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Description
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK stands victorious over all his foes, and wishes nothing more than to live quietly in peace, overseeing his lands. Yet a relic of the ancient world, a thing of black sorcery, has been unearthed, a weapon that threatens to turn the Grim Marches to a realm of corpses.
And Mazael’s sins might return to devour him…

ROMARIA GREENSHIELD has mastered herself at last, the human and Elderborn halves of her soul in harmony. Free from her past, she travels north to start a new life in the Grim Marches.

But now she faces a hunter that even she might not have the skill to overcome…

LUCAN MANDRAGON is trapped in the netherworld between life and death, imprisoned by his own folly. Haunted by visions of his mistakes, tormented by memories of his past, Lucan finds himself the prey of a spirit both mighty and corrupt.

And the price to escape might consume all he has left…

CORVAD burns with the blood and power of the Demonsouled. He will take up the sword of the Destroyer, and throw down the realms of men.

And once he claims the ancient relic for himself, all the world shall be his…

MOLLY has lost everything she holds dear, and has no reason left to live.

There is only one cure for her loss, one vengeance she can take for her pain.

The death of Mazael Cravenlock. 
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Chapter 1 - The Dead Walk
 
 Mazael Cravenlock turned his head just as green lightning exploded from the sky and tore into the earth.  
 
 An instant later the wave of hot air from the blast slammed into him, tugging at his cloak and the mane of his horse, an ill-tempered destrier named Hauberk. The horse whinnied in alarm, even as another blast screamed out of the sky, ripping a nearby tree to burning shreds. Behind Mazael, both his men and Sir Gerald Roland's men shouted in alarm. But there was no panic. The knights and armsmen dropped from their horses, while the archers strung their bows and seized quivers of arrows.  
 
 Every last man was a veteran of the war against the Malrags.  
 
 Every last one of them had seen men die at the hands of the Malrags. 
 
 As they, too, might die, if one of those lightning bolts landed with any accuracy.  
 
 “Circan!” shouted Mazael. 
 
 A tall, thin man in a long black coat hurried to Mazael's side, his clothing a stark contrast against his pale face and blond hair. Even as he ran, Circan muttered a spell, his hands flying through arcane gestures. The wizard thrust his hand into the sky as another green lightning bolt screamed out of the cloudless sky. Blue light flashed around his hand, and the blast rebounded from Circan's spell to rip a tree in half.  
 
 Circan swayed on his feet. “My lord, you must find the Malrag shaman quickly. I do not know how many more blasts my spells can deflect.” 
 
 Mazael gave a sharp nod. Even Lucan Mandragon, one of the most powerful wizards Mazael had ever known, had difficulty deflecting the lightning spells of the Malrag shamans.  
 
 Though Lucan was in no shape to do anything, just now. 
 
 “Do you know where they are?” said Mazael. 
 
 Circan gave a sharp nod, rolling a wire-wrapped quartz crystal around his gloved fingers. Mazael had seen that spell before, knew that it let a wizard sense the presence of foes from a distance.  
 
 “Aye, my lord...a mile, perhaps a mile and a half, to the north.” Circan's face tightened in a frown. “At least two hundred of them. Approaching quickly.” 
 
 Mazael swore. He had one hundred and sixty men – one hundred and twenty of his and forty of Gerald's that had survived the great battle at Deepforest Keep. But they were veterans, and knew how to fight Malrags. If Mazael kept his wits about him, they could overcome the Malrags.  
 
 Even as the thought passed Mazael's mind, a man and a woman ran to his side. The man was tall and strong, with blue eyes and a blond mustache trimmed with razor precision. Sir Gerald Roland wore armor polished to a mirror sheen, even here in the heart of the Great Southern Forest, and carried a bared longsword in his right fist.  
 
 The woman was tall and lean, with long black hair and eyes the blue of mountain glaciers. She wore wool and leather armor, her jerkin studded with steel disks, and carried a composite bow in her right hand. The hilt of a bastard sword rose over her shoulder, and she moved with an easy, fluid grace. Mazael's men were hard fighters, accustomed to war, yet even they gave deference to Romaria Greenshield. 
 
 After all, they had seen her become a great wolf and tear the throats from her enemies, had seen her wake an army of statues to smash the Malrags below the walls of Deepforest Keep. 
 
 “Why didn't our scouts see them coming?” said Gerald.  
 
 “I don't know,” said Romaria. “They just rode in five minutes past, and claimed to see nothing. Even a blind man couldn't miss two hundred Malrags.” She lifted her face, nostrils flaring as she sniffed at the air.  
 
 “What is it?” said Mazael. He knew to trust Romaria's instincts. 
 
 And her supernaturally keen senses. 
 
 “I didn't smell them,” said Romaria. “Malrags smell of decay. Like a tumor filled with poison. I can smell them five miles off. I didn't smell these Malrags until a few moments ago. As if they appeared out of nowhere.” For an instant her lips peeled back from her teeth, making her look almost wolfish. “And they don't smell like Malrags.” 
 
 “What do they smell like?” said Mazael. 
 
 “Dust,” said Romaria. “Old bones.” 
 
 “They don't...feel like Malrags,” said Circan, hand clenched around the quartz crystal. “I know what Malrags feel like by now. I can sense the Malrag shamans. What the others are...I'm not sure.”  
 
 Mazael shared a look with Gerald. He had known the younger man for years, ever since Gerald had been a squire. They had been in numerous battles together, some of them dire, and in war Mazael trusted Gerald's judgment as much as his own. 
 
 “A shield wall,” said Gerald. “Facing the foe. The archers behind. As soon as we see the enemy, the archers release. Then we can decide whether or not to charge, or to hold the shield wall and wait for their attack. We can keep the wounded and the baggage behind the shield wall, along with the...others.” 
 
 Others like Gerald's pregnant wife and infant son.  
 
 “Aye,” said Mazael, “do it.” 
 
 Gerald shouted orders, and the men hastened to obey. The knights and armsmen hurried forward, shields raised to form a solid wall of steel-banded oak. Behind them the archers formed up, arrows waiting at their bowstrings. After the archers waited the baggage animals and those too injured to fight. A woman sat in their midst, dark-haired and green-eyed, an infant of a few months cradled in her arms.  
 
 Rachel Roland looked frightened, but her face held no hint of panic or despair, only a steely determination. And why not? Mazael's sister had chased the San-keth to the ends of the earth to get her son back, had found the courage to attack Malavost as the wizard prepared to murder the child. After facing such horrors, why should a few Malrags intimidate her? 
 
 She gave Mazael a grim nod and held Aldane tighter.  
 
 Behind Rachel stood a pair of pack horses, a cot stretched between them. A misshapen figure wrapped in heavy blankets rested in the cot, lying motionless. Mazael could have used Lucan Mandragon's aid against the Malrags. 
 
 But Lucan was in no condition to help anyone.  
 
 Mazael walked before the shield wall, Romaria at his side. If he could have, he would have ordered her to remain with the archers. He had seen her struck down once before, and had no desire to repeat the experience. But he knew she would not listen.  
 
 Besides, she could take her of herself in battle. Better than most of his men.  
 
 “They're coming,” hissed Circan, gazing at the trees to the north.  
 
 Mazael braced himself and drew his sword. Three and a half feet of steel blade glimmered in his fist. The sword's crosspiece and hilt had been worked with gold, its pommel shaped into a golden lion's head, jaws open in a roar. He called the sword Lion, and it had been forged in ancient times, imbued with potent magic to fight the powers of darkness, burning with azure flame when confronted with dark magic.  
 
 As it began to burn now. 
 
 Mazael saw the lines of blue light shining within the steel, saw the flicker of pale flame at the edge of the blade. Creatures of dark magic were coming. 
 
 The Malrags.  
 
 To the north, the trees rustled, and Mazael heard the underbrush cracking and snapping. Romaria lifted her bow, and Mazael heard the creak as the archers drew. 
 
 “These wretched trees,” muttered Gerald, lifting his shield. “If we were on the plains, we could sweep aside the Malrags with one solid charge.”  
 
 “We're not in the Grim Marches yet,” said Mazael. A halo of crackling blue flame snarled around Lion's blade. “Brace yourselves!”  
 
 A moment later dark shapes leapt from the trees.  
 
 Mazael expected to see Malrags. Creatures with gray, leathery skin. Hands with six fingers and mouths filled with fangs. White, colorless eyes, and a third eye glowing in the foreheads of the shamans. Black armor, and axes and spears of black steel.  
 
 He did not expect to see a line of animated corpses burst from the trees, moving with inhuman speed, empty eyes shining with green flame. The creatures looked as if they had been dead for some time, crumbling flesh stretched tight over yellowing bones. Yet they moved with supernatural speed and power, some racing on all fours as their clawed fingers raked at the earth. Mazael had seen such creatures before. They were corpses, raised by the dark magic of a skilled necromancer.  
 
 Zuvembies.  
 
 Lion shuddered in his grasp, its azure flame burning brighter.  
 
 “Release!” bellowed one of the archers. 
 
 “No!” shouted Mazael, “no, lower your bows, take your...” 
 
 But it was too late. His men knew how to fight Malrags, but most of them had never seen a zuvembie before. A storm of arrows slammed into the charging mob of zuvembies. The impact knocked the front row down, sent them sprawling into the others. But the arrowheads did not harm the undead flesh. 
 
 Normal steel could not wound a thing raised by necromancy.  
 
 And then the mob of zuvembies crashed into the shield wall, claws raking against the iron and wood. The knights and armsmen struck back, yet their blades rebounded from the zuvembies as if they had struck steel. In an instant Mazael saw one man go down, and then another, the zuvembies clawing at throats and faces. 
 
 He sprang into motion.  
 
 Lion blurred in his fist, and Mazael struck the head from the nearest zuvembie. His sword sheared through the undead flesh with ease, and blue fire extinguished the green glow in the zuvembie's empty sockets. The creature collapsed to the earth in a pile of yellowed bones and dusty flesh. Mazael wheeled, striking the arm from another zuvembie, Lion's blade splitting the skull of another. 
 
 Then he spun, and slapped Lion against the flat of Gerald's blade. 
 
 The blue flame spread to Gerald's sword, wreathing it in a halo of ghostly light. Gerald had fought zuvembies before, and knew what to do. He hastened into the fray, smashing a zuvembie attacking a pair of knights, chips of yellow bone flying from his blade. Romaria cast aside her bow and drew her bastard sword with a steely hiss, and Mazael slapped Lion against her sword. Again Lion's flames spread, and Romaria attacked, bastard sword gripped in both hands.  
 
 Mazael raced through the fray, slapping Lion against the swords and spears of his men. The ancient sword's fire spread, and soon the battlefield shone with blue light. The zuvembies were quick and strong, but wore no armor, and the burning swords and spears cut them down with ease. Mazael smashed down another zuvembie, the stench of decayed bone and long-desiccated flesh filling his nostrils, and risked a quick glance around the battlefield. They were winning. He had lost a half-dozen men to the charge of the zuvembies, but they were winning. 
 
 But who had created the zuvembies? It took a necromancer, and a powerful one, to raise zuvembies from the corpses of the slain. A Malrag shaman? That would explain the green lighting. But he had never seen a Malrag shaman powerful enough to raise the zuvembies... 
 
 A bloodcurdling roar rang out, and Malrags raced from the trees, armored in black steel, black axes and spears in their hands.  
 
 “Shield wall!” roared Mazael, cutting down another zuvembie. “Reform the shield wall! Now! Now!” 
 
 These Malrags looked...different. 
 
 They stood perhaps a foot taller than most Malrags, their arms and chests heavy with muscle beneath their black armor. Strange crimson veins crawled over their arms and and faces, stark against their gray hides.  
 
 An arrow shot past Mazael's shoulder, and then another, both burying themselves in the chests of the charging Malrags. He saw Romaria with her bow in hand, loosing arrow after arrow. More arrows whistled out, though the Malrags' armor deflected most.  
 
 Then the shield wall came together again, and the Malrags attacked.  
 
 Mazael swung at a Malrag, and the creature pivoted, catching the blow on its axe, and shoved against him. He stumbled, scrambling for balance, and deflected a blow from the axe on his shield. Gods, but the thing was strong! The Malrag roared and swung again, its colorless eyes wide with rage, and Mazael twisted, avoiding the blow. Lion lashed out and bit into the creature's leg, and the Malrag stumbled to one knee. Mazael brought Lion around in a backhand and beheaded the Malrag. Black blood spurted from the stump of the creature's neck, while a strange crimson slime leaked from the bulging veins. 
 
 But Mazael had no time to contemplate it. Another Malrag came at him with a roar, spear thrusting. He blocked the spear thrust on his shield, Lion carving a wound in the creature's thigh. The Malrag staggered, and then Romaria was behind it, her sword ripping open the side of its neck. Again black blood sprayed from the wound, along with that vile crimson slime.  
 
 The shield line bucked before the Malrag onslaught, but it held. These Malrags were stronger and faster than usual, but they were still Malrags, and Mazael's men knew how to fight them. Mazael slew Malrag after Malrag. Gerald bashed one across the face with his shield, yellow fangs flying from the impact, and drove his gleaming longsword into the creature's heart. Romaria moved through the creatures in a blur, movements almost dancelike, her grip shifting from one-handed to two-handed and back again as she killed.  
 
 And it was over. The remaining Malrags fled into the trees, scattering in all directions. The zuvembies lay in broken heaps of shattered bone and leathery flesh, the green light in their skulls extinguished. Mazael's men started to break their formation, moving in pursuit of the scattering Malrags. 
 
 “Hold!” shouted Mazael. “Hold, damn you! There might be more of them!”  
 
 “There weren't that many,” said Gerald, black blood dripping from his blade. Mazael saw him look through the lines to Rachel on her horse, heard him sigh in relief. “No more than two score, I think.”  
 
 “And no more than eighty zuvembies,” said Romaria.  
 
 “Did you ever see a Malrag shaman raise zuvembies?” said Mazael. She had fought against Malrags, years ago, before she had ever come to the Grim Marches. She knew more about them than anyone Mazael had met, save for Lucan Mandragon. 
 
 Who was in no condition to answer questions. 
 
 “No,” said Romaria. “And I never saw a Malrag shaman before Ultorin attacked the Grim Marches.”  
 
 Mazael nodded, hand tightening around Lion's hilt. The blade's flames dimmed as the surviving Malrags retreated. Someone was commanding the Malrags, that was plain. A skilled wizard could take control of a Malrag band. Or a powerful Demonsouled, with a soul tainted by demon magic, could command Malrags with ease.  
 
 Mazael himself could have commanded the Malrags, if he gave in to the dark power in his soul, let that seductive black strength consume him... 
 
 No. 
 
 But if a Demonsouled commanded the Malrags...that meant a Demonsouled with the ability to raise zuvembies. A Demonsouled wizard, then, able to use the dark power of his soul to fuel his spells. That gave Mazael pause. His father was the Old Demon, the eldest of the Demonsouled, a creature of terrible cunning and a wizard of crushing magical might. Mazael had defeated him once, but he knew his father had not forgotten him.  
 
 Had the Old Demon come for him at last?  
 
 “Circan,” said Mazael. The young wizard nodded, pale hair damp with sweat. He had taken no part in the battle, saving his spells in case the Malrag shamans attacked again. Lucan would have had the strength to unleash his spells in the battle, even as he deflected the shamans' lighting bolts.  
 
 Mazael missed Lucan, both his aid and his counsel.  
 
 “Aye, my lord?” said Circan.  
 
 “Any more of them out there?” said Mazael. 
 
 Circan rolled the wire-wrapped crystal through his fingers, eyelids fluttering. “There...yes. Perhaps a score of those deformed Malrags. And...” His eyes opened wide. 
 
 “What is it?” said Mazael. 
 
 “Four hundred of them,” said Circan. “Perhaps six miles away. Coming this way, quickly. My lord, they will be upon us within the hour.” 
 
 Mazael cursed. Mounted men could take on a larger number of Malrags. Yet here, among the tangled roots and uneven ground of the Great Southern Forest, riding horses into battle was suicide. Four hundred Malrags would overwhelm Mazael's men, especially if the shamans unleashed their green lightning. Could Mazael break free, escape before the Malrags caught them? No, Malrags moved faster then men on foot.  
 
 “We'll need to fortify,” said Gerald. “Find a strong place where the terrain works to our advantage, and fight the Malrags from a position of strength.” 
 
 “We need more time than we have to fortify,” said Mazael, his mind racing. “We'll...” 
 
 “Mazael,” said Romaria. “There is a ruined castle near here, from the kingdom of Old Dracaryl. It's been abandoned for years, but the walls still stand. We can fortify the gate, and hold out until we kill whatever balekhan or Demonsouled commands the Malrags.”  
 
 “Can we make it in time?” said Mazael. 
 
 “It's three miles southeast,” said Romaria. “Overlooking the stream we forded this morning. If we hasten, we can get there before the Malrags.” 
 
 Mazael stared into the trees. They had encountered a few Malrag warbands since leaving Deepforest Keep, ragged groups of a few dozen, some still bearing wounds from Ultorin's crushing defeat. Four hundred Malrags aided by zuvembies and shamans was a far more dangerous foe. Mazael needed an edge.  
 
 “Go,” said Mazael, ramming Lion into its scabbard and turning towards Hauberk.  
 
 They rode to the southeast, taking the wounded with them and leaving the dead behind.  



