “You know the land, you say? Show us the way.” 
“No,” said Arthuras. “Not for any price.” 
“This is a waste of time,” said Lionel. “The rustic knows nothing of the lands beyond his cave. Let us be on our way.” 
“Rustic?” said Arthuras. “I have traveled far, boy. Farther than you, I wager.” His odd eyes glinted. “I have been to the realms of the west, Callia and Araspan, Saranor and Orlanon and the New Empire. And in my youth, aye, I traveled to the east, far into the wreck of the Old Empire.” He looked away. “But I will not go there again. There are horrors beyond the Silvercrown Mountains, and they are creeping west of the mountains. If you journey past the Alderine River, I wish you good fortune, but you shall never return.” 
“Master Arthuras,” said Carandis. “Revenge is not our only concern. At least it is not my only concern. I fear what Marsile will do in the lands beyond.” 
“What do you mean?” said Arthuras. 
“Do you know of a place, somewhere between the Alderine River and the Silvercrown Mountains, where a Hierarch of the Old Empire may be buried?” said Carandis. 
A shadow passed over Arthuras’s face. “There is such a place. A fortress in the mountains. If you believe the tales, the followers of the Hierarch Baligant fled there with their master’s corpse after he fell in battle. That place was once a stronghold of the Elder People, but the mage-lords of the Old Empire twisted it and used it as a locus for binding demons. The men of Arvandil named it Moragannon in the tongue of the Elder People, the Black Tower.” Arthuras fingered his bow. “I traveled there once, years ago. The foolish act of a prideful young man who sought to test himself against terrible danger. I scarce escaped with my life, and have no wish to go there again. If you are wise, you will never go to Moragannon.” 
“Marsile is going to Moragannon,” said Carandis. “I believe he plans to summon and enslave the high demon Baligant once commanded.” 
Arthuras looked incredulous. “The fool! Is this Marsile a demon-worshipper?”
“No,” said Carandis. “Marsile only serves himself. I think he desires to claim Baligant’s high demon for himself.”
“The wretched fool,” breathed Arthuras, eyes flashing. “Does he really think himself strong enough to command a high demon? Fool, fool. He will loose a high demon upon the world.”
“That is what I fear,” said Carandis, “and that is why we must stop him.” 
“Come inside,” said Arthuras, “and we shall speak more. And eat. No reason to ponder dark matters on an empty stomach.”
“Sensible,” said Carandis. 
They tied their horses and followed Arthuras into the cottage. Herbs hung from the rafters, coloring the room with the smell of garlic. A wooden table and benches filled most of the space. Raelum, Carandis, and Lionel sat down, and Arthuras served them sausage, goat cheese, and wine, and questioned them about Marsile. 
“This began, then,” said Arthuras, “when Marsile stole books from the library of the Conclave?”
“Aye,” said Carandis. “He launched an attack upon the Ring, and killed dozens of slaves and Swords, along with two Adepts. I was dispatched to bring Marsile to justice.”
“By yourself?” said Arthuras. “I suspect Marsile is far stronger than you. Why did they send you alone?”
Carandis sighed. “To…prove my innocence.” She rolled the black staff between her palms.
“Innocence?” said Raelum. “Innocence from what?”
“When Marsile attacked the Ring,” said Carandis, “he took control of me. Apparently he has found a spell that allows him to project his spirit and take control of another body. He took control of mine, and used me to enter the Ring’s library.” She sighed. “He killed one of my friends while he was in control of my body. Some of the Magisters thought…well, some of them thought I was in league with Marsile.” She lifted the black staff. “This is a badge of office. To prove my innocence, I was sent to kill Marsile. Success would be proof of my innocence…and failure proof of my guilt.”
“You said nothing of this,” said Raelum.
“No one asked,” said Carandis. “And I thought you would think me a servant of Marsile.”
“No,” said Raelum. “I know what it is to be unjustly feared and accused.”
Carandis blinked, and then smiled at him. It did make her look pretty. 
Arthuras made an impatient noise. “So Marsile attacked the Conclave. What did he take from the library?” 
“Books of lore and history, discussing the Old Empire and the Hierarchs,” said Carandis. 
“So then he went to Chrysos,” said Arthuras, looking at Lionel. “Where he killed more men there, and took more books. What books did he take?”
“Just one,” said Lionel. “A tome listing the books the Temple has banned. The book was not so important. Sir Hildebrand and I were sent to avenge the murders he committed in the motherhouse of the Liberist Order.” He rubbed his bandaged wrist. 
“And then Marsile fled to High Morgon, where you and Sir Oliver Calabrant awaited him,” said Arthuras. 
“Aye,” said Raelum. He remembered the crumbling ruins of the city, its grim, skulking inhabitants, the camps of Jurgur refugees lurking outside the walls. “Sir Oliver had fought Marsile at some point in the past. He never said when, exactly. Somehow he learned of Marsile’s plans, and hoped to ambush him at High Morgon.”
“What did Marsile steal there?” said Arthuras.
“He stole nothing,” said Raelum, the words bitter. “We lodged at the house of Lucas Parwaith, a local domn. Now, I realize, he was a worshipper of Baligant. Marsile wanted a map in Parwaith’s library. Parwaith was only too happy to give it, and too happy to put poison in Sir Oliver’s wine. I would have killed Parwaith, but he fled.” 
“This map,” said Arthuras, “what did it show?”
Raelum thought about it. “I think it showed the lands between Coldbrook Keep and St. Tarill’s.” 
“So,” said Arthuras. “I think it is plain what has happened. Marsile learned of the forbidden books in the histories he stole from the Conclave. He learned that he would need the Book of Summoned Dead and the Book of Stolen Blood from the tome in Chrysos’s library. With the map from High Morgon, he knew where to find the books. And now that he has the dark books, he has the spells to raise Baligant’s high demon.” 
“That is what I believe,” said Carandis, “though we don’t know for sure. Perhaps we’ll get the chance to ask Marsile himself.” 
“No,” said Arthuras. “You are right. By the Divine!” He smacked his fist against the table. “I saw the bundles slung over the shoulders of his servants. Children, they must have been the children he stole from Karrent. I should have put an arrow in that devil’s heart when I had the chance.” 
“If you had,” said Carandis, “your corpse might well be marching with him now.” 
“Perhaps,” said Arthuras. 
“So you’ll guide us?” said Raelum.
“Aye,” said Arthuras. “I shall guide you. Marsile must be stopped.”
“Let us go at once,” said Raelum, rising.
“Wait a moment,” said Arthuras.
“What?” said Raelum.
“Sit down. You do not understand,” said Arthuras. “None of you understand. I doubt even Marsile understands. The lands you traveled through to get here were dangerous, aye? Filled with demons and perils?”
“They were,” said Carandis.
“They are nothing compared to what lies on the far side of the river,” said Arthuras. “Understand. These lands were not always empty. A great kingdom once stretched from here to the Silvercrown Mountains. Arvandil, founded by survivors of the Old Empire and the Elder People. Now it is gone. The monasteries and villages south of here are its last remnants, and I doubt they even remember the kingdom’s name.”
“They do,” said Carandis. “First Brother Ulrich spoke of Arvandil, though he said it had collapsed.” 
“It collapsed,” said Arthuras, “because its people fell into evil, worshipping the Hierarchs. Now they are dead…but not gone. Do you understand?”
“You mean to say,” said Lionel, blinking, “there’s an entire kingdom of demons on the far side of the river?”
“Aye,” said Arthuras. “There are demons in the woods that make ghouls seem like gnats. And perhaps you passed ruins filled with demons on your way here?” Raelum nodded. “There are entire cities in Arvandil filled with demons. The streets teem with ghouls. And worse things sleep in the vaults beneath the ruins.”
“We knew the journey would be perilous,” said Raelum. “Why tell us this?” 
“If we are to cross the Alderine River, enter into Arvandil, and survive, we must be prepared,” said Arthuras. He smiled without humor. “If we are even to live long enough to face Marsile, we must be ready. Carandis’s spells can find Marsile, perhaps. But suppose the trail leads us through the haunted ruins and the nameless city? No, we must first prepare and equip ourselves. Then we will go.”
“How long?” said Raelum.
“The rest of today,” said Arthuras. “We shall leave on the morrow.” 
“An entire day and night?” said Raelum. “Marsile will gain another twenty miles.” 
“He will not,” said Arthuras. “The roads are overgrown. And Marsile will find more than bad roads hampering his path. If I am to be your guide, Sir Raelum, then you’d best heed my advice, if you want to live long enough to face your foe.” 
“Very well,” said Raelum. “Let’s get started.”
“As you wish,” said Arthuras. 
 
###
 
Under Arthuras’s direction, they prepared. 
Arthuras had vast store of sausage, goat cheese, bread, and dried vegetables hidden in his caves. They loaded ample supplies of food onto their pack animals. 
“What about your goats and sheep?” said Lionel. “Won’t they starve?”
“Nay,” said Arthuras. “They have ample pasture. And if we perish, well, the sheep will do me no good.”
Arthuras also possessed an extensive armory. He equipped himself with his composite bow and longsword, along with numerous daggers, a short sword, and several quivers of arrows. For armor he took a steel-studded leather jerkin, steel bracers, and leather gauntlets. 
He gave each of them a silver-plated dagger.
“Certain kinds of demons cannot abide silver,” said Arthuras, “so these may prove useful.”
“You forged them yourself?” said Raelum, admiring the weapon. The balance felt perfect, the edge razor-keen.
Arthuras snorted. “Do you think I would trust another man to prepare my weapons?” 
He also gave them armor. To Raelum he gave a helmet, shoulder-plates, gauntlets, and bracers, all forged with the same skill as the daggers, and to Lionel he gave a kite shield of steel-banded oak.
“This is most generous,” said Raelum, donning the new armor. “I thank you.”
“Practical, not generous,” said Arthuras. “You’ll be of no use to anyone dead.”
That night they bedded down inside one of Arthuras’s caves. It felt good to sleep in a shelter, even a cave. Carandis and Lionel fell asleep at once.
But Raelum lay awake, thinking. 
Where had Arthuras come from? The man had the skills of a master blacksmith and a skilled archer. He had lived alone, in these dangerous lands, for at least thirty years, maybe longer. 
Yet despite his battered, weathered appearance, Raelum would have guessed Arthuras no older than forty, forty-five at the most. Where had he learned smithwork? And, for that matter, where had he learned his ancient lore?
And he had known that Baligant lay buried in Moragannon. 
Perhaps he had made everything up, stolen the daggers and armor, spun his lore out of a lie.
But Raelum didn’t think so. 
What had Ulrich said? He had called Arthuras uncanny. Raelum understood what the First Brother had meant. Was Arthuras an exiled Adept, or perhaps a blood sorcerer? Raelum reached under his blankets, feeling the sheathed dagger at his side. 
Raelum didn’t know. Yet he would watch and wait. If Arthuras could lead them to Marsile, then Raelum could take the risk.
He fell asleep, his hand still wrapped about the dagger’s hilt. 
 
###
 
The next day they arose and continued their journey on the northeastern road, Arthuras leading the way. 



Chapter 4 - Abbotsford
 
“We will reach the bridge soon,” said Arthuras. He walked at a ground-eating pace, mottled cloak swirling around him.
“Splendid,” said Carandis. “I look forwarding to seeing what the other side of the Alderine River looks like. More trees and snow, I expect.”
“And demons,” said Lionel, staring across the river. Raelum said nothing, shaking his head. 
He walked in the rear, behind Lionel. A demonborn man, a draugvir-bitten Paladin, an Adept under suspicion of treason, and a mad hermit. Raelum supposed they would have made a bizarre sight, had any living eyes laid sight on them. He had volunteered to walk in the back, to keep watch, but he also wanted to keep an eye on Arthuras and Lionel. Raelum had so far seen Lionel do nothing suspicious, but the older Paladin kept moaning and sobbing in his sleep. 
Arthuras’s head turned back and forth, scanning the trees and the river. 
“There,” he said, pointing. “Past those trees.”
The bridge came into sight.
It rose over the Alderine in a high arc, the water flowing beneath it. The worn gray stones looked ancient beyond reckoning, yet the bridge seemed in no danger of falling. It looked old, older than the ruins of High Morgon, older than anything Raelum had ever seen.
“That,” said Carandis, “was not built by the hands of mortal men.”
“Indeed not,” said Arthuras. “The Elder People built it here, long before the Old Empire ever arose in the east, and I suspect it will stand long after mortal men have perished from the earth.” 
A pair of statues stood at the edge of the bank like grim, silent guards. Each figure had a slender sword and a star-shaped shield, alien armor, and an angular face with pointed ears. 
“Warriors of the Elder People,” said Carandis. “There’s something written on their shields, in their tongue…”
“Ware, traveler, for beyond lies the realm of the Hierarchs of the Empire of Men, who taint the land,” said Arthuras.
Carandis looked stunned. “You know the tongue of the Elder People?”
“Aye,” said Arthuras. “The Adepts of the Conclave are not the only ones who concern themselves with ancient matters.” 
“Clearly,” said Carandis.
“We have a decision to make,” said Arthuras.
“And that is?” said Raelum.
Arthuras pointed over the bridge. “Look yonder. What do you see?” 
“A hill,” said Raelum, “with ruins.” He extended his demonborn senses and flinched. “There…are demons in the ruins, powerful ones. We had better stay away unless we want a fight.”
“Aye,” said Arthuras. “Beyond?”
“More trees,” said Raelum. His eyes narrowed. “And smoke.”
“Smoke,” said Arthuras, “from hearth fires.” 
“A village,” said Carandis. “Abbotsford, if I remember First Brother Ulrich’s description.” 
“You did,” said Arthuras. “Now we must decide if we shall show ourselves.”
“Why wouldn’t we?” said Lionel. “They will give us aid. They might even have seen Marsile.”
“They might have,” said Raelum, “which means Marsile might have killed them all, and left traps as he did in Coldbrook Keep and St. Arik’s.”
“Have you been here before, Arthuras?” said Carandis. “What are these villagers like?” 
“I do not know,” said Arthuras. “I have only crossed this bridge twice, thirty years past, and ten years before that. Both times I avoided the village. Something about the village…I did not like the way it smelled. It made me uneasy. So I continued without stopping.”
“We should stop,” said Lionel. “Suppose Marsile harmed the villagers? They might need our help.”
“All right,” said Raelum. “We’ll stop. But be on guard.”
“So be it,” said Arthuras.
They crossed the bridge, the horses’ hooves clicking against the ancient stones. Raelum looked at the ruins atop the hill and wondered if the demons within could see him. He kept his hand on the hilt of his sword.
He was still holding his sword when his foot touched the earth on the river’s eastern bank and the nauseating shock blasted through him. Raelum hissed in pain and staggered, falling to one knee. For a moment it seemed as if legions of howling, raging shadows rose from the earth, reaching for him with ragged claws. 
“What is it?” said Arthuras. Raelum cursed, blinked, and looked to his side. Lionel leaned against the side of his horse, sweating, his face gray. Yet the older Paladin's eyes held a stunned fascination, even something like dark joy. 
“What’s wrong?” said Carandis, and she stepped upon the far bank. She gasped, her eyes growing wide, and she almost fell. 
“I should have warned you,” said Arthuras, voice quiet. “I did not think it would hit you quite so hard.”
Carandis turned in a circle, eyes still wide. “It’s the astral world. It’s stronger here.” 
“Stronger?” said Raelum. “How is that possible?”
“He’s right,” said Lionel, voice feeble. “Can’t you feel it?” 
Raelum frowned. His demonborn senses, he assumed, allowed him to feel the closer presence of the astral world. Carandis was an Adept, and she had a connection to the astral realm. But why could Lionel feel it?
The taint from Nightgrim, perhaps? 
“You are correct,” said Arthuras, rubbing his chin. “The Hierarchs tore open a rift to the astral world in the heart of the Old Empire. The closer one draws to the rift, the more tattered the barrier to the astral realm.”
“If the astral realm is closer, my spells will be stronger. And if my spells are stronger,” said Carandis, “then Marsile’s magic will also be stronger.” 
“Even if Marsile has become ten times as strong,” said Raelum, “I will still pursue him. And I can still reach the Light.”
“As can I,” said Lionel. The grayish cast had not left his face. 
“Wine?” said Arthuras, pulling a skin from the horse. “You look in need of something to settle your stomach.”
“Aye,” said Raelum. He took a drink. “Lionel?”
“No,” said Lionel. “I’m not thirsty. At least, not…”
Raelum looked at him.
Lionel swallowed. “I’m not thirsty.” 
“Come,,” said Arthuras. “Let us see Abbotsford.” 
On the far side of the river the road looked better traveled, less covered by weeds. The smell of smoke grew stronger as the trees thinned, opening into empty fields. Beyond lay a large village, smoke rising from the chimneys. The tower of a stone Temple jutted against the gray sky, and Raelum saw people moving through the village, children playing, women carrying buckets of water. 
“Why, it’s larger than Karrent!” said Lionel. 
“No wall,” said Raelum.
“You’re right,” said Carandis.
“Every village from here to the sea has at least a palisade to keep out roving ghouls,” said Raelum. “With those demons in the ruined monastery on the hill, I think they would need a palisade.”
“Perhaps  the demons are dormant,” said Carandis.
“Perhaps,” said Raelum, “but what of ghouls from the woods?” 
“It is strange,” said Arthuras. “I say we move on.” 
“But the people,” said Lionel, gazing at the village. “They might need our help. And suppose Marsile stopped here? The villagers might give us news of him.” 
“If we are careful,” said Carandis, “the four of us should prove a match for any number of villagers.” 
Carandis, Lionel, and Arthuras looked at Raelum.
Raelum sighed. “I would prefer that we move on.” The Divine only knew how the villagers would react to his eyes. “But if Marsile has harmed these people, we have a duty to aid them. But be careful. Do not trust them.”
He squared his shoulders and strode towards the village, the others falling in line behind him. A woman at the edge of the village froze, stared at them for a moment, and then vanished into a house. Raelum stopped at the end of the village’s main street and waited. The place looked normal enough, no different from a hundred other hamlets Raelum had seen. 
Yet how could a village exist, without a wall, in these demon-infested lands? 
A group of villagers towards them, led by a fat, red-faced man with a wide smile. None of the villagers carried weapons, Raelum noted, a fact that puzzled him. 
“Welcome, sirs!” said the fat man, bowing from his ample waist. “I am Walchelin, bailiff of this village, though our lords,” he glanced at the ruined monastery, “have long passed away. We bid you welcome to our humble village. I beg of you, share your names with us.”
“Lionel of Tarrenheim,” said Lionel, “a Knight of the Silver Order.”
The villagers looked impressed. 
“Carandis Marken,” said Carandis, “of the Conclave of Araspan.” Raelum expected the villagers to flinch or jeer. They did neither. 
“Raelum, once of Khauldun, now of the Silver Order,” said Raelum.
“Two Paladins!” said Walchelin, blinking. “Our little village has never known such honor!” 
Raelum stepped forward, pulling back the hood of his cloak and letting Walchelin and the villagers see his eyes. 
Walchelin’s beady eyes skittered over Raelum’s. The fat man said nothing, nor did any of the other villagers. 
Raelum’s disquiet grew. 
“And you, sir?” said Walchelin, peering at Arthuras. “How may I address you?” 
Arthuras wrapped himself in his mottled cloak. “You may address me as Arthuras.” 
“Arthuras?” said Walchelin, as if puzzled. Then his smile returned in full force. “Again, my lords, welcome! It has been many years since we have seen such noble guests. Two Paladins! Our food, drink, and shelter our yours.” His smile faltered. “Though perhaps we are not as merry as before.”
“Why?” said Lionel. “What is amiss?” 
“Five of our own have died, killed three days past by a traveler in red robes…”
“Marsile,” said Raelum, his rage flashing. 
“He called himself such,” said Walchelin, “though I wonder if that was his real name.”
“It is,” said Raelum. “Tell me what happened. Now.” 
“Marsile came to our village,” said Walchelin. “He…demanded children as tribute. We refused, but he laughed at us, and said that if we loved our children so dear, then we would love orphans all the more. He killed five men, all men with children, and went on his way.” 
“The fiend!” said Lionel. 
Raelum looked at fat Walchelin, at the villagers. The village seemed to lack a strong protector, and without a palisade or a wall, they would have had no chance of resisting Marsile’s ghouls. Why hadn’t Marsile destroyed Abbotsford as he had Karrent? 
It didn’t make sense.
“We are pursuing Marsile,” said Lionel, angry color returning to his gray face, “and will slay him for evils he committed long before he ever came to your village. We shall find him, I swear to you, and bring him to justice.” 
“Lord Paladin,” said Walchelin. “Truly you are kind to us.” The villagers swarmed around Lionel, muttering thanks. Lionel beamed, and for a moment looked like his old self. 
“Before we move on,” said Carandis, “it would aid us greatly if you can tell us everything Marsile said, and did, while in your presence.” 
“We shall tell you gladly,” said Walchelin. “But will you not take some rest? We must have a feast to celebrate your arrival.”
“That sounds grand,” said Lionel
“No,” said Arthuras.
“No,” repeated Raelum. “A bit of food and some wine, tell us what we need to know, and then we shall go.”
“Quite right, Lord Paladin,” said Walchelin, nodding. “You are most wise. A little food, and some wine. Our humble village has an inn, though not many travelers!” Walchelin’s smile widened. It made him look almost cherubic. “Come to the Inn of the Brothers with us, and we shall tell you everything.” 



Chapter 5 - The Guardians
 
The Inn of the Brothers was a stout timber building with a stone foundation and a shingled roof. Walchelin bowed and opened the door. The smell of cooking food flooded Raelum’s nostrils.
“How did the inn get its name?” said Lionel. 
“I forget,” said Walchelin, waving them inside. “But are we not all brothers together in the love of the Divine?”
“Most certainly true,” said Lionel. 
A long trestle table ran the length of the inn’s common room. The floorboards thumped hollowly beneath their boots. Raelum wondered how deep a cellar lay beneath the inn, and what it held. 
He looked at the villagers’ beaming, ruddy faces. Despite Abbotsford’s oddities, the villagers themselves seemed nothing more than simple peasants. Perhaps by some prodigious twist of fortune their village had been spared the calamities that had inflicted Karrent. Both Lionel and Carandis seemed at ease, and even Arthuras had begun to relax. 
But the gnawing doubt refused to leave. 
“Sit, sit,” said Walchelin. “If you must leave so soon, then at least we shall get some warm food into you, eh?” Women emerged from the inn’s kitchen, bearing platters of bacon, cheese, and bread. 
“Some warm food would be welcome,” said Carandis. 
“And wine!” said Walchelin. “We have little wine here. It is too cold to grow grapes, and few merchants dare to make the journey. But we have some wine, and we shall drink it in your honor!” The women produced a skin of wine and some wooden goblets. One of the women laid a goblet before Raelum with a smile.
Why did this all seem so familiar? 
Some part of Raelum’s mind screamed warning, but he could not understand why. The women poured the wine. Raelum, Carandis, Lionel, and Arthuras each had a goblet, along with Walchelin and a dozen village men. 
“A toast, I say, a toast!” said Walchelin, hefting his goblet. “To our noble visitors! May they return triumphant, so we can have a proper feast!” 
“To justice!” said Carandis. 
Raelum stared at his goblet, watching the red wine sparkle. He sloshed the cup, listening to the others make their toasts. For some reason he found himself thinking of Red Philip. The wine that Red Philip’s lieutenants had drunk, the wine Raelum had poisoned, had looked quite like this.
“To justice and the Divine!” said Lionel. 
“My wishes are simpler,” said Arthuras. “To that feast, and may we live to taste it.” 
“A good toast, my lord!” said Walchelin. “And you, Sir Raelum?” 
“It matters not.” Raelum shrugged and lifted the goblet. A bit of wine sloshed near the edge. It left behind a shadow of gray, lusterless powder. 
“Then let us drink, sirs!” said Walchelin, raising his goblet. 
Raelum stared at the gray powder, his mind whirling with sudden memory. 
He had found Sir Oliver prone and dying at the house of Lucas Parwaith in High Morgon, an empty goblet and a puddle of wine by his hand. Parwaith had put the poison in Oliver’s wine, but Marsile had given him the poison. 
On the rim of Sir Oliver’s goblet, Raelum had seen the lightest dusting of gray powder. 
And Marsile had come to Abbotsford, perhaps even to this very inn.
“Stop!” roared Raelum, exploding to his feet. He swept the goblets from the hands of Arthuras, Lionel, and Carandis. “Stop!”
Walchelin froze. “Is something amiss?”
“Poison,” said Raelum, snatching a goblet, “the wine is poisoned.” He pointed at the rim. “The gray powder. I have seen it before. Marsile. Sir Oliver. In High Morgon.” His words tumbled over each other in his anger. “Marsile killed Sir Oliver with this powder.”
Arthuras lifted the goblet to his nose, sniffed, and flung it away in disgust. “He’s right!”
For a moment no one said anything. Walchelin gripped his goblet, the color draining from his face. Lionel gaped at the spilled wine. Arthuras scowled, stood, and drew his sword. 
“You knew of this,” said Raelum.
Walchelin set down his wine and tried to smile. “No, no, of course not.” 
“You’re in league with Marsile,” said Raelum. “What did he offer you for our lives? Gold, power, immortality from one of his demons? He gave you the poison for us!”
“He did not, I swear it!” said Walchelin. “Marsile, Marsile must have crept into the inn and poisoned the wine before he continued to Moragannon…” 
“How do you know that name?” said Carandis, “or that Marsile was going there?”
Walchelin offered a queasy grin, sweating, and then all at once his face twisted into a grimace of hate and rage.
“Kill them!” he bellowed, shoving back. “Kill them in the name of the great Lord Baligant!” 
The men drew daggers and charged, howling, while the women fled through the doors. Walchelin lurched to the corner and knelt by a trapdoor, fumbling with the latch. 
Raelum yanked out his sword and took off a villager’s arm. Carandis threw out her hand, and invisible force seized one of the villagers and flung him over the table and into the far wall. Two men grabbed Lionel’s arms and slammed him against the table. Raelum decapitated one of Lionel's attackers, while Arthuras stabbed the other. The surviving villagers, about a half-dozen, retreated back towards the inn’s door, daggers raised. 
“Murderers!” shrieked a villager. “You’d murder us under our own roofs!”
“Poisoning is acceptable?” said Carandis. “Lay down your blades and surrender, and we’ll spare your lives.”
Walchelin laughed in contempt and flung open the trapdoor, a hideous stench flooding the room. Then he wheeled and fled out the inn’s doors, the remaining villagers at his heels. An enormous, grayish hand erupted from the trapdoor, and all at once a huge bulk burst into sight.
Raelum’s and Lionel’s swords erupted into white flame, and the presence of an awakening demon brushed against Raelum’s senses.
“The Divine protect us!” said Lionel.
It was the fattest ghoul Raelum had ever seen. The thing looked like an enormous, rotten pear, its gray skin bulging with stolen flesh. It reeked of carrion, a frothing mixture of blood and slime dribbling from its fang-choked mouth.
“Flesh!” said the beast in a watery voice. “Flesh!” 
It sprang on the table with a shriek, talons extended. 
Raelum let the Light fill him with strength and struck. His burning blade struck the ghoul’s belly and bounced away, repulsed by layers of congealed fat. The ghoul swiped and Raelum ducked, the demon’s claws brushing his hair. The thing bounded from the table, the floor shaking with its impact. Raelum jerked back, slashing. Again his sword bounced away from the ghoul’s greasy hide. 
Carandis waved her hands, and a blazing shaft of blue-white astralfire lanced from her fingers and sliced into the ghoul’s side, grayish slime bursting from the wound. The creature howled and spun to face her, and Raelum drew on the Light, filling his arms with strength, and stabbed down. The point sheared through the ghoul’s blubber and plunged into its torso. The ghoul wailed and tried to tear free. Raelum growled and twisted his sword as Lionel leapt forward and stabbed, his blade plunging into the creature’s chest. The ghoul screamed and frothed, trying to tear free. 
Arthuras took his sword in both hands and swept off the ghoul’s head. It bounced across the table, rolled over the floor, and stopped against the wall. A jet of slime bubbled from the neck, and the headless body lurched back and forth across the room, knocking over the table. The severed head continued to scream and snarl, gnashing its teeth, until Carandis destroyed the demon in the dead flesh with a burst of white astralfire.
“Inn of the Brothers, indeed!” said Carandis. “A brotherhood devoted to the worship of Baligant, I should say!”
The presence of more demons flooded against Raelum’s senses, and he stepped over the villagers’ corpses and looked into the trapdoor. A gray hand reached over the edge, trying to pull itself up, and Raelum saw a stinking, blood-stained cellar, a half-dozen ghouls trying to climb a wooden ladder. Raelum kicked the ladder over and slammed the trapdoor shut. 
The ghouls’ screams of hunger still came through the thick wood. 
“By the Divine,” croaked Lionel, looking paler than usual. “By the merciful Divine.” 
“Walchelin and his lot have done this before,” said Arthuras, slime dripping from his blade. The headless body twitched once more and fell over. “They must throw any travelers into the ghouls’ cellar to rise as ghouls themselves. No doubt they planned that fate for us.” 
“How did you know the wine was poisoned?” said Carandis.
“I saw that gray dust,” said Raelum, “in High Morgon. Marsile must have realized a cult controlled this village. He left them the poison and commanded them to slay us.” 
“By the Divine,” said Lionel. “You were right. We should never have come here.” He stiffened. “But…if they do not follow the Divine, then what to these blasphemers do with their own dead? Is every cellar in Abbotsford filled with ghouls?” 
“We can worry about it later,” said Carandis. “What do we do now?”
Raelum lifted his helmet and put it on his head. He pulled the shield he had taken from the dead Northman from his back and set it on his left arm. “We cut our way out. If the villagers of Abbotsford are so eager to become ghouls, then let us speed them on their way!” 
“Rightly said,” said Arthuras, sheathing his sword and fitting an arrow to his bow. 
“I have a shield,” said Raelum. “Let me go first.” 
He walked to the door, kicked it down, and sprang down the steps, shield held out. 
Three arrows slammed into the shield. A mob of village men stood outside, armed with daggers, hammers, axes, and hunting bows. Walchelin stood behind them, screaming encouragement. 
“Kill them!” he shrieked. “Slay them! If you fall, then your body shall be borne away to the nameless city, and you shall rise again in the immortality of Lord Baligant!”
Raelum yelled and charged the men. He blocked a hammer blow on his shield, twisted, and took off a villager’s head. Something whooshed over his shoulder. A villager fell dead, Arthuras’s arrow buried in his throat. 
“For Chrysos! For Tarrenheim! For the Divine!” screamed Lionel, rushing the villagers. The peasants came at him, hacking and stabbing. Raelum dashed to Lionel’s side, bashed an axe-brandishing villager across the face, and killed another with a rapid stab. More of Arthuras’s arrows howled overhead, finding marks. Steaming blood stained the frozen earth, and Carandis loosed a volley of blue astralfire, killing a half-dozen men in a single heartbeat. 
“Kill them!” said Walchelin, backing away. 
Raelum and Lionel fought back to back, hacking their way through the mass of enraged villagers. Men fell and screamed around them, and Arthuras’s arrows and Carandis’s spells found their marks. An archer sprang past Raelum, taking aim at Carandis. Raelum’s sword cut through the bow and smashed into the man’s face. The archer fell, hands clutched over his bloody head. 
A giant of a man, perhaps the village blacksmith, charged Raelum, a hammer clenched in each hand. Raelum ducked under the first blow, dodged the second, caught the third on his shield. Raelum twisted aside and stabbed, his sword cutting the blacksmith’s chest, but the wound didn’t seem to slow the blacksmith at all. The smith swung his hammer, and the blow clipped the side of Raelum’s helmet, filling his ears with a clamorous ringing. Raelum stumbled, stunned, and the smith raised his hammer for the kill. Lionel darted past Raelum, parried the descending blow, and thrust. The blacksmith moaned, and toppled to the ground with a crash. 
The remaining villagers flung their weapons to the bloody ground and fled in all directions. 
The battle had taken less than a minute. 
“Thank you,” croaked Raelum, pulling his helmet off, rubbing his aching head. 
Lionel shrugged, embarrassed. “It seemed timely.” Carandis and Arthuras joined them. “So…much blood.” 
Raelum looked at the carnage and felt his stomach lurch. “We ought to decapitate the bodies. And where’s Walchelin? I mean to have his head before we move on.” 
A horse thundered around the corner, making for the ruins on the hill. Walchelin snapped the reins, snarling. Before him sat a girl of about five years, bound and gagged, eyes wide with terror. 
“After him!” Raelum broke into a sprint, despite the pain in his head. Walchelin glanced over his shoulder, spat a curse, and kicked his horse faster. The girl in his arms screamed and bucked, trying to worm free. The horse was a plow horse, old and plump, and began to slow down, despite Walchelin’s kicks. 
Raelum did not.
The horse skidded to a stop before the gates of the ruined monastery. Walchelin threw the girl to the ground, planted a booted foot on her chest, drew his dagger, and began waving it while screaming in a strange language. Raelum tore up the hill, clumps of snow flying from his boots. 
“Come forth!” shrieked Walchelin. “By our pact I summon you! By this spilled blood I call you forth, oh great ones!” 
Even as Raelum dashed to the top of the hill, Walchelin raised his dagger high and plunged it into the child’s chest. 
“You devil!” roared Raelum. “I’ll send your soul screaming straight to hell!”
Walchelin flung his bloody dagger into the monastery. “Red-eyed fool! You shall die, not I!” He laughed. “Did you think poison alone defended our village? We have made pacts with great ones, and for the price of blood they defend us!” His laughter rose to a maddened scream. “Die, die, die!” 
In the silent, ruined monastery, something moved. 
The sword in Raelum’s hand blazed to fresh flame.
Raelum turned his gaze from Walchelin. A slumped shape moved towards the monastery’s gate, dim and hazy. A skeletal horse strode towards into sight, ancient, leathery flesh hanging from clattering joints. On the thing’s back sat a withered corpse in black armor. The armor flashed and shimmered with swirls of pale green light. The demon knight’s long lance flickered with an eldritch green glow. From the lance hung a banner displaying a crumbling skull crowned with a diadem of bones. 
Raelum knew the sign. It was the sigil of Baligant, Hierarch of the Old Empire. 
And he felt the might of the greater demon within the withered form.
A sound like human speech came from the rider’s crumbling mouth. “Why have you called us, worm?” 
“Kill him!” screamed Walchelin. “Kill him and all with him.”
Three more knights emerged from the ruins. One carried a giant black hammer, the second an axe, the third a bastard sword. 
As one the four riders galloped their ghastly steeds at Raelum. 