Chapter 2 – Shadow Walk
 
Water foamed around Hauberk's hooves.
The stream was shallow, with a broad, wide bed. Romaria had chosen well. Even with the current against them, they made good time. Mazael looked at the trees lining the stream, shoulders itching beneath his armor. His men would make excellent targets for any archers, though the Malrags rarely used any kind of missile weapons. 
He thought of the deformed Malrags with the crimson veins in their flesh. Something had made them faster and stronger. Might they start using bows, as well?
But no enemies showed themselves.
An hour later they reached the ruined castle. 
It sat atop a stony hill overlooking the stream, its curtain wall a ring of lichen-dotted gray stone. A single square tower rose within the wall, its roof and one wall collapsed. The place looked uninhabitable, and the timbers of the gate had long ago rotted away. Yet the curtain wall remained strong, and Mazael could think of no better location to fend off the Malrags. 
Until they found the Demonsouled leading the Malrags, at any rate. 
“A good location for a keep,” said Gerald. “Hard to believe it lies abandoned.”
Romaria shrugged. “Save for the men of Deepforest Keep, few humans live in the Great Southern Forest, and the Elderborn care nothing for the ruins of men. The old kingdom of Dracaryl perished in blood and dark magic, and most men think the ruins of Old Dracaryl are cursed.”
“Cursed or not,” said Mazael, “it has a wall and a gate, and that's all that we need. Get the horses inside, and have the men chop down some trees to barricade the gate. Circan! How far away are they?”
Circan's eyes moved behind closed lids. “An hour. Perhaps a little longer.”  
“Then let's put the time to good use,” said Mazael. 
They got to work. Some of Mazael's men moved the horses and the supplies into the curtain wall. Others carried the wounded within the ruined tower, where the walls would shelter them from any arrows. Still others took station on the wall with their bows, while fifty men went to work cutting down trees and dragging them to the gate. His men knew their business, and needed little supervision from Mazael. Yet he walked the ring of the wall anyway, Gerald at his side, praising those who had fought well in the battle. Men needed to know that their lord appreciated their efforts, that he would look to their well-being. 
He stopped in the shadow of the ruined tower, where Rachel stood alongside her horse, Aldane cradled in her arms. 
“I hoped we were done with Malrags,” said Rachel, her voice low. “Once Ultorin was dead.”
“So did I,” said Mazael. “But we knew some Malrag warbands would roam the Great Southern Forest for years. This is just another of them.”
But one led by a Demonsouled, or a wizard powerful enough to command Malrags.
“Never fear, my lady,” said Gerald, kissing his wife on the cheek. “We shall smash this warband, just as we smashed Ultorin's Malrags below the walls of Deepforest Keep.”
“And you slew Malavost,” said Mazael. He still could not believe Rachel had found the courage to attack the necromancer. “Perhaps we should seek your aid in the battle, sister.”
She laughed. “Then truly our situation is dire.”
Mazael paused. The horses bearing Lucan's cot stood a short distance away. Lucan himself lay upon the cot, eyes closed.
He did not look at all well.
In fact, he didn't look entirely human.
Somehow Malavost had...twisted Lucan. His skin looked gray and sallow, dotted with tumor-like growths, black veins visible in his face. His arms and shoulders had grown heavy with new muscle, and the breath that rasped through his lips carried a vile stench, similar to rotting meat. 
He looked almost like a Malrag.
Romaria had told him to kill Lucan, arguing that it would be a mercy. And even if Lucan recovered, even if he woke up, he might have been twisted into a monster. But Mazael would not do it. Lucan had been a faithful ally and a loyal friend, and had saved Mazael's life more than once.
And if Mazael could save Lucan's life in return, he would do it.
He walked to the curtain wall, Gerald following.
Romaria and Circan stood over the barricaded gate. Circan clutched his wire-wrapped crystal, sweat dripping down his face. Romaria held her bow in both hands, blue eyes gazing into the trees. 
“Anything?” said Mazael.
Romaria lifted her face. “I can smell them.”
“They're coming,” said Circan. “Soon.”
“They'll have to come at the gate,” said Gerald. “The hill is too steep for an attack, and our men can shoot anyone climbing the sides.”
“The zuvembies,” said Mazael. “Arrows won't hinder them, but fire will. Get a fire going, and have the archers ready to set their arrows aflame.” 
Gerald nodded and gave the orders. The men finished barricading the gate with fallen trees, and began building fires in the courtyard. Soon flames crackled below the walls, smoke rising over the weathered battlements. The knights and armsmen took position on the ramparts and below the barricaded gate, while the archers climbed to the battlements. 
A few moments later, Mazael saw the first zuvembies. 
They shuffled into sight, the ghostly fires in their eyes shining in the gloom of the forest. Then Malrags began to appear, one by one. First dozens of the larger, deformed Malrags with the strange crimson veins in their leathery hides. Then hundreds more of the sort that had invaded the Grim Marches, clad in their black armor, axes and spears ready in their hands. The Malrags stopped just out of arrow range. 
Which was proof that some powerful mind controlled them. Malrags, Lucan had told Mazael, had no free will. Though cunning and intelligent, bloodlust and hatred enslaved the dark spirits that inhabited their corrupted flesh. Left to their own devices, the Malrags would charge the ruined castle at once, eager to kill the men within. They had no need to fear death - if a Malrag was slain, its dark spirit would be reborn again in the hives below the Great Mountains.
Or so Lucan had told Mazael. 
“What are they waiting for?” murmured Gerald. “Why don't they attack?”
“Because,” said Mazael. “This is a show. Whoever is controlling those Malrags wants to intimidate us. I suspect that he'll put in appearance soon and make his demands...ah.”
The ranks of the Malrags parted, and a man walked into sight. He was tall and slim, clad in black chain mail, with wheat-colored hair falling to his shoulders. A sword rested in a scabbard at his belt, and he moved with agile grace, the roots and rocks of the forest floor unable to hinder his balance. A black diadem rested on his brow, and Mazael saw a large green gem in its center.
He could not have been older than twenty. And yet he seemed very...familiar. Mazael had never seen the man before. And yet, something about his face, about his poise...
“Lord Mazael Cravenlock?” called the man. His voice was deep and strong, a voice for commanding armies.
“Aye?” said Mazael, standing on the battlements. He drew Lion, blue flames dancing around the blade. The sword jolted in his hand, the way it did in the presence of powerful dark magic.
The way it did in the presence of Demonsouled. 
Romaria's nostrils flared. “That's him. He's the one controlling the Malrags. I can smell it on him.”
The man in black mail tilted his head to the side, regarding Mazael with a faint smile. “So you're the great Mazael Cravenlock. The conqueror of the Dominiars, the slayer of San-keth. You don't look nearly as impressive as I expected.”
Something about him seemed familiar, so damnably familiar…
“I did the defeat the Dominiars,” said Mazael, “and I have slain San-keth, and I killed Ultorin of the Dominiars with my own hand. But who are you? I see only a fool boy leading a rabble of Malrags and animated corpses.”
For moment the man's eyes narrowed in rage, and then his confident smile returned. 
“I am Corvad,” said the man in black mail. 
“Are you, now?” said Mazael. “That’s no name I've heard.”
“You’ll remember it, soon enough,” said Corvad. “You'll scream it as you die.”
Circan leaned closer. 
“His diadem,” hissed the wizard. “It's enchanted with potent necromancy. I think that's what raised the zuvembies.” 
“Are you going to threaten me?” said Mazael. “Demand that I surrender myself? Or promise to be merciful, if only I lay down my sword?”
Corvad's smirk widened. “Certainly not. You're going to die, Mazael Cravenlock. You'll see everyone you love die in front of you first.” His eyes widened, as if the thought excited him, and he strode forward. “You'll hear them scream, you'll...”
“Oh, shut up,” said Romaria.
Her hands blurred, and before Mazael realized what had happened, she put an arrow into the air. Corvad's boast came to a strangled end as Romaria's shaft plunged into his throat and out the back of his neck. His hands shot to his throat, and a heartbeat later Romaria put another arrow into his chest, the steel head plunging through the gap in his mail below his armpit. Corvad fell, eyes bulging with rage, blood splashing across his armor.
“That was...direct,” said Circan, blinking. 
“Better to kill him now,” said Romaria, “then to let him do harm in the future.”
Corvad clawed at the air, beckoning. 
The Malrags surged forward, bellowing their war cries. The zuvembies burst into motion, their clawed hands and feet ripping at the ground. The Malrags raced up the path to the gate, while the zuvembies ascended the side of the hill. Watching their claws sink into the earth of the hill, Mazael realized the zuvembies could simply climb the stone curtain wall. 
“Archers!” shouted Mazael. “Take the Malrags! Knights and armsmen!” He ran down the ramparts, spreading Lion’s azure fire to the blades of his men. “The zuvembies! Take them!”
The archers sent volley after volley into the charging Malrags, Romaria standing in their midst, and the zuvembies pulled themselves over the battlements as Mazael set the swords of his men ablaze. He whirled and took the head from the first zuvembie within reach. The undead thing collapsed in a puff of dust. Around him the knights and armsmen struck down zuvembie after zuvembie, even as the men in the courtyard struggled against the Malrags trying to break through the barricaded gate. 
Mazael risked a glimpse over the battlements and saw Corvad stand up, pulling Romaria's arrows from his flesh. Even as Mazael watched, the ghastly wound in Corvad's neck shrank.
Healing.
Corvad was truly Demonsouled. 
Why he had come to the Great Southern Forest, why he had taken command of these Malrags, Mazael didn't know. But he knew this fight would not be over until Corvad had been slain. 
Then three zuvembies flung themselves at him, and Mazael had no thought to spare for anything but battle.
 
###
 
Molly stood in the shadows of the trees, wrapped in her cloak, and watched the battle rage below the ruined castle. 
She stood with three of Corvad's pet Malrags. The creatures had once been Malrag shamans, capable of wielding potent spells, the third eye in their foreheads blazing with green light. Then Corvad had ordered all three to swallow a single drop of his demon-tainted blood, and the Malrag shamans changed into something worse, something stronger. 
Malrag warlocks.
Now pulsing crimson veins crawled through their pallid gray flesh, and their third eyes flickered with the sullen red light of a smith’s forge. Corvad’s blood enhanced their magical powers, and the creatures could no do things that no Malrag shaman could do. Things that no wizard could do.
Save for Molly's grandfather, of course. 
She watched as Corvad limped his way through the lines of the Malrags, rubbing his throat. 
“That was foolish, brother,” Molly said. “To go within range of the walls. Our grandfather warned us about Mazael's woman. She almost made you into a pincushion.” 
Corvad stared at her, gray eyes narrowed, and she felt his rage like the heat of a furnace upon her face. Corvad was Demonsouled, and normal men trembled at his wrath, but Molly met his gaze without flinching.
After all, she was just as strong as he was. 
Corvad scowled, but looked away. The gem in his black diadem of his flashed as he did so, the same green light that danced in the zuvembies’ eyes. A useful toy, that diadem. Their grandfather had told him where to find it.
Along with a few other useful things. 
“They're going to lose, you know,” said Molly. “Your pets. Mazael picked too strong a location. You won't be able to beat his men.”
“I know,” said Corvad. “The Malrags are expendable. Ultorin brought tens of thousands of them out of the Great Mountains, and the zuvembies are easily replaced.” 
Molly shrugged as another volley of arrows cut down the front rank of Malrags below the curtain wall. The drops of Corvad's blood had made the infused Malrag warriors stronger and faster, even as it trebled their bloodlust and cruelty. Yet infused Malrags could die just as quickly as the normal ones. 
“Go,” said Corvad. “Mazael and his men are distracted. You'll get in and out easily.”
Molly glared at him.
Corvad's eyes narrowed, but his tone softened, if barely. “This is your best chance to claim what we came to take. And if you're successful, you'll be that much closer to making Mazael pay for what he has done. For what he did to Nicholas.” 
Rage erupted through Molly, so hot and fierce that it felt as if her blood burned in her veins...
As if power and strength filled her.
She gave a sharp nod and cast aside her cloak. 
Underneath she wore the loose black clothing and dark leather armor of the Skulls, the city of Barellion’s feared assassins’ brotherhood. She had trained every day for years under the Skulls' cruel masters, both before and after her grandfather had found her. She knew how to kill without noise, without mercy. But she had left that behind when she met Nicholas, left it behind forever.
Until Mazael killed Nicholas. 
Once more fury burned through her. And this time Molly seized it, let the dark power of it fill her. She was an assassin of the Skulls, trained in death and stealth.
And she was Demonsouled...and no one could stand before her.
She took a step forward, and called forth the burning darkness within her. 
Shadows swallowed her, and the world vanished. 
And when the darkness retreated, she found herself standing on the curtain wall. The battle raged around her, knights and armsmen struggling against the zuvembies. They were winning – the fire from Mazael’s sword tore through the zuvembies.  A pity, that. Normal steel could not harm the zuvembies, and if not for Mazael's sword, Corvad's walking corpses would have butchered Mazael’s men. 
She saw Mazael Cravenlock in the thick of melee and a spike of anger burned in her heart, so fierce that she wanted to scream. He would pay for what he did to her, to Nicholas. She wanted to walk the shadows to his side and bury her sword in his back. But her grandfather had warned that she could not take Mazael in a straight fight. 
Especially with that blue-eyed woman guarding his side. 
The nearby armsmen looked at her in surprise, and Molly reached for the dark power within her. Again she walked the shadows, reappearing in the courtyard below the ruined tower.  Here Mazael's men fought against the Malrags assaulting the barricade, and as on the walls, Mazael's men had the advantage. 
A pair of armsmen in the black and silver tabards of the House of Cravenlock saw her appear. 
“Foes within the walls!” they shouted, racing at her with swords drawn.
Damnation. 
Molly drew her sword, the slender blade gleaming. The armsmen rushed at her, shields out, longswords drawn back for a strike. At the last moment, Molly drew on her power, and strode into the shadows. She reappeared behind the armsmen and spun, Demonsouled power filling her arms and legs with strength. Her boot caught the first armsman behind the knee, and he fell with a clang of armor, his head bouncing off the ground. The second recovered and lunged at her. But with the power filling her, he seemed slow, so terribly slow, and Molly sidestepped, her fist punching out. The pommel of her sword smashed into the man's jaw, and he fell, stunned.
Shouts rang out from the wall, and Molly saw some of the armsmen staring at her, while the archers turned, lifting their bows. The blue-eyed woman's gaze fixed on Molly, and her hands blurred as she raised her bow and notched an arrow.
Molly walked the shadows to the other side of the courtyard. And not a moment too soon – the blue-eyed woman's arrow shattered against the very spot Molly had been standing. The woman pivoted, bow turning towards Molly's direction.
It was time to go. But first Molly needed Mazael's baggage, his supplies. Where would he have hidden them? Someplace safe, someplace secure...
In the ruined tower.
Molly strode the shadows an instant before the next arrow drove into the ground.
She reappeared inside the ruined tower, balanced on a pile of eroded rubble. Pack horses stood within the tower's walls, laden with sacks and bags. Wounded men lay upon blankets, but scrambled to their feet when they saw her, reaching for their weapons. A woman stood over the wounded, a baby in her arms. She had green eyes and black hair. Rachel Roland, Mazael's sister. Half-sister, anyway. 
Molly's grandfather had mentioned her. 
“Who are you?” said Rachel.
Molly looked around.
There. Two pack horses. A cot slung between them.
A dark, misshapen shape resting upon the cot.
The wounded men hobbled towards her, weapons in hand. 
“Get out of my way,” said Molly, “or die. I don't care which.” Corvad would have simply slaughtered them all, the woman and the infant included. But Molly did not kill, unless necessary. 
Save for Mazael Cravenlock. 
“What do you want?” said Rachel. 
“Lucan Mandragon,” said Molly. “He's coming with me.”
“No,” said Rachel.
Molly looked at her and grinned. “Do you really think you can stop me? And do you really want to see your brother's men, your husband's men, die to save one wretched wizard? One who turned himself into a monster?” 
Doubt flickered across Rachel’s face. Molly heard noise from the courtyard, shouts and clattering boots. Mazael and his woman had sent men to stop her. She was out of time. 
“Last chance,” said Molly. “Get out of my way. Or die in front of your son.”
Rachel scowled, but sidestepped. The wounded men hesitated, and then did the same.
“Wise,” said Molly, and walked to the cot. 
She looked upon Lucan Mandragon, the Dragon's Shadow, the youngest son of Lord Richard Mandragon the Dragonslayer. 
He looked terrible. 
In fact, he didn't even look human any more, with his gray skin, his deformed and bulging limbs, the tumors dotting his face and chest. His breath came hard and shallow, and crimson light flickered beneath his eyelids.
He looked rather like one of Corvad's infused Malrags. 
Molly's grandfather had told her that Lucan tried to wield Demonsouled power, only to have that power devour him. The fool hadn't realized that Demonsouled power destroyed all who wielded it.
As Molly herself knew, only too well.
Men raced into the ruined tower, swords drawn.
“Lady Rachel,” said Molly. “Tell your brother. Tell him that I'm going to kill him for what he has done.” 
Burning power welled up within Molly, and she put her hand on Lucan's feverish shoulder and walked into the shadows. 
She reappeared outside the castle wall, among Corvad's Malrags. Lucan fell at her feet with a thump, still unconscious. Dizziness washed through Molly, and she took a moment to catch her balance. Walking herself through the shadows was not hard. Taking someone with her took a great deal of strength. 
The Malrags edged closer, and Molly made herself stand upright. Any sign of weakness, she knew, and the Malrags would turn on her. 
Corvad approached. “You've returned, sister?” 
And she knew what Corvad might do if she showed weakness to him.
“Plainly,” said Molly. She nudged Lucan with the toe of her boot. “Here’s what you desired, brother. Though why you want such a twisted creature, I have no idea.” 
He smiled. “Twisted? Yes. That is precisely why I want him.” He pointed. “You two. Carry him. And allow no harm to come to him. I need him alive, if only for a little while.” 
Two of the infused Malrags obeyed, scooping up Lucan like a sack of grain. 
“Come,” said Corvad. “We have what we need. The sooner we are gone from here, the better.”
“What of the Malrags?” said Molly.
Corvad glanced at the ruined castle. “Easily replaced.”
Molly nodded, taking one last look at the castle. At the blue flame of Mazael Cravenlock's sword. She yearned to walk the shadows to the wall and kill him. 
But she was not yet ready. 
Mazael would pay, though. He would pay for everything he done, for the pain her mother had endured, for the pain she had endured.
For what he had done to Nicholas. 
Once she was ready.
Molly turned and followed Corvad to the north.



Chapter 3 - Wolf Hunt
They were winning.
Mazael fought alongside the others, cutting down every zuvembie that scaled the wall. Against men with weapons of normal steel, the zuvembies were deadly. But facing men wielding blades sheathed in Lion's fire, the zuvembies were not so formidable. The archers loosed flight after flight of arrows, killing and wounding the Malrags, and the men in the courtyard made short work of any that broke inside. 
Then the last of the zuvembies fell, and the Malrags fled.
Mazael blinked, breathing hard, sweat tricking down his face and beneath his armor. The surviving Malrags fled north, vanishing into the trees. Corvad had disappeared as well, along with his reserve of deformed Malrags. 
The battle was over. 
Yet that didn't explain who that strange woman had been, with her ability to appear and disappear in a swirl of darkness. 
“Should we pursue?” said Gerald. 
Mazael hesitated. In the open, on the plains of the Grim Marches, they could have ridden down the remnants of Corvad's band. But beneath the massive trees of the Great Southern Forest... “No. Too risky. He might have more Malrags waiting. We could pursue and find ourselves surrounded.”
“I sense no other Malrags nearby, my lords,” said Circan, holding his crystal. “And the survivors are all running north.”
“Running,” said Gerald. “Why?”
“We held against them,” said Circan.
“No,” said Romaria. “That's not it. That woman in black. The Malrags and the zuvembies were only a distraction.”
“To distract us from what?” said Mazael.
“From whatever that woman wanted,” said Romaria. 
“Lord Mazael!” One of the wounded men hobbled into the courtyard, leaning on a crutch. 
“What is it?” said Mazael.
“You should come,” said the wounded man. “Someone got into the tower...”
“Rachel,” said Gerald. 
Mazael hurried down the worn stone steps, Gerald and Romaria following, and went to the ruined tower. A quick glance told him that all the wounded were still alive, and none of the supplies had been taken. Rachel stood with Aldane in her arms, her face tight.
She ran to Gerald as soon as she saw him. 
“What happened?” said Mazael. 
“I don't know,” said Rachel. “There was this strange woman. She took Lucan and disappeared.”
“Lucan?” said Mazael, looking at the two horses bearing Lucan's cot.
The cot was empty. 
“Why the devil would she take Lucan?” said Mazael. Whatever Malavost had done to Lucan had left him a twisted, ruined shell. Mazael doubted that Lucan would live, let alone ever wake up. Why would Corvad and the woman in black take him? 
“Mazael,” said Rachel. “There's something else.” She took a deep breath. “She says she's going to kill you. To make you pay for something you did to her.”
“Why?” said Mazael. “I've never seen her before. What could I have possibly done to her?”
Gerald shrugged. “You've killed a lot of men, Mazael. Perhaps she wants vengeance for one of them.” 
“Then why not simply stab me in the back during the battle?” said Mazael. “Why take Lucan and leave a threat?”
“I don't know,” said Romaria. “But I'm going to find out. I'm going to follow the Malrags.” 
“That's risky,” said Mazael.
She gave him a tight grin. “Of course it is. But I have advantages.”
Mazael gave a reluctant nod. He did not want to see her go into the forest alone. He had seen her struck down once before, and had no wish to ever see it again. But if anyone could follow Corvad and his band unnoticed through the forest, it was Romaria Greenshield. 
“Go,” said Mazael. “We'll wait here until you return.”
“I'll be back by sundown,” said Romaria.
She kissed him and left. 
“What do we do until then?” said Gerald.
“See to the wounded,” said Mazael. “Strengthen the barricade at the gate. If Corvad and his Malrags come back, I want to be ready.” 
He watched Romaria stride across the courtyard. Ever since he had met her, he had known nothing but strife and battle. First against his brother and the San-keth, then against Amalric Galbraith and the Dominiars, then against Ultorin and his Malrag horde, and the neverending struggle against his Demonsouled nature, his desire to conquer and destroy. He wanted to live in peace with Romaria, with his lands prosperous and free of war.
Would he ever have that chance?
 
###
 
Romaria walked from the ruined castle, bow slung over her shoulder, bastard sword in its scabbard against her back. She heard the men working, axes biting into wood, knights and armsmen cleaning and repairing arms and armor. She smelled blood in the air, both human and Malrag.
Along with the smell of corruption that came from the deformed Malrags. There was something wrong with those Malrags, something darker. 
They smelled, in fact, rather like Lucan Mandragon.
She walked past the dead Malrags and into the woods, her boots making no sound against the tangled ground.
Her father had been Athaelin, the Greenshield, Champion of Deepforest Keep and Defender of the Mountain. Her mother had been Ardanna, the High Druid of the Elderborn tribes. Romaria was a half-breed, split between the human half of her soul and the earth magic of the Elderborn half. Most half-breeds went mad, warped into wild beasts by the Elderborn power of their souls.  
But not Romaria. All her life she had struggled against the beast within, against the Elderborn magic consuming her. But at last she had realized that the beast was part of her. And now the two halves of her spirit existed in balance.
Romaria took another step, reached for the power within herself, and changed. 
One moment she wore the form of a human woman. Her flesh flowed, her bones reshaping, her muscles thickening, her limbs growing longer and stronger. The next moment she was a great black wolf, larger than any normal wolf, with gleaming white fangs and icy blue eyes. Her senses were already keen, but in wolf form, they became far sharper, especially her senses of hearing and smell. She heard the labors of the men in the castle, the groan of the ancient trees, the splash of the water in the creek. She smelled the flowers of the forest, the moss growing on the ancient stones of the castle, the sweat and blood from the battle.
The vile stink of the Malrags, fleeing north.
The Demonsouled power, like tainted lightning, in the blood of Corvad and the woman in black. 
And the corrupting stink surrounding Lucan, like the taint of the Demonsouled, only much worse. 
Romaria growled. Mazael should have killed Lucan. Whatever Lucan had become, whatever he had done to himself, he had become something monstrous. 
She shook the thought from her mind and raced forward, paws finding easy purchase on the root-strewn ground. The combined stench of the Malrags, the Demonsouled, and Lucan led to the north. Romaria would have no problem finding them.
And once she found them...well, she would do as she thought best.
 