Chapter 6 - Silver Knights and Demon Knights
 
Raelum set himself, called on the Light, and gripped his shield. 
The four demon knights thundered towards him. Lance, sword, axe, and hammer flickered with green light, and the banner of Baligant fluttered against the pale gray sky. Raelum just had time to wonder if these demons had served Baligant himself fifteen centuries ago, and then the riders were on him. 
Raelum dodged the lance, the banner brushing against his arm. He ducked under a sweeping axe blow and caught a whirling sword on his shield. He stabbed up, his burning blade lancing for a rider’s chest. 
It struck the knight’s armor and skidded aside in a spray of sparks and a whirl of green flame. The demon knight brought his hammer thundering down, and Raelum just had time to jump back. The riders reached the edge of the hill and wheeled around as Carandis, Lionel, and Arthuras sprinted up the path. 
“What in blazes?” said Carandis. Arthuras raised his bow, drew, and released. The arrow struck the breastplate of a rider and exploded in a spray of green fire. 
“Ware!” shouted Raelum. 
Arthuras drew his sword and held it out before him. He began to sing, waving his hand back and forth over the blade.
The sword burst into hot yellow-orange flames. 
“What the…” said Carandis. “How…”
Three of the demon riders galloped at them. The one with the lance wheeled and charged at Raelum. Raelum waited, leapt aside, and chopped down, hoping to sever the lance’s head. His sword struck the wooden shaft and rebounded, and the lance’s tip ploughed into the ground. The knight reeled, almost tumbling from the saddle. Raelum brought his sword down in a two-handed chop. 
Again his blow bounced away in a spray of ghostly fire, leaving the knight undamaged. Raelum stepped back, avoiding a plunging stab from the demon. He risked a quick look over his shoulder, and saw Lionel, Arthuras, and Carandis struggling against the other riders. Carandis flung blasts of white astralfire, but the knights seemed immune to her spells.
“Their armor!” Carandis shouted. “Their armor and weapons are enspelled! Your weapons won’t touch them.” 
“Can you break the enchantment?” said Arthuras, parrying a sword blow. 
Raelum didn’t hear the answer. He dodged another stab and slashed again. His blow bounced away from the knight’s leg with the usual spray of green flame. Raelum scowled, sweat dripping down his face as his mind raced. Perhaps the knights’ steeds did not share their strange immunity. 
The lance-wielding rider spun for another charge. Raelum waited, danced aside, and brought his sword chopping down through the skeletal horse’s neck. His sword sheared through ancient bone and leathery flesh, and the horse disintegrated in a spray of bones. The rider struck the ground with an enraged howl. Raelum stabbed down, hoping to pierce the knight’s armor. His sword point skidded aside, and the knight screamed like a banshee, rolled to one knee, and struck out. The shaft of the lance slammed across Raelum’s chest. Raelum fell to the ground, the breath exploding from him. He barely dodged the next blow, and the lance ripped a scar in the ground. 
“Their horses!” shouted Raelum, jerking to his feet. “Their horses are vulnerable!” 
“In Lord Baligant’s name,” hissed the knight’s eyeless face, “thy head shall surmount my lance.” The knight shifted the lance to his left hand, drew a sword with his right, and charged. 
Raelum caught the lance thrust on his shield, pushed the weapon aside, and riposted. His sword slid off the knight’s breastplate with the usual burst of green flame. How could he destroy these things if he couldn’t penetrate their armor? 
He circled away, risking a glance at his companions. The others had destroyed the dead horses and now struggled with the knights on foot. Carandis flung another burst of white astralfire at one of the knights. The demon staggered, but shrugged off the strike. 
The knight advanced towards Raelum, lance in the left hand, sword in right. 
The black sword, Raelum noticed, did not shine with the same eldritch green glow as the knight’s armor and lance. Raelum dodged, blocking the knight’s next sword strike. The knight hammered down twice more, then stepped back, raising his lance for a stab. Raelum dashed past the strike, moved inside the knight’s guard, and seized the lance’s shaft and shoved it aside. 
An agonizing chill shot up Raelum’s arm. He stumbled back and wrenched the lance from the knight’s armored hand. 
The green glow covering the knight’s armor winked out, and the knight loosed a hideous shriek and charged. Raelum parried, the blow knocking his sword from his fingers. The knight raised his sword for another strike, and Raelum yanked Arthuras’s silver dagger from its sheath and stabbed. It crunched into the demon's side. The knight wailed, stumbling back, and grabbed the lance from Raelum’s hand.
The flickering green light reappeared around the knight’s armor. 
Raelum took the dagger in his left hand and his sword in his right as understanding came to him. The knights’ weapons must hold some sort of spell that shielded them from harm. 
“Come, you devil,” said Raelum. “You may have ridden at Baligant’s side, but I swear you’ll ride no further.” 
The knight charged with a rending screech of fury, lance stabbing for Raelum’s chest. Raelum brought his dagger and sword down in a cross-parry and sidestepped, forcing the lance’s head into the ground. The knight staggered, losing balance. Raelum seized the lance, ignoring the chill, and wrenched it from the knight. The demon took its sword in both hands and attacked. Raelum parried the first blow, blocked the second on his dagger, and on the third twisted the knight’s sword aside and stabbed. His dagger plunged into the knight’s chest, and the demon screamed and stumbled back. Raelum brought his sword hammering down, and it ripped the knight open from shoulder to hip. The knight collapsed in a wail of agony, bones and ancient armor clattering across the ground. 
Raelum reeled for a moment, staring down at the crumbling remnants of his fallen foe. The sounds of battle clanged in his ears. His head snapped back up, and he dashed to join the others. 
They had not fared well. Blood streamed down Lionel’s face, and his shield had been shattered, his arm dangling by his side. Carandis leaned on her staff, face tight and drawn. Only Arthuras appeared untouched, his flaming sword roaring as he dueled with the demon swordsman. 
“Their weapons!” yelled Raelum, sprinting. “Their weapons grant them protection!” The axe-wielding knight closed on Carandis. Raelum stabbed it from behind with his sword. His blade glanced off the knight’s shimmering armor, but the knight stopped in mid-stroke and turned. Raelum hooked his dagger behind the crescent of the knight’s axe and twisted. The weapon fell to the earth, and Carandis loosed a burst of azure fire. The knight keened and stumbled back, a charred hole in its breastplate. Raelum whirled and took off the knight’s head, sending armor and bones cascading to the ground. 
Arthuras closed on the sword-wielding knight, driving it back. Carandis waved her hands, fingers trembling with exhaustion, and muttered a spell. A surge of invisible force gripped the knight’s sword and ripped it from the demon’s skeletal fingers. Arthuras stabbed, sending his flaming blade through the knight’s chest. The demon creature moaned and fell apart. 
They closed on the hammer-wielding knight. Arthuras’s sword-strike knocked the hammer aside, and Raelum’s sword and dagger and sheared into its chest. Lionel yelled and thrust, sword crunching through armor and bone. 
The last knight collapsed. Lionel dropped to one knee, gasping. 
For a moment silence hung over the hilltop, broken only by labored breathing. 
“Is anyone wounded?” said Raelum.
“I,” croaked Lionel, casting aside his helmet, “I am not well.” Blood dripped from a gash above his left eye. Lionel rubbed his forehead and stared at the blood on his fingers. 
For a terrible moment Raelum thought Lionel would lick them clean. 
“Hold still,” said Raelum, pushing aside Lionel’s hand. “I will heal you.” 
Raelum drew on the Light and placed his hands on Lionel’s head and arm. The Light shone through Raelum in a burst of warmth, followed by a blaze of agonizing pain. For a terrible moment Raelum felt the gash, the broken arm, as he took Lionel’s pain on himself. He clenched his teeth and tried to keep from screaming. The pain ended and the warmth vanished. Lionel blinked, felt the half-healed scar on his head, worked his arm through a circle. 
“Anyone else?” said Raelum, wheezing
Carandis shook her head. “I am well, just exhausted.” She leaned on her staff. “I should have seen it sooner. Those black weapons are things of blood sorcery. The villagers must have been sacrificing children to those things for decades, centuries…perhaps even since the time of Baligant. The murders released power, and the weapons absorbed that stolen power and bestowed it upon the bearer.”
“Murders,” rasped Raelum. His rage flooded anew, burning through his exhaustion. “Where’s Walchelin? By the Divine, I’ll have his head.” 
“I know not,” said Arthuras. “He ran off as soon as the fighting began.” 
Raelum snarled and turned away. “The child. Her body.” It reminded him of Red Philip and Khauldun. “She…she cannot rise as a ghoul…”
“Go on,” said Arthuras, handing Raelum his dropped shield. “I’ll do it.” 
Raelum hesitated, nodded, and followed Carandis and Lionel to the hill path. He heard a ghastly crack and a thump. A moment later Arthuras joined them, wiping his blade clean. 
“You never said you were an Adept,” said Carandis.
“I’m not,” said Arthuras. 
“But your sword,” said Carandis. “That was a spell, if I’ve ever seen one…yet different. What did you do?” 
“There are many different ways,” said Arthuras, “to use magic. But I’m not a blood sorcerer, if that’s what you fear.” 
“What do we do now?” said Lionel, rubbing his arm.
“We go to the village,” said Raelum, “retrieve our horses, and go on our way.” 
“What if they try to stop us?” said Lionel. 
“Then,” said Raelum, “they had best be prepared to answer for their wickedness before the throne of the Divine.” 
They returned to Abbotsford. A large crowd of villagers stood in the street outside the Inn of the Brothers, standing over the dead men. 
“How could you do this to us?” said one old woman. 
“How could you destroy our guardians?” said a man. “They kept us safe!” 
“Who will keep us safe now?” said another man. He stepped forward, shaking his fist at Raelum. “You’ll answer for this, boy, I swear…”
Raelum punched the man to the ground. 
“Safe?” Raelum spat. “You wretches, you cowered behind a shield of innocent blood! How many children have you murdered?”
“One a year, you young fool,” said the old woman, “and one every time we called on their aid!”
“Every year?” said Lionel. 
“A small price for safety,” said the old woman. “I gave up two of my own. What does it matter? I had many more. The Lord Baligant commanded us to have large families to serve him. And the dead ones, why, we took their bodies to the nameless city, and they live there forever.” She spat at Raelum’s feet. “Our village has been safe, thanks to the guardians. What will you give us in repayment?”
“I will give you,” said Raelum, looking into their faces, “a promise. Get out of my sight. And by the Divine, I swear that if you don’t move now, or if I ever see any of you again, I will kill you. That is my promise. Go.” 
The villagers stared at him. For a moment Raelum thought they might resist, but they looked at him, at his sword and his red eyes, and shuffled away. Even the man Raelum had punched crawled away. 
They stood alone in the street with the corpses. 
“Get the horses,” said Raelum, sheathing his sword and picking up one of the villagers’ axes. 
“What are you doing?” said Lionel.
“These folk,” said Raelum, “will not rise as ghouls. I will not inflict that upon them, however much they may have wished for it.”
“But suppose the others try to stop us?” said Lionel.
“Let them,” said Raelum. 
Lionel nodded and picked up an axe, and they set about their grisly work. 
After, they joined Carandis and Arthuras with the horses, returned to the half-overgrown road, and left Abbotsford. 
“We ought,” said Carandis, leaning on her staff, “to stop for a rest.” She looked a few breaths away from collapsing. Evidently using that much magic so quickly took a toll.
“We keep going,” said Raelum. “Those villagers may find their spines yet.”
Carandis nodded. 
“How did you know?” said Lionel. 
Raelum blinked. “Know what?”
“The poison. The wine, I mean,” said Lionel. “You shouted something about Marsile…and then we were fighting. How did you know?” 
“Marsile used that poison before,” said Raelum. His mind flashed back to High Morgon, to the city of ruins squatting atop the gloomy hills. “The house of Lucas Parwaith, a demon-worshipper like the folk of Abbotsford. We came to Parwaith’s house in pursuit of Marsile, and when we arrived, Sir Oliver sent me to check on the horses. On my way back into the house, a man in a red robe laughed at me and disappeared. It was Marsile, though I didn’t know it then. I came back inside and found Sir Oliver, dying.” Raelum’s teeth gritted. “Marsile put that poison in Sir Oliver’s wine. I saw the gray dust in his cup.” 
“So that,” said Arthuras, “is the real reason you have come so far.” 
“Marsile must be stopped,” said Raelum.
“No doubt of that,” said Arthuras, “but that’s not your concern. You want revenge, do you not? Blood for blood? His life for Sir Oliver’s?” 
“I do,” said Raelum, staring into the woods. “Justice and nobility are fine things. But I will kill Marsile.” 
“Did not your own Sir Oliver tell you that revenge heals naught?” said Carandis. Raelum glared at her, but Carandis didn’t flinch. “Marsile must be stopped. Our own concerns dwindle to nothingness when set against the horrors he might unleash. I started this for reasons of my own. But I will continue this to stop him.” 
“Reasons of your own, Adept?” said Lionel, some of the old suspicion returning. “To prove you didn’t aid Marsile?”
“Yes,” said Carandis, meeting his eyes. “To return home, and…perhaps to wed.” She sighed. “Thalia Kalarien thought to arrange a marriage for me. But that will never happen if I am under suspicion as a traitor.”
“It sounds like a poet’s song,” said Lionel, snorting.
“Though no poet ever wrote of love between Adepts,” said Arthuras. “At least in this age of the world.” Raelum looked at their guide, remembered the strange song sung over the sword, and wondered. 
They trudged through the slanting rays of the sunset. The road grew worse, soon fading to a near-vanished path. Raelum could tell that neither man nor beast had come this way for many years. 
Yet here and there, he saw footprints.
“Ghoul,” muttered Arthuras, pointing at a track. “A great herd of the vile things together.” 
“Marsile passed here recently,” said Raelum. Despite his exhaustion, he felt at tingle of excitement. Walchelin claimed that Marsile had passed through not three days past. Assuming the fat man hadn’t lied, they were gaining. “Carandis. Can you work the location spell?”
“Not tonight,” said Carandis. “I am too weary. The effort might send me in a stupor for days. I would be no good to anyone then.” 
“It’s almost nightfall, anyway,” said Lionel. “We should make camp.”
“Very well,” said Raelum. 
Raelum volunteered to take the first watch, cut the firewood, and got a small blaze going. Lionel and Carandis fell asleep at once, without having eaten. Arthuras wrapped himself in his mottled cloak and lay down, though his eyes glittered. 
Raelum set himself, eyes and demonborn senses scanning the trees for danger. He sensed minor demons prowling through the woods. Yet with the heightened power of the astral world in these lands, the demons might not be so minor. And where did the villagers take their dead? Did demon-possessed ghouls watch the village of their living descendants from the trees? 
Raelum drew his sword, grounded the point, and wrapped his hands about the hilt. The demons would sense the power of the Light in the blade and shun it. And if any dared approach, let them!
He stood guard for hours, moving from time to time to keep the blood flowing in his aching limbs. A sullen glow spread across the sky to the southwest, and Raelum watched it with some puzzlement. The orange-red glow was the light of a great fire, reflecting against the dark clouds.
Did Abbotsford burn?
Arthuras climbed to his feet. “Go to sleep.”
“I thought Carandis had the second watch,” said Raelum.
“Aye,” said Arthuras, “but let her sleep. I’ll wake her later.” He glanced at the sky, frowning. “That’s…quite a large fire.”
“What do you make of it?” said Raelum.
“Abbotsford burns,” said Arthuras. “It’s too cold and wet for a forest fire. No lightning in the winter, besides, and certainly no travelers to start fires.”
“How?” said Raelum.
Arthuras shrugged. “Walchelin’s followers have ample cause to question his leadership.”
“A cheering thought,” said Raelum.
“It matters not,” said Arthuras. “Perhaps they fight each other, or perhaps a cow kicked a lantern into the hay. Either way, they will be too busy to pursue us. Now, go to sleep. You are exhausted, though you carry it better than the others.” 
Raelum didn’t argue. He lay down, wrapped himself in his black cloak, and fell asleep at once. 
 
###
 
He dreamed all night of Sir Oliver’s death, of a land of streams and lakes and rivers poisoned with the gray dust. 
 
###
 
Raelum blinked awake, a scraping sound filling his ears. Fresh wood burned in the fire, and both Carandis and Lionel lay snoring in their cloaks.
Arthuras squatted nearby, sharpening one of his daggers with a whetstone. 
“You held watch all through the night,” said Raelum, standing.
“Aye,” said Arthuras, sliding the dagger into its sheath. “All three of you needed rest. And I do not sleep often.”
“A useful gift,” said Raelum. A finger of suspicion brushed his mind. Had Arthuras taken the opportunity to pursues some agenda? 
Arthuras’s weathered face twitched in a crooked grin. “I come of vigorous forefathers.” 
“I don’t doubt it,” said Raelum. Another gray, cold day had come, and the wind moaned through the trees, rustling the barren branches. “That spell-fire you sung over your sword. A useful thing. Did your forefathers teach you that?”
“I would prefer not to discuss it,” said Arthuras. “The truth of it will do you no harm. And Carandis has her secrets, and Lionel as his, and I’ve no doubt that you have secrets from your past, Sir Raelum.” Raelum thought of Red Philip and the poisoned lieutenants and said nothing. “Am I not entitled to my own?”
Raelum inclined his head. “Are we close to Moragannon?”
“Closer than I would like,” said Arthuras. “It is a few weeks journey from here, in a straight line. For sake of our lives and souls, we will not take a straight line.” 
“What lies in the lands between here and Moragannon?” said Raelum. 
“Ruins. Arvandil was once a populous land, but now all that remains are desolate towns and ruined castles filled with demons. We will avoid these places.”
“Any ruined cities?” said Raelum. “The villagers said something about a nameless city. I wonder if they take some of their dead to a ruin where they rise as demons.” 
“The nameless city,” said Arthuras. To Raelum’s surprise, he shivered. “Aye, it is nor is it far from here. Yet let us not speak of it again, until we must. I hope we can avoid it. There are many dark places in Arvandil, but that is one of the darkest.” Arthuras sighed. “If Marsile has any wisdom at all, he will stay away from the nameless city.”
“If Marsile had any wisdom at all,” said Raelum, “you and I would not be standing there.” 
Again Arthuras’s face twitched into that crooked grin. “I suppose not.”
They woke the others, and had a breakfast of bread and dried vegetables around the fire. 
“How are you feeling?” said Raelum.
“Well enough,” said Carandis, “considering that last night I felt a half-step away from death.”
Lionel said nothing at all, staring into the fire.
“Well enough to work the location spell?” said Raelum.
“Aye,” said Carandis, “though I hope I shall be spared any rigorous spellcasting for some time.” She laid the iron rod across her lap, closed her eyes, and muttered the spell, hands tracing intricate designs in the air. A ghostly flicker of blue flame danced around her fingers, and Carandis shook herself and opened her eyes. 
“To the northeast,” said Carandis, blinking. “About two or three days journey.” She snorted. “With good roads. In this wild country, closer to four or five, I would reckon.” 
“Three days to the northeast,” said Arthuras. “We will do what we must.”
They doused the fire, packed up their gear, and continued. 



Chapter 7 - Recruiting
 
The thing once named Michael Kalenis, the hybrid of demon and dead flesh that thought of itself as Nightgrim, awoke from his torpor. He slid from the sheltering roots of the tree, stood up, and sniffed the cold night air. 
He smelled no trace of living blood. The two Paladins, the Adept, and their strange guide had outdistanced him. 
He had prowled around the edges of their camp last night and contemplated attacking. Had the Paladins and the Adept been alone, Nightgrim would have taken them. Prudence and simple bloodlust both dictated it. He could not feed on Raelum’s demonborn blood, of course, but that was no impediment to ripping off his head. And then he had only to enjoy feasting upon both Lionel of Tarrenhim and Carandis Marken. 
But their guide, the strange creature that called himself Arthuras, puzzled Nightgrim. His blood smelled mortal, but a strange, eldritch energy hummed through his flesh. Nightgrim had never encountered such a strange scent before. He had watched until the sun came up, reducing his demon’s powers, and then had retreated to the darkness to rest. 
Nightgrim began to pace, snarling. He had feasted well at the monastery, enough to sate his needs for many months. Yet the hunger began clawing at his belly, a feeble scratching. It would only grow worse. 
His demon wanted to feast. 
A bit of rag, once fine velvet, fluttered to the snow. Nightgrim looked at himself and snorted in disgust. His clothes had rotted during his decades in the coffin, and the fight at the monastery had ruined them. Now only a few filthy rags remained around his waist, stark against his white skin. The cold didn’t trouble Nightgrim, and very little of the natural world could harm him. 
But he was still a nobleman. He ought to look the part. 
Nightgrim ripped away the remaining rags with disgust, leaving himself naked in the winter wind, and roared in frustration at the black sky. 
His demon wanted to feast! 
Nightgrim forced himself under control. First he would kill Raelum and his companions, and then Marsile. Then Nightgrim could return to the civilized lands and gorge his demon upon stolen blood. He had terrorized Callia City, killing as he wished, until the Paladins had arrived. 
And Nightgrim would rule again as king of the night. 
But first, he had to kill those who knew his true nature. 
With that cheering thought, Nightgrim dashed into the night. He moved faster than mortal men, as fast as a cantering horse, and made good time. The forest blurred past in a shadowy blur. Every now and again Nightgrim knelt, sniffing the ground. 
Marsile had passed here, his scent faint. Fresher, stronger, came the tainted scent of Raelum and the strange scent of Arthuras. Nightgrim hissed and licked his lips, the scent spurring him on. 
A short time later, he came to the strange bridge.
Nightgrim had never anything quite like it, nor statues of such strange, inhuman forms. He squinted at the obscure writing on their star-shaped shields, but gleaned no meaning from it. He did not like this bridge, did not like the way it grated upon his demon's senses. 
And he did not like the way it smelled. An ancient, lingering odor hung over it, like smoke from a single dying ember. Nightgrim realized the scent reminded him of Arthuras. 
His bloodlust overcame his fear. Nightgrim snarled at the statues and strode over the bridge. If his enemies had come this way, than so would he. Perhaps he would mount their heads on the statues’ swords. 
His foot touched the earth on the other side of the river and a tremendous jolt blasted through him. He reeled and fell. Howling darkness screamed through him, filling him, overwhelming him. For a long moment, Nightgrim could do nothing but twitch. 
After a long moment, Nightgrim came to himself and stood. 
He felt wonderful. The hunger still clawed at his belly, but Nightgrim felt stronger, faster. His thoughts came easier, less encumbered by the ruins of his mind. He stared at his hands in amazement. What had happened to him? Had the bridge granted him some strange power?
He looked at the earth between his bare feet and laughed as understanding came to him. 
The barrier between the mortal world and astral world was thinner here...which meant that the greater demon within his dead flesh was far stronger.  In the lands to the west, he had been a terror in the night. Here, he would be a nightmare beyond imaging. 
His foes stood no chance against him now, no chance at all.
Still laughing, Nightgrim continued. A jumble of ruins crowned the nearby hills. Nightgrim sniffed the earth, following the traces of Raelum’s and Marsile’s passages. 
And to his shock, Nightgrim found other scents, human scents. His hunger burned aside his thoughts. Nightgrim stopped, snarling and snapping, until he managed to bring himself under control. 
How had so many mortals come to these empty lands? For that matter, how had they even survived? Nightgrim wanted to charge ahead, find the mortals, and feast. But the strangeness of the situation demanded caution. Nightgrim had not survived Paladins and Adepts only to perish at the hands of ignorant villagers. 
The trees thinned into empty fields, and beyond Nightgrim saw the hunched shape of a large village, along with a blaze of torchlight. His ears heard voices raised in anger and argument. And his nose smelled the living blood of many, many mortals. Nightgrim grinned and crept across the dark fields. 
He slipped unseen into the village’s main street. Corpses littered the packed earth, and all of them had been beheaded to keep them from rising with ghouls. Nightgrim contemplated this with puzzlement. Village folk most often burned their dead to ashes. 
A large crowd of still-living villagers stood before a tall inn, bearing weapons and torches. Before the inn’s door stood a sweating, fat man, clutching an axe in either hand. Nightgrim stepped into the shadows and watched, intrigued.
“This is your fault, Walchelin!” shrilled an old woman. “Your fault! You’re not fit to be our bailiff, I say.” 
“Aye!” bellowed a man. “My son and my brother lie dead because of your folly! You’re not fit to live, nor to rise in the service of the Lord Baligant. Kill him and cut off his head, I say!”
A fuzzy memory swam back to the surface of Nightgrim’s seething mind. In Callia City, the demon-cult that Michael Kalenis had led had revered Baligant. Of course, Kalenis cared nothing for Baligant, or for the worshippers, and had slain them all in the blood spell that transformed him into Nightgrim. Was the entire village a demon-cult? Their Temple did look a bit decrepit. 
A villager stepped towards Walchelin, scowling. Walchelin cursed and waved his axes, and the man flinched away.
“I did as we always have done!” said Walchelin. “Has not the bailiff always summoned the guardians in time of need? How was I to know that red-eyed Raelum and his dogs would prove stronger?” 
Nightgrim focused his will upon Walchelin’s mind, sifting through the bailiff's thoughts. Rage and terror warred for control of the fat man, and Nightgrim saw a skein of recent memories. Raelum and the others, a quartet of grim knights on skeletal steeds, and Marsile in his crimson robes, surrounded by his servants…
“I will travel to the nameless city and summon new guardians!” said Walchelin. “That is how our ancestors rid themselves of the Brothers of the hill, or so it is written.”
“Aye?” said a villager. “Two of my sons have died. Will you take both my daughters, too, to bind new guardians?” 
None of the villagers posed any threat to Nightgrim. And whatever these guardians had been, Raelum and company had disposed of them. Nightgrim looked at the villagers, his hunger rising into an inferno. 
He wondered how the villagers would react to a naked stranger walking into their midst, and decided to find out. 
“Good evening, worthy folk,” said Nightgrim, strolling from the shadows. “I pray that my unexpected appearance does not disrupt your weighty deliberations.” 
As one, the villagers turned and gaped. Nightgrim tried not to laugh. 
“Just who the devil are you?” said Walchelin. 
“That, at the moment, is of little importance,” said Nightgrim. He started to polish his fingernails on his sleeve, remembered he had no clothes, and continued. “As I approached your fair village, I could not help but overhear your counsels.”
The villagers murmured. By all rights, after five minutes naked in the winter night, he should have died. Yet here he stood, calm and confident. Nightgrim let his eyes rove over the villagers, feeling their growing disquiet. 
“So you did?” said Walchelin. A wide smile spread across his face. It looked, Nightgrim thought, like a reflex. “You must be mighty, sir, to survive a night in these woods, alone, unarmed, and…unclad, even.” 
“Well,” said Nightgrim, “I flatter myself to think I have some small ability.” 
“Truly,” said Walchelin. “You heard us speak?”
“I did,” said Nightgrim, “and found the subject of your discourse so interesting that I could not help but stop. I heard you speak of Marsile and the Paladins.” 
Walchelin hesitated. “Are you their friend? Or enemy?”
“The latter, I fear,” said Nightgrim. “I am most interested in them. You see, I find it necessary to carry out the uncouth but nonetheless necessary business of killing them.” 
“All five?” said Walchelin. “Marsile, Raelum, and his followers?” 
“Yes, all five,” said Nightgrim. 
“They have wronged us!” said Walchelin. “Marsile brought the red-eyed devil down on us. Raelum and his band killed dozens of our best men and destroyed our noble guardians. We wish revenge!” The villagers murmured agreement, no longer interested in Walchelin’s head. “Sir, if you could but revenge us…we will reward you and give you whatever aid we can.” 
“Indeed?” said Nightgrim. “Truly?” 
“Truly!” said Walchelin.
“Splendid!” said Nightgrim. “Excellent! You can aid me best by letting me kill you all.”
Walchelin blinked. “Sir?”
“You are confused, I see,” said Nightgrim. “Permit me to explain. I am very hungry. Therefore, I am going to kill you all and the demon within me shall feast upon your blood.” He considered this, examining the villagers’ horrified gazes, and amended his thought. “Upon further contemplation, I will behead your corpses. Mortal blood is rare in these lands, and I have no wish to share with a pack of ravenous lesser draugvir.”
The word “draugvir” whispered through the crowd like a black wind.
“Sir,” said Walchelin, shuffling towards Nightgrim, “I beseech you, surely there must be some other way. Spare our lives, I beg…”
He chopped, right-hand axe whistling towards Nightgrim’s neck. Nightgrim’s fist snapped up and shattered Walchelin’s wrist. The fat man wailed, dropping his axes. Nightgrim broke Walchelin’s other wrist, stepped around the big man, and broke his back just below the neck. Walchelin toppled and Nightgrim caught him, raised him up, and flung him with all his strength. The bailiff sailed through the air, smashed into the inn’s roof, and fell to the ground with a heavy thud. 
Needless to say, Walchelin stopped screaming. 
“Now, worthy folk,” said Nightgrim, no longer bothering to hide his laughter, “shall we begin?” 
The villagers fled in all directions, but Nightgrim moved faster. He snatched a young man and ripped open his throat. He feasted, the stolen life filling him like fire, until the young man went dry. Nightgrim tore the corpse’s head from its shoulders and flung the carcass aside, looking for new victims. 
“Fight, I tell you!” screamed a voice from the inn. Nightgrim peered through the inn’s door with interest. “Kill the thing, and I promise you the flesh of my infant daughter!”
“That is appallingly gauche,” called Nightgrim. “A true man would stand and fight.” 
A half-dozen gray, loping shapes sprang from the inn’s opened door. Slime dripped from their fangs and greasy hides. Their rotting scent filled Nightgrim’s nose. 
“Kill him!” screamed a man from the doorway, “kill him!” 
The ghouls dashed towards Nightgrim.
Nightgrim threw back his head and roared with laughter. 
The ghouls took one look at him and froze, tongues dangling over their fangs. He looked at the ghouls, one by one, and enslaved the wills of their lesser demons to his own.
“Master,” they croaked, crawling in the dirt at his feet, “master.” 
The man at the door gaped in horror.
“A brave effort, sir,” said Nightgrim, suffering the ghouls to lick his feet in adoration, “but unquestionably a poor idea.” He sprang through the air and landed on the inn’s front step. The man just had time to scream before Nightgrim took him. He drained the man dry and flung the corpse into the street. The ghouls fell on the dead man and feasted. 
Nightgrim strolled back into the street. The villagers had vanished into their houses, barring their doors. Flush with stolen life, drunk on it, Nightgrim decided to take a playful approach. The fleeing villagers had left torches lying on the ground. Nightgrim scooped one up, strode to a nearby house, and tossed the brand into the roof. The thatch took fire at once, and soon roaring flames and black smoke rose into the sky. Nightgrim waited, the ghouls squatting at his heels. Soon enough the door burst open, and a man and woman of middle years stumbled out, coughing, followed by a half-dozen children. 
Nightgrim and his new followers feasted. 
They worked through three more houses. Screams rang in the black night, flames dancing in the sky. Nightgrim’s pale skin warmed, becoming ruddy, while the ghouls’ bellies swelled with gorged flesh. As Nightgrim finished with his fourth victim, his hunger dulled with stolen life, his mind began to work again. He paused for a moment to think. Why should he kill all the villagers now? True, he would enjoy it. But his hunger had been stilled, at least for a few nights. He thought of how shepherds had once driven great herds of sheep to Callia City to sell in the city’s merchant fairs. 
“My loyal servants!” said Nightgrim, snapping his fingers. The ghouls hastened to his side. “I have need of your gallant service for some time yet.” His mind, unaccustomed to such lucidity, whirled with plans. “Follow me, and you shall receive ample flesh for many days.” Nightgrim laughed. “Not that you have any choice in the matter, of course. But follow me, and do as I bid, and you shall feast.”
The ghouls responded with a croaking sort of cheer.
Nightgrim retrieved a torch and led them from house to house. Men, women, and children flooded into the streets. One by one, Nightgrim gazed into their eyes and commanded them to sleep. A ghoul fetched a length of rope from a barn, and Nightgrim used it to bind the captives.
Towards the end, the surviving villagers tried to flee. Nightgrim killed those who resisted and let the bodies fall. The rest he beguiled and then bound. The sun began to rise in the eastern sky. Nightgrim commanded his ghouls to guard him and the prisoners, and retired to the cellar of an unburnt house to rest.
The next night he awoke to hear scuffling. Nightgrim emerged from the cellar and into the street, fearing that Marsile or the Paladins had returned to attack. 
Instead he saw his enslaved ghouls fighting with several newly-risen ghouls, struggling to keep them from the unconscious villagers. Nightgrim had forgotten to shred the corpses of several dead villagers, and lesser demons would have transformed them into ghouls by now. Nightgrim strolled among them and slaved their minds to his mighty will.
“Master.” Death, sadly, had not improved Walchelin’s appearance. The obese ghoul groveled at Nightgrim’s feet, whimpering. “Master. I…I am hungry. So hungry…”
“Indeed, bailiff?” said Nightgrim. He looked at the smoldering ruins of the village. “Though, if I may be bold, your village is no more, so you cannot be a bailiff any longer. A tragedy, that. But, fear not. I shall let you feast as the fancy takes me. After all, I cannot drink the tainted blood of Sir Raelum.” Walchelin growled. “Perhaps I will let you devour him, after I snap his neck.” 
Nightgrim took an unconscious girl, drank her dry, and fed the corpse to the ghouls. Afterwards, he directed the ghouls to gather up the unconscious villagers, to carry them as Marsile’s enslaved demons had carried the children. 
He had erred, he saw now, dwelling for so long in Callia City. His feastings had drawn attention, and the Paladins had come for him. But here, in these tiny villages, who had the power to stop him? Once he killed Marsile and the Paladins, Nightgrim would return to the civilized lands, and move from village to village, feasting and killing as he desired. The Paladins would never find him.
Laughing, Nightgrim ordered his slaves forward. They dashed in a run, following the trail of Nightgrim’s foes.
Behind him, the ashes of Abbotsford grew cold. 



Chapter 8 - The Nameless City
 
Three days after leaving Abbotsford, Marsile saw the Silvercrown Mountains.
He sat up straighter, ignoring the ache in his back. Far to the east, beyond the barren trees, he saw the faint shapes of massive, snow-mantled mountains. They were yet many days away. But every step, every mile, took him closer to Moragannon and his long-sought goal. 
“Tell me,” said Marsile. “How far to the Moragannon ”
Tored glanced back. “Many days and nights. But the lands become very dangerous.”
“What sort of dangers?” said Marsile, settling back into his sedan chair, adjusting the Book of Stolen Blood on his lap. 
“Many great ones in the ruins,” said Tored. “And the scarred devils come from the mountains.”
“Scarred devils?” said Marsile. He laughed. “You fear bears, then? Or perhaps an invasion of mountain goats?”
Tored snarled. “Not bears. Not goats. Devils, with fangs and claws. They eat flesh, like hungry Tored. They eat you, master, if they can.” 
Marsile snorted. “They may try. But the mountains and Moragannon are yet distant. What dangers lie close at hand?” 
“Many hungry ones,” said Tored. “And the great city.”
“A city?” said Marsile. “There is a city here?”
“It was the king’s city,” said Tored, “when Tored was alive. Now it is filled with the dead. Tored does not like to go there. Great ones sleep under the city.”
“Do you know this city’s name?” said Marsile.
“Tored forgot,” said the ghoul.
“A nameless city, then,” mused Marsile. He had seen numerous ruins since leaving Abbotsford. With his arcane strength enhanced by the proximity of the astral world and the new spells from the books, Marsile had dominated thirty more ghouls. He had even enslaved a pair of wraiths, little different from the specter that had reigned in Coldbrook Keep. The wraiths now drifted behind Marsile’s litter, passing through trees without difficulty. 
The ruined kingdom of Arvandil had once been populous, settled by survivors from the Old Empire. Had the city possessed a library? Did books of the Old Empire’s arcane lore lie in the ruins? Walchelin and the poison would dispose of Marsile’s pursuers. Perhaps he had the leisure to stop and investigate. 
Still, he needed to take great care. A ruined city would harbor mighty demons. Marsile thought of Nightgrim and shuddered. No, he did not dare stop, not now. After he had returned from Moragannon perhaps he could explore the ruins. But not until then. 
Marsile’s litter-bearers moved around yet another boulder. In places Marsile saw ancient, moss-cloaked milestones,  the remnants of an ancient road, but such relics did little to facilitate speedy travel. His pace had slowed to an infuriating crawl as his servants picked their way trees and boulders. Perhaps it didn’t matter. Walchelin would dispose of Carandis Marken and the Paladins, and Marsile now had enough enslaved demons to keep Nightgrim at bay. 
Marsile turned a page in the Book of Stolen Blood and felt the faint, tingling touch brush against his mind. He hissed in fury and slammed the book.
“Master?” croaked Tored, turning around. 
“Keep going,” said Marsile. 
Carandis Marken had cast the location spell again. The girl was still alive. But surely she had reached Abbotsford by now? Walchelin, coward that he was, would waste no time in administering the poison. Then again, perhaps Carandis hadn’t found Abbotsford yet.
Or maybe she had gone around the village, fearing something amiss. 
Or maybe Walchelin had failed.
Sooner or later either the Paladins or Nightgrim would catch up to Marsile. He rubbed the scar in his side beneath the crimson robes. Even if Walchelin managed to kill Carandis and the Paladins, the fat bailiff could do little against the likes of Nightgrim. Sooner or later, Marsile’s enemies would find him.
But he did have one advantage.
They would plan on surprise. Yet Marsile knew they were coming nonetheless. If he could find a suitable location and prepare an ambush…
The forest thinned, and the trees here looked younger, less weathered by wind and storm. In places the ground bore traces of worn furrows. This land must once have been cultivated. Marsile saw a tangle of moss-cloaked foundations, woven with thicken roots. A village, then. Perhaps it had fed the nameless city when Arvandil had once been a kingdom of the living.
Tored halted, sniffing. 
Marsile lifted a hand, his servants halting. “What is it?” 
“Go around,” said Tored. “Dangerous. Go around.”
“I thought you were guiding me,” said Marsile. “Did you forget to pay attention?”
Tored shook his head. “Please, please go around…”
A twisted, gray shape heaved its way free from the ruined foundations. Marsile wrinkled his nose at the sudden wave of carrion stench. The demon thing looked like a ghoul, yet bigger and stronger than any Marsile had ever seen. It had a mouth of jagged fangs and a pair of enormous tusks that gashed its cheeks, sending gray slime oozing down its face. It had talons, wicked curved things like a reaper’s scythe, four or five inches in length.
The claws flickered with a pale, blue-green flame. 
Another reaper-ghoul hauled itself from the ruins, followed by three more. Soon a dozen of the creatures stood and stared at Marsile with eyes of blue-green flame. Marsile smiled and began working the spell to dominate demons. He had sufficient strength to control a few more, and these monsters might prove useful.
He cast the spell… 
…and reeled back into his chair, stunned, as the spell’s force rebounded into his mind. It felt as if his will had struck a stone wall. 
Could someone have placed a spell the reaper-ghouls? Marsile focused his will, probing the demons. They had no minds, no reason. Yet they raged with hunger like death, a devouring pain that made a normal ghoul’s appetite seem petty. That all-consuming hunger had shredded his spell like paper. 
Marsile sat dazed for a moment, then came to himself just as the reaper-ghouls tore into his servants. Their scythe-claws shredded the ghouls’ flesh with ease. Three of Marsile’s ghouls collapsed, their baggage falling. The reaper-ghouls shrieked, their wailing plunging into Marsile’s ears. 
“Master!” howled Tored, “master, master!”  
“Fight!” yelled Marsile. “Fight! Drive them off!” He cast a spell and flung a blast of white astralfire into the nearest reaper-ghoul. The thing crumpled to the ground, lay still for a few moments, and then lurched back up.
Even as he considered what spell to try next, a reaper-ghoul burst free from the melee, gnashing its tusks, a deathly chill radiating from its claws. Marsile barked out a spell, and his will struck the creature like an invisible fist, spinning it head over heel. The reaper-ghoul twitched and clambered to its feet, undamaged. 
Marsile snarled a stunned curse. 
Could nothing harm these wretched things? 
The reaper-ghoul screamed and tore into one of the ghouls holding Marsile’s litter. The ghoul collapsed, and Marsile toppled to the ground, the precious Book of Stolen Blood bouncing from his lap. The old pain exploded through his joints. For a moment he lay immobile with the pain. He heard the reaper-ghoul’s advance, heard its snapping tusks, and knew he must act or die. 
Marsile rolled to one knee, crimson robes flapping, and cast a spell. A blast of blue astralfire hammered into the reaper-ghoul’s chest, driving it back. Marsile cast another spell, drawing upon as much power as he could manage. Blue flame snarled and danced around his fingers, his bones thrumming from the sheer force of the power he had summoned. He focused his will on the staggering reaper-ghoul and flung out his hands. 
Azure fire erupted from his hands and blasted the reaper-ghoul to a charred husk. Marsile refocused his will and sent waves of flame exploding from his palms, the astralfire chewing into the reaper-ghouls.
Within a heartbeat the reaper-ghouls had been reduced to smoking coals.
Marsile released the spell. His head blazed with pain from the effort, his arms trembling and weak. He cursed, went to one knee, and scooped up the Book of Stolen Blood. The book was undamaged, to his immense relief. 
“Master?” whimpered Tored.
Marsile turned. “You should have warned me!” Eight of his ghouls had been destroyed, their baggage lying strewn over the ground. 
“Master!” said Tored, scrambling back, pointing with a claw that seemed puny against the reaper-ghouls’ talons. 
The husk of a reaper-ghoul twitched and jerked across the stained snow. The burned flesh writhed and began to regenerate. Marsile stared, astonished, as the reaper-ghouls rebuilt themselves before his eyes. 
Within seconds they looked unharmed. 
Marsile contemplated running.
The screaming things tore into Marsile’s servants. He tucked the Book of Stolen Blood under his arm and began gathering power for another spell. He would need something far greater than simple astralfire to defeat the reaper-ghouls. Marsile flung out his hand, releasing a spell to shatter a demon’s hold on its dead flesh and send it back to the astral world. 
The spell struck the nearest reaper-ghoul in a spray of snarling sparks and did nothing. The demon was too strong to succumb. Marsile stared at the reaper-ghouls in growing panic. Had he come this far only to perish a few weeks’ from Baligant’s tomb? 
One of the reaper-ghouls sprang at him, cold claws slashing. Marsile barked out a spell that armored his body in an aura of brilliant blue light. The reaper-ghoul’s claws rebounded from the ward, and Marsile cast another spell, his limbs trembling with the strain. Mingled crimson and white astralfire erupted from his fingers and drilled into the reaper-ghoul, simultaneously attacking both the demon’s astral essence and its material form. The reaper-ghoul wailed and dissolved into a pyre of smoking cinders.  
Marsile swept his trembling hands before him, sending the crimson and white astralfire tearing into the reaper-ghouls. It tore through the dead flesh, mowing through the reaper-ghouls like a plow through earth. The reaper-ghouls shrieked and screamed, running back and forth, the fire consuming them to ashes. 
Silence fell over the ruins. Marsile gagged on the stink and slumped against a tree, his head hammering with agony. Too much, he had worked too much magic… 
Tored crept towards him, inch by inch, eyes agleam with hunger. 
Marsile surged to his feet, ignoring the dizziness, and raised his hands. “Another step, ghoul, another step, and I’ll rend the stinking flesh from your bones.” 
Tored froze. “Tored not betray the master.”
“Tored is a liar,” snapped Marsile. “Get back, now!” Tored cringed away, whimpering. Marsile looked over the damage, gritting his teeth. Fourteen of his servants had fallen to the reaper-ghouls, their bodies destroyed. Marsile sighed and issued commands, bidding his surviving servants to take up the dropped baggage. When everything had been packed, Marsile fell back into his sedan chair. He felt as if he had aged ten years. At least the reaper-ghouls hadn’t gotten at the slumbering children. Marsile had no way of replacing them. 
“What are you waiting for?” he snapped, gesturing at Tored. “Lead on! The rest of you, follow.” Tored resumed his loping crawl, muttering to himself. Soon the hideous stench of the reaper-ghouls’ burned flesh faded. Marsile sighed and closed his eyes, rubbing the Book of Stolen Blood. He wanted to sleep. A decade past, such intensive spell casting would not have exhausted him so badly. 
He looked at his hands, noting the quivering fingers. The decline of his mortal flesh had accelerated. No matter how much life he stole, sooner or later his body would wear out. How much longer, Marsile wondered, before his heart burst, or his innards festered, or dementia took him? 
He had to reach Moragannon as soon as possible.
His hands tightened into fists. He would not let his enemies stop him.
But how to stop them? Perhaps he could trick them into a nest of the reaper-ghouls? The reaper-ghouls might overpower Carandis Marken, aye. But the Silver Knights’ Light-imbued swords destroyed demons with a touch. No, Marsile needed a more effective ambush. 
“Ambush,” he murmured, remembering his earlier thoughts. How many reaper-ghouls could a Silver Knight defeat? A dozen? Fifty? 
A hundred? 
“Tored,” said Marsile. “This…nameless city. How far to it?” 
“Three days, Tored thinks,” said the ghoul, cringing. “The master wishes to go there?” 
“I may,” said Marsile. “How many demons does it hold?”
“Very many.” 
“Tell me,” said Marsile. “How many?” 
Tored shuddered. “More than Tored can count.” 
“Hardly an impressive number,” said Marsile. He could not escape Carandis Marken, so long as the younger Adept had that iron rod. But perhaps Marsile could lead his enemies into a trap. Suppose the city held thousands of reaper-ghouls, or even worse things? They would make short work of Carandis and the Paladins. 
Yet could Marsile survive in such a place? The city’s demons would hunt him as well. Still, Marsile had spells to drive back the demons, and newer, stronger spells from the stolen books well. He had a better chance of surviving than the Silver Knights. 
He made up his mind. 
“Tored,” said Marsile. “Take me to the nameless city.” 
Tored flinched. “Master?”
“The nameless city,” said Marsile. “Do you question me?”
“Nay,” whined Tored. “As you wish, master.” 
Marsile leaned back in the sedan chair and closed his eyes, trying to rest. 
Later that night he felt again the touch of Carandis Marken’s location spell. Walchelin must have failed, the fat fool. 
 