###
 
“How much farther?” demanded Corvad.
One of the three Malrag warlocks turned and spoke in its growling, rasping tongue. Molly did not know the language, and had no desire to learn it, though her grandfather spoke it fluently. Yet even as the creature spoke, the meaning of its words echoed inside her skull.
-Not far, great one. The way cannot be opened so close to shed blood. Else it would collapse and be useless-
“That's not what I asked,” said Corvad. “How much farther?”
-A mile. Perhaps less-
“Why such haste, brother?” said Molly. “You have what you wanted.” She glanced at the Malrags carrying Lucan slumped between them.
“Because,” said Corvad, “the sooner we are gone from here, the better. Mazael will come after us...and I am not ready for that. Not yet.”
Molly smirked. “And what if he does catch up to us?”
The expression on Corvad’s face made her take a step back and reach for her sword.
“If he catches up to us,” hissed Corvad, “then I will kill him. I will make him suffer.”
Molly nodded. Corvad hated Mazael Cravenlock as much as she did. Perhaps even more.
Or, more likely, he simply wanted to impress their grandfather. 
They continued north, flanked by the remaining Malrags. 
 
###
 
Romaria circled around a tree, and the Malrags came into sight.
There were still perhaps two hundred of the creatures. Some of them were normal Malrags, while the throbbing crimson veins marked the others. At the head of the Malrags she spotted Corvad and the woman in black. This close, she saw the family resemblance, and realized they were brother and sister. Besides them walked three Malrag shamans. Or, at least, the creatures had once been Malrag shamans. Now a web of pulsing crimson veins covered their gray skins, and their third eyes flickered with fiery light. 
Two of the Malrags carried Lucan Mandragon, misshapen limbs dangling limp. 
Romaria's fur rose as the smells, a mixture of the Malrags' vileness and Lucan's corrupted blood, filled her nostrils. The beast within her wanted to attack and destroy the vile things. But the beast co-existed with her rational mind, and her rational mind counseled caution. Corvad's actions made no sense. Why kidnap Lucan? Did he need Lucan for some purpose?
Whatever it was, Romaria couldn't image. 
Romaria crept around another tree, and found herself face to face with two of the deformed Malrags.
 
###
 
The warlocks stopped.
-Here, great one. We can open the way from here-
“Then do it already,” said Corvad. 
-As you wish, great one-
The Malrag warlocks lifted their clawed hands, whispering in their grotesque language. Emerald light flared around their fingers, and Molly felt the surge of magical power.
A cold wind blew through the trees, rustling the branches. 
Molly watched the warlocks cast their spell for a moment, then glanced back at the trees.
Did she see a flicker of motion among the trunks?
She frowned, hand dropping to her sword hilt. 
 
###
 
Romaria sprang forward, jaws yawning wide. 
The first Malrag did not even have time to lift its spear. Romaria crashed into its chest, driving the creature to the ground, and her jaws closed around its throat. Black blood spurted from its wound, the sickening taste filling Romaria's mouth. The second Malrag raised its axe and swung. Romaria dodged and the black axe buried itself in the dead Malrag's chest.
Her claws raked out and she hamstrung the second Malrag. It fell to its knees with a grunt, and Romaria sprang upon it, knocking the Malrag from its feet.
The Malrag just had time for a bellow of pain before she tore out its throat. 
 
###
 
Molly spun, sword in hand.
“What was that?” she said.
Corvad laughed. “It sounded like one of the Malrags getting killed.”
“Then Mazael has come,” said Molly, heart racing faster at the prospect. She understood Corvad and her grandfather's plan, their desire to make Mazael suffer. But if she could kill him here and now...
“Doubtful,” said Coravd. “Most likely it's Romaria.”
“Who?”
“Mazael's woman,” said Corvad. “A half-breed. Like us, somewhat. The one our grandfather told us about. She was born of an Elderborn mother and a human father, and apparently she has the ability to take the shape of a great wolf.” 
“Then what do we if she comes after us?” said Molly.
Corvad grinned. “Why, we kill her, of course. Her death would cause Mazael great pain. Grandfather was quite clear on that.”
The Malrag warlocks finished their spell. A patch of gray mist swirled on the ground before the warlocks, and rose up to become a pillar. The pillar rose ten feet, twenty feet, thirty, stretched past the branches of the towering trees. Then it widened, light shining from its depths, and Molly felt the warm breeze upon her face.
 
###
 
Romaria raced past the dead Malrags, circling to the left. A tingle went through her as the deformed Malrags cast their spells, and she watched the pillar of mist rise from the earth. And then, before Romaria's eyes, it changed. 
Through the wall of mist she saw the rolling plains and low hills of the Grim Marches and the white-capped peaks of the Great Mountains, hundreds of miles away. Corvad shouted an order, and the Malrags marched into the mist, striding through it to the plains of the Grim Marches.
A portal. 
That was what the Malrags' magic had summoned. Somehow they had conjured a gateway to the Grim Marches, covering hundreds of miles in a single step. Romaria had heard legends of spells like that, but she had never seen one. Whatever Corvad had done to those Malrag shamans, it had given them the power to conjure that portal. 
Romaria watched as the Malrags marched through the portal to the Grim Marches. 
WhateverCorvad wanted, whatever he planned, this fight wasn't over.
 
###
 
The Malrags carrying Lucan walked through the mistgate, and a single step carried them two hundred miles to the north. Much as Molly loathed Corvad's pet Malrags, she had to admit the mistgates were useful. Her power to walk the shadows could carry her no more than a few hundred yards at a time, and travelling long distances was draining. 
“Come, sister,” said Corvad. “We have the first piece. But there is more work to do.”
He strode through the mistgate, followed by the Malrag warlocks. Without their combined power to hold the gate open, it began to collapse. It would last no more than another minute.
Molly returned her sword to its scabbard and followed.
Then she stopped.
She felt eyes on her back.
Molly turned, and saw the great black wolf watching her.
 
###
 
The woman in black turned, gray eyes widening as she saw Romaria.
Romaria released the power. One moment she was the great black wolf. The next she was a human woman again, clad in leather in wool, her bow in hand.
Along with an arrow.
In one smooth motion, Romaria drew back the string and released. 
 
###
 
Romaria Greenshield moved faster than Molly thought possible. Molly reached for the dark power and walked the shadows, moving six feet to the left, and Romaria's arrow whistled past her ear. Romaria brought up another arrow, and Molly jumped back through the mistgate. 
She saw Romaria draw the arrow, and the mistgate collapsed an instant later.
Corvad laughed. “Cutting it close, sister.”
Molly stood on the rolling plains of the Grim Marches, the landscape dotted with the occasional tree and boulder. In the distance rose the massive stone wall of the Great Mountains, tall and grim. The Malrags, infused and otherwise, waited for Corvad's orders. 
“Yes,” murmured Molly. “Close.”
She suspected Romaria would prove a dangerous opponent. The sort of woman who would fight to the death to protect Mazael.
Well, Molly would just have to kill her, too. 
 
###
 
Romaria released the arrow, and the strange portal vanished. Her arrow sped through the empty air and slammed into the trunk of a tree. She lowered her bow, looking around. The Malrags were gone. Romaria sniffed at the air. She smelled nothing, save for trees and plants and animals around her.
Corvad and his Malrags had gone to the Grim Marches.
Mazael had to know about this.
She hurried back to the ruined castle.
 
###
 
“My lord,” said one of the archers. “Lady Romaria returns.” 
Mazael nodded and walked to the gate, trying to keep his relief hidden. Men looked to their lord for purpose and resolution. It would not do to let them see him running to Romaria's side. He reached the gate just as Romaria climbed over the barricade, bow in hand, expression grim.
Gerald and Circan joined Mazael. 
“The Malrags are returning?” said Gerald.
Romaria shook her head. “They're gone.” 
“Gone?” said Mazael. “So Corvad's fled?”
“No. They're gone,” said Romaria. “Corvad had Malrag shamans with him. But...deformed, with crimson veins, like his Malrag warriors. The shamans conjured up a...portal, a doorway, out of gray mist. He went through it, along with his sister and Malrags, and then the portal vanished.”
“Lucan?” said Mazael.
“Corvad took him,” said Romaria.
“A mistgate,” said Circan, voice awed. 
Romaria blinked. “You know what that portal was?”
“Aye,” said Circan. “Great magic of old, now lost. The wizards of the ancient world had the power to open magical doorways from place to place. They could travel hundreds of miles in the blink of an eye. That knowledge was lost, long ago.” 
“But not to a Malrag,” said Mazael. A Malrag could be killed, but the demon spirits that animated their corrupt flesh were reborn over and over again. “A Malrag shaman might have knowledge of a long-lost spell.”
“So it would seem,” said Circan.
Mazael's right hand closed into a fist. Was that why Corvad had taken Lucan? For his knowledge? Lucan knew a great deal of necromantic lore. Did he know some secret that Corvad needed? 
“Wait,” said Mazael. “You said sister?”
“Aye,” said Romaria. “The woman in black was Corvad's sister, I'm sure of it. They may even be twins.”
“That would explain her ability to disappear and reappear,” said Circan. “I know little of the Demonsouled, but it is said the dark power in their blood manifests in strange ways.” 
Mazael gave a slow nod. He knew that very well.  And a Demonsouled brother and sister? That sent a cold finger down his spine. He remembered Amalric and Morebeth Galbraith, both children of the Old Demon, like Mazael. Amalric had almost killed Mazael. And Morebeth had almost seduced him, almost twisting him into a creature of darkness like herself. 
But why the devil had Corvad and his sister taken Lucan?
“Did you see,” said Mazael, “where the mistgate went?”
“Somewhere in the Grim Marches,” said Romaria. “I don't know where. The Great Mountains looked about two or three days distant, though.”
“East of Castle Cravenlock,” said Gerald, “but west of the Great Mountains.”
“A large territory, much of it deserted,” said Mazael. Especially after Ultorin's Malrags had slaughtered so many of the villagers living near the Great Mountains. “Finding Corvad will be difficult.”
“So you mean to pursue him?” said Gerald.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “Corvad plans more mischief, I'm sure of it. We didn't defeat Ultorin and Malavost only to endure more Malrag attacks. And Lucan is one of my men. I do not suffer attacks on those who have sworn to me. I will find him and get him back.”
Gerald and Circan nodded, while Romaria said nothing. She had never trusted Lucan, claiming he smelled of dark magic, and urged Mazael to kill him. Perhaps she was right – Mazael trusted her more than he trusted anyone. But Lucan was one of Mazael's men, and he would not lift his hand against one of his men unless given cause. 
“We'll leave at once,” said Mazael, “and ride for Castle Cravenlock.”
“Perhaps we should spend the night here,” said Gerald. “The walls are strong, and we can fend off any additional attacks.”
“No,” said Mazael. “Corvad's gone. He won't attack us again until he's ready. We're only five or six days from Castle Cravenlock, and the sooner we get back, the better. If Corvad means to do my lands harm, I will stop him.”
They left the ruined castle, and managed another five miles before the sun went down.



Chapter 4 – Ruins
 
After night fell, Molly wandered alone through the ruined village.
Or, at least, as alone as she could manage. 
Corvad kept some of his Malrag warriors prowling around the burned-out houses, keeping watch for enemies. He needn't have bothered. Ultorin's Malrags had scoured this part of the Grim Marches, killing every last man, woman, and child they could catch. Any survivors had long ago fled west to Castle Cravenlock or Swordgrim. Some remnants of Ultorin's horde might still wander the plains, but they hardly mattered. Corvad could take control of them, the way he had the others.
Molly supposed she could take control of her own Malrags, but the vile things hardly seemed worth the bother. 
She wandered along the dead village's main street. Bones lay scattered everywhere, the bones of men, women, and children. Molly could see what had happened easily enough. The Malrags had attacked, setting the houses afire. The villagers fled into the street to escape, and the Malrags cut them down without mercy. Molly wondered if the women had lived long enough to see their husbands and children die.
She wondered if they had wept, the way she had wept.
She touched her sword hilt, wondering what it would feel like to throw herself upon the blade...
No. Not yet. She would plunge it into Mazael’s heart, watch as the life drained from his eyes. The thought of killing him was the only thing that kept Molly on her feet.
And then, after Mazael was dead, perhaps she could join Nicholas. 
Molly walked to the ruins of the village's manor house. The roof had burned away, but the stone walls still stood, and she saw the glow of firelight through the yawning doorways. Inside she found Corvad, sitting at a table that had survived the attack, pouring through a pile of books and scrolls. A fire crackled in the soot-stained hearth. Lucan lay against the wall, while the Malrag warlocks lurked in the shadows.
They liked the dark. Like spiders. 
“Sister,” said Corvad, not looking up from his books. She had never been able to sneak up on him. Not even before their mother had died, and they had been handed over to the Skulls. “So good of you to join me.” 
“Brother,” said Molly. “You know how I yearn for the pleasure of your fine company.”
He looked at her, and she saw the hatred in his eyes. Well, she hated him just as much. After meeting Nicholas, Molly had turned his back on him, on his endless cruelty and bloodlust. But then Mazael murdered Nicholas, and Corvad returned, promising revenge...
Yes, Molly could put up with Corvad, if she could kill Mazael.
Corvad snorted. “Yes. You're such fine company, sister. But...useful. I will concede that. You are useful.”
She smirked at him. “How very gracious.” Corvad's Demonsouled nature had given him supernatural strength and speed, battle prowess beyond the reach of normal men...but it had not given him the ability to walk the shadows. He could never have gotten his hands on Lucan Mandragon without Molly's help. 
“So,” said Molly. “Who do we kill next? Or do you need me to kidnap another unconscious wizard?”
“No one to kill in particular,” said Corvad. “Only those who get in our way. We need to find the sword. The third piece.”
Molly sighed. She had heard this speech from Corvad before. 
“The blood of a Demonsouled,” said Corvad, either unaware or indifferent to her scorn, “the first piece. The corruption in Lucan Mandragon's blood, the second piece.” He grinned. “And the third piece.”
“The sword,” said Molly.
“Yes. The sword,” said Corvad. “Once we find that sword, sister, the world is ours. No one will be able to stop us. We shall be the rulers of the earth.” 
Molly suspected that Corvad planned to kill her well before that. She didn't care. So long as she got to kill Mazael Cravenlock first. 
But she couldn't resist nettling him. “Of course, you have to find the sword first. And you've been unsuccessful so far.”
Corvad sneered. “The records will be there. Somewhere. The Grim Marches were once part of the old kingdom of Dracaryl. Most of the nobility of the Grim Marches are descendants of the refugees from Dracaryl. Those refugees brought their treasures with them...and their books and scrolls as well. One of those books holds what we need.” 
“And how are you going to find that book?” said Molly. 
“Raids,” said Corvad. “Most of the books and scrolls of the Grim Marches are secured in the monasteries, in the churches, and in the libraries of the castles. With the mistgates, we can launch a quick attack and escape before any force capable of stopping us arrives. Sooner or later, we'll find a document telling us where to find Arylkrad.”
“And then?” said Molly.
“And then?” said Corvad, smirking. “And then we depart the Grim Marchesand claim Arylkrad. And when we do...and when we take the sword...” He flexed his fingers, eyes bright with glee. “And then we'll return to the Grim Marches, sister. We'll take what is rightfully ours. We'll have our revenge on Mazael Cravenlock, for what he did to us. For what he did to you and that pet of yours.”
Molly shivered in sudden anger. “Nicholas was not a pet.”
Corvad gave a lazy shrug. “I don't care what he was to you. But you'll have your chance to repay Mazael.”
“Just as our grandfather promised,” whispered Molly.
Corvad nodded, lip curled in a sneer. “Yes. Just as our grandfather promised.”
With an effort, Molly pulled herself together, made her voice calm. “A fine plan, brother. But with one flaw.”
“Oh?” Corvad's jaw tightened. He had killed men for questioning him. But he needed Molly. Besides, he might not have been able to take her in a straight fight, not with her ability to walk the shadows. “And what flaw is that?”
“Mazael himself,” said Molly. “You bloodied his nose at the ruins. He'll hunt you to the ends of the earth. You should have sent me to steal Lucan away quietly. Mazael would have never known what had happened to Lucan.” 
Corvad snorted. “You question me?”
“Are you so unsure of yourself?” said Molly. “One little question unmans you?”
Corvad laughed. “Hardly.” He pointed at Lucan. “For I have what I sought, do I not?”
“Mazael knows about us,” said Molly.
“What of it?” said Corvad. There was a hint of amusement in his tone that Molly did not like. “He would have learned about us sooner or later, but it matters not. We have the mistgates. He cannot possibly find us. And once we find Arylkrad, he cannot possibly stop us.”
“You've been wrong before,” said Molly.
“Oh?” said Corvad. “When?”
Molly knew it was a bad idea, but she said it anyway. “When we were children, and you thought our father would come and save us from the Skulls.”
Corvad said nothing for a moment. “Do not ever call him our father.” His voice was flat and toneless and hard as steel. “Do not ever. Do you understand me?”
Molly said nothing.
“And you should trust my judgment,” said Corvad, voice soft. “Didn't I warn you?”
“Don't,” said Molly.
Corvad smirked. “I said you could never live in peace. Your Demonsouled blood would not permit it.”
“Stop talking,” said Molly.
“And I warned you about Mazael Cravenlock,” said Corvad. “But you ignored me, didn't you?” His smirk widened. “And so you ran off with your pet, but Mazael found you. He butchered Nicholas, left him choking and gasping in a puddle of his own blood...”
Molly surged to her feet, the murderous rage of the Demonsouled filling her. She wanted to leap across the table and bury her sword to the hilt in Corvad's damned mouth. But she didn't know if she could defeat Corvad, and she desired vengeance against Mazael more than anything else in the world.
And if she killed Corvad, or if Corvad killed her, then Mazael would escape.
Molly embraced the black fire inside her and walked the shadows.
She reappeared in the darkness outside the village. Yet she still saw the light from Corvad's fire. So she walked into the shadows again, and again, until the fire was only a distant speck of light. 
She was alone here...and could weep in peace, without anyone seeing her. Her breath hitched, and she staggered forward a step, and then another. She wanted to fall to her knees, to scream and weep and curse...
A dark shape filled her vision.
The instincts the Skulls had drilled into her took over, and Molly stepped back, drawing her sword. But the dark shape was only a Malrag, one that hadn't yet enjoyed the benefits of Corvad's blood. 
-Great one-
The Malrag's grating voice snarled in her ears, and its words echoed inside her skull.
-What do you wish-
“What do I wish?” said Molly, her voice rising to a scream. “What do I wish?”
The Malrag backed away in confusion. The miserable things feared neither pain nor death, knowing that their spirits would be reborn. But they tried to avoid pain nonetheless. 
And Molly knew the creature saw its death in her eyes.
“I had gotten away,” she said, stalking towards the Malrag. “I left it all behind. Free of the Skulls, free of my grandfather, free of Corvad. Nicholas took me away from all that.” She remembered his face, his deep voice, his strong hands. He had been a warrior, like every other noble, but she had never dreamed a noble warrior could be so gentle. “We were going to leave it all behind. Cross the Great Mountains to some distant barbarian realm, and live there in peace, free from our families."
-Do you yearn for blood, great one-
That was all the Malrags ever thought about. Torment and death. 
-Command me, great one, and I shall find your foes and shall slay them. I will harvest their screams and pour them out as an offering before you-
“Silence!” said Molly.
The Malrag stop talking, yellow fangs bared in a snarl. It couldn't attack her, couldn't raise its hand against a Demonsouled. She could tell that it wanted to, but the power of the demon magic in her soul kept the Malrag at bay. 
“I don't want to inflict torment,” said Molly. “I wanted to live in peace and quiet with Nicholas. I wanted to be his wife. But Mazael Cravenlock wouldn't leave us in peace! He hunted us down. He killed Nicholas with his own hands.” Again she saw Nicholas, dying in a pool of his own blood, and the rage set her aflame. “I will make him pay for what he has done. For what he did to my mother, for what he did to me, and for what he did to Nicholas!”
Molly did not remember moving. One moment she stood before the Malrag, screaming her fury. The next the Malrag's armored corpse crumpled to the ground, black blood spurting across her boots. She saw its head roll away into the grasses. 
Silence hung over the plain. 
That had been foolish. She needed to keep control of herself. Corvad would not forgive any weakness, and nor would her grandfather. And more importantly, Mazael Cravenlock would not. He was a terrible foe, grim and fierce in battle. If she hoped to defeat him, she needed to keep her wits about her.
And then, only then, after they had defeated Mazael utterly, only then could she pour out her wrath upon him.
The thought cheered her.
 
###
 
Molly stepped out of the swirling darkness and back into the ruined manor house. 
Corvad was gone, no doubt to get some sleep. The Malrag warlocks still lurked in the darkened corners, motionless as waiting spiders. Four of the infused Malrags stood guard over the entrance. Lucan Mandragon lay against the wall, motionless.
Such a wretched, broken thing he was. 
Molly gazed down at him. 
Lucan's eyes twitched back and forth behind closed lids, his breath coming quick and shallow.
“I wonder,” said Molly, “what you are seeing.”
Lucan did not answer. 
“Nothing pleasant, I imagine,” said Molly.
Her grandfather had explained what Lucan had done to himself. The fool had forged a staff empowered with Demonsouled blood, and used its strength to enhance his magical prowess. Molly often wished herself free of her cursed Demonsouled blood. She could not imagine anyone mad enough to deliberately wield it, to choose to take up the corruption.
“Poor fool,” murmured Molly. “Whatever you're seeing now is still more pleasant than what Corvad is going to do to you."



Chapter 5 – Crawling Shadows
 
Lucan tried to fight, tried to run, tried even to scream.

It did little good.
Malavost's voice whispered in his mind.
“You didn't realize it, did you?”
The wizard stared at him from across the Garden of the Temple, grinning. 
“You are a bigger fool than Ultorin,” said Malavost. “The power of your bloodstaff corrodes sanity. Your mind has natural defenses against magical intrusion, defenses that the bloodstaff has destroyed. Which means I can invade your mind with ease.”
Lucan struggled with every ounce of strength he could muster.  
To no avail.
“Troublesome child,” said Malavost, laughing. “You wanted to wield the power of the Demonsouled so badly? Then wield it! Draw on the staff's power, as much as you can...and then turn it back upon yourself.”
Lucan had no choice but to obey.
The black bloodstaff blazed in his hands, the sigils carved in its sides burning with fiery light. The power thundered into Lucan, changing him, twisting him. He shrieked as his limbs twisted and bulged, as the pain ripped through him.
Then the staff exploded, molten shards driving into his arms and chest. Crimson flames devoured his clothes, chewing into his flesh. Lucan screamed one last time and collapsed to the ground.
Everything went black.
 
###
 
He floated in darkness for a long time. How long, he could not have said.
Centuries, perhaps. 
 
###
 
At last Lucan awoke, gritty sand beneath his fingers, surf roaring in his ears. A wind blew over his him, cold and dry. It made a moaning noise, fighting against the crash of the waves.
The waves?
Deepforest Keep was far from the ocean. Or any lake large enough to produce waves.
Lucan managed to open his eyes.
The sky was...wrong. 
Black, twisted clouds swirled overhead, moving faster than Lucan had ever seen clouds move, writhing like dying things. From time to time arcs of crimson lightning sprang from cloud to cloud, filling his vision with bloody light. 
No natural sky looked like that.
Lucan sat up.
He was at the edge of a sea, but like the sky, it was nothing natural. The sea was black as a shadow, and writhed and roiled in the same way as the sky. Together they looked like the hellish vision of some disturbed artist.
Hell. Was that where he was? Had Malavost killed him?
Lucan stood and looked around. Compared to the sky and the sea, the beach looked downright prosaic. It was nothing more than coarse sand, dotted here and there with rough plants. A hundred yards away, Lucan saw a weathered bluff rising from the sand, the rock worn and crumbling. 
Wherever this was, he wasn't in Deepforest Keep any longer.
Or anywhere near Deepforest Keep. 
Lucan remembered the bloodstaff burning in his hands, remembered the power twisting him, and looked at himself in a sudden panic.
But he appeared fine, his body uninjured. His black clothes and coat were a bit tattered, but he was otherwise unharmed.
The bloodstaff was gone.
Lucan cursed himself. He should have thrown the damned thing aside when he had the chance. Malavost must have known the damaging effect it had on the mind all along. Little wonder he had not feared fighting Lucan. 
Not when he could use Lucan to kill the Seer. 
More innocent blood on Lucan's hands.
For a moment enraged loathing threatened to overwhelm Lucan. How could he have been such a fool? The bloodstaff, forged in Mazael's blood, had given him tremendous power. Yet under its influence he had slain an innocent Elderborn druid, and Malavost had used him to kill the Seer. And without Lucan's help, could Mazael defeat Malavost? Lucan’s failure could have doomed Mazael to defeat and Deepforest Keep to destruction...
He took a deep breath.
Calm. He had to remain calm. Yes, he had made mistakes. But he could do nothing to rectify them unless he took action. 
First, he had to figure out where he was.
Lucan started walking, the sand crunching beneath his boots as he worked out a plan. He would summon a creature from the spirit world, question it for information. The denizens of the spirit world knew much of what transpired in the mortal world. Once Lucan had more information, he could decide on a course of action.  
He picked his way up the bluff, the cold wind moaning past him. The black clouds continued their mad dance, red light flashing over the beach. He knew of no land under the sun that looked like this, no sea that produced those black waves pounding against the shore. Was this even real? Was he dreaming? 
He grunted, pulling himself up the bluff, shoulders aching. 
If it was a dream, it certainly felt real.
He reached the top of the bluff and froze, gazing in wonder and disquiet at the sight that awaited him. 
The land atop the bluff stretched away for miles. Far in the distance, Lucan saw the rising bulk of a mountain. Atop that mountain sat a black city. Lucan had looked upon the ruined splendor of the High Elderborn temple topping Mount Tynagis. But this black city was massive, larger than anything he had ever seen. Its looming walls and soaring towers looked like the work of a mad dreamer, not any human or Elderborn builder. 
Yet the city lay in ruins. Some force had ripped gaping holes in its walls, had smashed numerous towers. And even from this distance, Lucan thought the black city looked...unclean. As if the black color came from some taint, some filth covering the walls, rather than the color of the stone itself. 
Between the beach and the mountain stood a forest, but a forest of dead, lifeless trees, dotted here and there with crumbling ruins. The entire land looked as if it had succumbed to some blight, some slow wasting disease. 
“Where the devil am I?” muttered Lucan.
“You mean you haven't figured it out yet? Disappointing. Marstan would have figured it out by now, I think.” 
Lucan whirled, hand coming up in a spell.
A man stood a short distance away, perched on the edge of the bluff. A worn brown cloak blew around him, revealing simple clothes of wool and leather. The wind tugged at his gray-shot brown hair, and cold gray eyes glittered in his lean, hawk-like face. He bore no weapons that Lucan could see, but for a wizard, that meant nothing.
“Who are you?” said Lucan.
“Ah.” The man titled his head to the side. “You don't know that, either? You should. You're very well acquainted with several of my children, after all. But...I see that means nothing to you. So you may call me Mattias, if you wish.” 
“How did you know Marstan?” said Lucan. Marstan had been Lucan's former teacher, a necromancer of power who had tried to possess Lucan's body as his own. Lucan had survived the encounter, though it had left him with a head stuffed full of Marstan's black memories and necromantic lore. 
“Oh, you could say he was the student of a student,” said Mattias. “So I didn't really know him at all. But I heard he was clever. He would have been clever enough to figure out where he was by now, Lucan Mandragon.”
“So you know who I am,” said Lucan.
“I know all about you,” said Mattias. “I know what Marstan did to you. I know how you made that staff forged in the blood of Mazael Cravenlock. And I know how you found your way here, to this...place. I never expected to find you here, you know.” He grinned. “I had thought you smarter. Well, even I can make mistakes.” 
“You know quite a bit about me,” said Lucan.
“I strive to be well-informed,” said Mattias.
“Too much about me,” said Lucan. “Things you couldn't possibly know. Which makes me wonder if you're even real. Perhaps you’re only a hallucination.” He waved his arm, gesturing at the dead forest and the black sea and the dark city atop its mountain. “Perhaps I'm dreaming all of this.” 
For a moment, just a moment, of hint of red fire glimmered in Mattias's eyes. 
“That,” he said, “is a very dangerous assumption to make.” He glanced into the forest behind Lucan. “Especially now.”
Lucan looked over his shoulder, eyes sweeping the dead trees. He saw nothing, no sign of movement, only the occasional tangled shadow cast by the dead trees. 
He turned, and saw that Mattias was gone.
Lucan whispered a curse, looking back and forth. There was no trace of Mattias. Not even footprints. The man had simply vanished. Had he used a spell to depart, or to hide himself? But Lucan had felt no magical energy. Or had Mattias never been there at all? Had he been only a delusion of Lucan's mind? 
Or was he dreaming the entire thing?
He turned again, and saw movement in the black trees. Dark shapes, scuttling across the dry ground. A low growling reached his ears, coming from the crawling shadows. 
Lucan took a step back, and a dozen of the dark shapes emerged from the trees.
They were human, or at least human-shaped, draped in ragged black cloaks, features hidden beneath hoods. Lucan caught glimpses of arms and legs, white and bloodless, beneath the rippling cloaks. The creatures crawled forward on all fours, yet moved with the speed of running dogs. 
Whatever they were, Lucan suspected they intended him harm.
He raised his hand and cast a spell to summon spirit creatures. His magic would reach into the spirit realm and pull forth a half-dozen beasts, and bind them to fight in his defense. Whatever those hooded creatures were, the spirit beasts would rip them apart. 
Lucan thrust out his hand, finishing the spell.
Nothing happened. 
Lucan had cast that spell hundreds of times, sometimes while in peril of his life, and never before had it failed him. The hooded creatures raced closer, and Lucan's mind raced through possibilities. He could turn and run, but the creatures would outrun him. If he tried to fight with his bare hands, the creatures would rip him apart. 
Or he could try one final spell. 
Lucan summoned power and thrust out his hand, casting a spell to unleash a blast of psychokinetic force. 
And this time, the spell worked. 
Invisible force lashed out, picking up the creatures and flinging them back. Their cloaks opened, and Lucan caught a glimpse of gaunt bodies, of jagged fangs and ragged talons. The creatures landed with a thump, and Lucan loosed a more focused blast. The spell seized two of the creatures and flung them back, hurling them against the earth. The others scrambled back to their feet, still on all fours, and Lucan summoned more power.
As one, the creatures turned and vanished into the dead forest. 
Lucan stared after them for a moment, breathing hard, bracing himself for another attack. Yet the creatures did not return. Perhaps his display of magical power had scared them off. 
Or perhaps they had only regrouped, waiting for a more opportune moment to attack. Had the creatures encircled him, they would have torn them apart. Normally, Lucan would have conjured up spirit beasts to defend him and scatter his attackers, but here...
Why hadn't that spell worked? Had the use of the bloodstaff damaged his magical powers? Or was there something unusual about this land, something that kept him from summoning beasts from the spirit realm?
“Well done.”
Mattias leaned against one of the dead trees. 
“Did you do this?” said Lucan. “Did those creatures belong to you?”
“To me?” said Mattias, eyebrows rising. “Let me assure you, my boy, that those reapers belong entirely to you. Utterly and completely.” 
“Reapers?” said Lucan.
“Well, they don't have proper names,” said Mattias. “But one has to call them something. And why not reapers? They harvest. They hunt.” He grinned. “And when they at last overwhelm you...they will reap you.” 
“And why couldn't I summon aid?” said Lucan, stepping closer to Mattias. The older man made no move to defend himself. “Are you blocking my spells? And did you bring me here?” He lifted his hand. “Answer me, or it will not go well for you.”
Again, for just a moment, Lucan saw the glaze of red fire in Mattias's eyes. 
“There's no need to be accusatory,” said Mattias. “I have done nothing to you. I did not bring you here, I did not unleash the reapers on you...and I didn't force you to use that bloodstaff. It was your own decisions – your own remarkably bad decisions – that brought you here.”
Mattias was right – but Lucan doubted he was simply an observer.
“And where,” said Lucan, “is here?”
Mattias laughed. “You remind me of myself, when I was a young man. So very long ago.”
“Such a compliment,” said Lucan.
“I will tell you this,” said Mattias. “You won't find the answers you seek by the shore.” He pointed at the distant mountain and the black city atop it. “You will find the answers to your questions, all of them, there.” He grinned. “Including some answers you will not want to know.”
“And just how am I to get there?” said Lucan.
“You have feet, don't you?” said Mattias. “But I would start walking. The reapers aren't going to forget about you.”
A branch cracked in the forest. 
Lucan spun, gathering his magical power. But the forest remained motionless. A branch had fallen from one of the dead trees, that was all.
When he turned, Mattias was gone.
“Of course,” muttered Lucan. 
He lowered his hand, listening to the moaning wind for a moment. Possibly none of this was be real – for all Lucan knew, he was dreaming. Or perhaps he lay dying in Deepforest Keep, and this was the final vision he experienced before death. 
And perhaps Mattias's claim that answers lay within the black city was nothing more than a trap.
Yet Lucan could think of nothing better to do.
He took a deep breath and began walking into the dead forest, watching for any sign of the reapers.



Chapter 6 – Raiders
 
Three days after the battle at the ruined castle, Mazael Cravenlock and his men returned to the Grim Marches.
It had been spring when Mazael and his men marched south in pursuit of Ultorin. Now summer had come to the Grim Marches, and blood roses bloomed among the high grasses, like crimson wounds in the rolling plains. As Mazael rode past the villages, he saw crops growing in the fields, saw sheep and cattle grazing. That was good – he had feared Ultorin's attack would disrupt the planting, would lead to famine.
His mouth thinned.
Of course, Ultorin's attack had left the Grim Marches with far fewer mouths to feed. Mazael had made Ultorin pay for that, had seen the horror in Ultorin's eyes as death approached. 
But that would not bring back his victims. 
“You are scowling,” said Romaria.
“Ultorin killed so many of my people,” said Mazael. “And now Corvad thinks to do the same.”
“You killed Ultorin,” said Romaria, “and you'll do the same to Corvad, once you catch him.”
Mazael shook his head. “I did not defeat Ultorin alone.” He could have died countless times during the battle against Ultorin's Malrags, if Lucan had not deflected Malavost’s spells, if Romaria had not awakened the traigs. 
“Nor shall you fight Corvad alone,” said Romaria.
 
###
 
She stayed in his tent that night.
Romaria was not Mazael’s first woman. He had spent years wandering as a landless knight, fighting for profit and glory, and in his travels there had been women. Widowed noblewomen, eager for companionship. The spoiled daughters (and sometimes wives) of rich merchants. Peasant women, awed or charmed by the wandering knight. Mazael had not known about his Demonsouled heritage, and he had spent years fighting and carousing, indifferent to the future.
Sometimes the memory frightened him. There had been so many women. What if he had gotten one pregnant? The child would carry Mazael's taint, the blood of the Old Demon, the power of the Demonsouled. And if that power manifested, the child could become a monster. A bloodthirsty warlord like Amalric Galbraith, or a cold manipulator like Morebeth Galbraith. 
Then Romaria kissed him, and Mazael's worries fled. 
Romaria was not Mazael's first, but he wanted her to be the last.
Afterward she lay against him atop his blankets, the rapid pace of her breath slowing.
“I look forward to returning to Castle Cravenlock,” she said.
Mazael opened his eyes. “Oh? Why's that?”
“Because the ground is far too lumpy for this.”
He laughed.
“You seem troubled,” Romaria said. 
“I hoped the fighting would be over,” said Mazael, “that my people would live in peace. That we could return to Castle Cravenlock and live quietly.” 
“Peace is a rare thing in this life,” said Romaria.
“I know,” said Mazael. “First Mitor's rebellion and the San-keth. Then Ultorin and his Malrags. And now Corvad and his little band.” 
“That's not what's really troubling you,” said Romaria. She shifted, her side rubbing against his. “Fighting has never daunted you.”
“No,” said Mazael.
He lay in silence for a moment.
“I see myself in Corvad,” said Mazael at last. “What I could have become. What I still could become, if I am not careful.” 
“You have yourself well in control,” said Romaria. He felt her smile. “You haven't tried to murder anyone in a rage for a while now.”
“No,” said Mazael. “But I have killed. The Dominiars, the San-keth, the Malrags. I have slain them all. I do not fear becoming a creature like Corvad or Amalric.” He thought for a moment. “The possibility of becoming a tyrant, without realizing it...that disturbs me. A great deal. I have killed many because I thought it necessary, but tyrants have all said the same.” 
She kissed his chest. “The Malrags would have butchered every last man, woman, and child in the Grim Marches. Killing them does not make you a tyrant.” 
She smiled.
“What?” said Mazael. 
“If you were a tyrant, if you gave into your rage, I would not stay with you,” said Romaria. “I was drawn to you, from the moment I first saw you.” She grinned. “I like strong men. And you are strong. At first I was terrified of your strength. I thought you would destroy me.”
“I did,” said Mazael, remembering the Old Demon standing atop the altar, Romaria lying dead at his feet.
“I told you,” said Romaria, “that was the Old Demon's fault, not yours. You are a strong man, Mazael, but a good one.”
“Not so good,” said Mazael. “I've done foolish things. I've made mistakes, some of them terrible.”
“As have I,” said Romaria. “But you've learned from them. You are a different man than you were. You are still a strong man, but you've become a better one. And a strong leader, a strong lord, is what the Grim Marches needs, what your vassals and knights and peasants need. Someone to lead them against their foes, and to keep them safe. If you cannot do it, no one can.” 
“If I am a good man, or at least a better one,” said Mazael, “it's because of you. You kept me from the edge, when the Demonsouled power threatened to overwhelm me.”
“You hadn't given in to it, even then,” said Romaria. “You may not have been a good man, but you weren't a monster, not like the others.”
“But without your help, the Old Demon would have lured me into becoming a monster,” said Mazael, and his arms tightened around her. “Thank you.”
“You'll still have my help,” said Romaria. “With my father...”
Her voice caught for a moment.
“With my father dead,” said Romaria, “there's no reason for me to ever return to Deepforest Keep. Castle Cravenlock is my home now. And I will fight alongside you to defend it.” Her fingers brushed his cheek and jaw, settling on his shoulder. “I will fight alongside you until the Grim Marches are at peace.”
“That might take,” said Mazael, “a long time.” 
“So be it,” said Romaria, and Mazael kissed her again.
 
###
 
They rode north the next morning, making for Castle Cravenlock. Both Castle Cravenlock and its town lay three days' ride north of the Great Southern Forest, and Mazael wanted to return home as soon as possible. He didn't know what Corvad planned, but the sooner it was stopped, the better. 
And it was good to return to the Grim Marches. Here, they could ride faster, unhindered by the massive trees of the Great Southern Forest. Everywhere they saw signs of the fight against Ultorin's Malrags. Most villages showed signs of damage, and some had been burned to the ground. Yet Mazael saw new crops growing, saw sheep and pigs grazing, and when he questioned the villagers, none of them had seen any Malrags since Ultorin had gone south. 
Corvad, it seemed, was keeping himself hidden. 
“Rachel and I will return to Knightcastle,” said Gerald as they settled down to camp. “Once we reach Castle Cravenlock. In another few months it will be unwise for her travel. And she would much prefer that our second child be born at Knightcastle.”
Rachel said nothing, gazing over the plains, Aldane cradled in her arms. Castle Cravenlock held too many dark memories for her, Mazael knew. Knightcastle was her home now. 
“Aye,” said Mazael. “But I'll miss your aid, and Circan's.”
Gerald snorted. “Our aid? Without your aid, Mazael, my son would have perished at Malavost’s hand.” 
“And I shall miss Rachel's aid as well,” said Mazael. “For without you, sister, Malavost would have slain us all, and unleashed a new horror upon the world.” 
“I did what I had to do,” said Rachel, voice quiet. Then her eyes glinted, and Mazael saw the defiance she had developed during the ordeal, the courage that had allowed her to stab Malavost. “And if some other mad wizard gets it into his head to steal my next child...well, let that be a warning to him!”
 