###
 
Ruins choked the countryside. 
Marsile and his servants passed crumbling castles atop rocky hills. The ancient, weathered walls of forgotten villages rose from the earth. They passed an abandoned monastery, its rusted bells clanging in the winter wind.
And in every ruin Marsile’s spells detected lurking demons. Some lesser demons wandered the countryside, and more powerful ones waited in the ruins.
Tored whined and gibbered in fear. Yet nothing appeared to attack them. Perhaps the daylight deterred them, given how sunlight blunted the powers of certain demons. Marsile hoped to find a defensible location before sundown. 
A stagnant pond appeared, encased in ice. The pond’s edges looked unnaturally straight. In the distance, Marsile saw a long line of similar ponds, the dull winter light glinting off the ice.
“Was this once a canal?” said Marsile.
“Aye, master,” croaked Tored, squatting. “The canal went from the great river to the nameless city. Barges came back and forth. Now empty, now dead.” 
“The canal goes to the city?” said Marsile.
“Aye.”
“Then let us follow it,” said Marsile.
They walked along the edge of the ruined canal, and soon they came upon a road. It remained in fairly good condition, its ancient paving stones spotted and scarred with lichen. Marsile and his servants made good time. When night fell, Marsile lay down to sleep, bidding his servants to awaken him should anyone approach.
He only had to drive off roving packs of reaper-ghouls twice. 
The next day Marsile sat in his sedan chair as his servants hastened. He felt, as usual, the feathery touch of Carandis’s location spell. 
The canal broadened and soon widened into a large lake. Marsile could see the far shore, but just barely. A short distance away, massive stone quays jutted into the water. Nearby, the broken tops of stone towers rose over the treetops. 
Tored whined to himself in fear. 
The forest ended in a thick stone wall, forty feet high, crowned with worn battlements. In several places the top courses of stonework had fallen, littering the forest with boulders. Tored led them along the base of the wall. They came to a lofty gate of stone. Moldering shards of wood and rusted hinges lay beneath the tall arch.
“We are here,” whispered Tored. “The nameless city.” 
Marsile’s servants carried him through the gate.
He looked around, impressed. To judge from the size, it had once been a substantial city of about ten thousand people. The stone shells of houses and shops stood roofless and empty, saplings springing from the rubble. The broad street had been paved, though the stones had cracked and tilted. A gaping hole yawned near one of the houses. 
“Put me down,” said Marsile. His servants complied and Marsile walked to the edge of the pit. It opened into a tunnel beneath the earth, a sickening reek rising from the depths. Marsile coughed and stepped back, fanning the air in front of his face. 
“Tored,” said Marsile. “Are there tunnels beneath the city? Sewers? Catacombs?” 
“Aye,” said the ghoul. “Many tunnels. Dark and cold.”
Marsile cast his spell to sense the presence of demons.
His eyes widened in surprise and alarm. 
Demons filled the city, thousands of them, their presence radiating from beneath the earth. Marsile took a few prudent steps back from the edge of the pit. 
“The demons dwell under the city?” 
“Aye, master,” said Tored. “They hate the sun. They only come out at night.”
“Then we had best find shelter before the sun goes down,” said Marsile. They had a few hours of daylight left. He bid his servants to continue and walked among them, keeping himself ready for an attack. 
Soon they came to a massive square in the ruined city’s heart. Worn flagstones clicked against Marsile’s boots, and a gaping pit yawned in the center of the square. Even from a distance, Marsile smelled the reek rising from the blackness. At one side of the square stood a towering High Temple, rimmed with flying buttresses, its towers sharp against the gray sky. Despite centuries of neglect, the High Temple still looked beautiful. Some of the stained-glass windows even remained intact. 
On the other side of the square a strong keep rose against the sky, ringed with a thick curtain wall. No doubt it had been constructed during the final days of the Old Empire, and the city had later grown up around the castle. Did any of the city’s demons lurk in the keep? Marsile murmured his sensing-spell. As before, he sensed countless demons beneath the city, but none within the castle itself. His mind felt a curious blankness when it brushed against the High Temple. He focused his will on the High Temple, and to his surprise, realized the Light warded its walls. 
The High Temple had been consecrated with the Light. 
“Follow me,” said Marsile, curious. He took great care to skirt the edges of the reeking pit. Tored looked at the High Temple, whining to himself.
Marsile stopped before the High Temple’s steps. The doors had rotted away long ago. Within he saw a shadowy nave, lit by dusty shafts of sunlight. 
“You,” said Marsile, pointing at a ghoul. “Go inside.” 
The ghoul stopped, shuddering. Its gaunt head lolled back and forth, its few remaining wisps of hair snapping. 
“Tored,” said Marsile. “Go inside.”
“Can’t,” said Tored, slouching. 
“Why not?” 
“It…burns. Full of fire.” The ghoul looked away. “Hurts.” 
“Wait here,” Marsile commanded. He strode into the High Temple. Dust and grime gritted beneath his boots, and pools of shadow filled the High Temple’s high arches. Statues of saints stared at Marsile from their high niches, and scenes showed Paladins triumphing over the hordes of demon-worshipping barbarians. Marsile scowled in irritation. How many generations had poured their skill and talent into this place, believing the Temple’s lie of immortality after death? No doubt they had believed great reward awaited them in the next life. 
Now their bones lay in the cold earth.
Or their demon-possessed corpses haunted this desolate city. 
Marsile stopped before the high altar. Two skeletons in rusted armor lay on the floor. Their swords remained pristine and gleaming. Against the altar slumped another skeleton, the remnants of a Brother’s cassock clinging to the bones. The skeleton’s hands clutched a golden pendant wrought in the rose sigil of the Divine. 
No doubt the two Silver Knights and the Brother had consecrated the High Temple before their deaths. Marsile looked at the bones and wondered what had happened. Perhaps the city’s populace had fallen to a plague and risen as hordes of demons, the survivors taking refuge in this High Temple. They must have suffered a horrible death, devoured by thirst and hunger while rings of waiting demons prevented any escape.
“Piteous fools,” said Marsile. The words echoed off the lofty ceiling. He left the High Temple behind. 
His servants waited, standing still as statues, save for Tored, who paced back and forth. 
“Dangerous, master,” rasped the ghoul. “We should go, aye.” 
“Go from here, aye,” said Marsile, walking towards the keep. “Follow. But we shall not leave this city just yet.” 
He paused by the edge of the pit and glanced downwards. Below a vaulted tunnel with brickwork walls stretched away in either direction. A stream of stinking water ran through the tunnel, now crusted with slimed ice. A layer of snow covered the stream’s banks. 
Dozens of footprints marked the snow, some clawed, some skeletal. 
Marsile stepped away from the stinking pit. He half-suspected the full strength of that stench could kill a man. What sort of demons lurked beneath this city? 
Marsile strode to the keep, his servants following. The gate had long ago collapsed, the arch lying in wreckage. The courtyard within was empty and barren. He into entered the keep. The great hall was cold and desolate, like the rest of the city. A rime of ice covered the floor, and a heap of ruined furniture stood in the corner. The keep’s stairs had been built of stone and stood intact. Marsile climbed to the tower’s roof, his servants following, and walked to the edge of the battlements. The ruined city spread beneath him like a field of bones, the lake gleaming like a mirror of ice. Marsile made a circle of the keep’s roof. The stairs were the only way to the top of the tower.
“Master,” said Tored, cringing. “What are we doing here?”
“Here?” said Marsile. “Why, here we shall wait.”
With his servants and his spells, Marsile could defend himself here for a long time. Nightgrim could not surprise him here, and Carandis Marken and her Paladin allies could not attack him. They would fall back to the city or the forest to plan. 
And when night fell, the city’s demons would take them all. 
Marsile thought of his near-disastrous battle with the reaper-ghouls. He might have to defend against the city’s demons for several nights. Suppose they overwhelmed him? Yet Marsile could wreak tremendous havoc with his magic, and he knew spells to dominate the demons and turn them against their fellows. 
But suppose greater demons lurked in the ruins, things like Nightgrim or worse? They could prove a deadly foes. Still, Marsile could handle one such creature. And if the city had more than one, such powerful demons would no doubt be bitter rivals, and Marsile could play them off against each other.
Remaining here was a gamble…but it was Marsile’s best chance to kill his pursuers.
“You will wait here, master?” said Tored, shocked. “We might all perish!”
“I suppose we’ll find out, will we not?” said Marsile. He sighed, crossed to the stairs, and began casting spells. 



Chapter 9 - Stench of the Dead
 
Raelum sat by the dying fire, chewing on a piece of jerky. 
Lionel looked neither worse nor better. Raelum had kept a close eye on the older Paladin since their departure from Abbotsford. No new cuts had appeared on his arms, and the wound on his left wrist had more or less healed, but retained a sickly color. Suppose Nightgrim’s foul touch had left a slow-acting poison in Lionel’s bloodstream? Suppose Lionel died in his sleep and rose as a draugvir? 
Sir Oliver would have known what to do.
“Is something amiss?” said Lionel.
“Nay,” said Raelum. “I am simply cold. I grew up in the south, in the sun and dust. I’ll never grow used to these northern winters.” 
“And it has been a mild winter,” said Arthuras, wrapped in his mottled cloak. “Arvandil usually lies under heavy snows by now. I expectt a blizzard any day.” 
“A boon,” said Raelum, “that we may pursue Marsile all the faster.” 
“And a curse,” said Arthuras, “for if we are not hindered, then neither is Marsile.” 
“And since we are speaking of the devil,” said Carandis, finishing her breakfast, “shall we find out where he is, hmm?” She drew out the metal bar and laid it across her knees. Her fingers writhed over the rod, her lips mouthing the spell’s words. Blue light flashed. 
“Two days,” she muttered. 
Arthuras sat up straighter. “Two days? In which direction?”
“The northeast,” said Carandis. She returned the rod to her pack. “Two days to the northeast.”
“We’ve gained,” said Raelum. 
Arthuras got up and began to prowl around the fire. “Or he stopped.”
“Aye,” said Carandis. “I…had that sense. There were…stone walls? Many stone walls, I think.”
Arthuras closed his eyes, his face sagging.
“What’s wrong?” said Lionel. “If he’s stopped, we have a better chance of catching him.” 
“I have a good idea where he stopped,” said Arthuras.
Raelum looked up, remembering what Arthuras had said about the nameless city. 
“Two days to the northeast,” said Arthuras, “are the ruins of a great city. It was once the city of the king of Arvandil. When plagues and wars and demon-worship destroyed this land, the city fell into ruin. The living have long forsaken it, and demons fill the ruins. Some were once men and women of Arvandil. Others are remnants from the Old Empire, like the creatures guarding Abbotsford. And some, I fear, are horrors from beyond the Silvercrown Mountains.” 
“Then why would Marsile stop there?” said Raelum.
“Perhaps he seeks something buried in the ruins,” said Carandis. “Or to enslave more demon servants.” 
“He would be a fool to do so,” said Arthuras. “Even the mightiest blood sorcerer cannot control more than a few hundred demons at once. Thousands fill the ruined city. Marsile would claim one new ghoul, only to have a dozen more rip him to shreds.” 
“Then he’s stopped for another dark book, like the ones he took from the monasteries,” said Lionel. 
“And if he’s stopped,” said Raelum, closing his fist, “we can catch him at last.” 
“You speak as one who has never seen the nameless city,” said Arthuras. He looked at Carandis. “You should stop casting the location spell.” 
“What?” said Carandis. “Why?”
“Because,” said Arthuras, “I think Marsile stopped in the nameless city to set a trap for us.” 
They sat in silence for a moment. The cold wind snapped the fire’s smoke into wild spirals. 
“He can most likely sense the spell,” said Carandis. “He must know we are pursuing him. But if he knows we chase him, then why stop?” 
“The only good reason he has to stop,” said Arthuras, “is to set a trap for us.” 
“Then you are sure,” said Carandis, “the reason he stopped is to set an ambush for us.”
“Almost certainly,” said Arthuras. “Most likely he sensed your spell the first time you cast it. Marsile then realized you must live, since you were the only one at St. Tarill’s with the High Art. And if Nightgrim returned to Marsile, then he knows that both Sir Raelum and Sir Lionel yet live.” Lionel shuddered and looked away. “Every day he feels your spell. So he prepares traps. By now he realized that Walchelin failed. Therefore he now prepares another trap for us in the nameless city.” 
“What of it?” said Raelum. “If he is setting a trap for us, let him. If we know about the trap, we can avoid its bite.”
“And a man can see a flying arrow, but cannot avoid it,” said Arthuras. 
“Then what do you suggest?” said Carandis. “Do we turn back?” 
“Do as you please,” said Raelum, “but I will never stop chasing Marsile.” 
“We must stop him,” said Arthuras. “He cannot reach Moragannon. No, I do not propose that we stop. Instead, we must do two things. First, we will only enter the nameless city by daylight. Its demons rise from the catacombs at night. If we are caught in that foul place after dark, it will mean our deaths and worse. We must find defensible ground outside the city where we can camp safely during the night, and only venture into the city during the day.”
“Agreed,” said Raelum. “And the second thing?” 
“As I said, Carandis should stop using the location spell,” said Arthuras.
Carandis frowned. “Why? We can’t find Marsile without it.”
“He already knows we are coming,” said Arthuras. “And we know he is in the nameless city. If you stop, it may put him off his guard. At the very least, it will confuse him.” 
“All right,” said Carandis. “I won’t cast the spell again, at least until we’ve come to the nameless city.”
“I agree,” said Lionel.
Raelum nodded.
“Then let us,” said Arthuras, “make for the nameless city, much as I might wish otherwise.” 
“One question?” said Carandis. “Why does everyone call it the nameless city? Surely the bloody place has a name.”
Arthuras’s smile was bleak. “It once had a name, but most of those who knew it were slain, and those who survived regarded the city as accursed, and spoke not its name. And in time the name was utterly forgotten.”
“Cheering thought,” said Carandis. 
They doused the dying campfire, tended to the horses, adjusted their packs, and continued through the trackless forests. Arthuras led them through the maze of ancient trees. Sometimes he knew game trails or dry creek beds they could use, and Raelum’s appreciation for their strange guide grew. Even with Carandis’s location spell, they would have been hopelessly lost without Arthuras’s guidance. 
Yet how had Arthuras survived dwelling alone in these lands? It nagged at Raelum’s mind. He brooded on it, Lionel’s pallor, and Marsile’s trap as they wove their way through the trees.
Arthuras stopped, greasy strands of gray-black hair skittering across his face. 
“What is it?” said Raelum.
“Something burned here,” said Arthuras, sniffing the air, “recently.” 
“Marsile’s campfire, perhaps?” said Raelum. 
“I do not think so,” said Arthuras. “It smells like burned meat. Marsile may have fought enemies here.” He drew his sword, the steel shimmering. “Ready yourselves.” Raelum and Lionel drew their swords, and Carandis took a deep breath in preparation for a spell. 
The crumbled foundations of a long-ruined village appeared before them. Charred corpses lay strewn about the ruins, scorched bones stark against the white snow. Raelum tapped a skull with the tip of his sword, and it dissolved into dust. 
“These were demons,” said Raelum. “Ghouls, I think. Yet something burned them to charcoal.” 
“And I’ve never seen a demon like this before,” said Carandis, nudging a twisted corpse with her staff. It looked to have been a ghoul, albeit a ghoul larger and stronger than any Raelum had seen. It had a mouthful of jagged fangs and two enormous tusks. Long, curved claws, like scythes, jutted from its fingers. 
“What are they?” said Lionel. “I’ve never seen a demon like this.”
“I have,” said Arthuras. “People usually call them reaper-ghouls from the talons on their hands. They’re stronger, faster, and tougher than ghouls found on the western side of the Alderine River. They are almost impossible to destroy, and can heal themselves quickly.” 
“Are these beasts invulnerable, then?” said Lionel.
Arthuras snorted. “Do they not lie before us? They cannot abide magical fire of sufficient intensity. And I have never seen the blade of a Paladin used against one, but I suspect it would prove effective.” 
“Marsile must have fought them off,” said Raelum.
Carandis muttered a spell, gesturing over the corpses. “Aye. Marsile cast powerful spells here.” 
“He must have realized their weakness,” said Arthuras. “A pity he did not. They could have torn him to shreds and saved us the journey.” 
Raelum drew on his demonborn senses, seeking for any demons yet lingering in the destroyed ghouls.
His head jerked up.
He felt the presence of numerous demons in the surrounding trees. 
“What is it?” said Carandis.
“Demons,” said Raelum. “Dozens.” 
Arthuras snarled a curse. “We should never have stopped!” 
They stood in a loose circle and waited. Raelum heard branches crackling and snapping beneath heavy feet. A carrion stench, like rancid grease, brushed his nostrils. His sword and Lionel’s shimmered with white flame. 
A hulking gray-skinned shape lumbered into sight. Huge tusks gashed the creature’s twisted face, and long, curved claws jutted from its fingers. Both its claws and eyes flickered with a ghostly, blue-green flame. A dozen more reaper-ghouls appeared behind the first creature. 
With the reaper-ghouls came a ghastly, bloated shape. It looked like a ghoul swollen to grotesque size, resembling an enormous ball of rotting flesh. Wisps of greenish fume swirled around its nostrils and mouth. Even from a distance, the bloated thing smelled worse than the reaper-ghouls. 
Arthuras sang his chanting, eerie song, and his weapon burst into yellow-orange flames. The reaper-ghouls flinched and stopped. Fear and maddened hunger battled on their bestial faces. 
Yet the swollen ghoul continued lurched forward, toddling on bloated legs. 
“What is that thing?” said Lionel.
Arthuras drove his flaming sword into the earth. With his hands free, he raised his bow, pulled, and released. His arrow plunged into the swollen ghoul’s belly. 
The creature exploded. 
Chunks of rotten meat skidded over the ground, and a plume of sickly green vapor billowed upwards. Raelum gagged and tried not to empty his stomach. 
“A festerling,” said Arthuras. “The fume of decay fills their flesh, and they breathe it out upon the living.” 
The reaper-ghouls screamed, their keening cries slicing into Raelum’s ears, and charged. Raelum just had time to get a good grip on his sword and shield, and then the foe was upon them. A reaper-ghoul slashed at Raelum, claws shrieking through the air. Even through the metal of his shield, he felt the enervating chill. Raelum twisted aside and slashed, his sword leaving a gash on the creature’s chest. He ducked under another blow and chopped, taking the reaper-ghoul’s left hand at the wrist. The flesh from its wrist to its elbow crumbled into ash, leaving the bones visible. The reaper-ghoul flung itself at Raelum, and he caught the creature on his sword, the blade bursting from its back. The demon shuddered and fell, its flesh crumbling to dust. 
Raelum spun, seeking a new foe. Lionel had felled one reaper-ghoul and now battled another. Carandis unleashed short bursts of white astralfire. Her flames staggered the creatures, allowing Lionel or Arthuras to land killing blows. Arthuras twisted and spun, his burning sword carving glowing arcs.
Two more festerlings emerged from the ruins. “Arthuras!” said Raelum. “Your bow!” Another reaper-ghoul lunged at Raelum. Raelum blocked, sidestepped, and took off the reaper-ghoul’s head. “Arthuras!” 
Arthuras glanced at the approaching festerlings. Yet the reaper-ghouls pursued him, snapping and snarling. Raelum swung and hacked, trying to force his way to Arthuras’s side.
One of the festerlings reached the edge of the battle and belched. A spray of swirling yellowish smoke burst from its mouth. The stench hit Raelum like a blow, and he stumbled back a step, gagging. A reaper-ghoul reached for him, cold claws brushing against his mailed chest. Raelum roared and called on the Light to fill him with strength. He chopped the reaper-ghoul in half from skull to crotch, and charged forward just as the festerling just as it opened its mouth again. His swing took off the creature’s head, sending a spray of green vapor into the sky as the body crumpled like an empty sack. 
Raelum turned and saw a reaper-ghoul strike Arthuras across the side of the head, sending him to the ground. The reaper-ghoul stooped over him, and Raelumcharged and took off the reaper-ghoul’s hand and head in quick succession. The second festerling drew closer, and Raelum dropped his sword and snatched up Arthuras’s bow. He took aim and released. The arrow whizzed past the festerling’s head and slammed into a tree. Raelum cursed, steadied himself, and loosed another arrow. This time the arrow plunged into the festerling’s neck. A jet of fume sprayed from the wound, and the creature deflated into a ragged heap. 
A reaper-ghoul slammed into Raelum from behind, and he went down with the creature’s stinking weight on top of him. Raelum yanked his silver dagger free and stabbed the reaper-ghoul. It howled in pain and lurched back, tearing the dagger from Raelum’s fingers. Raelum rolled to the side, seized his sword, and stabbed the creature in the stomach. It fell with a wail, the sword’s white fires chewing into its flesh.
He lurched back to his feet, panting. A ring of fallen reaper-ghouls surrounded Lionel. More fled screaming into the woods, crackling with Carandis’s blue astralfire. Arthuras lay unmoving on the ground. Raelum turned and plunged his blade into the back of a reaper-ghoul menacing Carandis. The creature heaved and tried to twist away, and Carandis whirled and flung a bolt of azure fire into its face. The reaper-ghoul went down, the flames raging into its flesh. 
Raelum turned in a slow circle. The surviving reaper-ghouls fled in all directions. Most of their number lay sprawled and burning across the ground. Raelum sighed, pulled off his helmet, and wiped the sweat from his brow. 
“Are either of you hurt?” he called. 
“I am uninjured,” said Carandis, “if tired.”
“My armor turned the claws,” said Lionel. “But the stink! By the Divine, that horrid stink!” 
“What of Arthuras?” said Carandis. 
Raelum knelt by Arthuras’s side. He had a deep gash down his left temple and jaw, his face stained with blood. The edges of the wound had turned grayish-green. Raelum felt the festering demon taint in the wound. If left untended it would kill Arthuras, draw a demon into his corpse, and raise him as a reaper-ghoul.  
“I’ll tend to him,” said Raelum. He closed his eyes and summoned the Light. The Light flooded into the wound, burning away the demon taint. Raelum shuddered, opened his eyes, and pulled his hand from the gash. Exhaustion rushed through him, yet the cut had healed to a livid red welt. 
“By the Divine,” muttered Lionel. “That stench! Even the deepest levels of hell don’t smell so foul, I am certain. How is Arthuras?”
“He will recover,” said Raelum, climbing back to his feet. He scooped up his dropped weapons. “We’d best not linger here.” 
“Arthuras will need to rest,” said Carandis. 
“Lash him to one of the horses,” said Raelum. “We’ll carry its load ourselves until he can walk again.”
Lionel groaned and looked at Arthuras…and then a frown spread over his face. “What the devil?”
“What is it?” said Raelum
Lionel knelt besides the unconscious man. “You are not the only demonborn among us, it seems.” He pushed back Arthuras’s greasy hair.
The top of his right ear came to a sharp point. Lionel turned Arthuras’s head to the side, revealing the other ear. It also came to a point. 
“What do you make of that?” said Lionel, stepping away. “He always kept his head covered, whether with his cloak or hair.”
Raelum shrugged. “It matters not. He’s not possessed. Otherwise the Light would have harmed him, not healed him. But what of that?” He shrugged. “Perhaps I am indeed a devil, as so many have claimed. Yet I do what I must.”
“No,” said Lionel, “no. I would be dead, if not for you.” He shuddered and rubbed his wrist. “Or worse than dead...”
“Perhaps the ears aren’t a the mark of a demonborn,” said Carandis, frowning with deep thought. “Perhaps he…is simply not entirely human.” 
“What do you mean?” said Raelum. 
“Races other than man once walked this world,” said Carandis. “The Elder People and the Ashborn. And for all I know, they still do. It is a large world, after all. Some old books in the library of the Conclave speak of shapechangers, men with the ability to take the forms of animals. Perhaps Arthuras is among their number.” 
“You are wrong,” said Arthuras, voice raspy, “though close.” 
He sat up, blinking, rubbing his forehead. Lionel backed away. 
“Well?” said Raelum. “How do you feel?” 
“Like a nail beneath a hammer,” said Arthuras, blinking, “though I suppose I could feel worse.” His lips twitched into a pained grin. “And it appears I too owe you my life. You travel in a company of your debtors, Raelum.” 
“We saw your ears,” said Lionel. “What have you to say?” 
“I am in fact a Hierarch of the Old Empire,” said Arthuras, scooping up his sword and standing. He leaned on his blade for support. “And I’ve brought you out into the wilderness to kill you.”
Lionel backed away, eyes wide. 
Carandis burst out laughing. “He’s jesting, fool. At least, I hope so.”
“I am,” said Arthuras. “Forgive me for being churlish. I have something of a headache.” He sighed, shook his head, and pulled up the hood of his cloak. “I told you before that all men have their secrets? Well, you have found mine, though I might have wished it otherwise.” 
They said nothing for a moment. Smoke drifted from the charred reaper-ghouls. 
Arthuras coughed. “Let us be gone. This stink chokes my nose.” Raelum handed him his bow. “As we go, I’ll tell you my secret.” He leaned on the bow like a staff. “That way.” 
They wove through the trees, away from the ruined village. Raelum brushed the surrounding trees with his demonborn senses. A few hesitant reaper-ghouls trailed them, but nothing on the scale of the last band. Raelum hoped their hunger didn’t override their fear. 
“I am,” said Arthuras, “ninety-six years old.” 
“Ninety-six?” said Carandis. “That’s impossible!” 
“Marsile is nine score years old,” said Lionel, “his life sustained with stolen lives.”
“Don’t be foolish,” said Arthuras. “I neither wield blood sorcery nor steal life. You were right before, Carandis. Races other than man once ruled this world. The Elder People, as you said.” 
“But the Hierarchs of the Old Empire destroyed the Elder People,” said Carandis. “All that remains are some ruins and their writings.” 
“Aye,” said Arthuras, “the Old Empire destroyed the kingdoms of the Elder People, but not all the Elder People perished. Some linger in hidden fortresses in the deep woods, or in the ruins of the Old Empire beyond the Silvercrown Mountains. Yet in the mountains themselves lies Rhegion, a hidden city, a secret stronghold of the Elder People, safe from demons and Ashborn and mortal men alike.”
“Impossible,” said Carandis. “The Conclave would know of such a place.” 
“The Conclave does not know all,” said Arthuras. “Most Adepts believe that the Old Empire destroyed the Elder People entirely. Some know better, and seek them out. My mother was one of them.” He shook his head. “She was trained in the Conclave a hundred and twenty years ago. She might even have known Marsile, I suppose. But she hungered for greater knowledge and struck out on her own. A century ago she learned of Rhegion, and came there to learn. The Elder People admitted her. She learned much…and later became pregnant by one of the lords of Rhegion.” 
“With you,” said Raelum.
“Aye,” said Arthuras. “The Elder People viewed it as a hideous crime, a defilement of their race. She bore me, and then they expelled her. They kept me, though, since I was part of their blood, even if mortal flesh tainted me. The Protector of the city raised me, and I learned what I could of their arts and lore, of spells and smithcraft. Yet when I turned eighteen I learned what had befallen my mother, and I left Rhegion in a rage, determined to seek her out. I visited St. Tarill’s and Karrent, and learned she had never passed through. So I scoured all of old Arvandil, from the Alderine River to the Mountains. Her wanderlust had taken her over the Silvercrown Mountains, into what had been the Old Empire. I followed her.” Arthuras fell silent, gazing to the east.
“Did you find her?” said Carandis. 
“In time,” said Arthuras. “I wandered long. I fought the Ashborn and demon horrors. Pray you never see them. In time I found her. She had been killed and raised as a draugvir, slave to a kind of demon the Elder People call a sidhraug, a demon mage of terrible power and second only to a high demon in raw might. I managed to destroy the mage and free my mother, and gave her the gift of death. That was almost seventy years ago.”
“It is said that the Elder People were cruel and indifferent to mortals,” said Carandis.
“They are,” said Arthuras. He spat, cleared his throat, and continued speaking. “They were different, long ago. They built cities as men do. But most of their race ended. Those that survive are bitter, spending their time in endless revels. I do not seek them out, though I have met some. And I will not return to Rhegion, save at the direst need.”
“What did you do after you freed your mother?” said Carandis.
“I wandered,” said Arthuras, “in the lands of men. I visited Saranor, Annoc, Araspan, Callia. I traveled over the sea to the lands of Carth. Men panicked if they saw my ears. In Annoc I was called a devil. In Carth they called me an ifrit, a demon of the desert.” He smiled. “In time I came back to the ruins of Arvandil, where I could dwell in peace, and settled in the caves. There I have remained since.” 
“You came home to die,” said Raelum. Arthuras raised his eyebrows. “You’re ninety-six, after all.”
“I am,” said Arthuras, “but the blood of the Elder People runs in my veins. I do not know how long I will live. Two hundred years? Three hundred? A millennium? It matters not. After all, we might die tomorrow.”
“You might,” said Carandis, “but as for me, I would prefer to end my days comfortably in bed.” 
“A fine goal,” said Arthuras. “Let us try to keep ourselves alive long enough for that.”
They kept walking. Arthuras’s stride lengthened, his movements regaining their usual fluidity. They made good time and soon came to an ancient, ice-crusted canal. 
“The nameless city sits on the shores of a lake,” said Arthuras. “This canal connects to that lake. Tomorrow, I think, we should reach the city.”
“What will we do then?” said Lionel.
“Let’s worry about it tomorrow,” said Carandis. 
They made camp by the edge of the frozen canal as night fell. Raelum took first watch, his sword point grounded, both hands clenched around the hilt.
Tomorrow, he would at last find Marsile.  



Chapter 10 - A New Master
 
Marsile paced the top of the keep, watching the sun go down. 
His servants stood guard around the battlements, ready to defend him. The stairs flickered and glowed with warding spells. Rays of orange light slanted through the ruined streets, painting the crumbled walls red. 
He heard noises from the great pit in the city’s square, groans and shuffling. 
Perhaps he should leave before the sun went down. He had not felt Carandis Marken’s spell for an entire day. Perhaps the girl had been killed. Or maybe Walchelin had succeeded after all. If so, Marsile no longer needed to set this ambush. 
His spells detected thousands of demons moving beneath the city. 
Perhaps he had miscalculated. He might not have the strength to survive an entire night here.
Marsile shook his head. If he left the city now, the demons would catch him before he even reached the gates. Here, in the fortified keep, he had an excellent chance of surviving, if he kept his wits about him.
The sun vanished beneath the city’s wall. The nameless city plunged into shadow, darkness choking the streets.
Hideous sounds rose from the pit in the square, groans and screams of pain. Marsile cast a series of spells over himself, wards to turn aside both physical and magical attacks. 
He gazed down into the square beneath the keep and let out a pained breath. 
Hundreds of demons boiled from the pit, like ants pouring from an anthill. Reaper-ghouls snarled and hissed, their glowing claws slashing. Marsile saw a scores of lesser ghouls. With the other demons came, bloated shapes, flesh quivering with noxious poisons. Outside the wall, the lake flickered with ghostly radiance as wraiths drifted over the water. Yelps and screams echoed from the desolate houses as the demons rose from the catacombs.
Marsile waited. 
One of the reaper-ghouls lifted its head, sniffing. Others pressed drooling muzzles to the cracked paving stones, sniffing the ground. They would have picked up his scent by now, or perhaps the scent of the comatose children. 
Then one of the reaper-ghouls looked up and saw him. It let loose a hideous squeal and dashed into the courtyard, vanishing into the keep’s doors. Dozens more followed. 
Marsile hastened to the stairwell, readying himself. He heard the clamor as the reaper-ghouls raced up the stairs. If his warding spells failed, if the sigils inscribed upon the stone steps failed, then nothing would stop the reaper-ghouls from killing him. 
One appeared at the base of the stairs, a dozen steps from Marsile, eyes ablaze with maddened hunger. The thing regarded him for a moment, then sprang up the stairs with a snarl. 
An electric flash of white light illuminated the night. The reaper-ghoul howled in pain, white fire drilling into corroded flesh. It collapsed to the ground, writhing. Marsile’s warding spells had held against the creature. But would they hold against hundreds? 
Dozens of reaper-ghouls crowded at the base of the stairs, snarling. With them came a host of lesser ghouls. Marsile cast the spell to dominate demons and forced his will into the creatures. Three of the lesser ghouls came under his control, and he commanded them to attack. The ghouls hurled themselves at their greater cousins, clawing and biting. A dozen reaper-ghouls rushed the stairs, and Marsile backed away as the dazzling white flash filled the night. The creatures retreated, screaming and burning. Marsile’s wards still showed no sign of weakening. 
He cast a spell and unleashed a shaft of blue astralfire into the packed, snarling mass of demons. Limbs and heads flew, bursting into flame, and greasy smoke rose from the stairwell, accompanied by the enraged screams of the creatures. Marsile flung blast after blast until he could not stand the smoke rising from the stairwell, and stepped back to catch his breath. Another reaper-ghoul tried to charge through the smoke and burst into flame, thrown back by the warding spells. 
Marsile laughed. Let them come! He would fill this keep with fire if necessary, fill the city with thousands of charred corpses. 
The sound of horses’ hooves rose from the square. For a panicked moment Marsile wondered if Carandis Marken and the Paladins had charged into the city on horseback. He flung one more blast of astralfire down the stairwell, eliciting a chorus of screams, and hastened to the battlements. 
Dark horsemen galloped through the square, dozens of them. Their horses were little more than skeletons draped in flapping rags of skin. The riders were withered corpses, clad in mail and plate. A faint greenish glow shimmered around their weapons and armor. Some carried lances bearing the standard Marsile had in seen in Abbotsford, the bone-crowned skull of Baligant. Had these demon knights once been the vassals of Baligant? 
One of the knights rode forward and lifted a hand, and silence fell over the teeming demons. Marsile braced himself. If the demon knights led the reaper-ghouls in a coordinated assault, Marsile might not survive the night. 
“Come down!” boomed the knight in an awful voice. “Come down, for you have entered the domain of the Lord Baligant! Your lives, and the lives of those with you, are forfeit to us!” 
“I think not!” said Marsile. He cast the spell to sense the presence of magic, focusing on the knights. The knights’ weapons bore a powerful enchantment. Marsile suspected their blades could drain and store stolen life, while also shielding the knights from normal weapons and many spells. 
“Come down!” commanded the knight. “We shall slay you, and you will rise as Lord Baligant’s servant.”
Marsile cocked his head to the side. The weapon might protect the knight, but he doubted it could shield the horse. “Would it change your mind if you knew I had come to raise Lord Baligant?” 
“Do not beg for your life!” said the knight. “Come down and join us, or we shall come up and take you.” 
Marsile laughed. “You must have more wisdom than that, surely, if you’ve survived all these years. Gallop elsewhere, before I lose patience.” 
The knight stared to ride forward. 
Marsile cast a spell. A burst of blue astralfire sheared through the horse’s neck and front legs, and the beast collapsed in a spray of bones. The knight clanged to the ground, and the black sword clattered away, the green glow vanishing. Marsile struck again, and his fire smashed the knight’s head and shoulders, devouring dry flesh and ancient bone. The demon knight flopped once and went still. 
Marsile blinked the afterimage from his eyes. “Well, sirs!” he called. “Come up, if you wish! I have plenty for all!” 
The knights thundered across the courtyard and vanished into the keep’s doors. Marsile turned, fighting off his growing weariness, and ran to the stairwell. Black smoke still billowed from the opening, and the floor trembled beneath Marsile’s boots as the knights galloped their horses up the stairs. The smoke cleared, and Marsile glimpsed a skeletal horse, its rider brandishing a spear of black wood and steel. 
The horse struck the wards on the stairs. The spells blazed with a dazzling green flash, and the horse disintegrated in a spray of emerald flame. The knight catapulted forward, tumbled up the stairs, and landed before Marsile’s feet. Marsile cast a spell, lashing his will like a fist, and sent the knight sprawling. He sent a silent command to his servants. Two ghouls dashed forward, seized the reeling knight, and flung it over the battlements. The knight’s armor clattered against the courtyard, bones rolling over the stones. 
Three more knights tried to force the stairs. Marsile dispatched them all, first wrenching their weapons away with bursts of psychokinetic force, then blasting their bodies to ash with astralfire. Two lost their horses against the wards and fled. One knight even got caught within the wards and burned away, the spells incinerating the dead flesh. The knights broke off their attack and contented themselves with surrounding the keep. 
Marsile laughed and cast one more spell, strengthening the wards guarding the stairs. With nothing more than his magic and some planning, he had held off a small army of demons. He could hold here as long as he wished. Yet Carandis Marken and the Silver Knights would not find it so easy. Marsile could kill them as they struggled against the city’s demons, and then continue to Moragannon in peace. 
Assuming, of course, Carandis and the Paladins yet lived. Marsile had not felt the touch of the location-spell for some time. Perhaps Carandis had been killed or disabled. 
A flicker of green light caught his eye. Marsile kicked aside the armor of a destroyed knight and bent over a fallen black spear. The metal flickered with green radiance, like lights shimmering beneath deep water. Intrigued, Marsile worked a spell to probe the weapon’s enchantment. 
It held the stolen life energies of dozens of victims, captured through a powerful spell of blood sorcery. Curious, Marsile picked it up. The blade crackled with cold, though the shaft thrummed with warmth. Marsile focused his will into the weapon, and a small surge of life energy surged into him, easing the ache in his joints and skull. 
He smiled. A reserve of stolen life energy would prove useful.  
Marsile bade his servants to prepare his litter as a bed, and others to ready a small fire. The expenditure of power had taken its toll. Once the fire and the litter had been prepared, Marsile lay down with a weary sigh.
“Tored!” he called.
Tored slunk to his side. “Master?”
“Keep a close eye upon the demons,” Marsile ordered. “If anything changes, shout until I awaken.”
“Master.” 
“For your own safety, I advise you stay close to the battlements,” said Marsile. “If you come within a dozen paces of me as I sleep, my servants will rip you apart.” 
“Master,” croaked Tored. “Tored keep watch.” The ghoul prowled around the edge of the tower, peering between the battlements. 
Marsile closed his eyes and fell asleep.
 