###
 
At noon on the next day, they reached Castle Cravenlock.
The castle sat on a craggy hill over looking the plains. It looked the stronghold of an evil wizard from some jongleur's song – its grim walls topped with battlements and ramparts, its towers tall and strong. The banner of the Cravenlocks, three crossed swords on a field of black, flew from the keep. Below the hill, perhaps half a mile from the castle, lay Cravenlock Town. It had once been an overgrown village of four thousand people, but the population had doubled as the surrounding peasants fled to safety behind the town's walls. Some had returned to their farms and villages after Ultorin's departure, but some had not. Now laborers built new houses and workshops, while others worked to expand the town's walls. 
Mazael rode at the head of his men, Romaria and Gerald at his side. Both castle and town looked peaceful, much to his relief. Corvad had not decided to strike at Castle Cravenlock. Of course, he could have attacked elsewhere. Mazael had left Sir Nathan Greatheart and Sir Hagen Bridgebane in command during his absence, and he wanted to speak with them at once. Perhaps they had additional news. 
Gerald frowned. “Mazael...look at the smoke.” He pointed at one of the new workshops outside of the town's walls. “Is that workshop on fire?”
“It’s supposed to be,” said Mazael. “Some of the more enterprising peasants set up a workshop for making pottery.” He scratched at his beard. “Apparently, the clay from the hills can be used to make especially fine pots, or so they tell me. If it works, I'll tax the merchants as they head west, and...”
“Mazael,” said Romaria, voice sharp, “that smoke isn't coming from a workshop. That house is on fire.”
Mazael frowned. As they rode past the town, he saw that a house behind the workshop was on fire, its interior burning. Even as he stared at the fire, he glimpsed dark figures running below the town's walls, figures with black armor and gray faces.
Malrags.
But no alarms rose from the town. Which meant the sentries on the wall hadn't noticed the Malrags yet, or had grown lax in their duties. If that was the case, Mazael would have them flogged. But if the town hadn't noticed the attackers, if they hadn't yet seen the Malrags...
“Gerald!” said Mazael. “Have your men sound an alarm, now!” 
Gerald shouted orders, and a dozen of his knights lifted horns to their lips. The blasts rang out, and Mazael saw heads turn on the wall, saw the sentries move to look.
Saw them notice the Malrags.
Horn blasts rose from the walls of the town, and Mazael heard the sudden shouts of alarm, the booming crack as militiamen pulled shut the town's gates. The Malrags would not get into the town to cause havoc. Men rushed to the ramparts of the town's walls, bearing crossbows and spears. The militia, at least, had not been lax. So why had the sentries failed to see the Malrags? The Malrags moved in large warbands...
Unless they were trying to be stealthy.
That disturbed Mazael. The Malrags were never stealthy. But if Corvad had taken over the remnants of Ultorin's horde, and commanded them to use stealth and tactics, the Malrags would become much more dangerous. 
Even as Mazael watched, the Malrags turned and fled from town’s half-built outskirts, running for the hills west of the castle. There were no more than thirty or forty of them, and Mazael's horsemen could ride them down with ease.
Even as he opened his mouth to give the command, he saw the dark mass emerging from the hills.
More Malrags.
Hundreds of them, marching in an orderly formation rather than their usual frenzied charge. The Malrags bore massive shields, creating a wall of black steel, and carried serrated halberds. 
“Gods,” said Gerald. “They've never fought a formation like that before.”
“Those are Corvad's Malrags,” said Romaria. “I can see crimson veins on some of them.” 
Mazael drew Lion. The sword shuddered in his grasp, the blade shimmering with blue fire as it reacted to the presence of the Malrags. “Any zuvembies with them?”
Romaria sniffed the air. “No. Just Malrags. I don't see Corvad, either.” 
Mazael nodded. “Then something else is controlling the Malrags. A balekhan, most likely.” He had faced balekhans before, during Ultorin's attacks. Larger and stronger than normal Malrags, the demon spirits inhabiting them possessed the power to command lesser Malrags. “Corvad probably delegated his authority to it. If we can find and kill it, the Malrags won't be able to keep their formation. We can deal with them easily then.” 
“A sound plan,” said Gerald.
“Form up the men,” said Mazael. “Heavy horse in the center, the mounted archers on the wings. We don't dare charge them directly, not when they're in formation like that.” Many a foolish lord had led his men to ruin by charging a wall of spears. “Send the horse archers to harass the Malrags. Keep Circan with us – we'll need him if those Malrags have any shamans. Oh, and send one man to the town, and another to the castle. Tell the town's bailiff to send out any mounted archers and militiamen he can spare, but to leave enough to hold the town. And bid Sir Nathan and Sir Hagen to come to our aid with as many knights and mounted armsmen as they can.”
Gerald nodded, shouting Mazael's orders. Within moments the horsemen had formed up, waiting the order to attack. Two men galloped away, one making for the gates of the town, the other riding for the road to Castle Cravenlock's gates. Mazael half-expected to see green lightning fall from the sky, to obliterate the messengers. But no blasts came. Either the balekhan commanding the Malrags did not care about the possibility of Mazael's reinforcements, or it did not have any shamans.
That was a welcome thought. 
He looked at the advancing Malrags. There were at least five hundred of them, against Mazael’s one hundred and sixty horsemen. Close odds, but they could win. Especially if reinforcements came from the town and the castle.
Mazael lifted Lion over his head, the sword ablaze, and his men cheered as the mounted archers galloped to the attack.



Chapter 7 – Red Knights
 
Romaria swayed in the saddle as her mount raced forward. In one hand she held the reins, and in the other she carried a short curved bow, the sort favored by the men of the Grim Marches. Her composite bow, a gift from the Elderborn tribes, was a powerful weapon, but too large to use from horseback. Fortunately, the short bow had more than enough power to strike down a Malrag at short range. 
“Arrows!” shouted Romaria.
She had taken command of Mazael's mounted archers. The archers had seen her take the shape of a wolf and rip out Malrag throats, had seen her wake the army of traigs to save Deepforest Keep, and therefore did not object. 
Romaria dropped the reins, steering her mount with her knees. The sturdy little horse had been well trained, and continued running. She seized an arrow from her quiver, lifted it to her bow. Around her the men did the same, their horses' manes and tails streaming in the wind.
The wall of Malrag spears loomed before her.
“Release!” said Romaria, urging her horse to the left. In the same motion she raised her bow, drew the string, and released. 
The archers galloped past the Malrag spear wall, loosing their arrows. Most of the shafts slammed into black shields or skidded off Malrag armor. But some penetrated the armor, and a few Malrags fell dead with arrows through their throats or eyes. A ripple went through the Malrag ranks, and for a moment Romaria thought they would break formation and attack, as they always had in previous battles.
But the formation held firm. 
The horse archers rode past the Malrags’ right flank, still releasing arrow after arrow. The Malrags shifted formation, moving to keep their shields between them and the hail of arrows. Romaria grinned. If they could force the Malrags out of formation, that would leave them vulnerable to Mazael's knights. 
She raised her bow, arms tight with tension. She had an advantage over the other archers. The Elderborn half of her soul, the beast within her, made her senses supernaturally keen. The vile stink of the Malrags filled her nostrils, along with the sharper corruption in their crimson veins, so similar to Demonsouled power. She heard their growls and snarls, the angry hiss of breath over yellowed fangs.
And she saw their eyes, white and blank beneath their black helms.
Romaria released the bowstring, the arrow burying itself in a Malrag's eye, and the creature fell with a choked howl of pain. 
And through the ranks of the Malrags, Romaria glimpsed a massive shape.
 
###
 
“Flank them!” said Mazael.
He kicked Hauberk to a run. Two bands of mounted archers circled around the Malrags like a swarm of bees, loosing their arrows. To Mazael's great surprise, the Malrags held their formation, not breaking to attack the horse archers. But even thought the Malrags had not attacked, the rain of arrows disrupted their tight formation. The Malrags could not face both Mazael's horsemen and shield themselves from the archers' arrows. One strong charge, and the Malrag lines would break. 
He rode left, his men following, and he saw the dark shapes stir within the Malrags' lines.
 
###
 
Romaria released another arrow, and saw the hulking form stand up in the center of the Malrags.
The creature stood fifteen feet tall, arms and legs like tree trunks, armored in overlapping plates of black steel like a dragon's scales. It had the leathery gray hide of the Malrags, its skin covered in gnarled growths and cysts. But like Corvad's Malrags, a network of crimson veins overlaid its hide, pulsing and throbbing. 
An Ograg, one of the larger, more dangerous cousins to the Malrags. 
Romaria shifted her saddle and fired. Her next arrow flew over the Malrags' head and sank into the Ograg's neck. The creature bellowed in fury, slapping at the arrow like a stinging fly, and its massive white eyes turned to face her. 
In the heart of the Malrag formation, she saw three more Ogrags stand up, each carrying a massive spiked metal club. 
 
###
 
Mazael cursed, reining Hauberk up, his men halting. 
The Ogrags lumbered through the formation, the Malrags parting to let the larger creatures pass. Four of the damned things, each covered with those crimson veins, larger and stronger than normal Ogrags. All four made straight for Mazael's knights and armsmen, ignoring the arrows that buzzed past them.
Four Ogrags might be enough to take Mazael's horsemen. 
“Should we withdraw to the town?” said Gerald.
“No,” said Mazael. “Those Ogrags could smash through the gates, and then we'll have Malrags pouring into the town. And if we withdraw, they’ll kill our wounded before they deal with us.” Gerald's mouth tightened. His pregnant wife and son were with the wounded, after all. 
“Then how do we fight them?” said Gerald.
Mazael looked at Castle Cravenlock, saw horsemen racing through the gate. Reinforcements were coming. The only effective way to fight Ogrags from horseback was with javelins, or lances long enough to counter the creatures' greater reach. 
“Draw them away from the town,” said Mazael. “Have the archers keep harassing the Malrags. Once we're away from the town and the castle, out in the open, we can ride down the Malrags and deal with the Ogrags.”
Gerald nodded to one of his knights, who lifted his horn and blew a series of blasts. The horsemen formed up around him, and Mazael and his men rode away from both the town and the castle. The Ogrags pursued, while the Malrags remained in formation, trying to shield themselves from the hail of arrows. 
 
###
 
Romaria's bow twanged, sending another shaft into the dark ranks. A Malrag fell, black blood spurting from the arrow in its throat.
Horn blasts rang out, and Mazael's heavy horse turned and rode east, away from both the town and the enemy. The Ogrags howled and pursued, while the Malrags remained in place, trying to shelter behind their shields. Romaria scowled, her mind racing. Mazael's horsemen could defeat the Ogrags, if they were careful. But they could not fight both the Ogrags and the Malrags at the same time, and if the Malrags attacked while the horsemen engaged the Ogrags...
A flash of movement in the distance caught her eye. Horsemen rode from the gates of Castle Cravenlock, at least a hundred of them, armor flashing in the afternoon sunlight. That made Romaria’s task easy enough. Her mounted archers would keep the Malrags pinned, while Mazael's men dealt with the Ogrags. And when Castle Cravenlock’s knights arrived, they would smash the Malrags’ lines. For all the Malrags' ferocious strength, they could not stand against armored horsemen in the open field. 
She lifted another arrow.
A heartbeat later a blast of green lightning ripped out of the sky, slamming into the earth a few yards away. Romaria's horse reared in panic, and she lost her saddle, falling hard to the ground.
 
###
 
“Circan!” shouted Mazael.
The wizard dropped his reins and began casting a spell. Another lightning bolt hammered down, the blast throwing a half-dozen mounted archers from their saddles. Mazael's fist tightened around Lion's hilt. Had Romaria been thrown from her horse? Had she been injured, even killed? No. He had to focus on the battle. If he made a mistake, more people than Romaria would die. 
Circan flung out his hands, shouting the final words of his spell. An emerald lightning bolt howled out of the sky, reaching for the mounted archers. But this time it struck an invisible barrier and rebounded into the Malrag ranks. Mazael saw a dozen Malrags killed by the blast, and a dozen more flung to the ground. 
“Keep that shaman tied down!” said Mazael. Circan managed a nod, face tight with strain as he cast another spell. “The rest of you, scatter and take those Ogrags!”
His men shouted and galloped forward, spreading themselves into a loose formation, spears and javelins at the ready. Mazael raised Lion, the blade sheathed in a storm of blue flame.
Behind the advancing Ogrags, he saw the Malrags break formation and charge the stunned horse archers.
 
###
 
Romaria staggered back to her feet, her left leg and side aching from the fall. Some of the mounted archers lay around her, dead or dazed. She heard the Malrags’ bloodcurdling war cries, saw them break formation and charge. But with Mazael's horsemen fighting the Malrags, and the reinforcements from Castle Cravenlock still making their way down the hill...
Romaria and the remaining archers were on their own. Those still on their horses galloped back and forth, firing arrows, while those who had lost their mounts lifted their weapons. The archers all had swords, but only light leather armor. They would not last long against the Malrags.
A quiver of arrows hung from Romaria's belt, and she still held her short bow. She raised her bow and released, sending the arrow into the nearest Malrag's eye. The creatures charged at her, shields raised, weapons drawn back for a strike. Again she released, and again and again, every shot slaying a Malrag. Around her the surviving men recovered and loosed their arrows, while those still horsed kept harassing the Malrags' flanks.
But Romaria's quiver ran empty, and the Malrags kept coming.
 
###
 
Hauberk thundered towards the nearest Ograg. The destrier's headlong speed gave Mazael's blow all the more force as he swung, Lion a burning blur in his fist. The sword crunched through the Ograg’s armor and thick hide, digging into its knee, and the creature swung its spiked club for Mazael's head. He ducked and a dozen more knights raced past the Ograg, stabbing with their spears. Steel spearheads plunged into its legs and belly, and the Ograg fell to its knees with a howl. 
A charging knight buried his spear in the Ograg's throat. The creature collapsed with a gurgling snarl, misshapen hands clawing at its neck. 
A cheer went up from the men, cut short as the three remaining Ogrags attacked. The swing of a massive club sent two horses crashing to the ground, their riders tumbling through the air. 
 
###
 
Romaria tossed aside her short bow. 
She did not draw her bastard sword. The Malrags rushed her, their white eyes wide with bloodlust, six-fingered hands lifting axes and spears. 
Romaria took one step forward, then another. 
Then she changed.
The power of her Elderborn heritage flowed through her, and her flesh reshaped itself like clay. A moment later she wore the form of the beast within, of the great black wolf. The Malrags hesitated, stunned at the sudden transformation, and that was all the opening Romaria needed. She tore into the Malrags, a blur of black fur and white fangs. In one heartbeat she hamstrung of pair of Malrags, sending the creatures falling. In the next her jaws closed about a Malrag's neck, ripping its throat free.
She sped through the Malrags like a black wind, and they scattered in disarray.
Yet there were hundreds of them, and even in the form of the great wolf, Romaria could not take them all.
 
###
 
“Reform!” yelled Mazael. 

The Ogrags crashed into Mazael's knights and armsmen, leaving a dozen men stunned, dying, or dead. The remaining horsemen broke free, galloping in all directions. Mazael cursed, Lion trailing blue flame in his fist. He knew he had to keep his Demonsouled fury under control. Yet for his men to have survived the great battle at Deepforest Keep, only to die within sight of their homes, filled him with molten rage.
By all the gods, he would drive the Malrags from his lands once and for all, and make Corvad pay for what he had done. 
Mazael galloped past a fallen knight, leaned down, and snatched up the wounded man's spear. He rammed Lion back into its scabbard, steering Hauberk towards the nearest Ograg. The giant lumbered to meet him, raising its spiked club high.
Mazael stood up in his stirrups and thrust the spear with both hands. The steel point plunged into the Ograg's exposed armpit, sinking deep. Black blood and crimson slime slid down the shaft, and the weapon ripped from Mazael's hands as Hauberk galloped past. The Ograg shrieked in fury and spun, trying to track Mazael. Again Mazael wheeled Hauberk around, ripping Lion from its scabbard. The Ograg turned just as Mazael raised Lion, and the towering creature flinched from the azure fire around the blade.
It gave Mazael all the opening he needed to swing for the Ograg's wrist. Lion sank into the Ograg's arm, and the club fell from its gnarled fingers. The Ograg's enraged howl became more of a screech, and again Mazael rose in his stirrups, all the strength of his arm behind his next blow.
Lion's tip tore open the Ograg's throat. The creature fell to its knees, the ground shaking, and two passing knights buried their spears in its face. 
Its screech dissolved into a gurgle, and then silence.
Mazael risked a look around the battlefield. His knights fought the remaining two Ogrags, wearing them down bit by bit. But the Malrags' formation had dissolved into chaos, the creatures pursuing the mounted archers.
Should he ride to the archers' aid? No – he saw knights and mounted armsmen thundering from the castle. But if they did not get here in time, if the Ogrags overpowered Mazael's knights or if the Malrags slaughtered the mounted archers...
He blinked.
Another band of horsemen approached from the north. At least fifty strong, with every man clad in steel plate and a crimson cloak. At their head flew a red banner adorned with an eight-pointed silver star. 
 
###
 
Romaria raced through the Malrag ranks, maiming and killing. So far she had kept the Malrags off-balance, but she was tiring. She could not keep up this pace forever. Sooner or later she would stumble, and the Malrags would have her. 
She drove another Malrag to the ground, her fangs opening its throat, and hamstrung another with a quick rake of her claws. The Malrags tried to strike her down, but they were packed too close together. She dodged the downward stab of a spear, kicked off the shaft, and killed the Malrag that wielded the weapon. An axe ruffled her fur, and Romaria ducked the blow, ripping open the belly of the nearest Malrag. 
There were too many of them. 
Then Romaria heard the blast of a horn, the shouts of men, and steel crunching into Malrag flesh. She saw the horsemen from Castle Cravenlock driving into the Malrags, their banners flying overhead. At their head rode Sir Nathan Greatheart, old and hard as an oaken staff, and Sir Hagen Bridgebane, grim and black-bearded. The knights smashed into the disorganized Malrag lines, lances piercing Malrag chests, maces crushing Malrag skulls. 
A deafening roar filled Romaria's ears. She pivoted, fur bristling, and saw a tall figure hurrying towards her. A Malrag, but taller than the others, and clad in black steel plate from head to foot. A massive black sword rested in its armored hands. 
The balekhan. 
No doubt Corvad had delegated some of his control over the Malrags to the balekhan, commanding them to obey it. If Romaria could kill it, the Malrags would lose their ability to coordinate. 
Of course, fangs and talons could not penetrate the balekhan's black armor. 
The balekhan saw her and howled a war cry, black sword coming up for a blow. 
 
###
 
The red knights galloped closer, crimson cloaks streaming behind them. Mazael stared at the banner, trying to place it. It resembled the banners of the militant orders of the Knights Dominiar or the Knights Justiciar. Yet Lord Richard had expelled the Justiciars from the Grim Marches, and Mazael himself had destroyed the Dominiars. Besides, the Dominiars' banner had been black, while that of the Justiciars was blue. 
Were these red knights friends or foes?
The charging knights veered towards one of the remaining Ogrags. The creature bellowed, swinging its club. The red knights galloped past, flinging heavy javelins that penetrated the Ograg's armor and sank into its flesh. The leader of the knights, a huge figure with a massive red beard, swung a steel war hammer with two hands. It struck the Ograg's knee with a loud crack, and the creature fell with the sound of shattering bone. 
Mazael's knights swarmed around the Ograg, spears rising and falling.
He heard the crash as the riders from Castle Cravenlock charged into the Malrags. 
Mazael grinned and turned Hauberk toward the last Ograg. Whether friend of foe, he would accept the aid of the red knights against the Malrags. 
 
###
 
Romaria released the shape of the great black wolf and flowed back into the form of a woman. Something about the magic of her Elderborn soul insured her weapons and clothing returned when she transformed, and she yanked her bastard sword from its scabbard.
The balekhan sprang at her with a roar, its sword a black blur. The creature possessed far greater strength, and Romaria could not hope to parry the blow. Instead she sidestepped and whipped her sword sideways. The tip crunched through the gap in the armor covering the balekhan's elbow, drawing black blood. She leaped back as the balekhan reversed its swing, the tip of the sword swinging past her face. Romaria darted forward and stabbed, aiming for the balekhan's eye slit, but her sword clanged off its masked helm.
The balekhan was strong, but not fast. If she could wear it down, inflict enough minor wounds on it, she could land a killing blow. Again her sword sped forward, striking a weak point on the balekhan's plate. The balekhan roared and stalked after her, chasing her as arrows fell and the horsemen carved their way through the Malrags. 
Then Romaria saw the shaman.
It stood a dozen yards away, a hunched, gaunt shape in a robe of tattered black leather. All three of its eyes, both the white ones and the glowing green one, gazed at her. Circan's wards no doubt stopped the Malrag from raining down more of the green lightning blasts. But the wards would not stop the creature from loosing a spell at her.
The shaman lifted its claws, green sparks crackling around them.
 
###
 
Mazael swung Lion, the burning blade biting deep into the Ograg's leg. Around him both his men and the red knights flung javelins and stabbed spears, driving the Ograg to its knees. The bearded red knight rose up his saddle, hammer grasped in both hands, and brought the weapon down. 
It struck the side of the Ograg's head with a massive crunch, and the creature sagged to the earth. 
But Mazael still heard the sounds of battle as the riders from Castle Cravenlock struggled against the Malrags. 
The bearded red knight reined up before Mazael and pulled off his helm. He looked about forty, with a weathered face and graying red hair. He held the massive hammer as if weighed no more than a slender branch, and his blue eyes were keen and fierce as Lion’s fire.
“Whoever you are,” said Mazael, “thank you for your aid.”
“And yours, as well,” said the bearded knight, his voice a deep rumble. “We are bound by our oaths to pursue the Malrags, wherever they appear. I would not wish to face that warband on my own.” 
“Nor I,” said Mazael. “I am Mazael, Lord of Castle Cravenlock.”
“The lord of these lands?” said the bearded knight. “Good, for we have business with you. I am Sir Kjalmir Morsbane, a commander of the Order of the Knights Arminiar.”
Mazael blinked in surprise. The Arminiar Knights? Unlike the other militant orders, they did not interfere in the politics of the great lords. They held lands far to the north, along the edge of the Great Northern Waste. Mazael had never traveled that far north during his wanderings, and the Arminiars rarely came south. 
Later. He could question Kjalmir later. Only after the battle was won, after his slain men had been avenged.
After he saw if Romaria still lived. 
“You might have business with me,” said Mazael, “but we've more important work first.”
“Aye,” said Kjalmir. His teeth flashed white in his red beard. “We've Malrags to slay.”
They rode to battle together.
 
###
 
The shaman turned as Romaria ran to the side, the green light around its talons intensifying. She felt the surging power as the shaman gathered magical strength, arcane force strong enough to strike her dead where she stood. The balekhan pursued her, launching blows like a storm of black steel. Romaria backed away, ducking and dodging. 
The shaman thrust out its hands, green light flashing between its claws.
Romaria sidestepped, moving closer to the balekhan. It swung, and Romaria made no effort to dodge.
But her movement had put her between the balekhan and the shaman.
An arc of sizzling green lightning erupted from the shaman's hands and curled into the balekhan, fingers of green fire shooting up and down its limbs. The balekhan went into a mad dance, sword falling from its armored fists, smoke rising from the gaps in its armor. Romaria sprinted past the balekhan, sword grasped in both hands.
Her swing took the shaman's head from its shoulders, the green light fading from its third eye. She spun as the balekhan jerked and danced, and drove her sword tip into the eye slit of its helm. She felt the blade crunch against bone, and the balekhan toppled backwards with a clang of its armor.
A shuddered went through the surrounding Malrags, and their efforts to fight the archers and the horsemen lost cohesion. Each Malrag went into a frenzy, and the knights drove them back.
A few moments later Mazael and his horsemen charged the Malrags from behind, accompanied by knights in crimson cloaks.
The battle was over a short time after that.
 
###
 
Molly reappeared atop the ramparts of Cravenlock Town's wall. 
The guards didn't notice her, their attention held by the battle raging on the plains. The town itself was a scene of chaos, with militiamen rushing to the walls, and women and children heading for the shelter of the domed church in the center of the town. But the panic was controlled – everyone here had survived Ultorin's invasion, and knew what to do during an attack. 
No one saw Molly.
She grinned, drew on the dark fire within her, and walked into the shadows.
She reappeared atop the half-built inn overlooking the town's central square. The three-story building must have been damaged during Ultorin's attacks, because most of the roof was missing. Molly perched on a beam and gazed at the church. It was a massive structure for so small a town, with thick walls and high, narrow windows. The dome rose over the walls, built in the style of Old Dracaryl.
Appropriate, really. Given what Corvad sought to find. 
She wrapped a loose brown cloak around herself, hiding the dark armor of the Skulls, and strode into the shadows. 
When she reappeared, she stood in a darkened corner of the church. Already children and women filled the church, some of them weeping. Some prayed to Joraviar the Knight to lend their husbands and brothers strength, while other prayed to Amater the Mother to deliver their sons back to them. Molly neither knew nor cared if the gods heard their prayers. But wrapped in her worn cloak, she looked like just another townswoman, and she circled around the edge of the church to the door leading to the priests' quarters. 
It was locked, of course, but the Skulls had trained her to open far more complex locks, and she slipped past it. Inside, she hurried past the closed doors of the priests' sleeping quarters and into the church’s library.
The room was not large, but it held perhaps two hundred books of varying age on shelves lining either side of the room. Molly scanned the volumes, until her eyes came to rest on two books, stacked in the corner, the leather covers cracked with age. She opened one and paged through it. The book was written in the language of Old Dracaryl, which she could not read.
But Corvad could.
She picked up the books and turned to leave. 
An old priest stood in the doorway, gazing at her.
“Good woman,” he said, shuffling towards her, “you should not be here. Come, join the others, and we shall pray for our deliverance.” He saw the books in her arms. “What...”
Molly pulled a pad from her belt, soaked in a vile concoction the Skulls had taught her to make. She pressed it against the priest's nose and mouth, and his eyes went wide. Then they rolled up into his head, and Molly lowered him to the floor.
He would wake up unharmed, save for a nasty headache. No reason to kill him, really. Corvad would have killed him, but Corvad enjoyed killing in a way Molly did not. If their grandfather had not come, no doubt Corvad would have remained with the Skulls, killing to slake his lust. 
But their grandfather had come, offering Corvad the chance to kill uncounted thousands.
The only man Molly cared about killing was Mazael Cravenlock.
She walked into the shadows, leaving the church behind.



Chapter 8 - A Vial of Blood
 
“Your timing could not have been better,” said Mazael.
He stood with Gerald, Romaria, and Circan outside the walls as the armsmen labored to clear the field of the dead, piling the Malrag carcasses in a great heap. Rachel and some of the townswomen tended to the wounded, directing some of the townsmen to carry those unable to walk to the church. 
“Aye,” said Sir Nathan Greatheart, “but it was a close thing.” He stood with Sir Hagen and a short man clad in a long black wizard's coat, beard trimmed to a narrow point. Timothy deBlanc was Mazael's court wizard, and he had missed Timothy's sensible advice.
Especially after Lucan had fallen. 
Sir Kjalmir Morsbane stood between them, resting both his hands on the handle of his hammer.
“It is good you returned, my lord,” said Nathan. Despite his age, he still fought with strength and vigor. He had served as castellan in Mazael's absence, keeping watch over Mazael's lands. “And that you return with good tidings, as well. Ultorin slain and the Malrag host broken. Aye, that is indeed good tidings.” 
“And dead at your own hand, my lord,” said Hagen. Sir Hagen was Mazael's armsmaster, a reliable man with no sense of humor whatsoever. “I saw the dead women and children left in his wake. He deserved to suffer.”
Mazael remembered Ultorin's final scream, the terror in the corrupted knight's eyes at the end. 
“Aye,” said Mazael, voice quiet, “aye, he suffered. Though he brought it on himself, the fool.”  
“Then we can rebuild,” said Timothy, “and the peasants can return to their villages, and sow new crops. It will take many years for the scars to heal, but heal they shall. Though hopefully the Grim Marches will never again face so terrible a war.” 
“It will not, if my Order has anything to say on the matter,” rumbled Kjalmir. “The Arminiars have long guarded the passes to the Great Northern Waste, keeping the Malrags at bay. When we received word that a great horde had come out of the mountains to attack the Grim Marches...my lords and knights, I expected to find only ashes and corpses in the Grim Marches. Not victory. For you to have defeated a Malrag horde led by a powerful Demonsouled...it is remarkable.”
“Ultorin wasn't Demonsouled,” said Mazael. “He had a sword, forged in the blood of a powerful Demonsouled, that let him control the Malrags.” 
Kjalmir nodded. “The blood of the Demonsouled carries great power.” 
“Ultorin has been dead for a month,” said Mazael. “Have there been many Malrag attacks since?” 
“Some,” said Nathan. “A few warbands, coming out of the Great Southern Forest. They have been easily repelled. Fragments of Ultorin’s host, no doubt. Others have been more...difficult.”
“How so?”
“They are stronger and faster than normal Malrag warriors,” said Nathan. “And these Malrags are marked with crimson veins across their skins.”
“Infused,” said Kjalmir.
“Infused with what?” said Timothy. 
“When a Demonsouled takes control of Malrags,” said Kjalmir, “he can feed the Malrags a drop of his own blood. The Malrag absorbs the power in the blood and becomes stronger, faster, more vicious.”
Timothy shuddered. “As if the normal Malrag warriors were not bad enough.” 
“The attacks from these infused Malrags have been unusual,” said Nathan.
Timothy cleared his throat. “They’ve been more like...raids, my lord, rather than attacks. Previously, when the Malrags attacked a village, they slaughtered every living thing in it. Now they try to steal things, and then depart.”
“What sort of things?” said Mazael.
“Books,” said Timothy. “Scrolls. The Malrags attack, and some of them raid the church or the castle's chapel. Then they take the books and vanish without a trace. We've tried tracking the Malrag warbands, but it's as if they vanish into thin air.”
Kjalmir grunted. “A mistgate, most likely.”
“I checked. Some books were reported stolen from the town's church, during the battle” said Timothy, glancing in the direction of the church's dome.
 “Which books?” said Romaria.
Timothy shrugged. “Histories of Old Dracaryl. One of the priests said he saw a young woman in the library who attacked him.”
Mazael shared a look with Romaria, remembering the woman who walked through the shadows. “What did she look like?”
“The priest didn't get a good look at her,” said Timothy. “She was wearing an old cloak, and had brown hair. That's all he remembers. She managed to drug him somehow, and escaped with the books. No one else reports seeing such a woman, my lord, or seeing a woman carrying books from the church.”
Mazael nodded. If that was the same woman who had accompanied Corvad to the ruined castle, she could easily have escaped without anyone noticing. 
But why take books? That made no sense whatsoever. Demonsouled who gave into their darker sides turned to murder and mayhem. The weaker ones indulged in random murder, while the more powerful began building empires for themselves, as Amalric had. For Corvad to launch these attacks, only to take books, made no sense.
Unless...
Unless there was something in those books that would let him kill even more people. 
Something in those books, perhaps, that would let him use Lucan as a weapon? 
That thought left Mazael uneasy. 
“What are your commands, my lord?” said Nathan. 
“I fought those infused Malrags on our way north,” said Mazael. “They were led by another Demonsouled. Not one so powerful as Amalric Galbraith or Simonian. But Demonsouled nonetheless. He called himself Corvad.” 
That got Kjalmir's attention. “I would speak with you about this Corvad.” 
“I thought you might,” said Mazael. “Nathan, Hagen, Timothy. Send word to all my knights and vassals. Warn them about Corvad and the infused Malrags, and tell them prepare for more attacks.”
“My lord,” said Timothy, “if you'll forgive the question, where is Lucan? Did he not return? Did Malavost strike him down?” He sounded pained. Timothy and Lucan had been unlikely friends, but friends nonetheless.
“Not...quite,” said Mazael. “We will return to the castle for now. Sir Kjalmir. You shall and your men shall be my honored guests. I suspect we have a great deal to discuss.”
Kjalmir nodded, and Mazael and the others rode for Castle Cravenlock. 
 
###
 
“So Ultorin and Malavost were slain and Lucan taken by Corvad,” said Mazael. “Then we arrived at the town...and, well, you know the rest.” 
They met in the council chamber behind the castle's great hall, a small room dominated by a long table and tapestries showing scenes from the Grim Marches' history. Mazael had never much used it. Since becoming Lord of Castle Cravenlock, he had spent so much time in the field – first against the Dominiars, and then against Ultorin's Malrags. 
He was surprised how glad he was to return to Castle Cravenlock. He had never been happy here as a child, had dreamed of leaving and never returning...but now it was home.
The meal his seneschal Cramton sent up from the kitchens might have something do with it. Mazael had spent months in the saddle, eating dried meat and hard bread. It had been a long time since he had eaten a fresh meal, and to judge from the way Kjalmir tore into his meat, it had been a long time for him, as well. 
“The Grand Master of my Order gave me two tasks when I rode south,” said Kjalmir. “The first was to investigate rumors of Malrag invasion. The Arminiars guard the frontiers along the Great Northern Waste, and few Malrag warbands ever escape the Waste to come south.” He grimaced. “But we cannot be everywhere...and vast numbers of Malrags lurk in the caverns below the Great Mountains. We had long feared that a powerful Demonsouled might take command of the Malrags of the mountains, and lead them in an attack upon the lands of men.” He grinned and took another bite of bread. “But thanks to you, my lord, I can return to my Grand Master with good news.”
“What is your second task?” said Mazael.
Kjalmir's face hardened. “To find and kill a Demonsouled named Corvad.” 
“What do you know about him?” said Mazael.
Kjalmir shrugged. “Not as much as I would like. He first appeared on the borders of the Waste about a year ago, leading a company of mercenaries. Mercenaries sometimes serve with my Order for a time, in exchange for a chance to loot some of the ancient ruins in the Waste. A fool's endeavor – a man can find great treasures in those ruins, true, but he's more likely to find a slow death. Corvad was one of the more effective ones. We trusted him, as much as we ever trust a mercenary, and he rode with us several times against the Malrag warbands.” 
“How did you find out he was Demonsouled?” said Romaria. She sat at Mazael's right, spearing pieces of meat with her dagger. 
“He began creating infused Malrags,” said Kjalmir. “Only Demonsouled can do that. Even worse, he began creating Malrag warlocks. Malrag shamans that swallow a drop of Demonsouled blood become massively more powerful. They also gain the ability to conjure mistgates – portals through the spirit world that permit them to travel instantly from place to place.” 
“Corvad used a mistgate,” said Romaria, “when he escaped from our battle.”
“Did Corvad have a woman with him?” said Mazael. “One with the ability to disappear and reappear?” 
Kjalmir shook his head. “We never saw anyone like that with him. No doubt she joined him after he fled south. We realized what he was, and attacked him. It was a sharp battle – Corvad had already gathered infused Malrags around himself. But we overcame him, though he escaped.” 
“Did he ever raise zuvembies against you?” said Mazael.
“No,” said Kjalmir. “And we never saw him with that black diadem you described. Whatever it is, he must have found it after he left the Waste. Or perhaps he found it in the Waste, and took it south with him.”
“Do you have any idea what he wants?” said Mazael. “Or why he has come to the Grim Marches?”
Kjalmir shook his head. “None. And I cannot fathom why he would kidnap that wizard of yours. From what you described, it's as if one of Lucan Mandragon's spells went bad and turned on him. Why that would interest Corvad, I don’t know.”
“That staff,” muttered Timothy. “That black staff of his had something to do with it. It was a dark source of power, I'm sure of it. I tried to warn him against it, but he laughed it off. Well, he should have listened to me, my lord.”
Considering what had happened to Lucan, Timothy was probably right. 
“I don’t know what Corvad wants with a half-dead wizard and ancient documents,” said Kjalmir. “But whatever it is, I'll warrant it's nothing good. My lord Mazael, I suspect you want Corvad dead as much as I do. It would be best if we work together.”
“Agreed,” said Mazael. 
“You have my aid, as well,” said Gerald. “My wife is with child, and I dare not take her on the road to Knightcastle with Corvad's Malrags on the loose. She is not fond of Castle Cravenlock, but it is certainly safer than the open road.”  
“Your aid would be welcome,” said Mazael. 
“It seems to me,” said Gerald, “our first task is to find Corvad. If Corvad can travel from place to place through his warlocks' mistgates, we'll have a devil of a time tracking him down.”
Timothy tugged at his beard. “I, ah...I may have a solution to that, my lords.”
They all looked at him.
“Lucan had many enemies,” said Timothy, “and perhaps I should not repeat this, but he feared that his father or his brother would try to have him assassinated one day.”
Mazael knew both Lord Richard Dragonslayer and Lord Toraine the Black Dragon. Lucan's fears were not unjustified.
“He also bore the enmity of the San-keth, both from the business with Straganis and from some conflicts before he entered your service,” said Timothy. “He feared they might try to take him captive.”
Kjalmir grunted. “But what does that have to do with finding Corvad?”
“Lucan put a vial of his blood in my care,” said Timothy.
Silence answered that pronouncement. 
“So you can track him,” said Circan. “Use the blood to magically discern his location.” Circan himself had done the same thing, using a vial of Aldane Roland's blood to track the stolen child. 
“Aye,” said Timothy.
“He put a great deal of trust in you,” said Circan. “That blood could be a powerful weapon, in the wrong hands.”
Timothy shrugged. “Lucan trusted me, as much as he trusted anyone, but he took...precautions. The vial containing the blood is warded. If anyone other than me attempts to use it, the wards will...react. Violently, I expect.” 
“But you can use it to track Lucan?” said Circan.
Timothy nodded. “I'm certain of it.”
“That seems the best course,” said Kjalmir. “Your wizard uses this vial of blood to track down the Dragon’s Shadow. Corvad will not be far away, and once we know his location, we can take his head.” 
“We'll have to surprise him,” said Mazael. “Catch him off-guard, before his warlocks open a mistgate to escape.”
“The woman will be the dangerous one,” said Romaria, voice soft. “She saw me, when I followed Corvad's Malrags.”
“She can die alongside Corvad,” said Mazael. “Or we can simply kill his warlocks. I doubt Corvad has the ability to conjure mistgates on his own. We'll take as many men as the castle can spare – knights, mounted armsmen, and militia archers on horseback. Then we'll find Corvad, defeat his Malrags, and kill him.”
It sounded so easy. But Mazael doubted it would be that simple. 
Battles never were.