###
 
Nightgrim stood in the shadows, wrapped in the black clothes and cloak he had taken from Abbotsford. The clothes were rude things, well beneath his station, but they hid his bone-white skin.
And as Lionel of Tarrenheim stood a hundred paces away, Nightgrim wished to remain unseen. 
Nightgrim stood still as death. Red-eyed Raelum, the Adept Carandis, and their strange guide lay asleep around the fire. Lionel stood guard, scanning the darkness. His eyes passed over Nightgrim and moved on. 
Nightgrim focused his mind, listening to the young Paladin’s thoughts. To Nightgrim’s surprise, he heard Lionel’s thoughts with far greater clarity. The draugvir-taint must have soaked, bit by bit, into Lionel’s flesh. Guilt and terror and uneasy pleasure scudded through Lionel’s mind. 
Which meant Nightgrim could walk into the camp and command Lionel to do whatever he wished. Paladin or not, Nightgrim doubted Lionel had the strength to resist him. Nightgrim licked his lips, his own hunger rising. He would kill Raelum and the guide in their sleep. Then he would drain the Adept dry, and last of all, he would drink the last drop of Lionel’s blood. Perhaps he would let them rise as lesser draugvir. Additional slaves might prove useful 
But with them dead, how to find Marsile?
Nightgrim turned, intending to return to his slaves, and noticed a flash of light to the north. The flash returned, followed by a brief blue flare. It looked like the flash of an Adept’s astralfire. 
Had Marsile encountered difficulties? 
Nightgrim tittered and raced through the trees. A short distance later he came to his slaves. The ghouls moaned and whimpered, staring at the unconscious villagers. Nightgrim’s commands kept them from devouring the flesh. 
“My loyal servants!” said Nightgrim. “We travel in haste. Follow me!” 
“Master,” blubbered Walchelin, shuffling forward. “Hungry…so hungry…”
Nightgrim seized Walchelin’s head and bent it back until Walchelin wailed in misery. “As, no doubt, your ears are in an advanced state of decay, I fear you may not have heard me. We travel, in haste, immediately. Follow me!” 
Nightgrim sprang through the trees, his servants racing after him. He lashed them with his will, driving them faster. He took a long loop around the camp, and returned to the ancient road alongside the canal. Nightgrim ran on, his servants following. An hour later the canal ended in a broad lake, wraiths dancing over its surface. On the shore rose a crumbling city ringed by a thick stone wall. The light had come within the city. Nightgrim strode to the city’s gate and lowered his head to the earth, sniffing. 
Marsile had passed here, not long ago. 
Nightgrim stared through the gate. Within he heard shuffling and groaning, the creak of rotted flesh and crumbling bone. He saw numerous hunched, dark shapes. Did demons fill the city? Nightgrim supposed it made sense. A city of living men would not survive in these lands. 
“My gracious servants!” said Nightgrim. “Remain here while I pursue an errand within the city.” 
His slaves groaned in response. 
Nightgrim strolled into the gates, ruined stone walls looming over him. Within a few moments dozens of hulking, burning-eyed ghouls raced towards him, their fingers tipped with glowing scythe-claws. Nightgrim looked at them, the darkness of his demon welling within, and slaved the reaper-ghouls to his will. They fawned over him, licking his hands and boots. Nightgrim humored them for a few moments, then continued into the dead city, surrounded by his new escort. 
He stepped into the city’s central square. A great High Temple rose on one side. To Nightgrim’s demon it glowed with a faint, painful light. On the other side of the square stood a sturdy castle. Nightgrim saw fires burning within, smoke rising from the windows. Another, smaller fire burned on the keep’s roof, outlining the forms of ghouls. Nightgrim brushed his mind against them and felt the familiar bonds of Marsile’s domination spells. 
Marsile had camped on the roof of the keep? He wondered why the Adept had risked coming to his place. No matter. Nightgrim would scale the walls, surprise Marsile, and crush him like an insect. 
Hordes of reaper-ghouls swarmed through the square, racing for Nightgrim. He shattered their wills and enslaved them without an effort. Within moments he had hundreds of the wretched things under his control. 
Hooves clattered, and Nightgrim saw a dozen demon knights on skeletal horses riding towards him. The knights encircled him, lowering their green-flickering weapons. Nightgrim stared back, testing them with his will. They were too strong to dominate, and he was not sure he could defeat them in a straight fight. 
One of the knights spurred its mount forward. The knight carried a standard, a sigil of a moldering skull crowned in bones and gold wire. “You are stronger than us.” 
Nightgrim gripped the hem of his cloak and did a grand bow. “Your compliments, sir, do flatter me.”
“Why have you come?” rasped the knight. “You have taken our minions. Have you come to destroy us and take our place?”
Nightgrim laughed. “Your pardons,” he waved his hand over the desolation, “but I have no wish to rule over rubble and corpses. I have merely come to perform one small errand, and then I shall depart for lands more…amenable to my appetites.” 
“Then what do you seek?”
“To put it simply,” Nightgrim pointed at the keep, “I have come to kill that man.” 
The knight’s ravaged face revealed no expression, but the demon creature stiffened in the saddle. “He has defied us and mocked us. All mortals who enter this city must give their lives to the great Lord Baligant.”
Nightgrim heard howls of glee. He glanced back towards the city’s gate and saw reaper-ghouls ripping apart his unconscious villagers. “So I observe.” 
“If you have come to kill the mage, we grant you leave,” said the knight. “And you may depart once we have his corpse.”
“Sir! I am hurt!” said Nightgrim. “I am a gentleman, and I presume you are, or at least you were. Gentlemen do not command each other. Though since I will have no use for Marsile’s corpse, I will be delighted to present it to you and your lordly brothers as a gift.” 
“Very well,” said knight. “Be wary. He has laid a spell over the stairs. It ravages and burns immortal flesh.” 
“I have,” said Nightgrim, “far better means of travel.”
“Then you will slay this impudent mage?” said the knight. 
Nightgrim had enough stolen blood to survive a journey back to the civilized lands, though the hunger would drive him half-mad. And, after all, he could feast on Marsile, Lionel of Tarrenheim, and Carandis Marken before starting back. And once back in the civilized lands he could do as he had done to Abbotsford, feasting and killing as he pleased. 
“Very well,” said Nightgrim, “I shall remove this fiendish intruder from your midst.” 
He looked at the hundreds of reaper-ghouls. Marsile had survived their attack, it seemed, but Nightgrim would find a better use for them.
He sent them a silent command and turned for the keep, the reaper-ghouls following. 
 
###
 
“Master!” said Tored. “Master must wake!”
“Eh?” Marsile opened his eyes. The ghoul crouched a dozen paces away, whining. 
“Master!” said Tored. “Something happens!” 
Marsile sat up in alarm. Leaning on the black spear as a staff, he hastened to the battlements. 
The demon knights had moved out of the keep’s courtyard and into the square, surrounding a black-cloaked figure. Their rasping voices drifted in the night, answered by the black-cloaked form’s sonorous tones. Did the knights have a master, a mighty demon that had just emerged from the catacombs? 
The cloaked figure turned, and Marsile saw the bone-white face and black eyes of Nightgrim. 
Somehow, the draugvir had tracked him here. 
“Master?” said Tored. 
“Be silent!” said Marsile. Nightgrim strolled towards the keep, hundreds of reaper-ghouls following him. Marsile’s domination spell had no power against reaper-ghouls’ maddened hunger, but Nightgrim seemed able to control them. 
Here was the coordinated, relentless assault Marsile had feared. 
He leaned over the battlements and cast a spell with as much power as he could muster. A bar of white astralfire screamed from Marsile’s hands and crashed into Nightgrim’s chest. The draugvir flew a dozen feet and crashed into the ground. Marsile peered at the fallen creature, readying another spell.
Nightgrim sprang back to his feet, unharmed. His eyes blazed like coals.
“Really, sir!” shouted Nightgrim. “You struck without challenge, without warning. How gauche! How base! You have, I fear, left me with no choice but to retaliate.” 
He ran forward, the reaper-ghouls following behind him. 
Marsile stepped back from the battlements, trying not to panic. He had no spells that would harm Nightgrim. The black spear might have the power to wound a draugvir, but Marsile was no match physically for Nightgrim. Could he escape as he had at St. Tarill’s, shifting his body to the astral world? No, Nightgrim existed in both the material and the spiritual worlds. Marsile clutched the spear, wondering if he could use its stolen life to fuel a spell…
Stolen life…
Marsile ran to the servant carrying his books. He threw down the spear, seized the Book of Stolen Blood, and flipped through the pages. One of the spells of blood sorcery could control any creature that had stolen life energies.
It might work against Nightgrim. Or it might not.
Marsile stared at the spell, sweat breaking on his brow. He could think of nothing better. Cradling the opened book in one arm, he moved to the battlements, peering down. A draugvir had the ability to climb the walls like a spider. No doubt he would use the ability to avoid the wards upon the stairs. 
Marsile worked a protective spell to shield his mind from Nightgrim’s gaze. He tried to calm himself, and scanned the walls. 
 
###
 
Nightgrim stepped into the shadows, watching the keep. He saw Marsile pacing the battlements, craning his neck this way and that. Nightgrim chuckled, waited until Marsile turned his back, and dashed into the keep. The tower stank of smoke and charred flesh. Nightgrim made his way up the stairs, dozens of reaper-ghouls following. 
Numerous reaper-ghouls lay sprawled in the chamber below the turret, still charred and smoking. The stairs leading to the roof crackled with magical energy. 
“To the rooftop,” ordered Nightgrim.
The reaper-ghouls lurched forward, shoving against each other. The sigils on the stairs snarled and flared. Nightgrim watched the reaper-ghouls fall. With enough of them, Nightgrim could finally overwhelm the wards, pile demons against the stairs until the spells shatter. 
But, then, Nightgrim would rather surprise the Adept. 
He sprang into the air and flipped over, gripping the ceiling like a fly. The reaper-ghouls screamed and perished against Marsile’s wards. Nightgrim concentrated, gathering his inner darkness, and shifted his flesh into the astral world. 
He floated up to the keep’s roof and made himself solid again. Marsile’s ghouls stood guard around the battlements. Marsile himself stood at the stairwell, staring down into it, a massive book cradled in one arm. 
Nightgrim smiled and glided forward.
 
###
 
“Master!”
Marsile’s head snapped around. Nightgrim stood not ten paces away. The draugvir looked stronger since their last meeting. Nightgrim appeared no more than twenty years old, his black eyes glinting with a crimson sheen. 
“Master!” shrieked Tored in terror, stumbling back. “Master!”
Nightgrim roared. With one hand he seized Tored’s shoulder. With the other he ripped the ghoul’s screaming head from its shoulders and flung it over the battlements. Marsile raised his hand and began to cast a spell. 
Nightgrim hurled Tored’s headless body. Marsile tried to dodge, breaking the flow of his spell. The corpse slammed into Marsile’s side and sent him toppling to the floor. 
“Attack!” he screamed. “My servants! Attack!” 
Nightgrim sprang forward, so close that Marsile could smell his fetid breath. Two of Marsile’s ghouls attacked the draugvir. Nightgrim laughed and shredded them with ease. Marsile rolled, snatched the Book of Stolen Blood, and started the spell once again. Crimson fire snarled around his fingers as Nightgrim tore the ghouls to pieces. Marsile got to his knees and cast the spell. 
A line of blood-colored fire sprang from his fingertips and struck Nightgrim in the chest. The draugvir paused, frowning in puzzlement, and remained still. Marsile did not move, trembling. Nightgrim remained as motionless as a stone, his eyes like hellish pits. Marsile closed his eyes and concentrated. He felt a tenuous mental link with the draugvir.
The spell had worked. 
But the control was feeble. If Marsile pushed Nightgrim too far, if he enraged the draugvir, the spell would shatter. Marsile did not have the skill to impose a more powerful domination. 
He had to think of something fast. 
Marsile climbed to his feet, watching Nightgrim. 
“What a fortunate coincidence!” said Nightgrim. “Our paths have crossed again in this fair and noble city.” 
“Why are you following me?” said Marsile. “Answer!”
Nightgrim chuckled. “Why, Lord Marsile. Do you not know? I have come to tear out your throat and feast upon you.”
“No doubt,” said Marsile. He set down the Book of Stolen Blood and picked up the black spear. Marsile focused on the weapon, draining some of its hoarded life energies, and the aches from his bruises faded. Could he ram the spear through Nightgrim’s chest? Marsile hefted the spear, and felt the bonds of his spell begin to strain. If he forced matters, Nightgrim would break free. He could not destroy the draugvir, nor order Nightgrim to stand still until the sun rose and blunted his powers. 
Yet Marsile felt a tingle of hope. Nightgrim would most likely seek shelter once the sun came up. Marsile could then follow and destroy him. But the sun would not rise for another five or six hours. How long would Marsile’s spell hold the draugvir in check? 
“Why do you seek vengeance?” said Marsile. “Have I ever wronged you? You would still lie insensate under Callia City if not for me. Did I not take you to a monastery where you could feed and recover your strength?”
“My dear sir,” said Nightgrim, “your sophistry is incomparable. You loosed me upon the monastery as a distraction. For what, I do not know, nor do I particularly care. I almost perished there. Come, sir! Why do you not look me in the eye as we debate?”
Marsile scoffed. “I’m not that foolish. Who almost destroyed you, might I ask?”
“The red-eyed Paladin,” said Nightgrim, “the one called Raelum.” 
“He almost killed me,” said Marsile. “Why pursue me, then? Why not pursue him?”
Nightgrim laughed. “What a delightful triangle! I seek your death and his, and he seeks your destruction and mine. Worthy of a ballad, I deem. Perhaps I shall kill you first, and then kill him when he arrives. Or perchance I’ll permit you to kill him, and then kill you myself. The choice,” he paused, “is indeed weighty.” 
“I know they’re coming,” snapped Marsile.
“Do you indeed?” said Nightgrim. “Did you know they are one day from this city?” 
“What?” said Marsile. 
“Oh, yes,” said Nightgrim. “Four of them. Carandis Marken, the Adept. Raelum and Lionel of Tarrenheim. And a strange guide.” 
“What of Hildebrand of Oldenburg?” said Marsile. 
“Why, I killed him, of course,” said Nightgrim. “Really, sir. I am wounded by your lack of faith.” 
“Why didn’t you kill the others?” said Marsile. “They are Paladins! They will seek your destruction, no matter what. I care nothing for you, and would not have given you another thought had you not tracked me here.” 
“Lord Marsile,” said Nightgrim, “I had thought you wiser. The Adept has a cunning spell that lets her follow you. So I followed them, knowing they would lead me to you, and then I could kill you all at my leisure. And you know my true nature, as they do. Once I return to the civilized lands, I may wish to masquerade as human. Yet suppose one or more of you survive? You could return and unmask me. So, therefore, it is necessary that I must slaughter you all.” 
“Fool,” said Marsile. “Do you not understand? I care nothing for what you do. I am not going to the civilized lands. I am going to Moragannon in the Silvercrown Mountains.”
Nightgrim scoffed. “You will not live that long.”
“Even so,” said Marsile. “What if I do return? The common folk of the civilized lands hate and fear me as much as they hate and fear you. What have we to gain by fighting each other? Let us instead go our separate ways…after we finish our business here.”
Nightgrim titled his head. “I confess, sir, you have intrigued me. I suppose you are proposing some sort of pact?” 
“I am,” said Marsile. “You command the city’s demons with greater power than I. The reaper-ghouls can endure the sunlight, though they prefer to cower under the city during the day. Command them to come to the surface at my call.”
“For what purpose?” said Nightgrim. “As much as it wounds me, I do not trust you.”
“Trust is not necessary,” said Marsile. “The Adept and the others will likely enter the city during the day. You prefer to seek shelter from the sunlight. Most likely they will find and destroy you as you lie in your torpor. Yet if they battle with thousands of lesser demons, they will not have time to destroy you. I suspect they will take shelter in that consecrated High Temple. And when the sun goes down, you can kill them at your leisure.” 
“Your excellent plan has one flaw,” said Nightgrim. “I cannot enter the High Temple myself.”
“Come, now!” said Marsile. “Will that seriously hamper you? I’ve no doubt you’ve overcome greater difficulties.” 
“Well,” said Nightgrim, lips twitching. “I do have my methods. Still, I am curious. Distrust is ever a weakness of mine. I cannot help but think you will use devote the day to my destruction.”
“I suggest you lodge in the catacombs beneath the city,” said Marsile. “Surround yourself with thousands of reaper-ghouls and order them to guard you. I’ll have no means to reach you then. And you may have considered sending the reaper-ghouls after me. It will avail you nothing. My wards on the stairs can hold indefinitely against anything you throw against them.” Marsile stilled his face, hoping Nightgrim wouldn’t sense the lie. 
“And afterwards?” said Nightgrim. 
“I will continue towards Moragannon, and you will return to the civilized lands,” said Marsile. “With any luck, we’ll never see each other again.” 
Nightgrim considered this, staring at Marsile with those red-glazed, dead eyes. Marsile met his gaze. He felt the force of Nightgrim’s will, but did not succumb to it. His protective spell must have shielded his mind from the draugvir’s will. 
“Very well,” said Nightgrim. “I will give my servants the necessary commands.” 
Marsile smiled. “I’m pleased you see reason.” 
 
###
 
Later that night, Nightgrim descended into the vaults beneath the city, surrounded by demon knights and throngs of reaper-ghouls. The sagging brick walls gleamed with frost and ancient mold. The air stank, reeking with hundreds of years of rot and corruption. 
“You did not kill him,” rasped the one the knights. 
“Quite true,” said Nightgrim. “I have not killed him. Yet.” 
His laughter rang off the stone vaults. He would kill Raelum and the Paladins and their strange guide. And then he would follow Marsile and kill him. 
He looked forward to seeing the expression of shocked surprise on the Adept’s face. 
Nightgrim proceeded into the darkest vault beneath the city, guarded by the knights and the reaper-ghouls. 
He fell into a stupor like death, waiting. 
Tomorrow night the killing would begin.



Chapter 11 - The High Temple
 
Raelum watched the sun come up, the light glimmering off the ice choking the canal. 
Arthuras awoke before the others. He sighed and rolled to his feet, wrapping his mottled cloak around him. 
“Today,” said Arthuras. “We will likely reach the nameless city by noon. And there we will find Marsile.”
“I know,” said Raelum. His hands clenched around the hilt of his sword. “ By the Divine, how I want his head.”
Arthuras was silent for a moment. 
“For justice?” said Arthuras.
“He killed Sir Oliver,” said Raelum. “He slaughtered the monks of St. Arik’s. He killed the villagers of Karrent. He killed half the monks of St. Tarill’s. He loosed a creature like Nightgrim back into the world. I will have him dead for this.”
“Revenge, then,” said Arthuras. 
“Call it what you want,” said Raelum, gazing to the north. “I will kill him.” 
“And then?” said Arthuras. “Once Marsile is dead, his body burned, never to rise again? Where will you go?”
Raelum scoffed. “It doesn’t matter. We might not live through today. You said it yourself.” 
“I thought about returning to Rhegion after I destroyed the thing my mother had become,” said Arthuras. “I wanted revenge. Did not the Protector of Rhegion expel my mother? Yet I realized it would have been futile. I would have been killed, had I tried enter Rhegion.”
“What are you saying?” said Raelum. “Shall we turn back? Marsile will do worse unless he is stopped. You said so yourself. He must be killed.”
“Aye,” said Arthuras, “we must kill Marsile. But you wish to kill him for the wrong reasons, I think. Revenge is a poison, and it will lead you astray before all is done.” 
“Wake the others,” said Raelum. “We’d best go. There’s not much daylight to waste in idle speculations.” 
Arthuras shrugged. “As you wish.” 
He woke Carandis and Lionel, and they sat down for a meager breakfast. Lionel looked haunted and restless. Raelum wondered what dreams had troubled his sleep. 
“The spell,” said Raelum. “Perform it now.”
“Won’t that alert Marsile?” said Lionel. 
“It will,” said Raelum, “but he’s already awaiting us.” 
Carandis nodded, produced the bloodstained iron rod, and muttered the spell. Again the blue light flashed around her fingertips. Carandis shuddered and blinked open her eyes. 
“To the northeast,” she said, returning the iron rod to her pack, “less than half a day’s journey.”
“In the very heart of the nameless city,” said Arthuras. “He is waiting for us.” 
Raelum finished his food. “Then let’s not keep him waiting.” 
They packed up and led their horses along the road. The trees thinned, growing fewer and younger. This land had once been cultivated. The canal grew wider, opening into a wide, mirror-like lake. 
“By the Divine,” muttered Lionel.
The ruin of a city squatted on the lake’s shore. It had once been home to at least ten thousand people, Raelum reckoned, if not more. A thick, fortified curtain wall ringed the city. The trees had grown right up to the wall itself, their roots digging into the stones, but the wall yet stood. 
“This was once the capital of Arvandil,” said Arthuras. “The people traded with other lands, sending their barges along the canal to the Alderine River. But the demon-cults were active here, worshipping Baligant.”
“As did the villagers in Abbotsford,” said Lionel.
“Aye,” said Arthuras. “I do not know what happened here, save for a few shreds. The people worshipped the demons, and when some calamity struck, they had no defense, no recourse, and now this place is a city of the dead. Raelum. Extend your senses into this place.”
Raelum shrugged and focused his demonborn senses into the city. 
A wave of hideous blackness washed over him. 
He stepped back in shock. He had never sensed so many demons gathered together into one place. Thousands of lesser demons lurked beneath the crumbled ruins, along with hundreds of greater ones. 
“There are thousands of them,” said Raelum, hand tight on his sword hilt.
“There are,” said Arthuras, “though they rarely venture abroad during the day. Now do you see why I wished to avoid this city?” He shook his head. “Yet there are dozens of worse places on the far side of the mountains.”
“We have to go in,” said Carandis. “If Marsile reaches Moragannon, a dozen cities west of the Alderine might suffer the same fate.”
“We must exercise the greatest care,” said Arthuras. “Marsile may wait for us openly, or he might have set an ambush. Yet he is nothing against the dangers that we will face after the sun goes down. I have survived traveling near this city several times, but just barely. I have never dared venture within. Whatever happens, we must not be inside when the sun goes down.” 
“Then let’s go,” said Raelum. 
“We may lose the pack animals,” said Arthuras. “Carry as much as you can.” They loaded themselves with food, and Arthuras led them around the grim wall to the city’s gate. Within lay an empty plaza, and a straight, stone-paved street leading into the dead city’s heart. Ruined stone walls, once great houses, loomed over the street, the windows like empty eye sockets. 
Arthuras grunted, peering at the paving stones. 
“What is it?” said Raelum.
“Bloodstains,” said Arthuras. “Recent. Not more than a day old. A large number of people were slaughtered here recently.” 
“Children,” said Carandis. “Marsile had a number of unconscious children. Maybe the city’s demons overtook them.” 
“Or he offered them as tribute to gain an alliance,” said Arthuras, scowling. 
“Then Marsile has more blood on his hands,” said Raelum.
They kept walking. An utter silence hung over the ruins, save for the click of the horses’ hooves against the paving stones. Raelum scanned the ruined houses, his senses straining. Demon hordes teemed beneath his feet, but none moved on the surface. 
Yet.
“Look,” said Lionel, pointing. A pit yawned in the earth beneath a wall. A vile reek rose from the darkness. 
Raelum nodded and peered into the pit. He had a glimpse of a tunnel running deep beneath the city, the walls lined with icy, mold-choked brickwork. The stench reminded him of the festerlings. Raelum stepped back. 
“We’ll want to stay away from those,” said Arthuras. 
“I should say so,” said Carandis. 
A short walk took them to the city’s heart, a large open square that had once been a market. A castle loomed over one side of the square, wisps of smoke rising from the windows. A soaring High Temple sat on the other side of the square, still beautiful despite the ravages of decay. Something in the High Temple seemed to call at Raelum, tugging at the sword on his belt.
A huge pit gaped in the midst of the square. Even from a distance, the smell tore at Raelum’s nose. 
Carandis frowned, gripping her staff. “There’s a spell here…”
There was a silver flash, and a man in crimson robes appeared out of nothingness on the far side of the pit. The sight struck Raelum like a bolt of lightning. The robed man looked younger and less worn that at their last meeting, but Raelum would have recognized him anywhere. 
“Marsile!” he roared. He took two running steps forward before Arthuras and Lionel pulled him back. 
“So Walchelin failed,” said Marsile. He held a weapon Raelum took for a black staff, but then recognized as a spear. “I should have known.” 
“You may have poisoned Sir Oliver,” spat Raelum, “but not us.”
“It would appear so,” said Marsile. “Is that why you’ve followed me across half the world? Revenge is a powerful cause. Still, I have cause for revenge myself, do I not? You almost killed me at our last meeting.” 
“And justly so,” called Arthuras. 
“And who are you, that this is your concern?” said Marsile.
“Arthuras, once of Rhegion, now of the land that was once Arvandil. Turn back. Black horrors sleep in the tomb you seek.”
“What would you know of it?” said Marsile. 
“I have seen it with my own eyes,” said Arthuras, “and I know this. If you wake those horrors, they will devour your soul. In the name of the Divine, or whatever gods a man like you might worship, turn back before it is too late.”
“Gods?” said Marsile. “The Divine? There are no gods, only lies wrought by the strong to dominate the weaker. A man must make his own immortality. As I shall.”
“Blasphemer!” said Lionel. 
“How quaint,” said Marsile. “Wait until age withers your limbs, boy, until you can feel death approaching, and see if the Divine comforts you then.”
“So you will not turn back?” said Arthuras.
“I will reach that tomb or die trying,” said Marsile.
“As you wish.”
Arthuras moved so fast Raelum’s eyes failed to register the movement. One moment Arthuras stood with his hands on his belt. The next he had his bow out, the string vibrating, an arrow streaking towards Marsile. Raelum had the briefest glimpse of the arrow before it shattered in a flash of blue light a few inches from Marsile’s face. 
“I expected as much,” said Marsile, smiling, “so I took appropriate precautions.” He lowered his head, gazing into the pit at his feet. 
“You might kill one or two of us,” said Carandis, “but you cannot kill us all before we take you.” 
“Indeed?” said Marsile. “Did I say I would kill you? You ought to listen better, girl. It’s a pity you will never have the chance to learn. There are thousands of demons in this city.”
“They only come out at night,” said Raelum, “and there’s much daylight left.” 
“There is,” said Marsile. “Have you seen the ghouls native to this ruin, creatures with claws and eyes of cold fire? You have? Sunlight discomforts them, but it will not destroy them. And they are under my command.” His mocking smile widened. “All of them.”
“That’s not possible,” said Raelum. “You don’t have the strength.” 
“Farewell, wretched boy,” said Marsile. He started a spell. 
Raelum’s sword began to glow. 
A tremendous noise rose from the pit. A reaper-ghoul vaulted over the broken lip, claws sinking into the bricks like daggers into flesh. Raelum sprinted around the edge of the pit and destroyed the reaper-ghoul with a vicious slash. He kicked aside the twitching carcass and dashed towards Marsile. Another few steps, a quick thrust of Sir Oliver’s sword, and it would be ended…
Four more reaper-ghouls sprang over the edge of the pit, followed by a dozen more. The bottom of the pit seemed a writhing sea of reaper-ghouls. Marsile thrust out his hands and disappeared in the silver flash of an astraljump spell an instant before Raelum’s sword would have found his heart. 
Raelum shouted his rage. Once again he had come so close!
The cold claws of a reaper-ghoul scraped across his mail. Raelum turned, ducking, and yanked his shield from his shoulder. He caught the reaper-ghoul’s strike, spun with the force of it, and ripped his sword across the thing’s chest. The creature fell with a gurgle. 
Three more ran forward to take its place.
Raelum hacked and slashed like a madman, trying to cut free from the press. Reaper-ghouls fell around him, gray blood splashing the ancient stones. If he could just break free, he could chase down Marsile…
“Raelum!” Arthuras, Lionel, and Carandis fought on the far side of the pit. More and more reaper-ghouls boiled out from the earth, climbing over each other in their haste. Across the square, dozens more demons raced along the street, pouring from the catacombs. And more and more clawed their way from the earth.
“Raelum!” yelled Arthuras, the air rippling around his burning sword. “We have to get out!” 
Raelum destroyed two more reaper-ghouls, trying to force his way around the pit only to realize that he could not. Freezing claws tore at his shield and his armor. Raelum bashed aside another reaper-ghoul with his shield, the metal ringing. The creature tumbled back into the pit, clearing a space. Raelum took a deep breath, called on the Light to fill him with strength and speed, and dashed forward. 
At the edge of the pit he sprang into the air. His Light-strengthened muscles propelled him over the reeking chasm. Raelum crashed to earth on the far side of the pit, his sword leading in a tremendous swing. The blow sent a reaper-ghoul’s head spinning through the air. The corpse toppled back into the catacombs. 
“The gate!” said Arthuras, waving his burning blade back and forth. The reaper-ghouls shied from the flames. A hideous scream rang out, and Raelum saw the reaper-ghouls tearing apart the last of the pack horses. “We must reach the gate!”
Raelum felt a moment’s grief for Fortune, rescued from the stables of St. Arik’s only to perish here.  
“We cannot!” said Carandis. “There are too many!” 
“Then what?” Raelum chopped off a reaper-ghoul’s clawed arm. 
“The High Temple!” Lionel gazed at it, squinting as if in pain. 
Carandis ducked, crimson robes swirling, and unleashed a spread of blue astralfire. The smell of ozone briefly quenched the corpse stench. “What of it?”
“Its towers!” said Raelum. “We can hold out there.”
“Wait!” said Lionel. “It…” 
“We have to get out!” said Arthuras. He ran a reaper-ghoul through and kicked it off his sword. The burning thing stumbled back, wailing, and set fire to two others. “The tower matters not! If we stay here we shall die!” Festerlings waddled towards them from the side streets, foul miasmas rising from their joints. 
“If we don’t get out of this square, we’ll die anyway!” said Carandis. 
“The tower, then,” said Arthuras, dodging. 
“Keep them off me!” said Carandis. Raelum, Arthuras, and Lionel moved into a circle around the Adept. Carandis began casting a spell, her fingers flying through rapid gestures. She thrust out her hands, and a brilliant bar of blue astralfire as thick as Raelum’s leg erupted from her palms. She spun, and the blazing shaft sliced a dozen reaper-ghouls in half. Another gesture, and the bar exploded into a blazing cone, and a score of screaming reaper-ghouls took flame, fleeing in all directions.
“Now!” coughed Carandis. “Run! Run!” 
They raced forward, Raelum and Lionel and Arthuras hacking and stabbing. They tore a path through the surprised reaper-ghouls. A claw ripped across Raelum’s leg, but he ignored the pain and the freezing chill and drew on the Light to fill him with speed and power. He scythed through the demons, reaping a harvest of his own. The High Temple’s doors had long vanished, opening into a great dusty nave. Raelum stumbled up the steps, the others at his side. 
Lionel stiffened, shuddered, and collapsed to the floor, clutching his wrist. 
Raelum whirled, sword at guard, ready to stand and fight. He waited for the reaper-ghouls to swarm up the stairs and pour through the door. 
The demons did not come. 
They shifted and squirmed, staring at him with their eyes of cold flame. They snarled and snapped, whipping the air with their tongues, but did not come. 
Raelum lowered his blade, puzzled.
“A miracle,” croaked Lionel, still holding his wrist. “A miracle.”
“Nay,” said Arthuras. “Something marvelous, but still explainable. Do you not feel it?” 
Raelum wiped sweat from his face with a trembling hand. 
He felt warmth soaking into his chilled wounds. He blinked in wonder and extended demonborn senses. All around the High Temple he felt the seething darkness of the reaper-ghouls. But the High Temple seemed to gleam with light. 
“The High Temple has been consecrated,” Raelum croaked. “The very stones have been imbued with the Light. The demons cannot enter here.”
“A miracle,” whispered Lionel. “But, ah, how my wrist burns.” He massaged the half-healed scar. “Nightgrim’s taint. This is a miracle, yet I…I am unclean, tainted…”
“Shut up,” said Raelum, “and stand up. You entered, did you not? And I am demonborn, yet I walk here freely.” 
“And Marsile can enter freely, as well,” said Arthuras, “even if his minions cannot. Do not lower your guard.” 
“How could he command so many demons?” said Carandis. She leaned on her staff, her thick black hair lank with sweat. “There are thousands of them. No mortal blood sorcerer could command such numbers. A Hierarch of the Old Empire, certainly, but not a mortal man.” 
“Marsile stole some of the Hierarchs’ books, as you told me,” said Arthuras. “Yet he must not have known of this place’s power. If not for this High Temple, we would now be dead.” He frowned. “I wonder how it came to be consecrated so powerfully.” 
“A miracle,” repeated Lionel, face ashen, eyes fixed on his wrist. 
“Since we appear to be trapped,” said Carandis, looking at the waiting reaper-ghouls, “we may as well explore.” 
They walked further into the High Temple. Rays of pale light slanted from the arched windows. Statues and bas-reliefs of saints stared down from the walls. A trio of skeletons lay on the stairs before the high altar. Raelum raised his sword, but soon lowered it. No demon could walk in this holy place. 
Two of the skeletons wore ancient, rusting armor, though their swords remained sharp and gleaming. With a shock, Raelum saw that the swords were those of Paladins. The third skeleton wore the ragged remnants of a Brother’s robe. From the skeleton’s belt hung a gleaming golden medallion marked with the Temple’s rose sigil. 
“They did this,” said Lionel, dropping to his knees. “Two Silver Knights, and a Brother of great faith. They drew on enough of the Light to consecrate the High Temple.” 
“They must have been the last survivors of the city,” said Arthuras, “using the High Temple as a refuge against the demons.”
“They should be saints,” said Lionel, lowering his head. “If I survive this nightmare and return to Chrysos, I shall see that they are made saints.” 
“As grateful as I am for their assistance,” said Carandis, “I am more concerned about what we shall do next.” 
“We wait,” said Arthuras. 
“Wait?” said Raelum. “But Marsile is so close!” 
Arthuras gestured at the waiting reaper-ghouls. “If you have any ideas on how we can reach him, I should like to hear them.”
Raelum scowled and said nothing. 
“As I see it, one of two things will happen,” said Carandis. “Either Marsile will come for us. Or he will leave the city, his control over the demons will expire, and then we can escape during the day.” 
“He’s already left the city,” said Raelum. He rammed his sword into its scabbard. “I saw him astraljump away.”
“If he knows about the High Temple’s consecration, he’ll return,” said Carandis. “If not, he’ll depart and wait for the reaper-ghouls to finish us off. In that lies our advantage. I doubt he can maintain his control over any distance. The reaper-ghouls will revert to their usual behavior and vanish into the catacombs during the day. Then we can escape.”
“And suppose they do not?” said Arthuras. “What if Marsile has found some new controlling spell in the dark books?” 
Carandis shrugged. “Then we shall have to find some other way.”
“At the very least,” said Lionel, leaning against the altar stairs, “if we die here, we shall not rise as ghouls.” 
“A relief, no doubt,” said Arthuras, “but I would prefer not to die quite yet.” He returned his sword to its scabbard. “Let us take rest, while we can.” 
Every one of them had taken wounds. Raelum drew on the Light, as did Lionel, and together they labored to ease the hurts. Afterwards, Raelum slumped to the ground, exhausted. Carandis busied herself by taking Arthuras’s hatchet and hacking the ancient, mossy pews to pieces. 
“This is a sacred place,” said Lionel. “You shouldn’t desecrate it.”
Carandis muttered a spell, a burst of blue astralfire setting the woodpile afire. “I doubt the pews are sacred. And we’ll all be grateful for the warmth.”
“We’ll rest the remainder of the day,” said Arthuras, “and all the night. In the morning we’ll try to break out.” 
“What if the demons can break in during the night, when their powers are stronger?” said Lionel. 
“I doubt they can,” said Arthuras, “else they would have followed us in already. If not, we’ll take refuge in one of the towers.” He sighed and straightened up. “I am weary, but I doubt I am as weary as the three of you. Sleep. I’ll take first watch.” 
Raelum nodded, wrapped himself in his black cloak, and fell asleep before his head touched the cold stone floor. 
 
###
 
Marsile sat on his litter, staring at the nameless city to the south. 
His servants stood along the shores of the frozen lake, their ragged garments flapping in the icy breeze. Marsile watched and waited. Every so often he saw a flash of light from the city, the echo of a spell’s thunder. 
Then silence fell. 
Had his enemies been killed? Or had they taken refuge in the High Temple? Marsile contemplated returning to the city to see for himself. 
He dismissed the thought as useless. Why bother? His enemies had either perished in the reaper-ghouls’ initial assault, or they would perish tonight when Nightgrim awoke. Marsile himself had barely found the strength to keep Nightgrim at bay. 
His enemies had no way to stop the draugvir. 
With a satisfied laugh, Marsile opened the Book of Summoned Dead on his lap. He glanced towards the comatose children dangling from the backs of his servants. A short journey would take him to the foothills of the Silvercrown Mountains and to Moragannon itself. Once there he would consume the children’s lives in the summoning spell and raise up the high demon once controlled by Baligant, Hierarch of the Old Empire. 
And from that high demon, Marsile would pry the secret of life unending, free of mortality and weakness. 
He bid his servants to march north, leaving the nameless city and his doomed enemies behind. 



Chapter 12 - Catacombs
 
The thing that had been Michael Kalenis in life returned to consciousness. 
Nightgrim opened his eyes. He lay on a stone slab in the deepest crypt of the catacombs, cloaked in utter darkness. But, then, his eyes did not need light. He rolled off the slab and stood with a contented sigh. 
Contented, of course, save for the faint talons of hunger scratching at his stomach. 
A ring of reaper-ghouls and festerlings stood around him, gazing at him with worshipful reverence. Walchelin crouched at the foot of the slab, gnawing on his own arm. 
“Great one,” slobbered Walchelin, crawling to Nightgrim’s booted feet. “We go and kill, yes?” 
“We do, loyal servant,” said Nightgrim. “I have enemies to dispatch.”
“Let me kill Raelum,” crooned Walchelin, “let me feast on his innards.” 
Nightgrim caught Walchelin’s head and twisted it back. The ghoul whimpered. “If I may offer a word of advice: kindly do not presume to offer counsel.” He released Walchelin. The ghoul stumbled back. “But, then, Sir Raelum’s blood is tainted somehow. Regrettably, I cannot slake my thirst with it. So, by all means, feel free to feast upon him.”
Nightgrim strode down the lightless corridors. The demons followed him in a tight throng. He made his way through the winding passages, the halls of empty stone sarcophagi, the chambers of poisonous, reeking mushrooms, the galleries of crypts. Soon pale moonlight streamed from a rift in the ceiling. Nightgrim jumped and pulled himself up to one of the city’s streets. A short walk took him to the central square.
Thousands of reaper-ghouls ringed the great High Temple, sitting and staring. A demon knight rode towards Nightgrim.
“They have taken refuge within the High Temple,” rasped the rider. 
“Marsile was right,” murmured Nightgrim. 
“We cannot enter the High Temple,” said the knight. “Can you?”
“Alas, I cannot,” said Nightgrim. 
“Then how will we slay them?” hissed the knight.
“Sir knight, no doubt you have many more centuries of experience than I,” said Nightgrim. “I am not, however, without skills. Might I prevail upon you to remain here for a few moments?” 
The knight said nothing. Nightgrim wrapped himself in his dark cloak and glided towards the doors. He felt the Light in the building, shimmering like molten metal, and wanted to wince. Instead, he stared through the doors.
A fire burned near the altar. Near it lay Raelum, Arthuras, and Lionel. Nightgrim’s lips peeled back in a snarl. Carandis Marken stood near the fire, pacing in circles. Every now and again she glanced out the doors, though she gave no sign that she had seen anything amiss. Nightgrim focused his mind against the Adept’s thoughts. Carandis was tired, weary. Soon she would lie down, go to sleep, and Lionel would take a turn at watch…
Nightgrim stifled his laughter. Marked by Nightgrim’s taint, Lionel could not resist the call. First he would lure Lionel into the night. Then, one by one, he would turn the force of his gaze onto the others and lure them into the darkness.
He stood still and silent in his cloak, waiting. 
 
###
 
“It’s your turn.” 
Raelum rolled over and blinked awake. He saw Carandis tap Lionel with the butt of her staff. Lionel groaned and sat up, rubbing his wrist. 
“Is anything amiss?” croaked Lionel.
“No. Nothing has changed.” Carandis waved her staff at the High Temple’s doors. The reaper-ghouls still stood, eyes burning with cold fire. 
“By the Divine.” Lionel rolled to his feet, scooping up his sword. “I never thought I could sleep with hundreds of those things staring at us.” He looked at the ancient skeletons. “Or near the bodies of fallen martyrs.” 
“If you’re tired enough,” said Carandis, “you can sleep anywhere.” 
“That’s the Divine’s own truth,” said Lionel. Carandis lay down and fell asleep almost at once. Lionel buckled on his sword belt, sighed, and tossed more pieces of broken pew into the fire. 
Raelum yawned and stood up.
“You’re supposed to be asleep,” said Lionel.
“I cannot sleep,” said Raelum, warming his hands over the fire. “At least not well.”
“You ought to be as tired as any of us,” said Lionel. 
“True. But I still can’t sleep,” said Raelum.
“Aye,” said Lionel. He glanced out the doors. “I wish they would go away.”
“If Marsile has commanded them, they won’t move,” said Raelum. 
“I wonder if Carandis can break the controlling spell,” said Lionel.
Raelum shrugged. “If she could, she would have done so.” He growled. “I was so close to Marsile. Another heartbeat and I would have put my sword through his chest.” 
“We’ll catch him, eventually,” said Lionel.
“Or we’ll die here.”
Lionel rubbed his wrist. “Better to die in here. At least for me.” 
“How is it?” said Raelum.
Lionel looked away. “The same. A little better, I suppose. I haven’t…well…”
“Cut yourself?”
Lionel’s head whipped around. “How do you know about that?” 
“The cuts on your arm. They had to come from somewhere.” 
“I couldn’t help myself,” whispered Lionel. “I just…wanted to look at the blood. To smell it. I couldn’t resist.” He looked down. “I am tainted, accursed. I am not fit to be a Silver Knight.”
“I doubt that,” said Raelum. “You’ll overcome this. We will find a way to purge the taint from your blood. Even if we have to hunt down Nightgrim.” 
“He almost killed us all,” said Lionel. “He probably fled back to the western kingdoms, once he escaped from St. Tarill’s. We’ll never find him. And even if we do, he’ll kill us easily.” 
“Perhaps,” said Raelum, “but perhaps not. He may have unfinished business with you, but I’ve the same with him. Wake me when my time comes for watch.”
Lionel nodded, still staring into the fire. Raelum rolled himself in his cloak and eventually fell back sleep. 
 
###
 
“Unfinished business?” whispered Nightgrim, smiling to himself. “Sir, you forget yourself. I have unfinished business with you. And a gentleman always settles his debts.” 
He waited, listening. Soon Raelum’s heartbeat and breathing slowed. Lionel paced, staring up at the pillars and saints. None of the others moved. 
Nightgrim gathered his will, his demon’s power welling up within him, and focused on Lionel. He felt the taint in Lionel’s blood, calling to the darkness. 
“Look at me,” whispered Nightgrim. “Look at me.” 
Lionel froze, trembling. 
Nightgrim laughed. “Look at me!” 
Lionel turned, staring into the night, and Nightgrim caught his gaze.
 
###
 
Lionel stared into the darkness. The scar on his wrist felt like a band of burning ice. His blood roared, his heart hammering like a drumbeat. 
He felt something staring at him from the night. 
“Come to me,” whispered a voice in his mind, “come to me.” 
Lionel staggered forward, entranced. The reaper-ghouls snapped, snarled, and drew back. In their midst stood a tall man, swathed in a black cloak. His black eyes seemed like dead stars, deep and bottomless. Something screamed in the deeps Lionel’s mind, but he didn’t care. 
He could not turn back from the eyes. 
Lionel stepped into the cold night. The reaper-ghouls lunged at him, but the tall man raised his hand, and the reaper-ghouls fell back. 
“Well, well,” purred the man, “so you’ve come back to me, my little wayward sheep.” 
“Yes,” muttered Lionel. 
“And now I’m going to finish what I began,” said the tall man. 
“Yes,” said Lionel.
The man smiled, a glimmer of crimson fire coloring the black eyes. “Of course. I suspect you’d agree with anything I said just now. Now…throw your sword and dagger into the Temple.”
Lionel nodded. He unbuckled his sword belt and flung the weapons back into the Temple. They clattered and came to a stop against a pillar.
“Very good,” said the tall man, the crimson light in his eyes brightening. “Come with me. I’m going to take you into the catacombs beneath the city. And then you’re going to die screaming in the darkness.”
“Yes,” said Lionel.
“Follow,” said the tall man.
Lionel obeyed, following the tall man into the darkness, an escort of reaper-ghouls trailing them.
 
###
 
Raelum woke up. 
He felt terribly cold. Had the fire gone out? He sat up and saw that the fire still crackled, smoke rising to the ceiling. Arthuras and Carandis lay sleeping near the altar. 
Lionel was nowhere in sight.
Raelum sprang to his feet. Had Lionel wandered off? He scanned the shadows, the High Temple’s balcony and shrines.
He saw nothing. 
“Wake up,” said Raelum, tapping the others. 
Carandis muttered a curse and sat up. Arthuras came awake at once, hand clenching his sword hilt. 
“What is it?” 
“Lionel,” said Raelum. “He’s vanished.” 
“Vanished?” said Carandis. “Surely he was not foolish enough to wander outside?” 
“I don’t know,” said Raelum. “He should have awakened me for the watch.” He took another look around. The reaper-ghouls outside the doorway stared at him. 
“We’ll discuss it later,” said Arthuras. “Search the Temple. And for the sake of the gods, don’t wander outside.” 
Raelum paced down the aisle, staring at the shadowed balconies. The fire did not provide enough light to pierce the gloom. He drew his sword and raised it high. The blade flamed to life in response to the demons, the reaper-ghouls flinching, and Raelum swung his sword back and forth like a torch, peering into the shadows. Where could Lionel have gone? Surely he would not have gone outside. Had Lionel wandered off to explore the Temple? He had never done anything so negligent before. Raelum stepped around the altar and his boot tapped the priest’s skeleton. The golden medallion of the Divine clattered across the stone step. Raelum picked it up and heard Arthuras call out. 
He hastened to the doors. Arthuras knelt on the floor, only a few feet from the reaper-ghouls. Raelum and Carandis hurried to his side. 
Lionel’s sword belt lay on the floor, his sword and silver dagger still in their sheaths. 
“Surely he would not have thrown down his weapons and strode into the city?” said Carandis.
Arthuras shook his head. “Perhaps he came too close to the doors and the demons snatched him.”
“Without a struggle?” said Raelum. “The sound would have awakened us at the very least.” He stared at the demons. A few lesser ghouls stood among the reaper-ghouls. They looked familiar. But where could he have seen them before? On sudden impulse, Raelum reached out with his demonborn senses. 
The malignant aura of the demons ringing the High Temple washed over him. He sensed many more lurking in the ruins, and still more prowling beneath the earth. One demon of hideous power moved underground. Was this mighty demon the lord of the city?
Then he recognized the demon’s aura with a shock of horror. 
“Nightgrim.” 
“Nightgrim?” said Carandis. “Surely he could not have tracked us here. And even if he had, he couldn’t enter the High Temple.”
“The ghouls,” said Raelum, sudden recognition striking him. “Look at them! We’ve seen them before. They were villagers in Abbotsford. They tried to kill us.” 
Carandis swore, softly. “You’re right.” 
One of the ghouls began to laugh. With a terrible shock, Raelum realized the creature had once been the old woman who had confronted him in Abbotsford. 
“The great one,” hissed the ghoul, “the great master lured out the pretty gold-haired knight! Aye, the master took him to the catacombs, and he’ll feast on him there!” The creature cackled. “He’ll kill you all, the master will, and you’ll serve him!” 
“He shall not!” roared Raelum. He stepped forward and destroyed the wretched ghoul with a single mighty swing of his sword. Even as the ghoul’s remains collapsed, a dozen other reaper-ghouls sprang for Raelum. Carandis and Arthuras yanked him back into the High Temple, and the demons fell back with a disappointed hiss. 
“Nightgrim must have followed us to Abbotsford,” said Carandis. “He slaughtered the villagers for their blood, raised them as demons, and came here. But why?”
“Revenge, perhaps,” said Arthuras. “Or mayhap the creature has a pact with Marsile.” He stiffened. “That explains how Marsile controlled so many demons. Or, rather, Nightgrim controls them. The greater demon of a draugvir can rule innumerable lesser demons.” 
“Then we free Lionel and destroy Nightgrim,” said Raelum.
“Are you mad?” said Carandis. “We can’t go out there.”
“I can sense Nightgrim,” said Raelum, “I can track him down.” 
“So you can,” said Carandis. “But we’ll die before we even go five paces.”
“And are we to leave Lionel to Nightgrim?” said Raelum, snarling.
Carandis scowled. “It is a hideous fate. I wish it were not so. But we’ve no other choice.” 
“No,” said Raelum. “I won’t accept that.” 
“You cannot go,” said Arthuras. “Even if you do find Nightgrim, do you any hope of defeating the fiend? I faced a draugvir at night, the beast my mother had become. I barely survived. We must wait until dawn. Then we will have a chance of breaking out.” 
“And leave Lionel to be that fiend’s slave?” said Raelum. 
“Once the sun rises, we will find Nightgrim and destroy him and...whatever Lionel has become,” said Arthuras. “But you cannot go! You will fall, the reaper-ghouls will bear away your corpse, and you will rise as one of them.” 
Time and time again Raelum had failed. He had failed to save Sister Julietta and the orphans. He had failed to save Sir Oliver from Marsile’s poison. Sir Oliver was dead, and Julietta had no doubt died a horrid death on the slave ship. But Lionel yet lived, at least for a little while. Raelum had promised to help him. 
And while Raelum drew breath, he would not turn back.
“So be it,” he whispered. He scooped up Lionel’s sword belt, and slung it over his shoulder. 
“Do not!” said Carandis, reaching for him. 
Raelum drew on the Light, filling himself with strength and speed, and dashed through the doors. 
His furious attack tore through three reaper-ghouls. The other demons fell back in disarray, and Raelum broke into a tearing sprint, dodging and hacking. With any luck, he could break through the ring of demons and reach the pits leading into the city’s catacombs. 
A festerling loomed before him, noxious smoke rising from bubbling flesh. Raelum skidded aside, glancing back and forth. Reaper-ghouls closed on him from every direction. Raelum ran, hacking at his enemies, but for every one he killed three more took its place. Bit by bit, the demons herded him towards one of the ruined houses. Raelum fought, his sword whirling, but to no avail.
Every now and again one reaper-ghoul broke from the pack to rush him, and Raelum always destroyed it. But sooner or later his arms would tire, and then the whole hideous horde would have him. In the distance he saw the pale green glow of the festerlings’ gases. A dozen of the bloated demons wobbled towards him, shoving aside the reaper-ghouls. 
Another reaper-ghoul sprang at him, slashing. Raelum parried, growling. His boot slipped, his foot skidding back, and Raelum fell to one knee. The reaper-ghoul shrieked and reached towards his throat. Raelum swung his free fist, trying to beat back the creature.
The reaper-ghoul wailed and stumbled back, smoke rising from its flesh. Raelum stared at his left hand in surprised wonder.
The golden rose medallion of the Divine dangled from his wrist, swinging from its chain. He had carried it, forgotten, through his whole mad charge. The gold felt warm under his skin. Had the long-dead Brother used it in the consecration of the High Temple? 
Did the sigil carry some of the consecration?
“Back,” said Raelum, thrusting the medallion. The reaper-ghouls flinched, the fires in their eyes flickering. “Back!” Raelum stepped forward, swinging the symbol like a blade. 
It began to shimmer with white-gold light. The reaper-ghouls crept back, the maddened hunger on their distorted faces replaced with growing terror. 
“Back!” roared Raelum. “In the name of the Divine, back!” 
The sigil blazed like a small sun in Raelum’s fist. Raelum strode forward, the symbol held before him, and the demons fled. 
Raelum muttered a brief prayer of thanks and gave the miracle no further thought. He sprinted through the nameless city and found one of the yawning pits in the middle of the street. Raelum drew on the Light, jumped, and landed in the brick-lined tunnel. He sensed Nightgrim nearby, some distance below. Raelum resumed his run.
He did not have much time. 
 
###
 
Lionel awoke. 
He had dreamt the most horrid dream. Nightgrim had led him through the city’s empty streets, surrounded by endless armies of hideous, grinning demons. 
He opened his eyes to utter blackness. Had the fire gone out? 
He tried to stand up, only to find that someone had bound his wrists and ankles. He lay spread-eagled on a slab of cold stone. Lionel struggled, trying to break free, and drew on the Light to grant him strength.
Cold fingers touched the scar on his left wrist. Lionel shrieked. A wave of icy darkness washed through him, and the Light slipped from his grasp. 
“Really, sir,” said a cultured voice. “You are a guest in my humble residence. I had thought such antics beneath you.”
Every muscle in Lionel’s body crawled. He remembered that voice. It had mocked him even as its owner had feasted on the blood welling from the wound…
It was Nightgrim. 
Lionel heard himself scream and scream, his voice high and reedy. Nightgrim’s resonant laughter boomed off the walls. 
“I see you have not forgotten our last meeting,” said Nightgrim. “I feared I had not made much of an impression. How good of you to remember.” 
Lionel kept screaming. 
A cold hand seized his jaw, clamping it shut. “Please, sir, I must ask that you dispense with petty theatrics. It is entirely beneath a gentleman.” Lionel thrashed against the bonds. “Now…where were we? Do you remember?” Lionel smelled the ancient blood on Nightgrim’s breath. “Ah…from your reaction, I see that you do. Very good! Still…I am at a lost as to what we shall do afterwards. Will I permit you to rise as my slave? Or, perhaps, shall I feed your carcass to my servants?” Claws scraped against stone. “Or, better yet, will I leave you down here and let the hunger devour you from within?” His hand closed about Lionel’s throat. “Yes. Fitting. I know the hunger very well, you see…and I do not like to be denied.” 
 
###
 
Raelum had gone into hell.
Frost and stinking mold choked the tunnel’s brickwork walls. A slick layer of ice covered the floor, and the stench of rotting flesh and the festerlings’ reek filled the air. And demons, countless demons, filled the subterranean corridors; lesser ghouls, reaper-ghouls, drifting wraiths, even dead knights on skeletal horses, similar to the creatures that had guarded Abbotsford. 
Yet they fell back from the holy sigil in Raelum’s fist. They crowded against the walls, trying to flee from the light, slipping into the protective shadows. Raelum ran forward, holding the sigil aloft. The demons shied away. 
Raelum moved as fast as the slick floor and the crowds of dead would permit. He stretched out his senses, reeling with the darkness in this unholy place. Nightgrim lurked some distances ahead, deeper in the earth. The draugvir had not moved for some time. Had he killed Lionel? 
Raelum moved ever downward, deeper into the darkness. He had spent years creeping through Khauldun’s cavernous sewers, and the maze of passages, the empty burial niches yawning from the wall, did not daunt him. But, by the Divine, the stink! Khauldun’s sewers smelled like a sunlit meadow compared to these stench-choked warrens. 
Nightgrim felt close, yet Raelum could not find the correct path. He lifted his blazing sword, sweeping it back and forth. Three looming archways yawned before him. Tendrils of greenish mold dangled from the crumbling stonework. All three led deeper into the earth. Which way? 
A scream echoed through the dark vaults, coming from the leftmost archway. Raelum ran forward, medallion held out like a shield. The demons flinched away, moaning. The sobbing scream rang out again. A voice rose, as if in answer, deep and courtly. 
Raelum remembered that voice. 
Nightgrim
He had only one chance. He had to catch Nightgrim off guard and destroy the draugvir with one blow. No matter how much strength the Light granted him, Nightgrim could still move faster and strike harder. 
Raelum turned a corner, the light from the medallion and the sword throwing back the darkness. A short, sloping passage led into a massive brickwork vault. A pair of cracked, mold-mantled pillars supported the high ceiling, and a stone sarcophagus rested between the pillars. 
And atop the sarcophagus lay Lionel of Tarrenheim, his ankles and wrists bound, eyes wide with terror. Yet he was still alive, still human. Raelum had expected to see Nightgrim stooping over…
“Raelum!” shouted Lionel. “The ceiling…”
Too late Raelum realized that Nightgrim would have seen the light from his sword and the medallion. 
He heard a whistle of air and flung himself to the side just as a dark shape fell from the ceiling. He hit the floor, rolling, his mail clattering. Raelum bounded to his feet, still gripping the sword and the sigil. 
“My dear Sir Raelum!” Nightgrim stood between him and the doorway, clad all in black, his eyes lit with a crimson gleam. “Come for your unfinished business, I presume?” The draugvir laughed. “How gracious of you, sir! Now I may settle my debts all at once.” 
“Run,” croaked Lionel, “run, get out of here before he takes you, before it’s too late…”
“You will settle nothing,” growled Raelum, stepping towards the draugvir. 
Nightgrim circled around him  with feline grace. “If my ears do not deceive me, that sounds like a formal challenge.”
“It is,” said Raelum, “you foul thing. By the Divine, I swear while I live you will not leave this city.”
Nightgrim’s hideous laughter redoubled. “Then I shall help fulfill that oath!” 
Raelum stepped forward, holding out the medallion. Its golden-white light blazed brighter, and Nightgrim flinched, snarling, but did recoil. For a moment they stood, glaring at each other, and the crimson gleam in Nightgrim’s eyes grew to a blaze of bloody fire. 
Raelum called on the Light to fill him with strength and speed. 
Nightgrim moved. 
The draugvir leapt up in a terrifying blur, cloak billowing like wings. Raelum dodged, and Nightgrim’s booted foot crashed to earth where Raelum had stood a moment earlier. The draugvir came at him in a whirlwind of blows. Raelum ducked and dodged and weaved. He tried to riposte, to slip his blade past Nightgrim’s guard, but every time the draugvir’s fist came up and slapped his sword aside. Raelum ducked, spun, and hacked at Nightgrim’s legs. 
The draugvir leapt backwards and landed atop the sarcophagus, booted feet at either side of Lionel’s hips. 
“Bravo!” said Nightgrim. “How I admire your courage! Not one man in a thousand has the valor to stand against me, nor the skill to survive so long. And you have grown strong in the Light since we last met, I see. But that will not save you.” His crimson gaze hammered into Raelum. “Why should you fight? It is hopeless. Throw down your weapons, and I will dispatch you without pain.”
Raelum growled, clutched the sigil tighter, and shook off the draugvir’s mesmeric gaze. “No!”  
The draugvir’s laughter mocked him.
Nightgrim sprang into the air, gripped the ceiling, and skittered along like a spider. Raelum spun, ready for Nightgrim to plummet like a thunderbolt. Nightgrim let go, and Raelum braced himself. 
Yet even as he fell, Nightgrim kicked off the wall. His foot swooped down and slammed into Raelum’s chest. Raelum skidded backwards and slammed into the sarcophagus. He reeled, barely keeping his feet, every bone in his body ringing in pain. Nightgrim roared in triumph and dashed at him. 
In desperation Raelum thrust the medallion into Nightgrim’s face. The draugvir screeched and flinched away, hand rising to cover his eyes. Raelum yelled and stabbed his sword into the draugvir’s side. Nightgrim wailed and tore free. Raelum slumped against the sarcophagus, fighting the dizziness. 
“Thrice!” spat Nightgrim. The mask of gentility had fallen away, and the draugvir’s face twisted with inhuman fury. “Thrice you have wounded me! You’ll suffer for this, boy!”
Raelum whirled and chopped down, severing the ropes binding Lionel’s wrists and ankles. He yanked free Lionel’s sword belt and dropped it on the sarcophagus. 
Nightgrim laughed.“You think to have aid against me? Folly! Gallant Sir Lionel cannot resist me now.” He bent his gaze on Lionel. “Remain there.”
Lionel went rigid, trembling with fear. 
“He will watch me rip you from limb to limb, and then I’ll kill him,” said Nightgrim. “A delightful repayment for your debt, would you not agree?” 
“Speak not to me of debts!” said Raelum. “How many have you tormented, defiled, slaughtered? No more! They shall be avenged tonight!” Yet as Nightgrim advanced, Raelum could think of no way to fulfill his threat. He could not outfight Nightgrim. Sooner or later, the draugvir would overpower him. 
He did not wait for Nightgrim’s attack, but dashed forward, slashing. Nightgrim danced around his blows. The draugvir turned and kicked, his foot smashing into Raelum’s side. Raelum’s feet skidded out beneath him, and he fell to one knee. 
Nightgrim towered over him like a cloud. Raelum yelled and thrust the medallion, pushing its light into Nightgrim’s face. The draugvir howled and reared back, overbalancing. Raelum swung, his sword tip digging a furrow through Nightgrim’s shoulder. The draugvir snarled and backed away, and Raelum staggered to his feet, pressing forward, the shining sigil held out before him. If he could push the draugvir against the wall, he might strike a decisive blow…
Nightgrim jumped backwards, struck the wall, and scrambled up to the ceiling. Raelum turned, sword held high, trying to keep the draugvir in sight. The light from his sword only just reached the ceiling, and he could scarce see Nightgrim’s black-clad form. 
He heard a cracking sound, and a chunk of masonry hurtled out of the darkness. Raelum just had time to jump out of the way. The bricks shattered against the floor in a spray of dust. 
“Bravo, sir, bravo!” came Nightgrim’s voice. “Such speed! Since you fight in a most ungentlemanly fashion with that horrid light, I must also resort to cruder tactics.” Another chunk of brickwork exploded from the shadows. The edge clipped Raelum’s shoulder, pain bursting through his arm and chest. “Yet how many more can you dodge, eh? Shall we find out?” 
Raelum caught a glimpse of Nightgrim tearing a chunk from one of the pillars. It struck the floor at Raelum’s feet, and one brick slammed into Raelum’s knee. He reeled back, slumping against the stone sarcophagus. 
“Lionel,” he coughed. 
Lionel trembled like a trapped rabbit. 
Nightgrim plummeted from the darkness. Raelum threw himself to the side, and Nightgrim struck the floor so hard that the tiles shattered beneath his boots. Raelum backed against the damaged pillar, sword and medallion raised. Nightgrim squinted against the radiance, but stepped forward. 
“Come, sir,” said Nightgrim, “you cannot keep me at bay forever. Lay down your weapon and the golden sign. I will then slay you quickly.” His black eyes bored into Raelum’s mind. “Lay down your sword!” 
Raelum bared his teeth. “No!” 
The pillar groaned, and Raelum risked a look up. Nightgrim had torn away a large part of the column, leaving holes in the crumbling bricks and mortar. Raelum called on the Light to fill him with strength and leaned into the pillar. A load groaning filled the chamber, and dust fell from the ceiling, glittering in the medallion’s light. 
Nightgrim laughed. “You mean to tear down the ceiling? Really, sir. Such an action, while inconvenient, would not harm me in the slightest. Furthermore, you would almost certainly suffer a painful death.” 
Raelum roared and slammed against the pillar. 
A vicious shudder went through the brick column, and it toppled into the far wall. 
Then the ceiling began to collapse. 
Nightgrim changed, his body becoming hazy and insubstantial. A heartbeat later a ton of brickwork crashed into the draugvir. Raelum pushed aside his exhaustion, sprang through the dust, and seized Lionel’s shoulder. 
“Come on, you idiot!” said Raelum. “Run!” 
Lionel shook himself, rolled off the sarcophagus, and ran. They sprinted into the corridor even as the vaulted chamber collapsed with a thunderous roar and a roiling cloud of dust. 
In the medallion’s hazy light, Raelum saw cracks spreading across the walls. 
“Keep running!” he yelled.
He sprinted forward, rounded a corner, and crashed into a pack of panicked reaper-ghouls. The demons lunged at him, and Raelum thrust the sigil. The reaper-ghouls recoiled from the light. 
“Run!” said Raelum. 
They dashed down corridors at random, scrabbling for purchase on the icy floors. Demons ran back and forth through the tunnels, flinching from the sigil’s light. Finally Raelum stopped, panting. A few reaper-ghouls skulked at the edge of the light, but Raelum saw no sign of Nightgrim. 
The chamber didn’t look familiar. Corridors branched off in five different directions, choked with dust and demons. 
And Raelum realized he didn’t know how to get back to the surface. 



Chapter 13 - Hunters and Hunted
 
For a moment they stood in silence. 
“How,” said Lionel. “How did you find me? How did you know that…he had taken me? How did you even live long enough to get…”
“Quiet,” said Raelum. Every inch of his body ached. “I need to think.” 
“Here.” A sudden warmth washed through Raelum, the pain fading. Lionel stepped back, the Light glimmering around his fingertips.
“Thank you.”
Lionel shrugged. “I was useless when you faced Nightgrim.” He looked away in shame. “I cannot resist him. By the Divine…if you hadn’t found me…”
“Enough,” said Raelum. “There isn’t time.” Nightgrim had survived the collapse, Raelum had no doubt. They dared not linger here. 
“Let’s go,” said Raelum, picking one of the passages at random. “If we can’t get to the High Temple before Nightgrim finds us, we are dead men.” He kept the medallion before him, demons cowering away from the light.
“What is that light?” said Lionel, gazing at the medallion in wonder. “Is…is that from the dead Brother…”
“Aye,” said Raelum. “I had more need of it than he did. Besides, if we live through this, I’ll return it.” The tunnel branched into two directions, one ascending, the other descending. Raelum shrugged and took the higher path. 
“Did it lead you to me?” said Lionel.
“Not quite.” The passageway opened into another vaulted chamber. “I recognized some of the ghouls as men and women from Abbotsford. I realized Nightgrim must have followed us. I resolved to go after you, and I picked up the medallion by chance, or by the will of the Divine, one or the other. It carries some of the High Temple’s consecration. I sensed Nightgrim’s presence, and followed him to you.” Raelum fell silent. Two passageways led from the vault. Both led downwards, deeper into this demon-choked maze. 
“So…you followed Nightgrim to me?” said Lionel.
“Yes.”
“And therefore you don’t know how to return to the surface.”
Raelum sighed. “I don’t. The collapse buried the passages I used.” A new fear grew in his mind. Perhaps the collapse had sealed them here. 
Perhaps he would die here, rise as a reaper-ghoul, and wander these dungeons for an eternity, never finding Marsile.
The thought enraged him. 
“I am a dead man,” said Lionel. “You should not have come. Now you are dead, too.” 
Raelum glared at him. “I am not dead yet, nor are you. And by the Divine, I will not give up while I have breath. We will find a way out.”
Lionel shrugged. “Lead on.”
Raelum picked the leftmost passage and kept walking.
 
###
 
It took Nightgrim some time to find his way free from the collapsed corridors. 
The stone hampered him not at all. With his flesh shifted into the astral world, he moved through the fallen rubble like smoke drifting through clear air. Yet even in the astral realm, he could not see through solid rock, and it took some effort to find a clear corridor. 
He stepped into an empty vault and made himself solid once more. A few reaper-ghouls shuffled towards him, looked at his face, and cringed in terror. 
Nightgrim heard a deep growl. 
With some surprise, he realized it came from his own throat. 
He had endured difficulties before. Enemies had wounded him. The Paladins had driven him into hiding. And a few times he had been forced to abandon victims before satisfying hunger, as had happened in St. Tarill’s with Lionel of Tarrenheim. 
Nightgrim’s growl rose to a roar. 
But no one had ever wounded him as many times as Raelum. 
The very thought filled him with fury like molten iron. Nightgrim strode into the corridors, snarling. He would find them both, rip out Lionel’s throat, drain him dry, and tear Raelum to shreds …
He stopped.
He had to think. Rage clouded his mind, and if he was not careful he might blunder into some clever trap. He sniffed the floor. It stank with centuries of corruption, yet his nostrils still caught the faint trace of living blood. Nightgrim hastened down the corridor. New thoughts stirred in his mind, along with a fresh note of alarm. 
He had to hurry. If they got back to the High Temple, they would take precautions against the power of his will. And dawn was not all that far off. With that wretched medallion, they could descend into the depths of the city and destroy him as he rested, his powers reduced by the sun. 
“Master!”
Nightgrim whirled. The bloated ghoul that had once been Walchelin, bailiff of Abbotsford, cowered in a corner. 
“Kindly waste not my time,” said Nightgrim. 
“They came this way,” said Walchelin, squeezing out of the corner. “Raelum and Lionel.” The ghoul’s raspy voice twisted with hate. 
“Which way did they go?” said Nightgrim.
Walchelin pointed to a tunnel that led deeper into the earth.
Nightgrim frowned. “Are they mad?” He blinked, and began to grin. “Why, Walchelin, I do believe our adversaries are lost!”
“They had a…light, a horrible light,” said Walchelin. “I couldn’t follow them.” 
“Come along, noble bailiff,” said Nightgrim. “You shall feast on Sir Raelum’s flesh yet.” 
Walchelin grinned, slime oozing from his gums, and followed after Nightgrim. 
 
###
 
Raelum kept walking. 
He wondered if hell was like the catacombs. The black tunnels ran forever in all directions, the air heavy with the reek of decay. And the dead, the demons choking the corridors, never seemed to end. Without the medallion’s light, the hordes would tear them apart. 
Lionel’s voice droned over and over in a prayer that had eroded into frightened mumbles. 
Raelum trudged on, squinting at the arches and the doorways, trying to find a way back to the surface. The nameless city seemed a haven next to this place. 
“We’re never going to get out, are we?” whispered Lionel.
“We shall get out.” But Raelum feared Lionel was right. 
He glimpsed water trickling down the wall.
“What is it?” said Lionel. 
“Water,” said Raelum. “It must be flowing from someplace on the surface.” 
Lionel shrugged. “What of that? The city sits beside a lake. Water must drain down here all the time.”
“No,” said Raelum. “If it did, this entire place would have been swept away long ago.” He remembered the mazes of sewers beneath Khauldun, the brick tunnels that had carried water into the sea. “This must come from somewhere in the city. Melted snow, I think. Mayhap we can follow it.” 
“I can think of nothing better,” said Lionel. 
They walked through the corridors, boots scraping against the icy floor. Raelum kept the medallion high, eyes on the flow of slushy water. 
“The passage is sloping up,” said Raelum. 
Lionel said nothing. 
 
###
 
Nightgrim stood motionless, watching the two men.
“The light,” croaked Walchelin, “the horrid…”
“Silence,” said Nightgrim. That tunnel led to an opening in the street behind the High Temple. Nightgrim’s frown tightened into a grimace. If they reached the city, and vanished into the High Temple, they would elude Nightgrim. 
But Nightgrim knew of another corridor, a shorter route that led to the pit. 
“Come,” he beckoned. They raced through the corridors, up a flight of brick stairs, and into one of the higher corridors. Soon they came to the opening into the street. Nightgrim gazed through the hole, towards the sky, and flinched in alarm. 
The sky had begun to brighten. He felt even that dim light draining the powers of the greater demon within him. For a moment Nightgrim wanted to flee back into the depths of the catacombs, back into the cool darkness. 
He heard a clatter and turned. Far in the distance, he saw the golden-white gleam of Raelum’s sigil. They would come any moment. And if they reached the High Temple, they would return with their companions and destroy Nightgrim. 
“No,” he whispered. 
“Master?” said Walchelin. 
“Stay here,” said Nightgrim, “beneath the hole, and do not move.” He stepped back into the shadows, wrapping himself in his dark cloak. 
“Don’t leave me for them,” said Walchelin, pleading. 
“Do not,” said Nightgrim, bending his will on the ghoul, “move.” 
No doubt the sight of the Walchelin would distract both Raelum and Lionel. And then, with their attention diverted, Nightgrim would spring from the darkness and snap Raelum’s neck. He had no time for gentlemanly combat. 
The light drew closer. 
Nightgrim crouched, waiting. 
 
###
 
“There,” said Raelum, pointing. “Look.” Far down the long tunnel, he saw a faint glimmer of starlight. “The city. We’re almost there.” 
“You’re right,” said Lionel. “By the Divine, you’re right!”
They hastened down the tunnel. No demons loitered in the passageway. No doubt they waited on the surface, ringing the High Temple. The faint light grew brighter, and Raelum realized it was almost dawn. He had spent half the night wandering the dark catacombs. 
Something moved. 
A bloated ghoul crouched in the shaft of light, trembling. The ragged remnants of clothing hung from its greasy flesh. The wretched thing looked familiar. 
“Walchelin,” hissed Raelum, fresh fury pulsing through him. The ghoul cringed back. “You murdering dog. By the Divine, if there’s anything left of you in that ghoul, I’ll send your black soul screaming down to hell.” 
He stepped forward, sword and medallion raised. Walchelin flinched, quivering, but did not move. Surprise pushed through Raelum’s rage. Every other demon, save Nightgrim, had quailed from the light. Raelum brought his burning blade crashing down, and the sword sheared through Walchelin’s chest.
“Master!” screeched Walchelin, collapsing to the floor. 
“Raelum!” said Lionel, scrabbling for his sword.
Raelum turned just as something heavy and cold slammed into him. He caught a glimpse of enraged black eyes, and then cold hands locked about his throat. 
Raelum fell backwards, choking, and Nightgrim landed atop him. His sword and the medallion clanged against the floor. Blackness swarmed through Raelum’s vision, the draugvir’s iron-hard fingers squeezing with horrible force. Nightgrim would tear Raelum’s head from his shoulders…
Lionel yelled and stabbed. Nightgrim raised one hand, swatted aside the blade, and seized Lionel by the hair. The pressure on Raelum’s throat lessened. 
“Your pardons, sir,” said the draugvir, “but I’ll deal with you in a just a moment.” He flung Lionel back. Raelum’s scrabbling fingers found the fallen medallion, and he thrust it against Nightgrim’s chest. The draugvir screeched and rocked back, letting go of Raelum’s throat. Raelum coughed and tried to crawl back to his feet as Nightgrim snarled and reached for him.
Raelum had no other weapons left. He yanked the silver dagger from his belt and plunged it into Nightgrim’s knee. The weapon flashed with white fire, and Nightgrim screamed and jerked back. The dagger clanged against the floor, and Raelum gaped at it. The blade had only discomforted other demons. But Arthuras had forged it, had faced a draugvir in the ruins of the Old Empire.
Raelum had no time to worry about it. 
He snatched up his sword and the medallion and lurched, coughing, back to his feet. Nightgrim circled him, eyes narrowed. The draugvir moved with a marked limp. 
“Well done, sir,” whispered Nightgrim, eyes blazing. “Well done. I’m going to greatly enjoy ripping you limb from limb.” 
“Enough talk,” rasped Raelum. “Get on with it.”
Nightgrim executed a little bow. “As you wish.” 
Lionel climbed to one knee, shaking with fear. 
“Remain still,” said Nightgrim, voice ringing with command. “Do not move until I say otherwise.” 
“Lionel!” said Raelum.
Nightgrim laughed. “He cannot resist me!” 
Raelum and the draugvir struggled in the narrow corridor. Nightgrim’s punch tore a chunk of brick from the wall, and Raelum’s missed sword stroke clanged off the floor. They staggered like drunken men. Raelum’s blows must have slowed Nightgrim. Yet Raelum could scarce keep his feet. 
The light from the gash in the ceiling grew brighter. If Raelum could drive Nightgrim into the sunlight, he might have a chance. Nightgrim punched and spun in a high kick, and Raelum and thrust the sigil into the draugvir’s face. Nightgrim hissed and reared back, and Raelum came at him, not slowing, slashing with all his strength. He overbalanced and struck too hard. Nightgrim’s cold hand seized his wrist, and his other hand rammed into Raelum’s stomach.
Pain blasted through Raelum, and the breath exploded from him. His sword and the medallion fell from nerveless fingers. Nightgrim roared in triumph, seized him by the throat, and slammed him against the wall. Raelum’s head cracked against the bricks. Darkness began to drown his vision, and Nightgrim’s free hand took the top of Raelum’s head and twisted. 
“Good-bye, noble Sir Raelum,” whispered Nightgrim, grinning. 
Raelum screamed in pain. 
Lionel loomed up behind Nightgrim, bellowing like an enraged bull, and threw himself at the draugvir. Raelum’s dagger flashed in Lionel’s hand and plunged into Nightgrim’s back. The draugvir howled and let Raelum go, trying to spin around. Lionel stabbed Nightgrim thrice more before the draugvir’s desperate blow sent him flying. 
“That!” shrieked Nightgrim, “that was ungentlemanly!” 
Coughing, spitting blood, Raelum went to one knee, seized his sword, and stabbed even as Nightgrim turned to face him.
The sword plunged through Nightgrim’s stomach, up through his chest, and exploded from his back. The blade burst into raging white flames. Nightgrim screamed, trying to tear free. Raelum kept his grip on the hilt, Nightgrim’s struggles dragging him along. 
Lionel reeled to his feet and plunged his sword into Nightgrim’s back. The tip burst from the draugvir’s stomach and scraped against Raelum’s mail. Nightgrim roared in agony, caught between the two blades. 
“The light!” groaned Raelum, jerking his head at the gash in the ceiling. “Get him in the light!” 
They dragged the hilts of their swords towards the brightening sunlight, Nightgrim howling and thrashing. Blow after brutal blow landed on Raelum’s shoulder and arm. He felt flesh shudder, bones crack, but kept dragging.
He and Lionel thrust Nightgrim into the sunlight.
Nightgrim’s scream raked at Raelum’s ears. The draugvir’s bone-pale skin smoked, the swords’ white fire flashing through his flesh. Nightgrim’s clothes went up in smoke, exposing burned flesh and charring muscle as the flames devoured him. Raelum winced and looked away from the brightness.
And all the while Nightgrim screamed. Soon only a charred, twisted thing remained, then only a blackened skeleton. The skeleton bucked and burst apart. The bones struck the walls and floor and shattered, and Nightgrim was no more. 
Raelum slumped to his knees, panting with pain and weariness. Lionel gazed at his left wrist in wonder. Even as Raelum watched, the half-healed scar on Lionel’s wrist vanished.
“It’s gone,” whispered Lionel, eyes wide with wonder. “His taint…oh, merciful Divine, I can’t feel his taint any longer!” 
Raelum heard a snarl. He looked up and saw dozens of reaper-ghouls staring down at him. With Nightgrim destroyed, the creatures had been freed to flee the sunlight. Raelum tried to stand, tried to lift his sword, but had no strength left. 
Lionel seized the fallen medallion and held it high. White-gold light blazed from the gleaming metal. The reaper-ghouls flinched, sprang into the pit, and fled down both directions of the corridor. Hundreds of them swarmed down the walls, running so close that Raelum smelled the waves of stink washing off their corrupted flesh.
Yet none dared come within the medallion's light. Soon they vanished into the darkness of the catacombs. 
“The taint is gone!” said Lionel, gazing at the sigil. “This miracle has saved us!” 
“I’m glad,” said Raelum, trying to keep from falling over. 
“And you have saved me!” Lionel knelt before Raelum. “If not for you, Nightgrim would have made me into his slave.” He drew his sword, laid it flat on his palms, and held it out before Raelum. “I pledge you my service and my fealty for the rest of my days.” 
Raelum opened his mouth to speak. Nothing came out. 
He fell flat on his face and knew no more.
 
###
 
Some time later he swam back to consciousness. He lay on his back, beneath his cloak, and a fire crackled nearby. Raelum turned his head and watched as Carandis threw more pieces of broken pews into the flames. He was in the High Temple, lying on the stairs before the altar. 
Raelum groaned and sat up. A wave of dizziness flooded through him. 
“You’re awake,” said Carandis. “How do you feel?” 
“Awful,” said Raelum. 
“Lionel healed you as best as he could,” said Carandis. 
Lionel lay on one of the intact pews, snoring. 
“And you are young yet.” Arthuras squatted besides Raelum. “You will heal fast enough, I warrant.” 
“How did I get here?” said Raelum. 
“We had thought you dead, I am ashamed to admit,” said Carandis, “but when the reaper-ghouls fled, we knew you must have destroyed Nightgrim.” 
“We went into the city to search,” said Arthuras. “It did not take us long to find you. We carried you back to the High Temple. Here, eat.” He pressed some bread and a wineskin into Raelum’s hands.
Raelum devoured the food. “How long have I been asleep?” 
“The entire day,” said Carandis. “It’s night now.”
Raelum glanced out the High Temple’s yawning doors. He saw hundreds of demons milling through the city’s square, though they did not surround the High Temple as they had before. 
“We have to go,” said Raelum. “Marsile flees...”
“No,” said Arthuras. “The demons will return to their catacombs when dawn comes. Then we will leave this accursed place. Tonight, with Nightgrim gone, we can rest. And you were right. We should have gone after Nightgrim at once.”
Raelum laughed, coughed and lay back down. “No. You were right. I would have perished, if not for the priest’s medallion.” He looked around, alarmed. “The medallion. Where…”
“Back with the Brother’s skeleton,” said Carandis, pointing. Gold gleamed on the skeleton’s breastbone. “Perhaps we should take it with us.”
“No,” said Raelum. “It doesn’t belong to us. It should stay here. Perhaps someday men will return to this city. If so, they’ll have need of the medallion.” 
“So will we,” said Arthuras. “The lands along our path grow more perilous, not less. But we shall leave the medallion behind, if you wish.”
“I do,” said Raelum. With Nightgrim gone, they should not linger. They had to catch Marsile. Raelum had to convince the others to move. But he had never felt such weariness. He closed his eyes to rest a bit. 
Sleep took him.