Chapter 9 – Shades
 
Lucan trudged through the dead forest, ancient leaves crackling beneath his boots. The moaning wind followed him, tugging at the branches, making them creak and groan. 
Save for his breathing, the creak of the trees, and the rustle of his boots, he heard no other sounds.
None at all.
Noises filled a living forest. This forest, this maze of dead trees, was motionless and lifeless. Lucan had not seen a single living thing. 
Save for the reapers.
Assuming they were living things, of course. 
He had not seen the reapers since the fight outside the forest. Yet from time to time he caught glimpses of them. Something that might have been a black cloak, pooled at the base of a tree. A bone-white hand, curled around a branch. Twice Lucan had loosed psychokinetic blasts, smashing a dead tree to splinters, only to realize he had been jumping at shadows.
The reapers – if they were still following him – knew how to remain unseen. 
Lucan wished he could conjure up a screen of minor spirit creatures to act as scouts. No matter how stealthy the reapers, they could not hide from the senses of a spirit wolf or falcon. He had tried the spell a half dozen times, only to fail again and again.
He tried once more.
Nothing happened. 
Lucan kept walking, mind racing, eyes scanning the trees.
He suspected the reapers were waiting for him to fall asleep. They knew his spells could harm them. But if they waited until he fell asleep, they could surge out of the darkness, reaching for him with their white hands...
He hadn't yet seen the features beneath those black hoods, and he didn't want to.
But sooner or later he would have to sleep. He had to find a safe place, or at least a defensible one, before that. One of the ruins he had glimpsed in the forest, perhaps? 
For that matter, he had to find something to eat and to drink. Soon. He had been walking perhaps six hours. Or had it been longer? Was that the reapers' strategy? To wait until Lucan collapsed, exhausted from hunger and thirst, and then to fall upon him?
That, he had to admit, was a good plan. It was what he would have done, facing a more powerful opponent. Wear him down bit by bit, until...
A branch creaked, and Lucan saw a flash of white in the shadow of a tree.
He thrust out his hand, summoning power. Psychokinetic force hammered into the dead tree, which exploded into dry splinters. The crack echoed through the forest. 
But nothing stirred in the ruins of the tree. Lucan turned in a slow circle, breathing hard, eyes darting back and forth.
Nothing. 
He was alone.
Or so it seemed.
He turned again, scanning the trees, the dark mountain with the massive black city in the distance, the curl of smoke rising over the branches...
Lucan blinked.
If something caught flame here, the fire would turn this forest of dry trees into an inferno. A sharp smell came to Lucan’s nose. Meat, cooking over a fire. Did someone live here in this bleak land? Lucan’s mind sorted through the possibilities. Whoever lived here might well prove hostile, and whatever had started that fire might not even be human. Yet Lucan needed a place to rest, and he needed food. 
He took a deep breath and walked towards the smoke. 
The forest parted in a clearing, and in the clearing stood a village. 
The small houses had been built out of the same black stone as the city that crowned the distant mountain. The place looked abandoned, the houses weathered, the doors and windows open and empty. A small domed church stood in the center of the village. The church’s windows had been smashed, and its twin doors lay on a pile of rubble at the foot of the stairs.
The smoke came from the church. 
The village seemed long-deserted, without a hint of another living soul. Perhaps the reapers had killed whoever lived here. Yet still it looked...dangerous. As if unseen eyes watched from the empty windows and doors. 
Yet there was that smoke from the church.
And Lucan needed a safe place to sleep.
He walked into the village, ready to unleash a psychokinetic blast at anything that moved. The village remained silent. The only hint of movement was the steady curl of smoke rising from the ring of windows encircling the base of the church’s dome. 
That domed church...
Lucan blinked. The church was built in the style of the old kingdom of Dracaryl, which had once ruled over the Grim Marches, along with the Great Mountains and the Black Plains. Yet if that writhing black sky was any indication, Lucan was not in the Grim Marches. He wasn't even sure he was in the mortal world. 
Why would a church in the style of Dracaryl be...here, wherever here was?
“You shouldn't have come.”
Lucan whirled, hand coming up to unleash a spell.
An old man stood in the doorway of an empty house, clad in rough woolen clothes and a greasy leather apron. A fringe of white hair encircled his bald head, and a maze of wrinkles marked his tanned face. A face that looked familiar...
“Crispin?” said Lucan in astonishment. He had known Crispin for years. The old man worked in the stables of Swordgrim, tending to Lord Richard Mandragon's horses. He'd been terrified of Lucan, but so had everyone else at Swordgrim. “What the devil are you doing here?”
Crispin's pale eyes glittered with hatred. “You don't belong here. You should go back, now, before it's too late.” 
“Where am I?” said Lucan. 
Crispin said nothing, still glaring at Lucan.
“What is this place?” said Lucan. “Answer me!”
“You did it,” hissed Crispin. “You killed the trees. You blighted the earth. You shattered the city's walls and laid it waste. It is on your hands.” 
“What are you talking about?” said Lucan. “I have never been here before.” He glanced at the black city atop the mountain. “How could I have laid that city waste?”
“You did it,” said Crispin. “You drank the poison. You feasted on corruption. You killed the forests and ruined the city and tainted the earth with your vileness. And you did this all for nothing.” 
“Damn it,” said Lucan, “give me a straight answer, or I'll tear it from you. Where am I?”
“You,” said Crispin.
“You?” said Lucan. “What does that mean? Where am I?”
Crispin fell silent, his eyes still bright with malice. 
“How did you get here?” said Lucan. “We're a long way from Swordgrim...wherever we are. Did my father dismiss you from his service?”
“You brought me here,” said Crispin.
Lucan scowled. “I did no such thing.”
“I am your servant,” said Crispin. “I yearn to serve you, to obey you.”
“Do you?” said Lucan. “Well, obey. Tell me where I am.”
“You,” said Crispin.
Lucan gritted his teeth in annoyance. He focused his will, gathered power, and began casting a spell. The spell would let him reach into Crispin's mind, and force the old man to speak the truth. A strong enough will could fight the spell, but Lucan doubted Crispin possessed the strength of mind for such a feat. 
Lucan finished the spell and gestured, his thoughts reaching for Crispin's mind...
...and found absolutely nothing there.
It was like swinging a sword through empty air. If Crispin's mind possessed defensive wards, his spell would have clashed against them. But it was as if Crispin wasn't really there at all. 
Like an illusion.
Lucan cast another spell, the one to sense the presence of magical forces.
It found nothing.
He grabbed Crispin's shoulder. The old man gave no reaction. Lucan felt the rough wool of Crispin's shirt, the warmth of his flesh beneath the cloth. The old man was no illusion. He was really there.
Or else Lucan was hallucinating.
“You shouldn't have come here.”
A woman's voice, querulous and soft. Lucan stepped away from Crispin and saw an old woman in a black dress hobbling towards him, and all the hair on the back of his neck stood up. He remembered this old woman very well. Natalia had been his nurse as a child, watching over him until the age of seven. Lucan had preferred her company to that of his father and his brother. 
Natalia had also died nine years ago. 
“This,” said Lucan, “this isn't possible.”
Again he worked the spell to sense the presence of magical forces, expecting to find that Natalia was an illusion, or a shade conjured up by necromancy. 
And again his spell detected no magic. Natalia was really here. But she had been dead for years, even before Marstan had left his polluted memories in Lucan's mind...
“You shouldn't have come here,” said Natalia, again.
“I don't understand,” said Lucan. 
“You did this,” said Natalia.
Lucan saw more men and women emerging from the houses. He knew all of them. The cooks in the kitchens of Swordgrim. The old knight who had taught Lucan to hold a sword, before his talent had manifested and his father had apprenticed him to Marstan. His brother's childhood friends, bullies and thugs like Toraine himself. The bailiff of the town outside of Swordgrim's gates. Lucan knew them all. Some still lived.
Some had been dead for years.
Had he lost his mind? Or was this all a vision taking place within his own head?
“You did this,” said Natalia. “You slew the trees. You poisoned the ground. You poured your corruption into the earth. You brought yourself here. You did this to us.”
“You summoned us,” said the old knight, his armor clanking. “You created us.”
They drew closer, closing in a circle around him. Lucan backed away, ready to unleash psychokinetic blasts. They pushed him towards the church, drove him towards the doors. 
“You did this,” said Crispin. “You tainted the earth, blighted the ground.”
“You did this to yourself,” said Natalia.
“It is your fault,” said the old knight.
Lucan backed up the stairs to the church, stepping over the fallen boards of the door. Should he attack and fight his way free? With his magic, he would have no problem fighting off a dozen old men and women. But these people had done him no harm. And some of them had been dead for years. 
Were they even real? 
“Go and look,” hissed Crispin, face twisted with rage. “Go and see what you did to yourself.”
Lucan backed through the doors of the church, turned around, and almost screamed.
In place of the altar, a bed of glowing coals dominated the far end of the church, painting the walls with hellish light. A thick iron chain hung from the ceiling, and a naked man danged from the links, roasting over the coals. Black blood sizzled against the coals, and Lucan saw that the chain had been threaded between the bones of the hanging man's forearms. The man himself almost looked like a Malrag, gray skin covered in tumors and growths, black veins threading through his twisted limbs, his eyes ablaze with crimson light. And his face...his face...
The man dangling from the chain, whimpering in agony, had Lucan's features. Lucan remembered the bloodstaff burning in his hands, remembered watching in terrified impotence as his skin turned gray, as his limbs twisted and knotted...
He heard a metallic clink from the church's steps and turned.
Crispin, Natalia, and the other stood on the stairs, watching him. They held a chain of black iron in their hands. They were going to chain him, Lucan realized with a chill, bind him and let him roast to death.
He snarled and lifted his hand. Let them try! He would blast...
“You summoned us,” hissed Crispin.
“You poisoned the land,” said Natalia.
“Why do you fight us?” said the old knight, armored hands creaking against the iron chain. 
“Resist us all you wish,” said Natalia, “but you will not escape us, for you called us into being. Whether you wish it or not.”
She took a step forward, and she and the others changed. 
One moment they were men and women. The next they were gaunt shapes draped in hooded black cloaks, white hands and feet jutting from the folds like bones from ashes. Darkness filled their hoods, but Lucan had the sense of something malevolent watching him the within blackness, something that hated him and yearned to watch him suffer.
The reapers. 
Lucan yelled and flung out his hands. Psychokinetic force exploded from him and slammed into the reapers. Some crashed into the walls of the church, while others tumbled backwards down the stairs. Yet the creatures recovered quickly, springing back to their feet with fluid grace, rushing up the stairs with terrible speed. Another blast of invisible force sent them falling down the stairs once more, but the reapers against the wall recovered and came at Lucan. 
Lucan had driven back the reapers before. But here, trapped in the church, they could harry him until his strength failed, and then they would kill him.
Or, to judge from the creature hanging from the chain, they would do worse than kill him. 
He had to alter the odds.
Lucan thrust his hand towards the ceiling, all his power and will flowing into the next spell. The psychokinetic blast hammered into the dome like a thunderbolt, ripping it to a spray of rock shards. Lucan hooked his fingers, and his will caught the shards, sent them hurtling at the charging reapers. The rock chunks slammed into the creatures, knocking them to the ground.
Their bodies dissolved into reeking black smoke. 
But the surviving reapers scrambled over the rubble. Lucan lashed out with psychokinetic blasts, driving them back, but one of the reapers got close enough to rake him with pale claws. Lucan tried to dodge, but the claws tore through the skin of his shoulder. 
Droplets of his blood fell against the flagstone floor, soaking through the cracks.
And Lucan felt power surge from the earth and into him. 
Power like iron, burning like molten stone. Lucan's weariness vanished, his weariness fell away, and the wounds on his shoulder closed. The remaining reapers froze in place, gazing at him with fear, and Lucan drew upon the newfound power. A symbol written in lines of crimson fire appeared on his palm, and the sigil's fiery light fell upon the reapers. The nearest three burst into flames, crumbling into stinking black ash, while the few survivors fled. Lucan laughed, climbing over the rubble of the dome and striding down the church's stairs. He would hunt down the reapers one by one, make them scream and weep and beg for mercy...
The power drained from Lucan, and left behind only corruption.
He fell to his hands and knees and retched, body shaking with cramps. Long, painful moments later, he looked up, blinking.
The reapers were gone. 
He heard the clank of a chain. 
Lucan got to his feet, looking into the church. 
The creature hanging from the chain, the thing with his features, gazed at him with burning eyes. For a terrible instant, Lucan felt drawn to the thing, pulled towards it, like iron filings towards a lodestone. 
Like the creature was a part of him.
It grinned at him, black tongue rasping over jagged yellow teeth, and vanished in a swirl of black smoke. The empty chain swung back and forth over the coals, gleaming in the red light. 
Lucan stared at it for a moment, and then staggered down the stairs.
Mattias waited for him in the street, worn cloak billowing in the moaning wind.
“This isn't real,” said Lucan, “is it?”
Mattias grinned. “Real, you say? What is reality?”
Lucan growled. “I am sick to death of games.”
He focused his will and cast the spell to read the thoughts of another, directing it at Mattias. 
And the spell crashed against a ward like a wall of molten iron. Lucan stumbled back a few steps as his spell rebounded through his mind. That ward had been powerful beyond anything Lucan could have cast himself, even with the aid of the bloodstaff. 
Mattias lifted one eyebrow. 
“That,” he said, red fire glimmering in his eyes, “was an exceedingly bad idea. I ought to shatter your mind into a thousand little pieces. But that would be so very wasteful.” 
“You're real enough,” said Lucan. “That ward proves it. What is this, then?” He waved his hand at the village, the dead forest, everything. “Is this all your illusion? Some sort of game?”
“Bah,” said Mattias. “What a tedious mind you have. Is this all real? If you mean physically real, materially really...then no, of course not.” He grinned, the red fire in his eyes glimmering. “But more things are real than just material objects. Mortal men are both flesh and spirit.”
“Flesh and spirit,” said Lucan. “Then...this is the spirit world?”
“Should I tell you?” said Mattias. “Well...you've survived this far, perhaps you deserve some of the truth. Why not? Yes, this is the spirit world.”
That would explain why Lucan's summoning spells failed.
“Is this hell?” said Lucan.
“It's certainly not paradise,” said Mattias. “But you're not in hell. Or one of the hells. Not yet, anyway. Probably because you're not yet dead.”
“Then you brought me here,” said Lucan.
“I most certainly did not,” said Mattias. “You did it to yourself. You were using a bloodstaff, weren't you?”
Lucan said nothing. 
“Forged in the blood of a powerful Demonsouled,” said Mattias. “Mazael Cravenlock himself, most likely. Did you tell him about it? No? I doubt it. You needed all that raw power, never mind that...”
“It was necessary,” said Lucan. “We faced powerful enemies. Without the bloodstaff's strength to augment my own, I could not face them.” 
“And the bloodstaff served you so well when you faced your enemies, didn't it?” said Mattias. “You triumphed decisively over Malavost.” He smiled. “Or the bloodstaff eroded the defenses of your mind until Malavost could take control of you, force you to kill the Elderborn Seer, and then make the staff explode in your hands. I forget which.” 
Again Lucan said nothing. Mattias's description of the battle, and of Lucan's errors, was all too accurate.
“Children that play with fire,” said Mattias, “get burned.” 
“How do you know what happened?” said Lucan.
“Oh, Malavost was another student of a student of mine,” said Mattias. “Like you. And a good teacher keeps track of his wayward students.”
“Fine. I am here entirely through my fault and not some game of yours,” said Lucan. “This is the spirit world. I am not, apparently, yet dead. Why?”
Mattias studied him for a moment. “When the bloodstaff's power backlashed through you, it did not kill you. It twisted you, yes. But it did not kill your physical body. It did, however, sunder your soul from your flesh. Currently, you are trapped here, in the spirit world,” he gestured at the silent village and the dead forest, “in a domain of your own making, made up from your own memories.” 
“And why are you here?” said Lucan.
“Entertainment, of course,” said Mattias. “Watching you struggle to escape has been most stimulating.” 
“And how do I escape?” said Lucan.
“I told you,” said Mattias. He pointed at the black city on the distant mountain. “Your answers lie there. I strongly suggest that you get moving. Just because your mortal body hasn't yet died doesn't mean that it is invincible. And there are several people with a keen interest in obtaining your mortal flesh. It turns out that you can do all sorts of interesting things with blood tainted by Demonsouled corruption.” 
“The reapers,” said Lucan. “What are they?”
Mattias grinned, gray eyes glinting with red light. “You drew Demonsouled power into your flesh, over and over. Where did you think all that power would go, exactly?”
Something crackled behind Lucan.
He whirled up, half-expecting to see the reapers or his deformed duplicate. But the church was empty. Again he heard the crackling noise, and realized it came from the dying coals. 
Lucan cursed, and when he turned around, Mattias was gone.
Of course.
He stared at the empty street for a moment, struggling against the growing unease. He was in a great deal of danger. His body no doubt still lay in the Garden of the Temple at Deepforest Keep, and he had no way of knowing how much time had passed in the physical world. If Ultorin broke through the walls, the Malrags would kill Lucan as soon as they found his body.
And then he would be trapped here forever. 
Well, not forever. Only until the reapers found him. If Mattias was right, if they were the manifestations of the Demonsouled power Lucan had stolen, they would never stop hunting him.
Assuming Mattias wasn't lying. 
What did he want from Lucan? Doubtless his advice had a price. And Lucan suspected that “Mattias” was not his real name.
He wondered if Mattias was even human.
But Mattias was right - Lucan had to get moving. He could not stay here. Sooner or later the reapers would overpower him...or someone would kill Lucan's physical body in the material world.
He left the village and walked towards the mountain and the black city.



Chapter 10 – Vengeance
 
Corvad was not pleased.
“All of them?” he said, almost shouting. 
Molly gave an indifferent shrug. “As far as I know. Mazael and those Arminiars had killed most of them by the time I made it to the mistgate.”
She and Corvad stood on a cliff, an icy wind whipping around them. Corvad liked to move every few days, traveling via mistgate to a new location. Considering the number of people who wanted to kill him, it was a sensible precaution. This time Corvad had chosen a long-abandoned mining village high in the foothills of the Great Mountains, just below the tree line. It was as far into the mountains as Corvad could go. 
At least via mistgate. Mistgates did not work in the Great Mountains. 
“You got all the Malrags killed?” said Corvad. His gray eyes looked colder and harder than the sides of the mountains. “All seven hundred of them? And all four of the Ogrags?” 
“You're the one who sent the Malrags through the mistgate, brother,” said Molly. "And you chose not to lead them. That is hardly my doing.” She smirked. “Were you afraid of catching more arrows in the throat?” 
Corvad's scowl sharpened, and for a moment Molly was certain that he would attack her. Let the fool try! So close to the cliff, she would pull them both off. Corvad would plummet to his death, while Molly walked the shadows to safety.
She doubted that even Demonsouled healing could handle a thousand-foot fall. 
“The Malrags were sent to distract the townsmen,” said Corvad, “so you could steal the books. I did not send them to get slaughtered!”
“So?” said Molly.
“So?” said Corvad. “Do you know how much time it took to create that many infused Malrags? And with that fool Kjalmir on our trail, we shall need every Malrag we can find!” 
“Infused or not, Malrags are only tools,” said Molly. “Go dominate some more and infuse them. Or raise more zuvembies with that diadem of yours.”
“Grandfather will be displeased,” said Corvad.
Molly laughed. “Grandfather does not care about the Malrags, and nor should you. Besides, you didn't know that Mazael would be there in person.”
“No,” said Corvad, the rage in his eyes sharpening. “No, I didn't. It will take more than Malrags to kill him.”
“I will kill him,” said Molly. Suddenly her rage matched Corvad's. “For what he did to me. For what he did to Nicholas.” 
“Those were my Malrags,” said Corvad, voice quiet and hard. “You shouldn't have wasted them.” 
She met Corvad's glare with one of her own. He looked angrier than she had ever seen him. And over some Malrags? He had hardly cared about their losses at the ruined castle. Uneasiness threaded into Molly’s rage. Powerful Demonsouled often went insane, descending into homicidal mania. 
Had Corvad lost control of himself at last? 
“If you're going to kill me,” said Molly, “wait until I've killed Mazael first. I don't care what happens after that.” 
Corvad blinked, and something like sanity returned to his face. “Yes. I do want to kill things, sister. And our grandfather promised we could kill thousands, if we only listened to him.” He blinked again. “The books?”
Molly handed him the two ancient books she had taken from the church of Cravenlock Town.
“Good,” said Corvad, turning from the cliff. “Come.” 
She had nothing better to do, so she followed him. 
Malrags and a few Ogrags wandered through the ruined village, indifferent to both the cold wind and the occasional flake of drifting snow. All that remained of the village was a maze of stone walls, the doors and roofs having long since perished. Corvad walked into the wreckage of the village's manor house. Part of the roof was still intact, sheltering his collection of books and scrolls. Lucan Mandragon lay against one wall, limbs twitching, eyes trembling behind closed lids. 
The Malrag warlocks stood in the corner, the crimson glow of their third eyes staining the rough stone a pale red. 
“Why did you want those books, anyway?” said Molly. 
“They're histories,” said Corvad, seating himself at the scorched table. He'd had the Malrags carry it through the mistgate. “A copy of the chronicles of Old Dracaryl. Incomplete, of course. Most of the books of Dracaryl were lost in the dark magic that devoured their kingdom. But it may be enough.” He tapped a pair of scrolls. “Arylkrad is mentioned in both of these scrolls, in a record of the tribute the barbarian tribes across the mountains paid to the high lords of Dracaryl. Between that, and the book, I should be able to find what I seek.”  
His voice changed as he spoke, becoming almost passionate. Her brother enjoyed history, enjoyed studying it for its own sake. Had their mother not died, had the Skulls not taken them, Corvad could have made an excellent scholar.
Had they not been Demonsouled. 
Molly wondered what her life would have been like had she not been cursed with demon-tainted blood.
Might Nicholas still be alive? 
“Am I boring you?” said Corvad. The anger was back. 
Molly gave an indifferent shrug. “You were always one for old books, brother. I have different amusements.”
“There is power in these old books,” said Corvad. He lifted his black diadem from a corner of the table. It had been fashioned in the shape of a dragon wrapped around the wearer’s head, a massive emerald nestled in the dragon's claws. The stone was dark now, but when Corvad wore it, the gem would flicker with ghostly green light. “Great power. The high lords of Dracaryl were wizards of might. Their spells commanded the dragons themselves, and their magic raised armies of the dead.” 
“Little good their power did them,” said Molly. “They were devoured by their own dark magic, in the end.”
Corvad scoffed. “Because they were fools. We are the Demonsouled, sister. Power is our birthright. The high lords of Dracaryl proved unworthy of their power. I shall claim their power from their ruins, and the world shall be mine.” 
Molly laughed. “The world, yes. And what will you do with the world once you have it, Corvad? You'll run out of people to kill sooner or later.” 
Corvad sneered. “You spent too much time around that dead pet of yours. He's made you weak.”
Molly's vision turned scarlet, her heartbeat thundering in her ears.
She wanted to draw her sword and ram it down Corvad's gullet until not even his Demonsouled blood could heal the wounds. Her hand closed into a fist. She needed Corvad. She could not kill Mazael Cravenlock without him, without his plan.
And killing Mazael, avenging Nicholas, was more important than anything else. 
Molly spun away from Corvad and stalked into the shadows. 
When she reappeared, she stood on a boulder a few hundred yards above the village. Again she walked into the shadows, and again, until she perched on an icy ledge far above the ruins. Below she saw the tough pine trees dotting the foothills, and beyond the vast expanse of the Grim Marches.
She was alone.
Molly slumped against the side of the mountain, ignoring the cold. 
It had been over a year since Nicholas had offered marriage to her, offering it to her as if she had been a proper noblewoman, and not the bastard child of a minor noble. 
As if she had not been a Skull, trained to deal death from with poison and blade. 
But he had offered and she accepted with all her heart. He spoke of traveling to the free cities, and disappearing into their crowds. Or taking ship to the distant ports beyond the Great Southern Forest, and starting new lives there. Molly only wanted to stay with him, to leave her past behind, to abandon all of it. 
Then she had returned to find Nicholas dying in his own blood.
Molly hissed, her fingers closing so hard her fingernails dug into her palms. She had almost been free. She had almost been happy. And then Mazael Cravenlock had taken all that from her. She would find him and make him pay. A hundred years of agony would not repay him for what he had done to her.
Ten thousand would not repay him for what he had done to Nicholas. 
Molly sat on the icy ledge from a long time, the tears trickling down her cheeks and turning to ice. Her fingers grew cold and chill, but she did not care. Eventually the cramps and the hunger pangs in her belly grew too sharp to ignore. She could not avenge Nicholas if she starved to death on the side of this desolate mountain.
She rose, walked the shadows, and returned to the ruined village.
-Great mistress-
One of the infused Malrags stared at her, crimson veins throbbing across its face. 
-The great master bids you to speak with him, once you return-
“I'm sure he does,” said Molly.
Gods, but the Malrags disgusted her. They were clever and fierce, but tortured and killed for no purpose but the sheer joy of it. What, she wondered, would the Malrag have done to Nicholas, had it found him wounded?
She almost killed the creature on the spot, but decided she didn't want another argument with Corvad. Instead she walked the shadows and reappeared in the ruined manor house, next to Corvad's table. His pet warlocks remained motionless in the corners. Lucan Mandragon twitched in the depths of his nightmares. Corvad still sat at his table, paging through one of the books Molly had brought. 
He was smiling.
“There you are,” said Corvad. “What do you do when you wander off like that, I wonder?”
“I'm plotting against you, of course,” said Molly, “for I plan to murder you and seize control of this rabble of Malrags for myself.” 
To her annoyance, Corvad did not take the bait. “Unlikely. You hate Malrags. And I have found what we need.”
Molly blinked. “A map to Arylkrad?”
“No,” said Corvad. “But I know where to find one.” He tapped the ancient book. “The high lords of Dracaryl thirsted for more dark magic, for more necromancy. And few necromancers can match the prowess of the San-keth archpriests. So the high lords of Dracaryl made an alliance with the serpent people, trading with them and sharing their secrets. They allowed the San-keth to build a temple below what is now Castle Cravenlock.”
“So you think the temple has the map?” said Molly. “Unlikely. Mazael Cravenlock found the temple and slew the San-keth. Do you really think he would keep books of dark magic for his own use? Most likely he burned them all.”
“Oh, Mazael would have,” said Corvad, “but Lucan Mandragon?”
Molly looked at the unconscious wizard. 
“Grandfather told us that Mazael sealed the temple,” said Corvad, “but I suspect the Dragon's Shadow made himself a lair down there. It would be a perfect sanctuary, would it not? Especially if everyone else believed the temple had been sealed. He could have hidden anything he wanted in the temple.” 
“Including the temple's library,” said Molly. It made sense a great deal of sense. For all her brother's rage, he was not a fool.
“Yes,” said Corvad. “The high lords of Dracaryl made gifts of books and scrolls to the San-keth. Among them, almost certainly, is a map to Arylkrad...or at least an indication where we can find one. And you, sister, are going to take that map.” 