Chapter 14 - For Justice
 
The Silvercrown Mountains drew closer, filling the empty sky. 
Marsile smiled. Soon he would see the dark mass of Moragannon perched upon the mountain’s foothills. His fists clenched with suppressed excitement. Soon the spell from the Book of Summoned Dead would tear open the wall between worlds, bringing Baligant’s high demon to him. 
And then Marsile would possess the secret of life eternal. 
He looked over his column and smiled. His domination spells had now enslaved over ninety demons. Six wraiths, created from the fusion of demons with the memories of long-dead knights, drifted through the line. Marsile used them as scouts, since rough terrain did not hinder their immaterial forms. 
For that matter, rough terrain failed to hamper the rest of his minions. The forests had thinned after a day of travel. Marsile saw empty meadows, brown grass poking above the white snow. The land rose in hills, but the road remained flat and level. It was in better condition than the roads south of the nameless city.
Marsile frowned. 
Why were the roads in better condition? 
Mortal men had not lived here for centuries.
“Perhaps the Elder People yet dwell beyond the great bridge,” Marsile mused aloud.
He pushed aside the absurd notion. The Elder People had died out millennia ago. Maybe a small band of mortal men yet lived in these hills, as the village of Abbotsford had lingered in the shadow of the ruined monastery.
Or had lingered until Nightgrim found them.
The thought of the draugvir brought a smile to Marsile’s lips. He had left the nameless city three days ago, and had not felt the touch of Carandis Marken’s spell since. Marsile returned his attention to the Book of Stolen Blood in his lap, studying the spell to drain the life energies of the children and bind Baligant’s high demon. 
“Lord.”
One of the wraiths drifted before his litter, a shimmering image of green light. It looked like a knight, eyes dead, face sorrowful. 
“What is it?” said Marsile.
“There is power ahead,” whispered the wraith. 
“Where?” said Marsile.
The wraith pointed. 
A hundred paces ahead the road twisted around a rocky hill. A small, dark shape crouched a few steps from the road. Looking at it sent a tingle down Marsile’s spine. He whispered an incantation, and felt a concentration of blood sorcery in the dark object. 
“Hold,” said Marsile, frowning. He clambered down from the litter, wincing at the pain in his joints, and walked towards the object. 
It was a stout wooden stake. A human skull sat atop the stake, the backbone dangling. Black feathers had been attached to the bones. Skull, spine, and stake had all been painted with arcane sigils in dried blood. Marsile stared at it, puzzled. He recognized the sigil of summoning, and another of warding, but he had never seen the others before. What power did this totem possess? 
For that matter, who had left it here?
Marsile took another step towards it.
The bones rattled, the black feathers stirring. 
The skull opened its jawbone, eyes flashing with crimson fire, and began to scream. 
Marsile stumbled back, the hideous shriek cutting into his ears like a hot knife. Even with his hands over his ears, the wail still sliced into his mind. The skull launched into the air, still screaming, the backbone trailing like a ghastly tail. The apparition hovered for a moment, then floated away to the north. 
Marsile pulled his hands from his ears and worked a spell. A shimmering blast of silver astralfire launched from his fingers and smashed into the hovering skull.
The bones shattered, and the wail came to a merciful end. 
Marsile lowered his hands, shuddering. 
“An alarm,” he croaked. 
Someone had left this totem here as an alarm, and Marsile had blundered right into it. Cursing, he limped back to his litter and climbed into his sedan chair.
“Follow the road,” he ordered. He bid his wraiths to resume their scouting. Marsile scanned the hills and the trees, half-expecting a host of enemies to pour from the wilderness. Atop the next hill sat a collection of charred logs and piled stones. The wreckage looked to have once been a village, log huts with stone foundations. 
And it looked to have been burned recently. 
Marsile’s spells detected no demons within the ruins, save for his own minions. His litter-bearers took him to the top of the hill. Broken wooden spears with flint tips lay strewn about, along with innumerable flint-tipped arrows. Jars of baked clay had been smashed against the ground. Marsile saw two more sigil-marked stakes topped with skulls, though neither held any magical power. 
He saw no bodies, no bones. 
Yet he saw no sign that any corpses had been burned here. 
Marsile looked again at the skull-crowned stakes. 
He doubted any Brother of the false Divine had dwelt here. Someone in this village had possessed sufficient blood sorcery to create the skull-totems. Yet what had happened here? For that matter, who had dwelt here? 
Or what?
Marsile pushed aside his uneasiness, his litter-bearers to returning to the rest of his servants. Whoever had dwelt here had perished or departed. They meant nothing to Marsile. If they lived and stood in his way, he would destroy them, as he had destroyed his other enemies.
His column had not traveled another hundred yards when another wraith approached his litter.
“What now?” said Marsile. 
“Lord,” said “Something approaches from the south.”
“Something?” said Marsile. “What is it?” Had the screaming skull totem summoned aid?
“A reaper-ghoul,” said the wraith.
“Just one?” said Marsile, puzzled. The things always seemed to travel in packs. “Halt! Turn my litter about.”
His servants halted, his litter-bearers turning. Marsile set himself and gathered power, ready to unleash astralfire or work a defensive ward. 
Soon a reaper-ghoul came into sight, moving at a rapid pace. The creature’s eyes and claws glimmered with the usual pale blue-green fire. The thing looked familiar. In fact, it almost looked like…
Marsile’s eyes widened. 
It was Tored. 
The reaper-ghoul stopped before Marsile’s litter, settling into a comfortable crouch. 
“You,” said Marsile.
“Master,” said Tored. His voice had deepened, roughened. “I have returned.” 
“You’re dead,” said Marsile. “I saw you die.”
“I have been dead for a very long time,” said Tored.
“No! Fool!” said Marsile, glaring. “Nightgrim took you, tore your head from your shoulders. I saw you destroyed.” 
“I am,” said Tored, “very hard to destroy. I was commanded to take you to Moragannon. I shall obey. You will come to Moragannon.” 
“You are not Tored,” said Marsile, scowling. Everything about the demon-possessed creature had changed. Tored had he ever stared at Marsile with such powerful mocking, confidence. “You…must be the minion of some other blood sorcerer, summoned by that totem.” Marsile worked the spell to sense magic. 
He sensed nothing, save dark power of the demon in Tored’s flesh. Had Tored been destroyed, only to rise again as a reaper-ghoul? Marsile had never heard of such a thing happening. Once a ghoul was destroyed, it was destroyed, its flesh no longer able to house a demon. 
“We should go, master,” said Tored, “to Moragannon.” 
“How is it that you even stand here?” said Marsile, “stronger than before? How?”
“I grow stronger,” said Tored, “as we draw closer to Moragannon.” 
“Tell me!” growled Marsile.
“I was commanded to take you to Moragannon,” said Tored. A faint sneer flickered over his misshapen face. “I shall obey.”
Marsile snarled and began casting the spell to dominate a demon, putting all of his power into the incantation. He would wrench answers from this creature, one way or another. 
He cast the spell…and it did nothing, his power rebounding from Tored. Marsile reeled back in his sedan chair, blinking. In other reaper-ghouls, the creatures’ overmastering hunger had repulsed his spell. In Tored…it was as if his magic had struck a wall of iron. 
Tored remained motionless. 
Marsile chewed on his lip, thinking. Perhaps he should destroy the creature at once. Who knew what power controlled the thing Tored had become? 
Yet a guide to Moragannon would prove useful. 
Marsile’s lip twitched in disgust, annoyed at his timorousness. Had he not found Tored wandering outside the monastery of St. Tarill’s? Tored had been nothing but a lesser ghoul then. The astral world was closer in these lands. No doubt some strange reaction between the astral world and Marsile’s spells had reanimated Tored as a reaper-ghoul. 
“Very well,” said Marsile. “I commanded you to take me to Moragannon, did I not? Then fulfill that command. Lead me to Moragannon by the quickest route.” 
“As the master wishes,” said Tored, loping to the head of the column.
Marsile bade his servants and litter-bearers to follow the reaper-ghoul’s hunched shape.
The Silvercrown Mountains drew ever closer. 
 
###
 
They left the nameless city at sunrise. 
Raelum winced at his bruises, but did not complain. He wanted to make all speed to pursue Marsile. 
The nameless city stood silent and deserted. Without Nightgrim’s will to hold them, the demons had fled from the daylight to the catacombs beneath the ruins. 
“Well,” said Arthuras as they passed through the city’s northern gate, “I have gone into the nameless city, and I have come out again. I never thought such a thing possible.” 
“Your daggers had no small part in it,” said Raelum.
Arthuras shrugged. “I wrought them long ago, when I hunted my mother.” He touched one of the daggers at in his belt. “I forged them to be proof against draugvirs. I had forgotten that.”
“A glorious morning,” said Lionel.. 
The shadow of despair had left his face along with Nightgrim’s taint. He was no longer the timid young man Raelum had first seen in the courtyard of St. Tarill’s. Hildebrand of Oldenburg would have been shocked to see the change in his former companion.
“Let us be on our way,” said Lionel, hand resting on sword hilt, “and bring Marsile to account.” 
“I will cast the spell of location as soon as we get past the lake,” said Carandis. The lake lay to the left of the road. It looked like a great eye of ice, cold and dead. They had seen wraiths dancing over the frozen waters in the night. 
“No,” said Arthuras. 
Carandis raised her eyebrows. “Why not? I stopped before we came to the nameless city, and Marsile was ready for us anyway.” 
“Yet last time Marsile did not know if we yet lived,” said Arthuras. “He did not know if Walchelin had succeeded, or if we had perished in the wild. Now he has every reason to believe us dead. For who could stand against a creature such as Nightgrim and live?”
Lionel laughed. "Sir Raelum did."
“Marsile ambushed us,” said Arthuras. “Now let us repay the favor.” 
“How?” said Carandis. 
“He will go straight to Moragannon now,” said Arthuras. “It is not far. But I know the way to Moragannon, and better than he does. His horde of demon minions will leave a trail I can read like script on a scroll. Whatever path he has taken, we shall follow him and take him unawares.” 
“Indeed, it might be the only way we can hope to succeed,” said Carandis. “I’ve seen his power, as have we all. If he’s ready for us, he’ll work spells we cannot hope to survive.” 
“And I, for one, am eager to meet him,” said Lionel. “He will not unleash another horror like Nightgrim into the world.” 
“Very well,” said Raelum. “Let us make Marsile regret his sins.”
 
###
 
Raelum and the others set off at a great pace to the northeast, moving with haste through the trees. They camped after dark and rose before dawn, dodging both roving bands of reaper-ghouls and crumbled, wraith-haunted ruins. Sometimes Arthuras led them along the road. There Raelum saw, clear even to his eyes, the tracks of Marsile’s servants.
The road was in far better shape than the one leading to the nameless city. 
“The road ought to have vanished years ago,” said Lionel. “No one has dwelled here for centuries.” 
“Perhaps the ghouls walk the road,” said Carandis, “keep it from vanishing.”
“Perhaps,” murmured Arthuras, ghostly blue eyes scanning the trees. “Perhaps.”
He did not believe it, Raelum thought. Yet their taciturn guide would not reveal his mind until he thought it necessary, and Raelum said nothing.
The forests thinned into patches of woods, rocky meadows, and stony hills. The mighty shapes of the Silvercrown Mountains in the east grew larger, snow and ice capping the peaks. Perhaps they would soon see the black shape of Moragannon lurking atop the foothills. 
The next day they saw the ruins. 
Heaps of burned logs and shattered stones squatted atop a hill. Raelum swept his demonborn senses over the hill, seeking for the demons that must choke such a ruin. 
He felt nothing. 
“This is no ruin of Arvandil, I say,” said Carandis. “Every ruin we’ve seen has been built of stone. And this was burned recently. Within a year at the most.”
“You are right,” said Arthuras. 
“Was this place here when you last passed?” said Lionel.
“Nay,” said Arthuras, face grim. “It was not.” 
“Do you know who dwelt here?” said Carandis.
Arthuras said nothing.
Carandis grunted, squatted, and picked up a reddish stone. “Well, whoever these folk were, they forgot the art of smithcraft.” She held out her palm. A flint arrowhead rested on her gloved hand. 
Arthuras stared at it, eyes distant.
“You’ve seen such arrowheads before, haven’t you?” said Raelum. “And you know who dwelt here.”
“Know?” said Arthuras, scanning the surrounding trees. “Know? I know nothing. I suspect. Perhaps I am wrong. Yet if any of these hill-dwellers still live, we will do well to avoid them.”
“I agree,” said Carandis, tapping one of the strange skull-totems with her staff. One of the black feathers fell and drifted away. “Whoever these folk were…I doubt they welcomed strangers.”
“No,” said Arthuras, “they did not. I dislike this place. Let us move on. Keep careful watch.”
“Who do you expect to be about, save demons?” said Lionel. “Men have forsaken these lands for years.”
“Aye,” said Arthuras, “men have.”
With that enigmatic statement he led them from the hill. They walked the rest of the day and stopped for camp after dark. 
“Not far, now,” said Arthuras. “Very soon we’ll find ourselves in the foothills. And then it is a short journey to Moragannon itself.”
Raelum took first watch. Yet Arthuras stayed awake, sitting with one of his quivers lying across his lap. As Raelum watched, Arthuras mixed a number of odd powders in a cloth. Raelum caught a whiff of a sharp, pungent spice. Arthuras took the cloths and wrapped them about his arrows, one by one. 
“What are you doing?” said Raelum.
“Shouldn’t you be at watch?” said Arthuras. Raelum said nothing, and Arthuras kept working. After a while he said, “If we are to have any chance, Marsile must not use his spells. If it all possible, I will try to kill him quickly with a single arrow. But if that fails, I will resort to other methods.” 
“The powders,” said Raelum.
Arthuras nodded, winding a cloth about another arrow. 
“And what will those powders accomplish?” said Raelum.
“If fortune favors us, we shall never need know,” said Arthuras. 
“You guard your secrets like hoarded coins,” said Raelum.
“I do.” Arthuras slid a completed arrow into his quiver. “And I oft wish I had never laid eyes on some of those coins. It would be best if we killed Marsile before he came anywhere near Moragannon.” 
“Before he can free the evil that lurks within,” said Raelum.
“That,” said Arthuras, “and I fear that evil. I saw Moragannon once, from a distance. I have no wish to see it again.”
“You said the same of the nameless city,” said Raelum, “and yet we came out alive.” 
“We did,” said Arthuras, “but there are horrors within Moragannon that make the nameless city seem a sunlit garden.” He tucked his quiver away and rose. “You may as well sleep. I will sit and think while keeping watch.”
Raelum fell asleep. Arthuras woke them before dawn, and they continued the pursuit.
The tracks of Marsile’s servants grew fresher.
 
###
 
Marsile sat on his litter and stared at the dead deer dangling from the tree.
The deer watched him with sightless eyes. Its antlers scraped the ground, scratching lines into the earth. A length of rough rope had been wound around the deer’s legs, holding it off the ground. Looking closer, Marsile saw that the rope had been part of a cunningly wrought trap. The deer had blundered into the lasso, the rope had pulled taut, and the whiplash had broken its neck. 
Someone had set that trap. Someone living, and breathing, with a need for meat. 
Yet who?
Or what?
“Tored,” said Marsile, “do any living creatures dwell in these hills? Mortal men…or something else?” 
“I was commanded to take you to Moragannon,” said Tored, black tongue scraping over yellow fangs. “I shall obey.”
“Be silent,” said Marsile. “I wonder if you remember how to say anything else.”
Tored said nothing.
Marsile straightened in his seat. He had over ninety demons to defend him, along with the potency of his spells. If the mysterious hunters tried to stop him, Marsile would slaughter them all and bind their possessed corpses to his service. 
He turned, and from the corner of his eye, noticed something moving in the trees. 
 
###
 
“There,” breathed Raelum, sword in hand. “There.”
A mass of demons stood in a snowy meadow at the edge of a small wood. Raelum, Carandis, Lionel, and Arthuras picked their way around the trees. Every now and again a twig crunched beneath Lionel’s or Carandis’s boot, and Arthuras glared at them, but the demons never reacted.
Raelum saw Marsile. The outlaw Adept sat in a sedan chair carried by four ghouls. A dead deer dangled from a nearby tree, hind legs caught in a rope. Had Marsile been forced to hunt for food? 
Raelum’s heart hammered. A quick dash would bring him to the vile murderer. Yet Raelum doubted he could hack his way through the ranks of ghouls before Marsile’s spells struck him down. 
Arthuras stopped, drew an arrow, and raised his bow. Raelum watched, his fists clenched. Marsile deserved this, deserved unexpected death hurtling from the trees. Raelum wanted to see the agony on Marsile’s face, to see the pain as death claimed him.
Arthuras drew back his bow.
Marsile turned and saw them.
 
###
 
Marsile’s eyes widened.
The four of them stood in the trees, staring at him. Lionel of Tarrenheim and Carandis Marken, sword and staff in hand. Arthuras, a bow held at the ready. And Raelum, his red eyes ablaze with hatred. 
How was this possible? How could Nightgrim have failed? For the barest instant Marsile’s stunned mind refused to work.
Then he remembered, in a terrifying flash, standing in the nameless city, Arthuras’s arrow shattering against his protective spells. 
The arrow!
Marsile flung himself backwards. 
The action saved his life. An arrow flew from Arthuras’s bow and slammed into Marsile’s left shoulder. 
 
###
 
Arthuras snarled a curse and yanked his sword free.
“You hit him!” said Carandis. 
“It was not a killing shot!” said Arthuras. “Quickly!” He sprinted forward, singing, and his sword burst into raging flame. Raelum and the others dashed after him, weapons at the ready. 
The demons turned to face them.
 
###
 
Marsile snarl in pain. The arrowhead ground against the bones of his shoulder. Blood pumped from the wound, darkening his crimson robes. 
“Kill them!” Marsile managed to shout. “Kill them!”
His servants moved towards the attackers. 
“You,” gasped Marsile, pointing. He tasted blood on his tongue. “Come here! Now!” One of the ghouls shuffled to Marsile’s side.
It bore the black spear Marsile had taken from the demon knight in the nameless city. The spear held enough stolen life-force to heal Marsile’s wounds, if only he could get the wretched arrow out of his shoulder.
His right hand curled around the arrow’s shaft and tugged. A wave of sickening pain roared through him, and Marsile rolled onto his side and retched. 
“You,” said Marsile, when he could speak again. He heard the clang of steel and the crackle of spells.“Pull the arrow from my shoulder. Now! Now!”
The ghoul bent, clawed hand curling around the arrow, and yanked. The arrowhead wrenched free from Marsile’s shoulder, dangling a gibbet of flesh. 
Marsile he heard himself screaming. Waves of gray washed over his vision. He wanted to close his eyes, huddle into a quivering ball. 
But if he closed his eyes, he might never open them again.
“The…spear,” he rasped, raising his shaking hand, “give me…the spear.”
The ghoul complied, the shaft slapping against Marsile’s palm. He gathered his will and forced his mind into the weapon.
Warmth flooded through Marsile, easing his pain, and a stream of life-energy surged into him. Marsile gasped in relief as the pain in his shoulder vanished. He felt his shoulder beneath the blood-wet robes. The wound had closed. 
Marsile clenched the spear, his relief becoming rage. They dared to attack him? Marsile was through with poison, with lackeys, with unreliable minions. He would end this himself, here and now. He would slay his enemies beneath the fury of his spells. 
“Tored!” The reaper-ghoul dashed to his side. “Take the ghouls with the children and continue towards Moragannon.” Suppose the wretched Silver Knights accidentally killed one of the children? Marsile had no wish to travel all the way back to the civilized lands to steal more. “I shall rejoin you once I have dealt with these fools.” 
“Master,” said Tored. The reaper-ghoul turned and raced away. 
Marsile muttered a spell, still lying on the ground. Warding energies crackled and shimmered about his body in a haze of blue and white light. Let the fools try to wound him now! Between his defensive spells and the spear’s protective powers, neither the Paladins’ blades nor Carandis’s astralfire could touch him. 
He sprang to his feet and began casting a spell.
 
###
 
Raelum caught the claws of a ghoul on his shield, shoved the creature back, and lashed out with his sword. The burning blade tore through the ghoul’s skull, rotten bone shattering. The demon writhed and collapsed to the ground. Raelum whirled and took the head from still another ghoul. 
The demons came at them in a solid mass, clawing and lashing. They did not try to encircle or flank them. Instead they piled on in a solid mass, and Raelum and the others mowed them down.
“For Chrysos!” Lionel fought like a man possessed, his arms filled with the strength of the Light. He smashed his blade through a ghoul, ripping the demon apart. “For Karrent!” His backhand shredded a wraith to wisps of glowing smoke. “For Hildebrand! For the Divine!” He hacked through Marsile’s demon minions like a scythe through chaff. Carandis loosed burst after burst of blue astralfire. Arthuras’s burning sword and silver dagger sent the demons fleeing. 
They were winning. 
Hot rage fired Raelum’s mind. Any moment, he would break through the demons and ram his sword through Marsile’s heart.
An enraged voice rang over the melee. Raelum saw Marsile standing beyond the demons, a black spear held the crook of his arm, astralfire dancing around his hands. 
“Marsile!” roared Raelum, shoving aside a ghoul.
Marsile turned, snarled, and flung out his hand. A blast of azure astralfire erupted from his fingers. Raelum drew on the Light, armoring himself against the fury of spells. The blast struck Raelum in the chest. The protection of the Light turned the worst of its fury, yet the flame still had enough force to fling Raelum through the air and slam him to the ground. He rolled to one knee, coughing in pain, as the demons closed on him. 
Carandis sent a shaft of astralfire at Marsile. Marsile crossed his arms over his chest and snarled a phrase. The astralfire winked out against his ward of silver light, and he unleashed a blast of his own at Carandis. Carandis shouted a warding spell, and the astralfire raged around her in a storm of magical power. 
Marsile began working another spell, the air rippling around his fingertips. 
Raelum staggered back to his feet and drove his sword through the chest of a ghoul. Arthuras laid about with his flaming sword, driving the demons back. Lionel shouted, hacking his way to within a few feet of Marsile.
Marsile whirled and opened his hands. The strange rippling leapt from his fingers to settle over Lionel like a shroud. Lionel shrieked and shuddered, limbs twitching, and fell to his knees. 
Marsile began another spell, fresh astralfire burning in his grasp. 
“Raelum!” shouted Arthuras. “Keep them off me!” 
Raelum charged Arthuras’s attackers, taking the arm off one, ripping through the throat of another. Arthuras jumped back, rammed his sword into the earth, and yanked his bow free. Marsile’s eyes settled on him. Arthuras notched an arrow, drew back, and released.
The arrow flew towards Marsile. As had happened in the nameless city, the arrow exploded into a thousand shards an instant before striking. Yet a greenish smoke, the same color of the powder Raelum had seen Arthuras mix, billowed from the shattered arrow. The fume washed over Marsile before dissipating. 
Marsile began to cough, his body shaking like a leaf. The astralfire around his fingertips winked out, the spell forgotten. Marsile doubled over, hacking, pounding at his chest. 
Raelum risked a glance at Arthuras. 
Arthuras shouldered his bow. “At him! Quickly!” His blade burst into fresh flames. 
Raelum’s sword sliced through another ghoul.
 
###
 
Marsile’s chest felt as if it wanted to split open. He coughed and shook, trying to catch a breath. He could not stop coughing. 
Nor could he chant a spell.
Through his tear-filled eyes he glimpsed the fires of a Silver Knight’s sword drawing closer. 
Marsile growled and made himself begin another spell. 
Another arrow exploded against his wards, shards raining over the ground. The burning odor plunged into his nostrils yet again. Marsile quivered, fighting his rebellious throat, but to no avail.
He began to cough again. 
The white fires drew closer. 
 
###
 
Raelum saw Lionel collapse to the ground, the air around him rippling, a pair of ghouls stopping over him. Raelum sprang forward and fell on Lionel’s attackers. His blade sheared through the leftmost ghoul’s arm. The creature fled, shrieking. The remaining ghoul threw itself at Raelum. Raelum sprang back, thrust his sword, and caught the creature on his sword point. The ghoul shuddered and fell over. 
Carandis staggered to her feet and threw out her hands. A stream of blue astralfire sprang from her palms and slammed into Marsile. The astralfire dissolved into sparks, but Marsile groaned and toppled backwards, still coughing. 
Raelum stepped over Lionel, swinging with his sword, bashing with his shield. Marsile was not twenty feet away.
 
###
 
Marsile rolled over and clenched the black spear. He focused his will and drained some of its energies into himself. The awful pressure in his chest and throat eased. 
An armless ghoul ran past him, gibbering. Marsile blinked and turned his head.
Panic struck him like a blow.
Of his ninety servants, not twenty remained. He saw no sign of the wraiths. Two swords, one burning with white flames and the other with yellow-orange, rose and fell. He heard Carandis Marken casting another spell. 
In a few moments they would kill him. 
Marsile seized the satchel holding the Book of Summoned Dead and the Book of Stolen Blood. One hand on the black spear, he cast a spell. The world became indistinct as his physical flesh shifted into the astral world. 
Marsile permitted himself to sink into the earth. By will alone, he drove himself through its dark mass. 
He rose from the ground a few feet behind Carandis Marken.
 
### 
 
Raelum tore through the last of the demons. Marsile’s wrecked litter lay on the ground, atop the bones of the destroyed ghouls. Yet Marsile himself had vanished. Raelum whirled, seeking his enemy. 
He saw a gray mist appear behind Carandis, a mist that hardened into Marsile. 
“Carandis!” said Raelum.
Carandis turned just as Marsile thrust out his hands. Blue light flashed and crackled, and Carandis toppled to the ground, staff rolling away. 
Raelum shouted and dashed towards them. 
 
###
 
Marsile saw Raelum coming, saw his death in the blazing sword. He had hoped to kill Carandis Marken, to keep himself safe from the location spell.
Marsile knelt next  the stunned Adept, free hand searching through her pack. His fingers curled around a length of rusted iron. He yanked it free and stood up.
Raelum was almost at him. Marsile smirked at the red-eyed boy and astraljumped away, the world vanishing in silver light. 
 
###
 
Raelum raised his arm for the blow, even as Marsile vanished in a burst of silver light. Raelum’s sword whistled through empty air. He overbalanced and stepped to the side, eyes darting back and forth.
The fires of his sword flickered and went out. 
Raelum turned. Arthuras strode towards him, wiping down the blade of his sword. 
“He got away,” said Raelum.
“Aye,” said Arthuras. 
“He took the iron bar, the one marked with his blood,” said Raelum, snarling. “We’ll never find him now.” 
“Perhaps,” said Arthuras, “but first we must see to the others.” 
He knelt besides Carandis, helping the Adept sit up. Carandis groaned and pressed her hands to her forehead.
“Do I have an axe in the back of my head?” Carandis said. 
“Not as I can see,” said Arthuras. 
“It feels like it.”
“Hold still,” said Raelum, putting his hand on Carandis’s shoulder and drawing on the Light. The Light rushed through him and settled into Carandis. Carandis closed her eyes and let out a long, weary sigh. 
“That’s better,” said Carandis. 
“Good,” said Arthuras, “let us see to Lionel.” 
Raelum felt a stab of alarmed guilt. He had last seen Lionel lying defenseless on the ground. Suppose a ghoul had taken him during Raelum’s mad rush at Marsile? Raelum followed Arthuras and Carandis, picking their way over the destroyed demons. 
Lionel lay on the ground. Froth bubbled from his lips. His limbs twitched, his heels drumming. 
“What did Marsile do?” said Raelum. 
“A spell of the mind,” muttered Carandis. “It…must have broken the connection between his reason and his flesh.”
“Can you undo it?” said Raelum.
“Probably,” said Carandis. “Marsile would have needed more time to inflict permanent harm.” She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and cast a spell. 
Lionel shuddered and blinked, his eyes coming back into focus. 
“By the Divine,” muttered Lionel, wiping his mouth, “that hurt.” 
“We have to go,” said Raelum, “we have to catch Marsile.”
“How?” said Carandis. “He took the iron bar. I can’t find him again.”
“You forget,” said Raelum. “He’s going to Moragannon, is he not?”
“He is,” said Arthuras. 
“Marsile will not stop now,” said Carandis. “He’ll go straight to Moragannon.” 
“He will,” said Raelum. “If we get to Moragannon before him, we can lie in wait.” 
Arthuras hesitated. “We can. I know paths through the hills. We may reach Moragannon before Marsile does. Yet…Moragannon. By all the gods, I had hoped never to lay eyes on that place again.”
“What choice do we have?” said Raelum. 
“None,” said Arthuras. “None at all. We dare not let him stir up the evil in Moragannon.” He shook his head, and pulled his mottled cloaked around him. “We had best not waste time. This way.”
Arthuras set off through the rocky hills, Raelum and the others following. 



Chapter 15 - Ashborn
 
Marsile cast another astraljump spell and reappeared further north along the road. A short distance ahead, Tored and five ghouls raced forward. The nine unconscious children dangled from the ghouls’ backs. 
“Stop!” called Marsile. “Tored, stop! To me!” 
The reaper-ghoul turned and trotted to Marsile’s side, the ghouls following. 
Marsile gazed in despair at the six demons. He had lost nearly all of his supplies and most of his servants. Even worse, he had failed to kill a single one of his enemies. Walchelin had failed, Nightgrim had failed, and now Marsile had failed to stop them. 
He looked at the iron bar in his hand and smiled. At least they now had no way to track him. Yet they had followed him beyond the Alderine River, had they not? They knew he intended to make for Moragannon. Arthuras himself had said so, during their confrontation at the nameless city. What if they were racing to meet him at Moragannon even now?
Everything else had gone wrong. Why not this?
Marsile shook his head and tucked the iron bar into his belt. He dared not linger here. If he had any hope of escape, he had to keep moving. With any luck, he could reach Moragannon and bind Baligant’s high demon before they caught him.
And with the power of a high demon, he would utterly crush his foes. 
“Where are the others, master?” said Tored. 
“Destroyed,” said Marsile. “Continue towards Moragannon. Now.”
“I was commanded to take you to Moragannon,” said Tored. “I shall obey.”
“How splendid,” growled Marsile. 
He followed the reaper-ghoul, wincing at the pain in his knees.
 
###
 
Marsile trudged on, following the reaper-ghoul through the hills. The lands grew barren, rockier, the Silvercrown Mountains rising higher. Every now and again Marsile drew on the black spear, draining some of its energy into himself. How much longer would it last? For that matter, he had only a meager supply of food and one skin of wine. Sooner or later, he would need to find more or starve. 
He cursed Raelum as he walked. He should have ordered Lucas Parwaith to poison the boy with Sir Oliver. He cursed Walchelin and Nightgrim for their failures. If he ever got the chance, he would repay Raelum in full. 
A black shape atop a nearby hill pulled him from his snarling thoughts. 
“Hold a moment,” said Marsile.
Yet another ruin squatted atop the hill, similar to the one Marsile had seen earlier. Burned timbers lay heaped atop rough foundations, a shattered palisade encircling the ruin. Flint arrowheads and obsidian spearheads littered the ground. The place had been destroyed only a few months ago. Who had lived here? Marsile detected the presence of no demons nearby, save for his few servants. 
“Continue,” said Marsile. 
It didn’t matter. Perhaps he could find one of these villages, slaughter the inhabitants, and raise them as ghouls to replace his destroyed servants. 
Tored wove his way through the hills, Marsile following. To his unease, the land showed signs of habitation. Sharp-edged tree stumps stood in the woods, and well-worn paths threaded through the hills. A ring of low stones had been raised as a sheepfold, though Marsile saw no livestock. 
Then he followed Tored around a copse of trees and saw another skull totem crouching behind a mossy boulder. 
The skull launched itself into the air, a hideous screech rising from the skull’s grinning mouth. Marsile flung a blast of blue astralfire and burned the skull to smoldering embers. 
Something clattered, and Marsile glimpsed a dark shape flitting behind a tree. 
“Show yourself!” said Marsile. 
No one answered. Marsile squinted at the tree, trying to see if anyone lurked behind it.
“Master!” said Tored. “Behind you!”
Marsile turned and saw the creature squatting atop the hill. 
He had never seen anything like it. It was man-shaped, about the size of a large child, and had skin like blood-colored leather. It wore a ragged loincloth and a dirty wool cloak. Enormous yellow eyes, black-slit like a serpent’s, stared at Marsile, and wide dripping nostrils sniffed at him. The creature had large, pointed ears the size of a man’s hand. 
The beast held a bow and an obsidian-tipped arrow in six-fingered hands. 
Marsile recognized the thing with an alarmed shock. The Hierarchs of the Old Empire had summoned them from another world, binding them and using them as soldiers. Marsile had thought them all slaughtered, or lurking in the wreckage of the Old Empire, leaving behind only tales to frightening the few remaining mortal men in these lands.
Apparently, he had been wrong. 
Marsile had come face to face with an Ashborn. 
The creature growled a question in a grating language. Marsile caught a few words, bits and pieces of High Imperial, but could not discern the meaning. The Ashborn repeated its question, gesturing with the bow. 
“I don’t understand,” said Marsile. He began making small gestures, preparing a spell.
The Ashborn stepped back, eyes widening, and shrieked. The creature raised its bow and loosed the arrow, and Marsile finished his spell just in time. The arrow struck his ward and shattered in a spray of wooden shards. Marsile raised his hands, summoning astralfire.
The Ashborn whirled and sprinted away, vanishing behind the hill. Marsile abandoned his spell and clenched his fists. The creature would bring others. 
“Tored! The path! Quickly!” said Marsile.
Marsile took a step forward just as three more Ashborn appeared atop the hill. Together they raised their bows and released. The arrows splintered against Marsile’s wards, and Marsile responded with a stream of astralfire that killed the leftmost Ashborn. The other two whirled and vanished into the rocks. Marsile snarled a curse. He had no chance of killing them before they brought others. 
Something crackled behind him, splinters bouncing off his back. Marsile turned and saw two more Ashborn crouched atop a boulder, sending arrow after arrow at him. Marsile cast another blast of astralfire, and the Ashborn threw themselves aside, the glowing fire digging chips from the stone. Arrows flew from every direction, crashing against his wards. Marsile felt a surge of panic. How long could his wards hold up against this battering? 
He worked a spell and focused his mind. His will seized a Ashborn and hurled it through the air. The creature crashed into two others, and Marsile focused his will and flung another. More came to take their place, until dozens stood in a ring around him, loosing arrow after arrow. 
A flash of flame caught Marsile’s eye. An Ashborn hefted a burning arrow and released. It shattered against Marsile’s wards, sending flaming splinters skittering across his robes. Marsile answered with a blast of astralfire and cut the Ashborn down. Two more burning arrows burst against him, and his robes began to smolder. Marsile beat the embers with his hands even as the other Ashborn took up the tactic. A barrage of flame and heat washed over him, and his sleeve caught fire. Marsile dropped to the ground and rolled, smothering the flames. 
Fighting his growing terror, he rolled to one knee and snarled out a spell of blood sorcery. A wave of dark power washed over him, crimson flames crackling around his fingers. He clenched his will and unleashed the power. 
The bodies of the Ashborn he had killed twitched. Marsile flung his arms over his face, trying to keep the smoke and heat at bay. 
The Ashborn shrieked.
Marsile opened his eyes. His spell had bound minor demons into the corpses of the slain Ashborn, raising them as ghouls under his control. The demon things attacked their fellows, biting and slashing. A living Ashborn collapsed under the weight of a dead one, and Marsile cast the summoning spell again. Another demon Ashborn rose up. He expected the living Ashborn to fight the ghouls, to feather them with burning arrows, or to flee. 
Instead the Ashborn drew back, maintaining their loose ring around him. Marsile drew up his hand, ready to release another blast of astralfire, waiting for the living Ashborn to attack.
Yet the Ashborn did nothing. Some gazed at the new-made ghouls. Others muttered to each other in their harsh tongue, gesturing This went on for a few moments. Finally one of the larger of the Ashborn turned and sprinted away, cloak fluttering. 
The others stared at him, waiting. Marsile stared back. Their twisted, brutish faces revealed nothing. 
“Master,” said Tored.
“Be silent,” said Marsile. He hesitated, then took a step forward.
An arrow skipped off the ground before his boot. The message, despite the incomprehensibility of the Ashborn tongue, was clear enough. Marsile waited.
The ring of Ashborn parted, and a hulking shape shambled towards him. It had, as did the other Ashborn, leathery skin the color of dark blood. But this Ashborn was far taller than the others, and almost as wide as it was tall. Its limbs rippled with muscle, twisted fangs jutted over its muzzle, and a pair of curving horns spiraled from its forehead. The thing stopped, gazing at Marsile with yellow-slit black eyes. Marsile recalled his long-ago studies, remembering how the Ashborn had different castes depending on their size and strength. The smaller ones must have been bred as hunters or scouts, while this one was as a warrior. 
The warrior-Ashborn growled a question.
“I know not your tongue,” said Marsile. 
The warrior gestured with an obsidian-headed axe. Marsile nodded, and followed the big Ashborn, his remaining demons trailing. The hunter-Ashborn moved with them, keeping Marsile encircled. 
They walked through barren hills, and soon came to a large village built of rough logs and dried mud atop three hills, the entire thing encircled by a palisade of sharpened logs. Atop the highest hill sat a long timber hall. Behind the palisade Marsile glimpsed both hunter and warrior Ashborn standing guard, and a pair of skull-topped totems stood before the gate. 
The Ashborn led Marsile into the village, and the misshapen creatures stared at him. Hunched bow-legged Ashborn labored beneath heavy loads, slave to the other castes. Ashborn similar in appearance to the hunters, though with larger arms and chests, labored with stone saws and axes. The Ashborn women, like the men, wore only loincloths, their bodies sleek and muscled despite their hideous faces. 
And everywhere Marsile saw grinning skulls, the skulls of slain Ashborn, the skulls of long-dead humans. Wooden totems adorned most of the houses, scenes depicting the torture and murder of humans. Others showed the destruction of rival Ashborn villages. Marsile supposed that explained the ruins on the hills. Many of the scenes showed a hulking, armored man wielding an enormous sword. 
A human man, come to think of it.
The Ashborn took Marsile to the hall. A pair of warrior-Ashborn stood before the hall, holding obsidian-tipped spears, and the guards flung open the doors at their approach. A great fire pit roared in the earthen floor. Warrior-Ashborn stood throughout the hall. Some ate and drank, others dandled Ashborn women on their knees. One warrior even mounted a woman as Marsile watched.
Yet all turned to watch him as he entered. 
A stone throne stood against the far wall, and upon the throne sat the largest warrior-Ashborn Marsile had yet seen. Across its knees lay a worn steel sword, no doubt a relic from the fall of Arvandil. Behind the throne hung an ancient banner. Marsile had seen it before, hanging in Abbotsford’s Temple. 
Baligant’s bone-crowned skull grinned at him. 
The enthroned Ashborn rumbled a command. From the shadows crept a hunched, shuffling figure, leaning on a staff topped with three human skulls. The figure was about the size and shape of the hunter-Ashborn, but with a bone-white hide. A variety of tattoos, ritual scars, and painted magical sigils stood in sharp contrast against its pale flesh. In the middle of its forehead rested an enormous eye, covered with a filmy cataract. The sightless eye remained fixed on Marsile. 
The chieftain on the throne said something. The albino Ashborn hissed, bowed, and began casting a blood spell. Marsile watched in surprise as the pale Ashborn cut its palm, rubbing the black blood over its leathery hide. A wave of tingling cold washed over Marsile, the world twisted around him, and all at once he could understand the Ashborn tongue. 
“Mortal man,” growled the chieftain. “Can you understand me?”
“I can,” said Marsile. “And you can understand me, I presume?”
“I do,” said the Ashborn, tilting its horned head at the albino. “The Dark One of our village is learned in the great arts.” The chieftain banged the hilt of the sword against its chest. “I am mighty Kazathan, ruler of the Tribe of Grinning Skulls. Name yourself.” 
“Marsile of Araspan.” Marsile made a small, mocking bow. “I thank you for your welcome.”
Kazathan rumbled with laughter. “Indeed? You will change your mind. Why have you come to the village of Grinning Skulls?” 
“Because your warriors saw fit to bring me here,” said Marsile. 
An angry rumble slipped from Kazathan’s fanged mouth. “Do not try my patience with clever words. Why have you come to our lands?”
“I wish to pass through,” said Marsile. “I didn’t know that any Ashborn dwelled here  until your hunters attacked me. Nor, indeed, I have ever seen a Ashborn before this day.” 
“These lands,” said Kazathan, “these lands belong to the great gods, to great Baligant and the others.” The Ashborn chieftain’s serpent-like eyes narrowed. “Mortal men betrayed the great gods, drove us from the lands Baligant gave us. Long the Jurgur nation barred us from returning, but the Jurgur scum fled from us, and perished upon the swords of your kinsmen! Now we return. Soon we shall raze the cities of men and drown their children in rivers of blood.” 
A throaty roar went up from the rest of the Ashborn assembled in the hall, even the women. Marsile felt many hateful eyes digging into him. 
“Ah,” Marsile said. “You worship Lord Baligant, then?” 
“Great Baligant came to us in the dark lands beyond the mountains, long ago,” said Kazathan. “He taught of the secrets of metalwork and stonework, arts that have passed from us. He gave us these lands, from the mountains to the great sea, to rule as our own.”
“And I am quite sure you shall take them. I’ve no wish to oppose you,” said Marsile. “I will go on my way, and we shall never meet again.”
Kazathan laughed. “Our fathers devoured man-flesh, long ago. We have never tasted it.” He leaned forward, leering. “Perhaps we shall feast upon your flesh, yours and that of the children your Reborn servants carry.”
“And perhaps I will strike you dead before you can lift your blade,” said Marsile, lifting his hand. The albino Ashborn’s third eye followed the movements. 
Kazathan roared with laughter. “Strike me down with your petty arts, if you wish it. What is death? The Ashborn are not Reborn into the Shroud, as are mortal men, but birthed again in the wombs of our women. Strike down a dozen, if you wish. We will kill you, in the end, and devour your flesh. Or perhaps,” he nodded at the albino Ashborn, “we shall allow you to be Reborn, and to spend eternity as the Dark One’s slave.” 
“If you revere Lord Baligant,” said Marsile, “then you will let me go.”
“Why?” said Kazathan. 
“The Lord Baligant is buried near here.” said Marsile. 
“Do not bore me with the obvious,” said Kazathan. “After he fell, his faithful servants bore him here, and laid his body in the great fortress. Here we await his return.”
“I have come,” said Marsile, “to bring about that return.” The lie had worked on the fools in Abbotsford. Why not on the Ashborn? “I studied the secrets of blood sorcery for many years, and found the spell to bring Lord Baligant to the mortal realm once more. That is why I have come. That is why I have crossed the lands of the Grinning Skulls.”
For a moment no one said anything. Kazathan’s eyes narrowed to sulfurous slits. The other Ashborn stared at him. For a brief moment Marsile wondered if he had violated some sort of taboo.
The albino Ashborn stepped forward, shaking with rage. All three eyes glared at Marsile. “Then you claim,” said the albino, “to be a Dark One?” 
“If that is what your kind names a blood sorcerer, then yes,” said Marsile. 
“Liar!” shrieked the Dark One. “Deceiver! No mortal man may wield the great arts, arts taught to us by mighty Baligant himself. I name you a liar!” 
Marsile scoffed and waved his hand at his few surviving ghouls. “If I have no knowledge of great arts, as you name them then how do I command these? And did I not strike down your hunters with my spells?”
“Any human charlatan may learn a few petty tricks,” snarled the Dark One, “but only we, the chosen of Baligant, may master the great arts.” 
“So, mortal,” said Kazathan. “You claim the title of Dark One?”
“I do,” said Marsile.
“I deny it!” said the Dark One. 
“So be it,” said Kazathan. “The Dark One of the tribe of the Grinning Skulls has challenged the human.”
“And what does that mean?” said Marsile. 
“You will be taken, alone and unarmed, to the field of challenge,” said Kazathan. “Then you shall test your arts against each other. Whoever leaves is the true Dark One.” 
“I see,” said Marsile.
 
###
 
They took his black spear and herded his demons into a corner of the great hall. Then they led him and the Dark One to the far side of the hill. A large circular pit, ten feet deep and fifty feet across, had been dug out of the hill’s base. Rough stones lined the sides of the pit, stained with black blood. No doubt the Ashborn often settled their disputes here. 
The Dark One crossed to the far side of the pit and stood there, arms folded. The warrior-Ashborn escorted Marsile inside, gesturing with their spears. A ring of hunter-Ashborn stood around the rim, bows at the ready. 
Kazathan crossed to a wooden throne and sat. “Hear the law of the challenge of the Dark Ones! You must strive against each other in great arts, but only in the great arts, not the petty spells of mortal men.” That, presumably, meant Marsile could not use the High Art against the Dark One. “Nor may you use weapons. The Great Arts must be your only blades. If you try to flee,” he gestured at the waiting hunters, “then you shall be feathered. The victor will be declared a true Dark One. We shall gorge ourselves on the flesh of the defeated.” Kazathan settled in his throne and stared at Marsile, hunger in his eyes. 
The hunters’ bows creaked. Thirty obsidian arrowheads glinted. 
“Begin!” roared Kazathan. 
Marsile began casting at once, working a ward to turn aside any blood spell the Dark One might fling. The Ashborn cast its own spell. Marsile finished his spell, a corona of silver light crackling around him. The Dark One kept chanting, the third eye glimmering. Marsile hesitated, wondering what spell to use against the Dark One. Could he summon his surviving servants into the pit? 
The Dark One finished his spell and flung out his clawed hands. A slight tremor went through the ground.
“Perish, mortal man!” shrieked the Dark One. 
Some of the hunter-Ashborn on the edge of the pit stepped back.
Marsile looked up and saw a hulking, dead thing staring down at him 
The creature stood at least twenty feet tall. It was almost man-shaped, as were the rest of the Ashborn, though with six-fingered hands and toes. The remnants of a leathery, crimson hide clung to massive bones. Dust stirred in empty eye sockets larger than Marsile’s head, and the horns curling down from the creature’s head were longer than swords, and just as sharp. 
Marsile had never seen such an enormous ghoul. 
In life it must have been one of the berserker caste, the most deadly of the Ashborn fighters. 
The creature sprang over the edge of the pit and landed. In its left hand the ghoul carried a club the size of a small tree. 
“Beg!” laughed the Dark One, “beg for your life, little mortal, and I perhaps I shall let you rise as my Reborn slave!” He launched into another chant. The huge ghoul lurched towards Marsile, swinging its club in a slow loop. 
Marsile backed away, mind racing. Could he cancel the blood sorcery that bound the demon to the huge corpse? Or perhaps he could subvert the Dark One’s spells, bring giant under his own control. Marsile muttered a quick spell, probing the magic binding the berserker. 
He blinked in surprise. The Dark One’s controlling spell had little skill or power. An adolescent dilettante, dabbling in blood sorcery, might use such a spell. These Ashborn seemed to have lost the skills of masonry and blacksmithing in the fifteen centuries since Baligant’s defeat. Perhaps their “great arts” had degenerated as well. 
Marsile strode towards the giant, casting his domination spell, and flung his power into the creature. His will ripped through the Dark One’s bindings, and the berserker shuddered, a cloud of stinking dust rising from its maw. 
Marsile’s will settled around it like a vise.
The Dark One faltered, and redoubled his chant. Marsile laughed and beat aside the Ashborn blood sorcerer’s feeble attempts to regain control. He sent a silent command to the giant. The enormous ghoul turned, facing the Dark One.
The Dark One’s eyes, all three of them, widened in sudden alarm. 
“Come!” said Marsile, sending another command to the giant. “Use your great arts, Dark One! Strike me down for my affront!” The berserker lumbered towards the chanting Dark One. “Come! Surely your powers can slay me where I stand!” 
The Dark One’s chant rose to a frantic shriek. 
Marsile smiled as the huge ghoul scooped up the screaming Dark One in a single massive hand. The ghoul held the Dark One flat against the edge of the pit. The Ashborn blood sorcerer screamed and clawed at the withered hand, trying to tear free. 
The berserker raised its club and brought it hammering down. 
The Dark One’s shrieks came to an abrupt halt. 
The giant hefted what remained of the Dark One and flung the carcass into the village.
The Ashborn gaped at Marsile.
“Hear me!” yelled Marsile, striding to the center of the pit. “I name myself true Dark One! I have come to raise great Lord Baligant to life once more, and you shall aid me!” Marsile’s mind whirled with sudden triumph. A horde of Ashborn warriors and archers could replace his destroyed servants. Let Raelum try to stop him then! 
“Dark One!” roared the Ashborn. “Dark One!” They fell to their knees. 
“So it is true, as the Dark Ones predicted,” said Kazathan, walking to the edge of the pit. “One has come who will bring great Baligant among us one more. An outlander Dark One shall raise Lord Baligant.”
Marsile frowned. It had been predicted?
“We will take you, Dark One, to Moragannon, where great Baligant lies,” said Kazathan. “You will work your great arts, and bring him among us once more. Come, my warriors! Gather your arms!” 
 
###
 
The Ashborn moved in a terrifying whirlwind. Soon Marsile and his servants, carrying the captive children, found themselves in the midst of a large band of Ashborn warriors. 
“How far to Lord Baligant’s tomb?” said Marsile. 
“Two days’ march, at the most,” said Kazathan. The big Ashborn grinned, exposing his fangs. “Soon you shall see his power.”
“As shall you all,” said Marsile. If the Ashborn learned his real motivation, they would kill him without hesitation. Still, he could work around it. After he had dominated Baligant’s high demon and learned the secrets of immortality, he would have more than enough power to deal with the Ashborn. 
“You have done well, master,” hissed Tored, waiting at Marsile’s side. “I was commanded to take you to Moragannon. I shall obey. Soon you will see Moragannon. Soon you will see Lord Baligant.” The fire in his eyes brightened. “It was foretold.” 
“Indeed,” said Marsile, shoving aside a flutter of misgiving. Neither Baligant nor the Dark Ones could have predicted his return. If Baligant could have seen the future, he would not perished when the Hierarchs had been foolish enough to tear upon their rift to the astral world. As for the Dark Ones, they had no doubt engaged in the usual mummeries of fools praying to their gods. 
Marsile let out a long breath. Soon enough he would become immortal, and would live long after forgotten gods had perished. 
He walked northward, moving closer to Moragannon. 



Chapter 16 - Moragannon
 
Arthuras had not moved for some time. 
Raelum stepped to their guide’s side. Arthuras’s arm shot out, barring his path. 
“Do not,” whispered Arthuras, “take another step.” 
“Why not?” said Raelum, dropping his voice. 
Arthuras gestured for Carandis and Lionel to stop. With his other hand he pointed at a clump of trees. Raelum saw nothing but bark, bare branches, and a white, round stone…
He blinked. A strange totem made of a human skull and spine sat amongst the trees, ornamented withblack feathers that stirred on the breeze. A peculiar chill went through Raelum. It was similar to the ones they had seen in the ruined villages. 
“You see it then?” said Arthuras. Lionel and Carandis grunted in acknowledgment. 
“You’ve encountered these before, haven’t you?” said Raelum. “What is it?” 
“An alarm,” said Arthuras. “If we come closer, the skull will scream.” His eyes swung back and forth. “And we may be watched.”
“By who?” said Raelum. 
“Carandis,” said Arthuras. “Can you break the spell within the skull?”
“Aye.” Carandis’s eyes narrowed. “At least, I think so.”
Arthuras stepped back and strung an arrow. “Try.” 
Carandis nodded, lifted her hand, and cast a spell. Silver astralfire burst from her fingers and hammered into the skull. The totem shuddered, the jaw clacking. Then the skull cracked and fell in pieces to the ground. 
Carandis shuddered. “There. It was harder than I thought.”
“Who placed that totem?” said Raelum. “What may be watching us? Perhaps it’s time that you told us.”
“Aye,” said Arthuras, “perhaps it is. Wait.” He pulled back the hood of his cloak, head titled to listen. After a moment he sighed. “No one is nearby.”
“Who?” said Raelum. 
“Ashborn,” said Arthuras. 
“Ashborn?” said Carandis. “I thought they were a legend. Or that they had been destroyed in the fall of the Old Empire.”
“Many of them were destroyed,” said Arthuras. “But there are Ashborn hordes in what was once the Old Empire.” Arthuras glanced at the towering mountains. “For years the Jurgur tribes on the eastern side of the mountains kept the Ashborn at bay, but Corthain Kalarien destroyed the Jurguri nation at the Battle of the Dark River. With Arvandil destroyed and the Jurgurs scattered, there is nothing left to hold the Ashborn back from the western side of the mountains.”
“Then who destroyed the ruined villages?” said Lionel. 
“The Ashborn themselves, no doubt,” said Arthuras. “The hordes east of the mountains often war against each other.”
“Then shouldn’t Ashborn ghouls choke the land?” said Lionel, “as in lands where mortal men have fought wars?”
“Nay,” said Arthuras, “for Ashborn do not rise as ghouls unless a blood sorcerer forces a demon into their corpses. I don’t know why. Perhaps they have no souls. For us, it matters not. If the Ashborn learn of us, they will do everything they can to kill us. ”
“At least Marsile will face the same danger,” said Carandis. 
“Let us hope,” said Arthuras. 
“What do you mean?” said Raelum. 
“Some of the Ashborn worship the Hierarchs,” said Arthuras. “If Marsile encounters such a tribe, he might persuade them to…get down!” 
He shoved Raelum aside. Half a heartbeat latter an arrow whizzed past Raelum’s ear. Arthuras spun and shot into the thicket of trees. Something shrieked in pain, and Raelum regained his balance and yanked his sword free. 
A dark-cloaked shape stumbled from the trees, an arrow protruding from its shoulder. Raelum had never seen anything like it. The creature had skin like bloody leather, a bow clutched in its six-fingered hands. Its face had enormous, black-slit eyes, like the eyes of a snake, and a pair of massive pointed ears. With a cry of rage and pain, the creature whirled and began running. 
“An Ashborn!” Arthuras shouted. “Kill it, quickly, before it brings others!” 
Raelum sprang forward, the Light filling his legs with speed. The creature turned, snarling, and stabbed at Raelum with a flint dagger. Raelum parried the blow, twisted the crude weapon aside, and riposted. His blade drove into the Ashborn’s chest, and the creature slid dead to the ground. 
“By the Divine,” said Lionel, “I’d seen images of the Ashborn in stained glass at Chrysos, but one in the flesh…”
“Is a most unpleasant sight,” said Arthuras, flipping the corpse over. “One of the lesser breeds of Ashborn, a hunter. They have the eyes of eagles and the noses of bloodhounds.” He shook his head and stepped back. “I’ve not been taken unawares like that in years. ” 
Raelum looked in disgust at the black ichor coating his blade. “What now?” 
“We keep going,” said Arthuras, “and hope to elude the Ashborn hunters. And let us hope Marsile falls to their arrows and we may return to civilized lands without ever laying eyes on Moragannon.” 
Raelum hoped Marsile yet survived. He wanted to kill the renegade Adept himself, wanted to watch Marsile’s eyes as the life drained from them. 
He said nothing and followed Arthuras, leaving the dead Ashborn behind. 
 
###
 
Bit by bit, the land died around them. 
At first, Raelum thought the earth had grown barren from the mountain winds, but no snow covered the ground. The earth became gray, pallid dust, swirling around their boots in small puffs. Every now and again they passed the bones of a dead Ashborn, fangs jutting at the sky. The very ground felt poisoned, as if all life had leached away long ago. The astral world seemed to pulse in the corner of his eye, as if the dirt covered a pit of bottomless blackness. 
They spent a restless night in the hollow of a barren hill. Demons prowled the night, their agonized cries rending the dry air. Raelum and Lionel took turns standing guard, their swords out. Time and time again they saw strange lights just outside their camp, but no ghouls attacked. 
Morning came and they resumed their journey through the poisoned lands. As they climbed higher, plants reappeared on the barren slopes. 
This was not an improvement. 
Arthuras led them through meadows of black roses, their thorns gleaming with poison, a sulfurous stink rising from the black petals. Raelum saw twisted trees with bark like obsidian, leaves sharp as daggers. A huge, florid flower, larger than a bed, rested besides the road, reaching for them with thorn-studded tentacles. Shriveled bushes squatted on the hills, laden with blood-colored fruits the size of a man’s head. The entire land seemed like a madman’s nightmare, twisted and corrupted by the demons of the astral world. 
“I see,” said Raelum, “why you didn’t want to come here.”
Arthuras said nothing. 
The road climbed ever higher. A cold wind whistled down from the peaks. At least it blew away the stink from the nightmarish plants. 
At noon they stopped before a towering cliff split by a narrow canyon. The road led into the canyon itself. A strange humming rose from the stones, like a chorus groaning over and over again. 
“Beyond this defile, you will see Moragannon itself,” said Arthuras. “You had best brace yourself. It is…it is not something men were meant to see.” 
“Then we are ahead of Marsile?” said Carandis, clutching her staff like a shield. “We…will have to wait here for him?” 
“Most likely,” said Arthuras. “There are two roads to Moragannon. I have taken us by the high road, for if Marsile acquired Ashborn guides, even the Ashborn would not willingly come through the corrupted meadows. Marsile might have taken the lower road.” 
“What are we waiting for?” said Raelum, clenching his sword hilt. Marsile might stand at the far end of the narrow canyon even now. “Let’s go.” He shoved past Arthuras and into the defile. After a moment the others followed him. 
The rock walls towered over Raelum, fifty feet high on either side. The strange chorus of groans grew louder, echoing inside Raelum’s head. He glimpsed a dark shape at the end of the canyon, and even that brief glimpse sent a sickening jolt of revulsion through him.
Finally he reached the end of the defile, and stepped onto a high ledge, the others behind him. The ledge stood over a deep valley. On the far side of the valley an enormous rocky spur jutted from the side of the mountain. 
And on that spur sat the most hideous shape Raelum had ever seen. 
It loomed like a great black castle against gray sky, a thousand feet tall, its stones darker than the night. The towers and spires rose in graceful lines, yet something about their shapes made Raelum’s skin crawl. Statues adorned the windows and arches, images of the Ashborn, of demons, and horrors Raelum had never even dreamed existed. The fortress seemed a monumental pile of stone and black iron. 
Yet it appeared to twist and writhe. Swollen black veins covered it in a web, pulsing, drawing black power from the earth. The groaning chorus came from the great fortress, echoing in Raelum’s mind. His demonborn senses had never such a powerful concentration of dark energy, not in Nightgrim, not even in the catacombs beneath the nameless city. 
“Moragannon,” said Arthuras. 
“Merciful Divine,” muttered Lionel.“How could any man willingly seek out such a blasphemy?” The horror vanished, replaced by cold anger. “When we find Marsile, we will bring him to account for this.”
“And there he is,” said Carandis, pointing. 
Raelum followed her finger. A broad road wound its way to the gates of the monstrous black tower. He glimpsed dozens of small figures moving along the road. Most had the blood-red hides of the Ashborn. But in their midst walked a man in crimson robes, carrying a black spear, a small knot of ghouls trailing after him. 
“Those are Ashborn, I think,” said Carandis, “but they’re bigger than the one we killed…”
“Aye,” said Arthuras. “That was but one caste of Ashborn. Those are warrior-Ashborn, strong and savage. Harder to take down than a hunter-Ashborn.” He squinted. “See that giant behind Marsile? I think that is an berserker-Ashborn, but there is something strange about it.” 
“No matter,” said Raelum. He shoved aside the horror and the fear. “What are we waiting for?” 
He started down the slope into the valley, the others following. 
 
###
 
Marsile stared at the huge, twisted shape of Moragannon. 
His stomach quivered, a sharp pain flaring behind his eyes. He had spent a good part of his long life searching for this place. Within lay the remnants of a Hierarch of the Old Empire, and Baligant’s moldering bones held the secrets of binding a high demon and claiming eternal life. Marsile had killed dozens of men, crossed half the world, and risked death again and again to reach this place. 
But he did not want to go inside. 
He cursed himself for his fear. Did he not know the secrets of blood sorcery? Had he not lived thrice the span of most mortal men? Had he not surpassed lesser Adepts as an eagle soared above the rude earth? He had no reason to stare at the great dark tower like a feeble-minded peasant. 
Yet stare he did. The great fortress groaned and trembled, and the groans took shape in Marsile’s mind. 
“Come to me,” they seemed to say, “come to me.” 
“Dark One?” said Kazathan. 
Marsile blinked. How long had he been staring at the tower?
“We have come, Dark One,” said Kazathan, “to Moragannon, where lies the great Lord Baligant.” The Ashborn’s lips split in a mocking sneer. “Is it not glorious?” 
“Aye,” said Marsile, wincing at the hoarseness in his voice, “most glorious.” 
He wanted to turn and run. 
Yet he dared not. The Ashborn might have proclaimed him a Dark One, but in truth he was their prisoner. If he tried to flee, they would cut him down without mercy. And if he restored Baligant, then the Ashborn would kill him anyway. He saw it in their eyes. They loathed humans, and would offer him as a sacrifice to a reborn Baligant. 
But that was foolishness. Baligant was dead, and would not walk the mortal world again. Marsile took a deep breath and steadied himself. He had not survived every obstacle in his path only to quail in sight of his goal. And he could deal with these wretched Ashborn. Guile might suffice where force would fail. 
“I must enter Moragannon alone,” said Marsile. “Only those already dedicated to great Baligant,” he waved a hand at Tored, the ghouls, and the hulking berserker, “may accompany me.”
Kazathan growled. 
“It is ordained,” said Marsile. “The spells will not function if any interfere.” 
“You take the mortal children with you,” said the Ashborn chieftain. 
“It is necessary,” said Marsile, “mortal blood must be spilled for Baligant to return. Would you put his return in doubt?” 
Kazathan said nothing, his eyes narrowing. 
 
###
 
“Good,” whispered Arthuras, peering over the boulder. 
Raelum’s heart pounded. They crouched behind a boulder near the road, not forty feet from Marsile himself. About thirty Ashborn stood on the road. Marsile argued with the largest of them, the Ashborn chieftain growling answers. 
“No Ashborn blood sorcerers,” said Arthuras. “We might be able to take them.” 
“Shoot him,” whispered Lionel, “now.” 
“I can’t get a clear shot,” said Arthuras. “Too many Ashborn.” He drew his sword quietly. “They don’t have steel weapons. If we take them hard, we may win through.”
Raelum nodded and drew his sword, as did Lionel. The blades shimmered, the holy fires awakening. Carandis gripped her staff in one hand and began a spell. 
“Now!” said Arthuras. Raelum leapt over the boulder, sword and shield ready, and plunged into the Ashborn. 
 
###
 
“My warriors will set a guard on the road, if you wish,” said Kazathan, “but myself, and a few of my most trusted kin, shall accompany you.” His eyes glittered. “For your protection, Dark One.”
Marsile shook his head. “That is…”
Someone roared. 
Marsile whirled just in time to see three men and a woman spring from the valley besides the road. Two held swords that burned with white, while the third’s sword snarled with orange-yellow fire. The woman wore crimson robes and carried a long staff. Even as Marsile watched, Carandis Marken raised her hand and unleashed a blast of astralfire that killed three Ashborn. 
His enemies had found him! 
Marsile caught a glimpse of Raelum’s red eyes, filled with murderous fury. That boy had tracked him across half the world, his rage crushing all the obstacles in his path. 
Marsile saw his death in those red eyes. 
His fear redoubled. 
“Dark One!” roared Kazathan, eyes fixed on the white flames of the swords. “Your foes are upon us!”
Marsile said nothing, unable to look from Raelum. 
“Master!” hissed Tored. “Master, we must go. Into Moragannon! Now, now!” 
“Go!” said Kazathan, pulling free his steel sword. “Raise great Baligant! We will slaughter the enemy and await you here! Go!” 
Marsile managed a nod. “You!” He pointed at the giant ghoul. “Stay here. Kill my enemies!” 
The berserker turned and lumbered towards the attackers as more Ashborn died. 
“Master!” said Tored, eyes flashing. 
Marsile nodded and ran towards the hideous shadow of Moragannon, the ghouls and Tored racing at his side. 
 
###
 
Raelum caught a spear thrust on his shield. The obsidian spearhead shattered against the shield’s metal boss, and the Ashborn roared and swung the shaft like a club. Raelum caught the blow on his shield, and the shock of it almost numbed his arm. He sidestepped, riposted, and tore a gash across the Ashborn’s chest. The Ashborn howled and kept coming. The weapons of the Ashborn were inferior, and they had no armor. Yet they possessed tremendous strength, and their hides were thick as leather armor. 
Raelum drew on the Light, filling himself with strength, and brought his sword down in a mighty chop. The Ashborn raised the wooden shaft as a shield, and Raelum’s sword sheared through the shaft and plunged into the Ashborn’s chest. The Ashborn gibbered, black ichor pulsing from the wound. Raelum kicked the Ashborn off his blade and turned to find another. 
A dozen dead Ashborn littered the road. Lionel hacked and stabbed, bellowing hymns to the Divine. Arthuras fought in a wheeling blur, his sword leaving trails of fire in the air. Carandis loosed blast after blast of astralfire, setting the Ashborn ablaze. 
Raelum caught a glimpse of Marsile, crimson robes flapping as he ran for Moragannon, a cluster of ghouls at his side. He turned, ready to sprint after Marsile, and then hesitated. He could not leave his friends here to face the Ashborn alone. 
The Ashborn fell back, and a dark shadow fell over Raelum. 
The giant ghoul came at him. It looked similar to the other Ashborn, though thrice their height, its horns longer and sharper than swords. It carried a club the size of a small tree trunk The mummified remnants of skin dangled from thick bones, and bits of dust fell from its empty eyes. 
Raelum had never seen a ghoul of such size. 
Raelum jerked back, and the huge club blurred in front of his face. The berserker spun around, bringing the club down in a backhand. Raelum leapt aside, and the club crashed into the ground, the earth trembling. Raelum tried to dart in, but stepped back. The huge ghoul moved too fast, its arms too long, for Raelum to land a blow. The club came crashing down again. Raelum sidestepped and slashed, trying to take off the creature’s hand at the wrist. 
His blade sliced through withered flesh, but skidded off the berserker’s iron-hard bones. The creature’s free hand slammed against Raelum’s chest, and the blow sent him soaring through the air, arms flailing. He crashed to the ground, the breath exploding from his lungs in a painful wheeze. 
The Ashborn laughed and jeered, slamming the butts of their spears against the ground in a crashing rhythm. 
The berserker pivoted, following Raelum. 
Raelum rolled to his feet, coughing. Lionel, Carandis, and Arthuras clustered around him. Carandis loosed a burst of astralfire, ripping a smoking chunk from the giant ghoul’s chest, but the damage did not slow the demon thing. 
“Now what?” said Carandis. 
“It’s naught more than a ghoul, if an overlarge one,” said Arthuras. “No wits, just a hatred of all that live and breathe. ” 
“So?” said Raelum. The berserker raised its club for a strike. 
“I’ll distract it. Go for the ankles.” Arthuras sprang forward, brandishing his burning blade. The berserker swung at him, and Arthuras jumped back, the wind of the club’s passage pulling back the hood of his cloak. 
“Wait!” said Carandis. “I can…”
“Go!” said Raelum, running at the giant ghoul, Lionel sprinting at his side. The berserker wheeled towards him, club rising. Arthuras ran at the demon thing’s side, hacking at its knee. The ghoul whirled, changing the direction of its strike. Arthuras ducked beneath the whistling blow, and Raelum set both hands around the hilt of his sword and hacked at the giant’s left ankle. The blade cut through the withered flesh and chipped at the bone. Lionel swung, chopping through demon flesh. The creature shuddered and turned towards them. 
Arthuras danced to the right, stabbing at the ghoul’s knee. The demon beast turned towards him, giving Raelum another opening to strike. 
Carandis threw a blast of silver astralfire into the berserker’s face. Crimson sparks flashed around the creature, and the giant ghoul went as motionless as a statue. The jeering chant of the Ashborn ended in dismayed growls. Raelum stepped back, puzzled. Had Carandis found a spell to destroy the creature? 
The berserker turned and brought its club down, reducing a Ashborn to bloody pulp. The largest Ashborn roared, brandishing an ancient steel sword, but the huge ghoul brought its club hammering down and crushed the big Ashborn. The remaining Ashborn turned and fled, and the berserker lumbered down the road in pursuit of them, club swinging. 
“What did you do?” said Raelum, wiping sweat from his brow. 
“Arthuras said that the Ashborn had no blood sorcerers,” said Carandis, brushing some dust from the shoulder of her robe. "One of Marsile’s spells had to be controlling that thing. So I disrupted Marsile’s spell.” She shrugged. “Ghouls crave the taste of living blood. Yet that berserker never saw mortal men in life, only other Ashborn…”
“So when it was free of Marsile’s spell, it went after the Ashborn,” said Lionel. A faint crunch echoed through the hills, followed by an Ashborn’s terrorized howl. “By the Divine, Adept, you are a clever one.”
Carandis smiled. “I but try.” 
“We can applaud your cleverness later,” said Arthuras, pointing at the hideous black shape of Moragannon. “If we do not stop Marsile at once, he will unleash some evil. And even if we do stop him, he might kill the children.”
“The children?” said Lionel. “Of course. Let’s go.”
In truth, Raelum had forgotten about the children. 
They didn’t matter. If Marsile killed them, it was only more blood on his wretched fingers, one more crime that Raelum would avenge. 



Chapter 17 - Those Who Wait
 
No sunlight reached into Moragannon’s black depths. Brackets for torches stood on the dark walls, and delicate lamps hung from the ceiling, but neither had been lit for centuries. 
Yet Marsile had no trouble seeing. 
Ghostly green light flickered within the dark walls. Marsile caught glimpses of wraiths flowing through the stone, their faces twisted in agony, mouths forever open in silent screams. 
He shuddered and looked away. 
“This way, master,” said Tored, gesturing. Green fire glimmered about his claws, matching the radiance from the dark walls. “This way.”
“How do you know this?” said Marsile. “Have you been in here before?”
Tored said nothing. 
“Answer me,” said Marsile. “I command you to answer me!” 
“This way, master,” said the reaper-ghoul, gesturing. “You must come.” 
Marsile gritted his teeth, fighting his growing fear, and followed Tored into the dark tower. The very stones of the floor and wall writhed with the power. Strange veins of shadow pulsed in the stone walls, conducting some sort of hideous ichor into Moragannon’s black heart. 
The groaning, the whispers that echoed in Marsile’s mind, grew ever louder. 
Tored led him through a great gallery, the high, vaulted ceiling supported by slender pillars. In niches rested statues of the Hierarchs of the Old Empire, of grinning demons, of bestial, misshapen creatures more horrible than anything Marsile had ever seen. They walked past pools of clear water, pools that reeked of foulness beyond description. Marsile soon grew numb, his senses overwhelmed, his mind able to do little more than put one foot before the other. The corridors went on forever, through chamber after chamber of twisted ugliness. Green fire glimmered in the walls, and the shadow-veins pulsed and creaked. 
Then Tored stopped. The ghouls halted behind him, the comatose children swinging from their leather straps. 
Marsile blinked, coming out of his daze. Tored had taken him to a great vaulted chamber, similar to many others he had seen. Yet in the far wall stood a massive pair of black iron doors. The bas-reliefs in the stone walls showed images of the Hierarchs of the Old Empire, the inscriptions written in High Imperial. 
The iron doors showed scenes from the conquests of Baligant himself. 
Despite his fear, Marsile felt a surge of exultation. He had found the Tomb of Baligant. Marsile’s hands shook as he reached into his satchel, feeling the Books of Summoned Dead and Stolen Blood. Let the Ashborn perish! It mattered not. No mattered who triumphed, Marsile would wrench the secret of life eternal from Baligant’s high demon. 
“Here,” said Tored. The reaper-ghoul’s voice had changed yet again, become still deeper and more confident. “Here I was commanded to bring you, Marsile of Araspan, and here we have come, have we not?” 
Marsile stared at the reaper-ghoul, and Tored laughed at him. 
“Who?” said Marsile, managing to find his voice, “who commanded you to bring me here?”
Something moved in the shadows. 
 
###
 
“Now where?” said Carandis. 
A pale stream of sunlight leaked through the gates and vanished into the darkness of Moragannon. Yet greenish light glimmered from the black stone of the walls and floor, sometimes resolving into the images of tormented men and women. Statues leered down from the balconies and niches in the walls, faces twisted and bestial. Corridors branched off in all directions, stairs rising into the heights of the tower. 
“I know not,” said Arthuras, sword held in guard. “I have never set foot in this place.” 
“I know,” said Raelum, stepping forward. His sword blazed in his fist like a torch. “I can feel it.” 
“Feel what?” said Carandis. 
“It’s…like a seed,” said Raelum. “Or a heart.” 
His demonborn senses felt something dark pulsing within the depths of Moragannon, a writhing concentration of dark power. It washed over his senses like an ocean of filth, beat against his face like a sun of darkness. 
“Where Baligant lies,” said Raelum. “I am sure of it. This way.” 
 
###
 
Three black skeletons glided from the shadows. 
Marsile stepped back, raising his hand, but the skeletons kept coming. Their bones looked like obsidian, or polished marble, shimmering in the pale light. Marsile had never seen such demons before, but he had read of such creatures. They were human souls fused with greater demons, becoming creatures of terrible madness.
And equally terrible power. 
“Stop,” said Marsile. “Name yourselves. Speak!” 
The skeletons stopped, and misty light coalesced around them, condensing into faint, flickering images over their bones, as if ghostly flesh sheathed the skeletons. Over one skeleton appeared the image of a grim-faced warrior with a massive bushy beard. Over the second appeared the shape of a lean, hawk-nosed man with a dagger and a coiled whip at his belt. 
The third skeleton stepped forward. The green light focused into the image of a beautiful, smirking woman, clad in wispy garments that would have made a whore blush. 
“We,” said the ghostly woman, mouth moving over the skeleton’s grin, “have been waiting for you.”
Marsile gathered his will and cast his domination spell, flinging it over the demons. 
A backlash of pain lanced through his skull, and Marsile stepped back with a wince. 
The woman laughed. “We serve a greater master than you,” purred the woman, her voice like warm velvet. “But fear not. We will not harm you.” She laughed again. “Why would we? We have been waiting a very long time for you.” 
Tored slid past Marsile and bowed at the woman’s feet. “I have brought him, great mistress, brought him as you commanded.” 
“So you have,” said the woman, lowering her hand. Tored kissed it, his rough tongue rasping against the black bones. “You have done well.”
“You sent him?” said Marsile. “Who are you?”
“Who are we?” said the woman, smirking. 
“We are those who wait,” said the warrior. “I was the Hierarch Baligant’s marshal. I led his armies into battle. I slaughtered thousands at his command, and raised pyramids of their heads.”
“I was his spymaster, his assassin,” said the hawk-nosed man. “I slit the throats of his enemies, and laid their heads at his feet.” 
“And I was his concubine,” whispered the woman, her eyes filled with gleeful madness. “I murdered my husband to lie in his arms. I was at his side as he brought fire and death to the kingdoms of the unworthy, as he ripped open the way to the astral world so we might become as gods.” Her face twisted into a mask of hideous rage. “And we bore his body here after he fell, after the wretched Seeress betrayed and murdered him as he reached out his hand to claim victory.” 
“But he shall return!” rasped the assassin. “The Hierarch Baligant shall return, and raise a new Empire that stretches from the east to the west.” 
“This has naught to do with me,” said Marsile. “I have no quarrel with you. Let me pass.” 
“It has everything to do with you,” said the woman, stroking Tored’s head. “We brought Lord Baligant here, and we bound ourselves to him.”
“And here we have waited,” said the warrior. He had a necklace of human ears. “Waited while the endless years ground ever on.” 
“For what?” said Marsile. “Waiting for what? Baligant is dead, defeated. He will not return!” 
“Why, for you,” said the woman. 
“For you,” said the assassin. 
“For you,” said the warrior. 
“You’re mad,” said Marsile, “witless ghosts reliving meaningless defeats.”
The woman’s laughter mocked him. “We knew one like you would come, one day.” She pointed at his satchel, ghostly finger superimposed over black bones. “Was it not written in the books? We commanded our servants to watch for you.” 
“And I watched,” said Tored, snarling at Marsile, “for long years.” 
“It is your destiny, your purpose,” said the woman, “to come here. The dark currents of the astral world have marked your life and brought you to us.”
“And what is this vaunted destiny,” said Marsile, “this purpose?”
Her laughter sliced into his mind. “Come, then, and find out, mighty Adept. Why do you fear?” Her ghostly lips twisted in contempt. “Surely your spells can defend you from any peril.” 
“Try to harm me,” said Marsile, forcing the words through his dry throat, “and see for yourself. ”
“But did I not say you have naught to fear from us?” said the woman. She pointed at the iron doors. “Go. Do what you have come to do.”
The floor trembled, and the iron doors swung outward. 
“And when you have come out, I shall bow before you,” said the warrior. 
“We shall be restored, and I shall kneel to you,” said the assassin. 
“And I shall prostrate myself before you,” said the woman, “and lick your boots.” 
The iron doors ground open with a massive clang. Beyond Marsile glimpsed a great domed chamber and a squat shape like a massive sarcophagus…
A wave of blinding terror struck Marsile like a crossbow bolt. He staggered back, hands raised as if to ward off a blow. A horrible sense of wrongness chewed at his brain. How could Baligant’s servitors have known he was coming? How could they have expected him? Something was hideously wrong. 
Their contemptuous laughter lashed him like whips. His heart fluttered like a trapped bird. 
“The great Adept afraid?” sneered the warrior. “Bah! In my legions you would not have been fit to dig privy trenches.” 
“I saw the Lord Baligant’s enemies go to their deaths with greater courage than you,” said the assassin, “and we offer you life unending.” 
“Then run,” said the woman, leering. “Flee like the coward that you are. Endure the few months of life that remain in your mortal shell. And when your flesh fails, when your soul goes screaming into the darkness, you will curse your folly forever.” 
“No,” grated Marsile, straightening. “No.” 
He would not turn back now. He had endured too much. And the wraith-woman was right. His life-draining spells no longer had the power to prolong his life. How much time did he have left? A year? A few months?
A few days? 
“Get out of my way,” said Marsile. 
The wraith-skeletons stepped to the side, leaving a clear path to the iron doors. 
“Go, my lord,” whispered the woman, “and we shall bow before you.” 
“Do whatever you wish,” spat Marsile, “but hinder me not.” 
He turned to beckon the ghouls forward just as Raelum and his companions burst into the chamber, their swords blazing. 
 
###
 
Raelum stepped into the vault, Sir Oliver’s sword ablaze in his fist.
Marsile looked awful, his face gray and lined, eyes glittering. Around him stood four ghouls bearing the nine unconscious children. Nearby squatted a reaper-ghoul, glaring at them with burning eyes. Behind the reaper-ghoul stood three skeletons of blackened bone, wreathed in ghostly images in lieu of flesh. 
Marsile stared at Raelum, a muscle trembling in his face. 
“This is over, Marsile,” said Arthuras. “No more running. Stand and fight.” 
“Just go,” said Marsile. “ No more. Leave.” He clutched the satchel hanging from his shoulder. Inside Raelum glimpsed the book he had seen in the vault of St. Tarill’s. “I’ll kill you all, if you attack. Leave and I will let you live.” In his other hand he held the black spear. “Go!” 
“I will never stop following you,” said Raelum, “not while you live, and not while I live. Not until you have paid for what you did to Sir Oliver.” 
The muscles in Marsile’s jaw worked. He leaned on the black spear like a staff. 
“Fools!” 
The shriek came from one of the demons, the ghostly image of a woman over a black skeleton. She stepped forward, a translucent sword shimmering in her hand. Behind her the two other black skeletons stepped forward, bearing ghostly weapons. 
“You dare to enter the tomb of Hierarch Baligant?” said the woman, her voice like a snake’s hiss. “Then perish! Perish, all of you!”
She threw back her head and screamed. 
The shriek sliced into Raelum’s ears like a knife. He gasped in pain and stumbled back, hands twitching towards his ears. The other two skeletons stepped forward, ghostly weapons raised. Out of the corner of his eye, Raelum saw Arthuras go to one knee, shuddering, and heard him begin to sing a spell. 
The scream cut off, and the woman turned a furious glare on Arthuras. 
“You’ll forgive me, I hope,” said Arthuras, raising his sword in salute, “but I have seen your like before, slaves bound to the Hierarchs of the Old Empire. You were Baligant’s whore, I assume?” 
“Kill them!” screamed the woman. The black skeletons and the reaper-ghoul leapt forward. The woman pointed at Marsile. “You! Through the doors! Do what you have come to do, and do it quickly!” 
Across the great hall, the massive iron doors began to shudder closed. Marsile hesitated, shouted a command to his ghouls, and ran, the ghouls following him. 
“No!” roared Raelum, drawing on the Light. The reaper-ghoul clawed at him. Raelum caught the claws on his shield and stabbed the reaper-ghoul in the chest. The creature howled and tried to rush him, but Raelum sidestepped and bashed the reaper-ghoul across the back with his shield. The creature toppled to the floor. 
Marsile and his ghouls had covered half the distance to the closing iron doors. 
“No!” repeated Raelum, breaking into a sprint. As the three black skeletons closed with Arthuras, Lionel, and Carandis, Raelum dashed for Marsile’s ghouls. Without the unconscious children, Raelum guessed, Marsile could not complete his spell. 
He reached the first ghoul and chopped it in half, taking careful aim so that his blade missed the children. Bones and rotted flesh struck the ground. Raelum leapt forward and decapitated the second ghoul. 
“Stop!” said Marsile, whirling. He raised his hand, andRaelum drew on the Light for protection. A shaft of blue fire struck Raelum across the chest. The Light’s protection took the worst of the blow, but Raelum went to one knee, gasping in pain. 
Yet he leapt back to his feet, took down a third ghoul, and found himself face to face with Marsile at last. He roared and brought his blade hammering down before Marsile could work another spell. 
His sword struck Marsile’s chest and bounced away in a spray of sparks and green flame. The black spear must be one of the enspelled lances Raelum had seen the demon knights carrying. Raelum kept attacking, hammering again and again, sparks flying. Marsile backed away in desperation. The black spear flashed and splintered in Marsile’s hand, its store of stolen life energy drained away. Marsile yelled and flung the shards at Raelum. The blade and broken shaft bounced off Raelum’s shield, and Marsile raised his hands and began a spell. Raelum resumed his attack just as Marsile cast his spell. A blast of invisible force slammed into Raelum, knocking him to the floor. 
Marsile, dashing towards the closing iron doors. 
Raelum growled and drew on the Light, his legs pumping as he raced after his enemy. Marsile slipped through the iron doors. Raelum flung himself forward, sliding through the gap an instant before the iron doors slammed shut. 
The door slapped his shoulder, and Raelum fell hard to the floor.
 
###
 
Lionel battered the ghostly warrior, ignoring the numbness in his shield arm. His shield had proven incapable of stopping the skeleton’s ethereal blade. His sword, fashioned with an aurelium core and imbued with the Light, had no such difficulty. A short distance away, Carandis grappled with the hook-nosed demon, astralfire shining around her hands. Arthuras battled the woman herself, slender swords in both her hands. 
The woman glided back and raised her swords. “Stop!” 
The other two demons fell back to her side. 
Lionel watched them, his sword still raised. “Where’s Raelum?”
“He slipped through the door before it closed,” said Arthuras. 
“He is beyond our reach now,” said the woman. “Why should we fight? Either your devil-eyed friend shall conquer, or our lord shall triumph.” She laughed. “Why risk perishing, when our fate no longer lies in our hands?”
“Your lord?” said Arthuras. “Your lord has been dead fifteen centuries. He cannot triumph, only molder.” 
The woman’s laughter mocked them. “You shall see.”
“What do we do now?” said Lionel. He didn’t know if they could defeat the black skeletons or not. The power of Moragannon seemed to permeate them. 
“We wait, then,” said Arthuras, grounding the point of his sword. “Raelum is on his own. We cannot help him now.”



Chapter 18 - Baligant
 
Marsile stumbled to a halt, gasping for breath. 
The domed chamber was almost empty, the black marble floors and walls smooth and unmarked. The same hideous green light shimmered in the walls as in the other chambers of Moragannon. In the exact center of the chamber lay a massive sarcophagus of black iron. The lid had been sculpted in an effigy, showing a haughty, proud-faced man in robes, the hilt of a greatsword clenched in armored hands. Scenes on the sides of the sarcophagus showed the triumphs of the Old Empire, the Hierarchs crushing their foes beneath their boots. 
Whatever remained of Baligant, Hierarch of the Old Empire, lay in that metal box. 
Marsile clenched his hands in panic. He had lost the drugged children. He didn’t even have the black spear any longer, its power drained away by Raelum’s strikes. What could he do? 
A groan echoed through the chamber. 
Raelum lay near the doors, climbing to his feet, his blazing sword in one hand. 
Marsile’s panic exploded into full-blown terror. He no longer had any minions. He had lost the black spear. His spells had proven unable to stop the maddened Paladin. In a few moments, Raelum would rise and ram that burning sword into Marsile’s heart. 
In desperation, Marsile pulled free the Book of Summoned Dead and opened it to the page of the summoning and binding spell. Perhaps he had time. Perhaps he could pull up Baligant’s high demon even without the children’s blood, pry the secret of immortality…
Raelum came to his feet. 
Marsile ran to the sarcophagus, gathered his power, and began casting the spell. 
 
###
 
Raelum shook his head, trying to get his bearings.
A voice thundered out, ringing off the high dome of the ceiling. 
He saw Marsile standing over a hulking iron sarcophagus, a large black book cradled in one arm, his free hand tracing intricate symbols. What was he doing? Surely his spell couldn’t succeed without the children…
Raelum broke into a run, intending to cut Marsile down. Marsile glanced at him and returned his eyes to the book, a note of panic entering his voice. His fingers moved in a blur, a corona of harsh blood-colored fire dancing around his hand. 
Even as Raelum raised his sword to strike, Marsile thrust out his palm. A sudden chill shot through Raelum’s bones, and the iron sarcophagus trembled. 
“Too late!” said Marsile, eyes reflecting the crimson fire. “Too late!” 
The lid exploded off the sarcophagus, and struck the floor with an echoing clang. The shock knocked Raelum off his feet. A beam of piercing light shot from the opened sarcophagus. Marsile flung his arm over his eyes, and Raelum forced himself to stand, ready to face whatever horror emerged from the sarcophagus. 
The light winked out, and the echoes died away. 
Silence fell. 
Marsile inched towards the sarcophagus and looked down. 
“It…it didn’t work,” he whispered. 
Raelum strode closer. The opened sarcophagus stood between him and Marsile. 
Within lay a crumbling skeleton. Ancient, corroded armor sheathed the ribs and limbs. A relief on the breastplate showed a grinning skull crowned in bones. 
Atop the skeleton’s chest and legs lay a massive greatsword of gleaming black steel. Unlike the bones and the armor, the sword remained in perfect condition. A line of deep-carved sigils covered the blade from crosspiece to tip. 
A few lines of crimson fire stirred deep within the sigils. 
“Nothing,” croaked Marsile, trembling. “Nothing! It didn’t work!” 
“Is this what you’ve come for, then?” shouted Raelum. “Some old bones? A few bits of rusted armor? Is that why you slaughtered the villagers of Karrent? The Brothers of St. Arik’s? St. Tarill’s? Sir Oliver?” Raelum circled around the sarcophagus, sword in hand. “Is that why you killed him? For bones and dust?” 
The fires in the sigils glimmered brighter. 
A strange look of fascination came over Marsile’s face. 
“Answer me!” said Raelum. 
The black book fell from Marsile’s hand and hit the floor with a heavy thump. He reached into the sarcophagus and picked up the black sword. The bloody glow from the sigils played over Marsile’s face, reflected in his eyes. 
“You think to defend yourself with that?” said Raelum. 
Marsile did not answer, did not even seem aware to hear. He raised his free hand and ran his fingers down the flat of the blade, as if caressing it. 
The runes burst into bright red flames. 
Marsile went rigid, his eyes bulging. The veins in his temples swelled. Raelum watched in uneasy confusion. He had expected Marsile to fight or to run, not this.
Then Marsile began to scream. 
It was a high-pitched, piteous wail. Marsile rocked back and forth, screeching, terrified eyes fixed on the glowing greatsword. He jerked his arm back and forth, as if trying to fling the sword away. 
Yet his fingers remained clenched around the hilt. 
“What is this?” said Raelum. 
“Help me!” said Marsile. 
“What?” said Raelum. 
Drool frothed from Marsile’s lips. “It…it’s…my mind, my mind…” He screamed again. “Don’t…don’t let it take me!” 
“Fool,” said Raelum. “You picked up the weapon of a Hierarch of the Old Empire? Now it is devouring you, isn’t it?” 
Utter despair crossed Marsile’s face. “No! No! Help…help me…ahh!” 
Raelum grounded his sword point. “I will not. Not after what you have done. I’ll watch you suffer for your crimes.”
“You…don’t…understand!” said Marsile. “It…it will take me…it will…”
Raelum only glared in answer. Marsile deserved this, deserved every instant of torment Baligant’s greatsword inflicted Marsile’s screams grew louder and louder. 
Then, all at once, he froze, falling silent. The runes on the sword blazed. 
And Marsile seemed to change before Raelum’s eyes. 
He stood straighter, the stoop vanishing from his shoulders. The very cast of his face altered. The weariness and despair vanished. In their place appeared cold confidence and cruel contempt. He almost seemed a different man. 
Or, perhaps, a different man wearing Marsile’s flesh…
Marsile’s eyes opened. 
Raelum stepped back, sword raised in guard. 
The Adept’s eyes blazed like burning coals. 
“What have you done?” breathed Raelum. 
“So,” said Marsile, holding the greatsword in an easy grip. His voice had changed, become stronger and more confident. “One wielder of the Light to contest my return? Has your Order so weakened?” His burning eyes seemed to stab into Raelum’s mind. “Or…ah, I see. You are the only one that knows.” He strode around the sarcophagus, taking the sword’s hilt in both hands. “We shall deal with that, soon enough.”
He moved with terrifying speed, the black sword blurring towards Raelum’s head. 
Raelum barely got his sword up in time. The force of Marsile’s strike knocked him back, and Marsile twisted and launched a slash at Raelum’s knees. Raelum blocked, and the raw power of the blow pushed Raelum off balance. He jumped backwards, out of the black sword’s range. 
Marsile sighed. “Foolish boy. Lay down your blade and I will kill you quickly.” 
“Never,” said Raelum. “I care not what powers you might have plundered from Baligant’s tomb, but you killed Sir Oliver, and I will not rest until he has been avenged!”
Marsile frowned. “Sir Oliver?” Then his eyes widened, and he laughed. “Fool! Do you not know who I am? What I am?” 
“All too well,” said Raelum. 
“I think not,” said Marsile. “I was before the world was made, fool child, and I shall be after the last star crumbles into ash. Men named me Baligant, and called me a high demon, but wearing the flesh of a man I ruled over the world of mortals, and I shall rule over it once more.” 
“What?” said Raelum. “Has madness overcome you? Baligant is dead.” 
The blazing red eyes narrowed. “You mean Marsile? Yes. I can hear his imprisoned soul screaming. I see his memories. The fool sought to bind me.” His laughter rang like thunder. “This body is old and weak, but shall serve my purpose until I claim a new one. I have returned, and I shall summon my servants from the astral world and give them bodies both living and dead.  The Ashborn will rally at my command, and I shall bring this world to order.” 
“No,” said Raelum. “No.” Yet he saw the truth in Marsile’s glowing eyes, in the cold set of his face, the proud stance of his body. 
Or, at least, in the body that had once belonged to Marsile. 
He should have killed Marsile when he had the chance. How many thousands would suffer for Raelum’s folly?
“The wielders of the Light shall pay,” said Baligant, “for what they did to me.” He grinned like a wolf. “Shall we begin?” 
Baligant leapt forward, crimson robes flying, sword ablaze with bloody fire. 
Raelum just got his shield up in time. The shield shattered in a spray of shards and twisted metal rivets. Raelum flew backwards and slid across the floor, groaning. 
“Pitiful,” said Baligant. “What became of the great Knights who defended the Seeress when she marched against my armies?” He raised his sword and advanced. “All the easier.” 
Raelum growled, jumped up, and drew on the Light, letting it strengthen and speed him. Baligant’s sword came down in a high overhand chop. Raelum parried, twisted, and slashed for Baligant’s chest. Baligant sidestepped and swung, and Raelum ducked. The pommel of the black greatsword clipped Raelum’s shoulder, and he stumbled and went to one knee. Baligant sprang forward and Raelum rolled aside. Baligant’s sword hammered into the floor, the stone tiles splintering. 
Raelum circled away, heart hammering. The Hierarch or the high demon or whatever it was moved with power and speed that would have shamed Nightgrim. 
“That is better,” hissed Baligant, “but one wielder of the Light alone cannot overcome me. I slew them by the dozens. Their broken skulls crowned my banners. ” His eyes blazed. “Come, boy, lay down your blade and die.” 
Raelum reeled as Baligant came for him. He had no way to stop Baligant, no way to defeat the mighty Hierarch. Despair gripped him. 
Almost too late, Raelum realized that Baligant was using magic, using a spell to cloud his mind with despair. He flung himself aside, Baligant’s blade whistling past his ear. 
“Impressive,” said Baligant. “You have the strength to resist me. Why, I wonder?” He stalked towards Raelum. “Ah! Your eyes. You have been marked by one of my kin.”
“The Light of the Divine gives me the strength to oppose you,” growled Raelum. 
Baligant laughed. “Perhaps.” 
Raelum flung himself into the attack, slashing, stabbing, and thrusting. Baligant backed away, his greatsword moving back and forth, picking off Raelum’s attacks. The enormous sword must have weighed at least twenty pounds, yet Baligant moved the weapon as if it weighed no more than a feather. 
“Tell me, boy,” said Baligant, parrying. “You are marked by my kin, and you were born to a woman possessed by a demon. How the rabble of the world must hate you! And yet you are a Knight of the Silver Order! Why defend those who loathe you?” 
“Because I must,” said Raelum. 
He stepped back, letting Baligant take the initiative. Raelum caught Baligant’s blade and pushed down, knocking the Hierarch off balance. Raelum whipped his sword around, trying to slash across Baligant’s chest. Baligant jumped back, but not before Raelum’s blade clipped his shoulder. 
The crimson inferno in Baligant’s eyes flickered. 
Baligant glided back, sword raised. “Indeed, you are strong!” 
Raelum said nothing. Sweat sheeted down his face. 
“They will hate and fear you forever,” said Baligant. “For you are stronger than them, greater. You are more than human, and you can become greater yet! You think to defend the humans from me? Why? Even if you strike me down, they will still curse and loathe you!” 
Raelum launched a feint of his own, stabbing at Baligant’s head. His movement slid into a downward strike. Baligant parried, rolled his wrists, and thrust. Raelum slapped aside the black blade and stepped back. 
“Enough talk,” said Raelum. “Kill me, if you can.” 
“Whatever for?” said Baligant. “If I slay you, you will rise again to serve me. I would rather you joined me of your own accord.” 
“You’re mad,” said Raelum. 
“There is brilliance in what mortals call madness,” said Baligant. “You cannot stop me. I will strike you down, leave this place, and raise my hosts once more. Join me as an ally. You are demonborn. If a demon inhabits your flesh, you will become a being of tremendous power, stronger than even the greatest Adepts of the Conclave, mightier than the most venerable Silver Knights.” 
“No,” said Raelum. 
“You are strong, and will become stronger yet,” said Baligant. “You can be my strong right hand, the bringer of my fury.” His burning eyes cored in Raelum’s mind. “Do you not see that we want the same things? A world brought to order? The corrupt, the proud, the haughty, the slavers and the brutal emirs and fat merchants. I see how you hate them. Yes.” His resonant voice dropped to a whisper. “We can destroy them together, remake the world in a better form. No more toil, no more misery, no more sweat and tears. No more death. Neither the Seeress nor the Divine ever understood. We can make the world over again, make men undying.” 
For a fleeting moment Raelum wondered what it would be like to return to Khauldun at the head of a vast Ashborn host, to thrown down the cruel princes and the bloated merchants, to give their riches to the starving orphans of the slums. 
Raelum shuddered. “No.” 
“I can tell you,” said Baligant, voice purring, “what you really are. Have you not wondered? Demonborn, they call you, but what does that mean? I can show you the truth. I can tell you who you really are. I can help you become what you were meant to be.” He lowered his sword and held out his hand. “Will you not come to me?” 
Raelum dashed forward, sword high. 
Baligant laughed. “So be it! You shall join me, whether you will it or not!” The runes of his sword blazed brighter as he ran to meet Raelum’s attack. 
The blades met with a thundering crash, white fire straining against red. Baligant shoved, breaking the parry, and launched a furious rains of blows. Raelum retreated, and Baligant drove him back until Raelum struck the icy stones of the wall. Baligant’s sword came for him, and Raelum managed to duck. The black sword slammed into the wall, shattering the stone blocks. 
And, for just a moment, the blade was stuck in the stone. 
Raelum twisted aside and flailed at Baligant. His sword scraped against the Hierarch’s forearms, the holy fires writhing against his flesh. 
Baligant shuddered. 
The crimson fire in his eyes vanished. 
“Help me.”
It was Marsile’s voice, shuddering and broken. The Adept’s terrified eyes met his. “Help me! Don’t let him take me again…ahh!” 
Raelum spun around, sword arcing for Marsile’s neck. 
The black sword whipped up and clanged against Raelum’s blade. The crimson fires had returned to the dark eyes, and Baligant had claimed control of Marsile’s flesh once more. 
“Ah,” said Baligant. “A pity you cannot hear his screams. Was he your mortal enemy? You would enjoy his torment, I think.” He smiled. “And soon enough you shall scream for all time, for daring to oppose me.” 
He came at Raelum, hacking and slashing. Raelum rolled away from the wall and backed towards the empty sarcophagus, arms and shoulders aching with effort. Baligant thrust, his sword tip scraping against the side of Raelum’s mail. Raelum tried to riposte. The flat of his blade slapped against the inside of Baligant’s forearm. 
Again, just for an instant, the inferno in Baligant’s eyes winked out. Raelum got a glimpse of Marsile, broken and terrified, before the flames returned. Baligant growled and shoved, and Raelum stumbled and went to one knee. 
Baligant didn’t hesitate, his sword plunging down in a two-handed chop. Raelum flung himself aside, and Baligant’s strike shattered the tiles of the floor in a spray of glittering splinters. Raelum lurched back to his feet and yanked Arthuras’s dagger free, gripping it in his left hand, Sir Oliver's sword in his right. 
The holy fires of his sword seemed to drive the high demon back, return control of the body to Marsile. If he could just drive Baligant back long enough to land a killing blow with the dagger…
“Marsile!” said Raelum. “Fight him! If you can hear me, fight, or you’ll never be free of him!” 
The fires in Baligant’s eyes blazed brighter. “Fool boy. He is mine. He gave himself to me, did he not?” 
Raelum gathered his waning strength, gripped his weapons, and attacked. Baligant moved his blade back and forth, picking off Raelum’s blows. Raelum slashed with his dagger, hitting Baligant’s shoulder. The wound didn’t slow the Hierarch at all. Baligant roared and shoved, sending Raelum to the floor with a bone-jarring crash. Raelum rolled under Baligant’s sweeping stab and slashed at his knees, his sword blade nicking Baligant’s shin. 
The flames vanished from his eyes. 
“Kill me!” shrieked Marsile, “kill me, before it takes…” His body staggered back, weaving like a drunkard. 
“Fool!” roared Baligant’s voice from Marsile’s mouth. “You are mine! Mine!” 
Marsile shuddered, the bloody fires blazing back to life in his eyes. 
Baligant stalked towards Raelum, sword burning. 
Raelum set himself. 
Baligant roared and launched a two-handed swing for Raelum’s head. 
Raelum ducked, twisted aside, and stabbed. Raelum swung again and again, and Baligant blocked every blow, twisted, and kicked Raelum in the gut. Raelum groaned and crumpled to the floor. 
“Now,” said Baligant, raising his sword high, “let us…”
He shuddered. The fires in his eyes flickered madly, and his face writhed through a dozen expressions. Raelum heard both Marsile’s and Baligant’s voice bursting from the mouth, screaming at each other. 
It was his last chance. He rolled to one knee and stabbed with both hands. 
His sword plunged into Baligant’s stomach and burst out his back. Marsile’s terrified, agonized eyes bored into Raelum’s face. 
“Don’t let it take me again,” Marsile croaked, blood bubbling from his lips. 
Raelum yanked his sword free, spun, and took off Marsile’s head before Baligant could reclaim control. The head rolled away across the floor, forever frozen in a mask of despair. The body twitched and fell to the floor, lifeless. 
The black sword hit the floor point-first with a clang, falling towards Raelum. 
Before he could stop himself, he caught the hilt with his left hand. 
A wave of ravening cold roared up from the sword and stabbed into Raelum’s chest. The sigil on the sword’s blade blazed into new life. Raelum screamed and tried to throw aside the sword. But his cold fingers refused to release the hilt. 
Baligant’s voice, mocking and triumphant, boomed inside Raelum’s skull. 
“And now you are mine.”
The voice echoed inside his head.
And suddenly Raelum understood.
There never had been a Baligant, not really, at least a mortal man named Baligant. There had been a mage-lord of the Old Empire wielding this black sword, a sword that contained a bound high demon. A high demon that had worn that Hierarch like a man wearing a suit of clothing, a high demon that had taken the name of Baligant for its own. A high demon that had possessed Marsile.
And a high demon that was now claiming Raelum for its own.
He felt the high demon’s black power stabbing into his mind, tearing into his soul like swords of ice. Baligant wanted his mortal flesh, wanted to lock Raelum’s screaming soul into a dark corner of his mind. 
Raelum let the fury of the Light fill him and fought with everything he had. He reeled like a lunatic, growling and snarling. The Light beat aside Baligant’s writhing tendrils, yet the chill gripped his arm like a vice. He could not throw down the sword. 
“You are mine!”
“No!” said Raelum. “Leave me! I’ll slay myself first!” 
He struggled against the dark presence in his mind. Arthuras had been right. Sir Oliver had been right. His hatred of Marsile, his fixation of revenge, had almost loosed this beast upon the world of men once more. 
Raelum would not let it go free. 
But Baligant would not give up. 
The high demon’s voice filled his mind.
“You are indeed strong. I cannot overcome you, nor you me. Why should we struggle? Let us merge, let us become one, two minds occupying the same flesh! We will be stronger than any creature that has ever walked the earth.” Terrifying and exhilarating visions filled Raelum’s mind. “Yes. We will go to Khauldun, free the slaves and the children. We shall cross the sea and throw down the slavers, and perhaps even find the Sister who treated you so kindly. We will destroy all who oppose us, and the nations of the earth shall bow before us.” 
Raelum’s mind began to buckle. How long had he dreamed of finding the power to destroy the cruel and the mighty? Now he could do it. He could throw down the corrupt princes of earth. He could slaughter his enemies, permit their corpses to rise as his ghoul servants. Who could stop him? He would become a great lord, a just lord, ruling wisely and well. He could become…
Raelum remembered a fat, red-haired man, laughing as he described Sister Julietta’s fate. 
He could become just like Red Philip. 
Raelum screamed in horror. 
Baligant’s voice rose to a roar.
Raelum raised Sir Oliver’s sword and hammered at Baligant’s sword. The two blades clashed and clanged. Raelum hammered again and again, screaming, Baligant’s howls of rage echoing in his skull. 
Raelum rammed the point of Sir Oliver’s sword into a sigil on Baligant’s blade. Both weapons bucked and heaved. 
Then, all at once, both swords exploded. 
The shock sent Raelum flying. Shards stabbed into his chest, his arms, his face. He hit the ground with a crash, hearing bones crack. 
Baligant’s scream of fury faded from Raelum’s mind, and everything went black. 
 
###
 
A tremor went through the floor. 
Lionel raised his shield as another jolt shook Moragannon. The imprisoned wraiths in the walls flickered, and the black veins shuddered and writhed. 
The black skeletons began to shriek. 
“My lord!” the woman wailed. “My lord!” She screamed again, hands hooked into claws, and flung herself at Arthuras. 
She did not get two steps. Cracks appeared in her bones, green light welling up from the fissures. The other two skeletons froze, shuddering and moaning, and their screams rose into agonized wails. 
The ghostly images winked out and the skeletons exploded. Lionel threw up his shield, bone shards falling in a rain. With a terrific crack, the iron doors fell down, sending cracks shooting through the floor. The jolt knocked Lionel off his feet, and for an awful moment he thought the entire black pile of Moragannon would collapse on their heads. 
The shaking stopped, and the lights in the walls vanished, blackness falling over the chamber. 
Arthuras sang a spell. His sword burst into flame, shedding light over the darkness. 
Utter silence filled Moragannon, save for the crackle of Arthuras’s sword. 
The strange moaning had stopped. 



Chapter 19 - Broken Sword
 
Voices echoed in Raelum’s ears. 
“He’s not dead, is he?” 
“No. But hurt, badly.” Armor clattered. “Be quiet so I can concentrate. ” 
A flush of warmth washed through Raelum. The world rotated around him for some time. 
His eyes swam back into focus. 
Lionel knelt over him, sweating with exertion, the Light glimmering about his fingertips. Over him stood Arthuras and Carandis. The flames from Arthuras’s sword and the ball of blue light hovering over Carandis’s palm threw back the darkness. 
Raelum sat up, gasping, ignoring the stabs of pain in his flesh. “Baligant! Is he loose? My fault!” 
“Calm yourself,” said Lionel. “It’s over. Marsile’s dead. You killed him.” 
Raelum looked down. In his right hand he held the broken hilt of Sir Oliver’s sword, the aurelium core glinting. In his left he clutched the shattered hilt of a black greatsword. Rust covered the once-fine metal, and flaked away as Raelum watched. 
He flung the thing away in disgust, and it struck the floor and shattered. 
“What happened?” said Lionel. 
“It was my fault,” whispered Raelum. “I almost killed you all. I am sorry.” 
They stared at him. 
Raelum closed his eyes. “Marsile cast the spell on the iron sarcophagus. Inside was a black sword, the sword of Baligant. He took it up and began to scream. I…I did nothing. I thought the weapon would burn away his soul. I wanted to watch him suffer for what he had done. But the sword was a vessel for Baligant’s high demon. It claimed Marsile’s body.” 
“The fool,” said Arthuras. “Marsile brought this on himself.” 
“You mean to say you faced a high demon and lived?” said Lionel, stunned. 
“Barely,” said Raelum. “The fires of Sir Oliver’s sword loosened his grip on Marsile’s body. Marsile begged me to kill him. I did.” He tried to smile. “Sir Oliver and all the others have been avenged.” He closed his eyes again, sick and weary to the very core of his soul. “I caught the sword. Baligant tried to take me, but I struck his sword with Sir Oliver’s, and both blades shattered.”
“I wonder,” said Carandis, frowning, “if all Hierarchs were only the puppets of their respective high demons? In the old chronicles, it describes how the Hierarchs wielded swords burning with the fires of a demon. I always thought that a poetic flourish.” She nudged aside a rusting shard of black steel with the toe of her boot. “Evidently it was not.” 
“Thank the Divine,” said Raelum. “I was a fool. You were right, Arthuras. If I had not been so eager to see him suffer. . . I almost loosed Baligant on the world again…”
“Marsile is to blame, not you,” said Arthuras. 
“Help me up,” said Raelum. 
Lionel and Carandis pulled him to his feet. A crumpled black shape lay nearby, just at the edge of the light. Raelum limped towards it. 
Marsile’s decapitated corpse lay sprawled on the floor, the head lying near the shoulder. Raelum winced in disgust. Marsile’s corpse had withered to skin and bones. The head gaped up at Raelum, eyes glittering, forever frozen in despair. 
All the life Marsile had stolen, it seemed, had abandoned him. 
He turned away. “It’s over.” 
Sir Oliver Calabrant, all those who had suffered and died at Marsile’s hands, had been avenged. Yet Raelum felt a great, crushing emptiness. The victory had brought him no joy. Sir Oliver was still gone. Sister Julietta was still dead.
A paralyzing doubt struck him. 
What would he do now? 
“You’re taking the skull?” said Lionel, disgusted. 
“Well, certainly,” said Carandis, wrapping Marsile’s head in a rag. “I was sent to kill him, after all. I need some proof that we were successful.” 
“What of his dark books?” said Lionel. 
“You had best take them,” said Arthuras. “We cannot leave them here. Else another fool like Marsile will come seeking them. We  will take them back to St. Tarill’s. No doubt First Brother Ulrich will want to keep them under lock and key, though they should be destroyed.” 
Raelum picked up the shattered hilt of Sir Oliver’s sword. He would not leave it here. He gathered up the shards, one by one. Perhaps he could take them to Saranor. Maybe Sir Oliver still had kin there. 
“And some good news,” said Lionel. “The children. The ones Marsile took from Karrent. They all live, though they slumber. Carandis can break the spell keeping them asleep.” 
“Not until we get to St. Tarill’s,” said Arthuras. 
“Why would you let that diabolical spell linger?” said Lionel. 
“We don’t have enough food to feed nine children for weeks,” said Arthuras. 
“Oh.”
“For that matter,” said Carandis, “how are we going to take nine sleeping children across the wilderness to St. Tarill’s?” 
“I’m sure we’ll think of something,” said Arthuras. 
Raelum followed them. 



Chapter 20 - The Ocean
 
Spring had come by the time they reached St. Tarill’s. 
Arthuras built sleds to carry the children, and they made the long journey down the mountain. The Ashborn did not trouble them. 
They crossed the heart of old Arvandil, making a wide arc around the nameless city. The blood of the sleeping children drew wandering demons, and more than once they had to fight off maddened reaper-ghouls. 
As the snow melted and buds appeared on the trees, they passed the burned ruins of Abbotsford. The charred timbers jutted like broken fingers against the sky. Raelum felt demons lurking in the ruined place, but none came forth to trouble them. 
They crossed the ancient bridge of the Elder People, and returned to the lands where the barrier against the astral world was stronger. 
 
###
 
Leaves rustled on the trees as they walked the last mile to St. Tarill’s. Nine bewildered children walked with them, their bellies full of goat meat and cheese from Arthuras’s caves. 
The Alderine River glittered in the spring sunshine. Raelum looked about in tired wonder. Despite the horrors that lurked in the forests across the river, the lands looked beautiful, almost free of the demons’ threat. 
St. Tarill’s came into sight. 
Raelum blinked in surprise. A new village had sprung up around the base of the monastery’s hill, with several more houses under construction. Even from a distance, he heard hammers and saws at work. 
“Those are villagers from Karrent, if I’m not mistaken,” said Carandis. 
Fresh-cultivated fields lay about the monastery and the half-built village. Men toiled behind oxen-pulled plows, while women followed, pushing seeds into the wet earth. One of the men stopped, saw them, and ran into the village. A thin woman, her stringy hair tied back with a gray kerchief, staggered towards them, eyes wide. 
She began to scream. 
Raelum stepped back, hand dropping to his dagger. But the woman was screaming in joy, not fear. One of the children, a little girl, squealed and ran to the woman. The woman scooped up the child, sobbing and laughing all at once. 
A flood of people erupted from the village, and soon the children were among their families once more. Women wept, and men fell to their knees and offered thanksgiving to the Divine. 
And to Raelum and the others.
“A warmer welcome than the last time,” said Carandis. 
“We were trying to kill Sir Raelum, as I recall,” said Lionel.  
Raelum said nothing. The children had found their parents again. Raelum had lost Sister Julietta, had lost Sir Oliver. 
Where would he go now? Where could he go? 
“Ho, the First Brother!” said Arthuras. 
Silver-bearded Ulrich came to their side, a train of Brothers at his back. He stared at them for a moment, then he laughed. “By the Divine, the merciful Divine! I never thought to see any of you alive again. And you, Arthuras! I’ve not seen you in years. They found you, then?” 
“So it would seem,” said Arthuras, smiling. 
“Then…you did it?” said the First. “Marsile…he is…”
“Dead,” said Raelum. “It is over.” He handed a large wrapped bundle to Ulrich. “The books he stole from St. Tarill’s and from St. Arik’s.” 
“You’ve been busy, I see,” said Carandis. 
“Aye,” said Ulrich. “We sent Brothers, you remember, to Karrent after we heard your news. The village was half a ruin. The survivors came here and settled. I hope to build a new community here, strong and prosperous. ” 
“You will,” said Lionel. 
“Come!” said the First Brother. “Eat with us, I beg, at the evening meal. You must tell me everything.” 
They went and dined. Raelum said little, leaving the telling to the others. Later he slipped away and fell into a troubled sleep. 
 
###
 
“I am going,” he told the others the next morning as they stood in the monastery’s courtyard. 
“What?” said Lionel. 
“Why?” said Carandis.  
“I don’t know,” said Raelum. 
“Wait a while, I beg,” said Lionel. “The First Brother says merchant ships will come up the river soon. We can take them downriver, back to civilized lands, and avoid the perils of overland travel.”
“No,” said Raelum. 
“Come with me, at least, back to Chrysos,” said Lionel. “You….you are the greatest Paladin I have ever met, demonborn or not. You should be honored by the commanders of our Order.”
“I cannot,” said Raelum. “They will loathe and fear me. ” 
“I am going to journey in the civilized lands for a time,” said Arthuras. “I will go with Carandis to Araspan, I think, and thence I shall go where my feet take me. You can come with me, if you wish.”
“Thank you,” said Raelum. “But…I cannot.” 
“Why not?” said Lionel, half-pleading. “You are a great Paladin, Raelum. You should come to the civilized lands. You could do so much good there. You ought to have honor for what you have done, and what you will do.” 
“I can’t,” said Raelum. “I…don’t know why. I wish I could say.”
“Perhaps I can guess,” said Arthuras. “You wanted revenge on Marsile. That was the focus of your life, your purpose. And now that you have found it, it has proven empty and hollow. You know not what to do next, or where to go.” 
No one said anything for a while. 
“Yes,” said Raelum, closing his eyes. “That is it." 
“What do you want, then?” said Arthuras. 
“I want…” Raelum thought it over. “I want to see the ocean again.” 
“The ocean?” said Carandis. 
“I want to see it,” said Raelum, staring into nothing. “When I was a child I would sit and watch it, the moon shining off the waves.” 
“Araspan lies on the sea,” said Carandis. “We could travel together to Chrysos, part with Lionel, and thence to Araspan.” 
“No,” said Arthuras. He met Raelum’s eyes. “I think Sir Raelum needs to do this on his own.” 
“Aye,” said Raelum. “I do. My friends. Good-bye.” 
“A demonborn Paladin,” said Carandis, shaking her head. “Farewell.”  
“I think,” said Arthuras, “that we shall meet again. Despair all you like, Sir Raelum. Great things lie ahead of you, I think.”
Lionel bit his lip. “I owe you my life. Everything.” He fumbled at his belt. “Take…take this, I beg.” 
He handed Raelum a Paladin’s sword. 
“Your sword?” said Raelum. “I cannot take this.”
“Actually, it was Sir Hildebrand’s,” said Lionel. “He has no need of it now. And you need a sword, if you’re going to wander off on your own like a fool.” He blinked a few times and pressed the hilt into Raelum’s hands. “And take his horse. A proper destrier. He’s been eating hay in the monastery’s stables, getting fat.” He laughed. “The villagers would use him for naught but pulling hay. Take him, the sword, and go.” 
“All right,” said Raelum. “Thank you. ” 
He clasped hands with each of them, put the sword on his belt, and walked to the stables. Sir Hildebrand’s former horse glared at him. Raelum took it, mounted up, and rode away from the monastery, on the long road that would take him to the ocean.



Epilogue - Black Paladin
 
Later Ganlon reflected that Midsummer’s Day, the day the red-eyed man came to the village, began much the same as any other. 
Ganlon rose at dawn. He liked to take a walk along the beach every morning, keep his joints moving, greet the young men as they prepared their boats and nets. And he liked to watch the sea. 
He loved the sea. A man died on the sea, he died clean. No need to worry about a demon claiming his flesh. 
Ganlon had been a fisherman for forty years, sailing on his father’s boat, and later his own boat. Three years ago he had broken his leg. It had never healed right, and he couldn’t keep his balance on a boat. So now he ran the village’s little inn. It was quiet enough work. Even the smugglers who came down from Saranor or Annoc, hoping to evade the tariffs, didn’t make much trouble. 
So on Midsummer’s Day Ganlon rose, walked into the common room of his inn, and froze. 
A demonborn man stood in the doorway, staring at him. 
The man looked no more than twenty years old. He wore a black cloak, scuffed boots, ragged trousers, and a worn leather jerkin over a coat of mail. A sword and a dagger hung from his belt. 
He had the red eyes of a possessed man. 
Despite his sudden fear and shock, Ganlon thought he had never seen a man so young look so weary. 
“I don’t want trouble,” said Ganlon. 
The red-eyed man sighed. “Nor do I. I don’t want your coin, your goods, your inn, your virgin daughters. All I want is some food and something to drink.” He hesitated. “I have coin.” 
“Aye?” said Ganlon. “I’ve…some fish left from last night. Some ale, if you don’t mind.” 
“I don’t,” said the red-eyed man. “I’ll take it outside.” He tried to smile. It only made him look grimmer. “No sense bringing evil into your house.”
“Aye,” said Ganlon. The demonborn man left. For a moment Ganlon considered barring the door. Instead he took some fish, some cheese, and a wooden mug of ale and went outside. 
Ganlon’s inn sat on a bluff overlooking both the village and the sea. High grasses waved in the salty breeze, and the red-eyed man sat on a boulder, staring at the ocean. A magnificent warhorse grazed nearby. 
“Thank you,” said the man, taking the food and pressing a silver penny into Ganlon’s leathery palm. 
“So…what brings you to the village, then?” said Ganlon. “Business?” Mayhap the red-eyed man was from exotic lands, though his accent marked him as Khauldish. 
“The ocean,” said the red-eyed man. “I wanted to see it again.”
“You did?”
“I love the ocean. 
Ganlon considered this. Any man who loved the ocean couldn’t be all bad. “As do I. I am Ganlon. I keep the inn.”
“Raelum, once of Khauldun, now of nowhere,” said the demonborn man. He took a bite of fish. 
“Nowhere?” said Ganlon. “A mercenary, then?” Raelum looked haunted. Perhaps he had survived some dreadful battle, though he looked too young to have fought with Lord Corthain at the Dark River. 
“No,” said Raelum. “But I’ve traveled far. To High Morgon, then to ancient Arvandil, to the Silvercrown Mountains and the very edge of the Old Empire ” 
“Have you?” said Ganlon, smiling. Those were names from a song. But, then, maybe it explained the man’s red eyes. 
“You don’t believe me,” said Raelum. “I don’t expect you to. But I’ve seen things that would drive you mad. Perhaps they have driven me mad.”
“A ghoul tried to break into the village, once, about five years ago,” said Ganlon, shuddering at the memory. They had feathered it with burning arrows. How the hideous thing had screamed! “But we drove if off.” 
“I’m sure you did,” said Raelum. “But I came to the edge of the Old Empire and back to here. I wanted to see the ocean one more time.” 
“Aye,” said Ganlon, still uneasy. “And now that you’ve seen the ocean, what will you do?”
“I don’t know,” said Raelum. He bowed his head and sat in silence. 
A scream echoed over the village. 
Raelum’s head snapped up. 
Ganlon frowned, shuffling to the edge of the bluff. He glimpsed women and children running from the village. Behind them ran hulking forms in gleaming armor. Further up the coast lay a pair of beached longships, their bows carved in shapes of hideous beasts. 
A terrified chill shot down Ganlon’s spine. 
“Oh, no,” he said. “Northmen.” 
“What?” said Raelum, moving to his side. 
“No, no,” said Ganlon. A house caught fire. “The Northmen. They must have beached their ships, come ashore in the night! They’ll carry us off as slaves…”
At the word “slaves” a low growl came from Raelum’s lips. 
“My bow,” gasped Ganlon, “my bow, I’ve got to get my bow…”
He turned and froze at the expression on Raelum’s face. 
All doubt and weariness had fallen from Raelum’s red eyes. In their place rose a grim, unwavering determination. Raelum pulled a helmet from its shoulder strap, set it on his head, and leapt up onto the horse’s back. 
As Ganlon watched, he galloped down the bluff, black cloak billowing behind them. 
 
###
 
The chieftain of the Northmen laughed. “Come, you dogs! Get these rabble into chains!” 
He watched as his Northmen shoved the terrified fisher-folk into shackles. 
This was more like it, the chieftain thought. To think they had raided the desolate northlands! Here there were fat merchant ships, ripe for the picking. Here were healthy folk and beautiful women who would fetch a fine price in the slave markets of Carth and Khauldun. 
And, thought the chieftain with a shudder, no red-eyed devils lurked here, ready to spring from the shadows with a sword of fire. 
“Move!” roared the chieftain, brandishing his broadsword. 
Someone screamed, and steel clanged on steel. 
The chieftain frowned, turned, and saw three of his men fleeing towards him. They ran past him, sprinting for the ships. 
“What?” he bellowed. “Cowardly dogs! Come back!” 
He saw the horseman. 
The armored rider galloped through the village, striking down Northmen right and left. Those that stood against him fell. The others turned and fled in terror, shrieking. Even as the chieftain watched, the man galloped past the terrified villagers, his sword striking the chains from their arms. 
The chieftain laughed and strode towards the rider, broadsword at the ready. 
Then the chieftain saw the helmeted rider’s face. 
His throat went dry. 
It was him, the red-eyed devil from the northlands. 
Somehow, somehow he had followed them here. 
The chieftain screamed, and screamed, and did not stop screaming until the red-eyed man’s sword came down. 
THE END
Thank you for reading THE TOMB OF BALIGANT. Look for more adventures with Raelum, Rachaelis Morulan, and Corthain Kalarien in late 2014 or early 2015. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter or watch for news on my Facebook page.
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