Chapter 11 – Duel
 
Romaria awoke in darkness.
She lay naked in bed, resting against Mazael. Romaria had spent long months traveling through the wilderness, and grown accustomed to sleeping on the ground, wrapped in a cloak to ward off the chill. She had taught herself to wake at the approach of predators
Needless to say, sleeping upon a mattress underneath a roof was preferable.
So why had she awakened as if a predator approached? 
She lifted her head from Mazael's chest. His bedroom was silent and dark, moonlight leaking through the windows and balcony door. Mazael was asleep, his breathing slow and steady. No sounds of alarm came from the windows. Castle Cravenlock seemed secure. 

So why did it feel like something was wrong?
Years ago, she would have dismissed the feeling as mere fear. She knew better now. Romaria was the daughter of a human father and an Elderborn mother, and the magic in the Elderborn half of her soul manifested itself as the beast. The beast's senses were keener than her own, and often noticed things that she did not. 
Of course, she was the beast, and the beast was her. 
Romaria slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Mazael, and walked barefoot across the cold stone floor. She dressed, pulling on her boots and trousers and leather armor. Most of the women of the castle regarded her as a dangerous wildling come out of the south to seduce their lord. But that was all right – they also regarded Mazael with a mixture of respect and terror, fearful of the man who had defeated the Malrags, yet grateful that such a knight was their lord and protector.
She picked up her weapons and stepped into the hallway, sniffing at the air.
 
###
 
Molly perched on the curtain wall, watching the dark mass of Castle Cravenlock's keep. 
Armsmen walked the ramparts and kept watch over the surrounding countryside, attending to their duties with diligence. Mazael had trained his men well. Yet Molly knew how to remain unseen, and she kept hidden in the shadows of the battlements. 
It would have been easier if Corvad's pet warlocks had simply opened a mistgate inside the castle. But the warlocks could not. The castle had been layered in wards. Lucan's work, no doubt, or that of another wizard. The mistgate opened in a quiet field a few hundred yards from the base of the castle's hill. 
But no spell could keep Molly from walking the shadows. 
She stepped into the swirling darkness and reappeared atop the castle’s highest tower. No one could see her here, and she could walk the shadows into the keep with ease.
She lifted her left wrist.
A bronze chain wrapped around her arm held a crystal vial of black blood. One of the warlocks had made the thing, drawing the blood from Lucan Mandragon, muttering spells over it all the while. 
“Think of it as a...compass, sister,” Corvad had said. “Mazael ordered the temple sealed. I suspect Lucan used his spells to arrange his own private entrance to the temple. A low-power mistgate, most likely, allowing him to enter the temple unseen. That vial of blood detects Lucan's spells. Use it to find whatever magical method he had to enter the temple.” 
Molly waved her arm over the keep, the vial sliding against her sleeve. As she did, it grew colder, and tugged against its chain, like a nail inching towards a lodestone. 
One of Lucan's spells. Below her.
She drew on the burning darkness within her and entered the shadows.
 
###
 
Romaria walked through the hallways of the castle.
There was something...wrong. Something in the air. So faint that even she could barely smell it, but it was there. Some taint, some corruption. She didn’t recognize it, but it was there, and getting stronger. 
She left the King's Tower, where Mazael kept his bedroom, and entered the main keep. The faint odor grew stronger as she climbed the stairs to the higher levels of the keep.
For a moment Romaria considered becoming the great black wolf, and using its senses, but she discarded the idea. The armsmen had grown used to her sudden transformations, but many of Mazael's vassals and servants might turn against him if they saw her transform.
Besides, whatever was causing that smell was on the top of the keep. Romaria could find it in human form.
She kept climbing, her hand twitching towards the hilt of her bastard sword. 
 
###
 
Molly opened the door.
The chamber occupied the top floor of the keep’s corner tower. The room was not large, and held only a narrow bed, a writing desk, and an empty wardrobe. Hardly the place one expected a wizard with the fearsome reputation of the Dragon's Shadow to live. 
But the vial trembled on its chain like a living thing. 
Molly closed the door, turning in a slow circle with her arm extended. There. The empty wall opposite the bed. She crossed the room and held her hand against the stone wall. Her fingers tingled with the presence of magic, and gray mist swirled across the wall. A small mistgate appeared before the her, swirling and writhing.
The vial strained against its chain.
Molly shook her head, part in annoyance, part in admiration. Sometimes Corvad went berserk with rage, but he was clever. Cleverer than Lucan Mandragon, apparently. Lucan had conjured this secret mistgate, even within the castle's defensive wards, but Corvad had puzzled it out anyway. 
She drew her sword and stepped into the mistgate. 
 
###
 
Romaria reached the top floor of the keep.
The smell was stronger here, almost strong enough for her to recognize it. And it made the teeth peel back from her lips in a snarl, made her reach for the hilt of her sword. Whatever it was, it was the smell of an enemy. 
She froze.
Lucan Mandragon.
It was the smell of corruption and tainted magic that she had smelled from his black staff. It was the same reek she had smelled on his twisted body after the victory at Deepforest Keep. Damn it all, but Mazael should have killed him. If Lucan ever woke up, Romaria suspected he would no longer be sane.
Or even human. 
And there was a second smell, fainter, but still distinct. Tainted, yet dark and strong, like a thunderstorm in a dead forest.
The woman who could vanish in a swirl of darkness.
She was here.
Romaria drew her sword and broke into a run. 
 
###
 
Molly stepped out of the mistgate.
The only light was a distant red glow, but the darkness did not trouble Molly. She stood in a corridor built of crimson marble, the high ceiling arching overhead. Doors lined the hall, and in the distance she saw a massive pair of double doors, red light leaking from them.
A San-keth temple. The Skulls sometimes took contracts from the San-keth, or from human proselytes of the serpent god Sepharivaim. Molly had been to San-keth temples before, and she knew the layout. 
She crossed to the double doors and pushed one open.
The large chamber beyond had once been the temple's sanctuary, though no doubt Mazael had destroyed the images of Sepharivaim. Now it was the workroom of a wizard. The pale red light came from nowhere, likely sustained by Lucan's spells. Long tables stood in the center of the sanctuary, laden with glass vials, jars of powder, and strange bronze instruments. A summoning circle, adorned with ornate symbols, had been painted upon the marble floor. A balcony ringed the sanctuary, perhaps twenty feet off the floor, and wooden shelves stood beneath the balcony.
Laden with books and scrolls.
Corvad had been right. Lucan had indeed saved the San-keth temple's library. 
She crossed to the shelves and sorted through them. Several books written in the language of Old Dracaryl. A pair of scrolls written in the tongue of the San-keth. A manual of necromantic spells. Molly picked up the books and scrolls and dumped them on a table. 
She could not read the tongue of Dracaryl, so she ignored those books. Corvad could read them later. She did, however, know something of the San-keth language, so she unrolled a scroll and looked it over. It was a map of the Grim Marches, created before the kingdom of Dracaryl had collapsed in its own dark magic. After moment Molly realized that the map showed the San-keth temples of the Grim Marches. No doubt many had been destroyed or abandoned in the centuries since, but perhaps some remained active. A list of notations had been written next to the location of each temple. 
Molly gazed at the lists, and blinked in surprise. 
Oh, this would please Corvad. 
 
###
 
The smell led Romaria to Lucan Mandragon's room.
For a son of Richard Mandragon, Lucan had lived in stark simplicity. A narrow bed, a simple desk, and an empty wardrobe. Yet the stench of corruption was strongest in here. Had Lucan returned in the company of the Demonsouled woman? 
Then Romaria felt the magical power in the air. 
She stepped to the stone wall, sword raised in guard, and the wall began to crawl with gray mist. As she moved closer, the gray mist spread, until a door-sized patch shimmered before her.
A mistgate. 
Romaria hesitated. Timothy had claimed that Lucan's wards were proof against mistgates, but Lucan might have betrayed them. Or Corvad's Malrag warlocks might have the power to force their way past the wards. Yet this mistgate was so small. If Corvad planned to attack Castle Cravenlock, why not have his warlocks open a massive mistgate in the great hall? His Malrags could flood out and kill half the garrison in a few moments. Why a small mistgate?
Not an attack, then. An infiltration. The Demonsouled woman had come to spy on Castle Cravenlock, and perhaps Lucan had accompanied her. If Romaria acted quickly, she could kill both the woman and Lucan before they caused any harm. 
But if another mistgate opened within the castle, catching Mazael's men unprepared...
Romaria hurried to the room's narrow window.
“To arms!” she shouted at the top of her lungs. “To arms! Enemies in the castle! To arms!”
She heard the stirrings of alarm on the castle walls, and then the high wail as an armsman blew a horn. 
Good enough. If Corvad and the Malrags attacked, the castle would be ready.
In the meantime, Romaria would deal with Lucan and the Demonsouled woman.
She strode through the mistgate.
 
###
 
Molly's eyes scanned the ancient map.
Part of it showed the rocky hills west of Castle Cravenlock. A San-keth temple lay there, hidden in the hills, or so the map claimed. Whether the temple had been abandoned or destroyed, Molly had no idea. Yet the temple or its ruins might still lie hidden beneath hills.
She read the list of notations next to the temple.
No doubt a village stood on the site. San-keth temples tended to attract villages of human proselytes, who labored to hide the homes of their serpent masters. Contemptible fools, the lot of them. The serpent people made no secret of their hatred for humans, yet human proselytes still served the San-keth eagerly. But if the San-keth remained in the temple, and if a community of proselytes served the serpent priests, they would not share their books with Corvad. 
Not without a fight.
Well, Corvad could take the books once the San-keth were dead. 
Molly reached to take the map. 
Had something just moved in the darkness?
She lifted her sword. The sanctuary was empty, save for Lucan's books and magical equipment. The double doors stood half-open, just as she had left them. Her eyes swept the high balcony ringing the sanctuary, but saw nothing.
Still, the feeling of being watched would not go away, and Molly had long ago learned to trust her instincts. 
Best to take the map and go.
 
###
 
Romaria emerged from the mistgate and found herself in a wide corridor built of crimson marble. The corridor ended in a pair of double doors standing half-open. A pale red light shone through those doors, like the glow from a dying fire. 
Romaria recognized the place at once.
The San-keth temple below Castle Cravenlock.
A rush of dark memories filled her mind. Mazael's grim expression as he learned the truth about his brother and sister. Fighting the proselytes in the sanctuary. Chasing Skhath through the secret passage to the castle's chapel.
The Old Demon standing on the chapel's altar, killing fire in his hand...
No, she didn't want to remember that.
Why the devil had Corvad created a mistgate leading from Lucan's room to the San-keth temple? It made no sense. 
Unless...
Romaria scowled.
Unless the mistgate had been here before Corvad's attacks. 
Suddenly Lucan's austere room made a great deal of sense. No doubt the Dragon's Shadow had sought a sanctuary away from his father's prying eyes, a place where he could work dark magic in secret. And what place better than a San-keth temple, one already stocked with a library of necromantic works?
Damn it, but Mazael should never have trusted Lucan. 
And the library...that was why the Demonsouled woman had come here. Corvad must have learned of the temple's library, and dispatched the Demonsouled woman to claim one of the books of dark magic. No doubt the Demonsouled woman had hoped to take the books and leave without anyone the wiser.
Romaria slid her bastard sword back into its scabbard and glided forward, her boots making no noise against the marble. She lifted her composite bow and strung it one silent motion. Romaria doubted a single arrow could kill the Demonsouled woman. But it would stun the woman, give Romaria enough time to cut off her head and cut out her heart.
Even Demonsouled healing would not recover from that. 
Romaria reached the doors to the sanctuary, and spotted the woman.
She stood at a table covered in glass jars and vials, frowning down at a scroll. The Demonsouled woman wore dark leather and wool, a sword in her right hand, knives at her belt. She looked young. No more than twenty, certainly. Most men would have found her pretty, but her expression was grim.
Almost grieving.
Romaria didn't care. 
She raised her bow and loosed an arrow just as the Demonsouled woman looked up. 
 
###
 
Molly saw the flicker of motion in the double doors. 
She threw herself into the shadows, and reappeared a few feet away from the table. An instant later a steel-tipped arrow shot through the space she had occupied. A tall woman stood in the double doors, her hand dipping into a belt quiver for a fresh arrow.
Romaria Greenshield.
Molly sprinted into the shadows, and reappeared a few feet in front of Romaria, sword darting for the other woman's heart. Romaria clubbed aside the thrust with her bow, stepped back, and drew her bastard sword with a steely hiss. 
Molly paced back, keeping her eyes on Romaria. 
It was the first good look Molly had gotten at Mazael Cravenlock's lover. She was in her early thirties, perhaps five or six years younger than Mazael himself. Long black hair bound in a braid, and eyes the blue of glacial ice. Romaria held her sword like she knew how to use it, and Molly had seen her plunge arrows into Corvad at a great distance. A strong woman, capable and dangerous. 
Not the sort of woman Molly would have expected to fall under the sway of a monster like Mazael, but there was no accounting for taste.  
Molly slipped into the shadows, reappearing a dozen feet away. Out of Romaria’s reach, but close enough to attack if she went for the bow.
For a moment they stared at each other. 
“How did you know I was there?” said Romaria. 
Molly grinned. “I know when someone's watching me. One of my special little talents, I suppose. Like at the mistgate. Though you had more fur, then.” 
“It's occasionally useful,” said Romaria. She took a step forward, and Molly took a pace back. “Like that disappearing trick of yours.”
“It's occasionally useful,” agreed Molly. But not at the moment, alas. Walking the shadows through open air wasn't difficult. Walking the darkness through yards and yards of solid rock was much harder, and the temple was buried beneath Castle Cravenlock’s foundations. Molly needed to reach the mistgate before she could escape.
Which meant she had to get past Romaria.
Easier said than done, when the woman could put an arrow through Molly's throat in the blink of an eye. Not that Molly cared about death. But she could not kill Mazael if Romaria killed her first. 
“Who are you?” said Romaria.
“You can call me Molly,” Molly answered. 
“What do you want here?” said Romaria.
Molly almost gave her a flippant answer, yet something in Romaria's stern expression cut through her resolve. 
“I'm going to kill Mazael Cravenlock,” she said. 
Romaria only raised an eyebrow. “Any particular reason? Or have you just gone mad? Demonsouled do that.”
“I have two reasons, both of them particular. Has Mazael gone mad yet?” said Molly, smirking. “You share a bed, don't you? Has he tried to cut your throat as you sleep?”
Romaria frowned. “How...did you know that? Only a few people know he's Demonsouled.”
“One question at a time,” said Molly. “You wanted to know why I'm going to kill Mazael. You love him, don't you? Fool that you are. Well, I was a fool once, too. Nicholas Tormaud. Mazael killed him. Left him dying in his own blood.” Her voice turned cold, fingers tight around the hilt of her sword.  “I'll kill him, for what he did to Nicholas. And if you get in my way, I'll kill you, too.”
Romaria stepped forward again, and Molly paced back. “You said you have two reasons.”
“Yes,” said Molly. “Want to know how I knew Mazael was Demonsouled?”
Romaria said nothing. Perhaps she had figured it out already. 
“My mother died when I was five,” said Molly. “Elizabeth, a noblewoman of the city of Barellion. There was no money left, so my brother and I were put on the streets. The Skulls took us in. Have you heard of them?” 
“Murderers for hire,” said Romaria. “I've dealt with them, once or twice.” 
Molly laughed. “And you're still alive? Remarkable! The training was long and hard. I have been beaten more times than I can remember. But it worked. They turned me into a weapon. Yet I wonder. What would my life had been like, if my mother had lived? Would Nicholas still be alive? Would I have known so much pain?” Hot anger leaked into the ice of her voice. “But I'll never know, will I? Because Mazael Cravenlock seduced my mother and left two babies in her belly. Because Mazael slew the only man I ever loved. I will kill him for that. I will make him suffer for that.” 
“Your brother?” said Romaria. “Corvad, I assume? You don't think he'll kill you, when he gets the chance?”
Molly laughed. “Of course he wants to kill me! And he can, for all I care. The fool wants to be the lord of the earth. Let him! I care not. Once I've killed Mazael, the world can burn.” 
“Not unless I stop you first,” Said Romaria. 
Molly raised her sword, expecting a thrust. But Romaria's left hand dipped to her belt, and came up holding a dagger. Molly snapped her sword up, deflecting the thrown blade. Which gave Romaria the opening she needed to spring forward, driving the bastard sword in a forward thrust. Molly beat aside the thrust, sidestepped, and riposted. Romaria twisted her sword, blocking the thrust, her blade blurring. Molly jumped back an instant before the bastard sword would have opened her stomach. 
Molly was a faster than the older woman, and if she drew on her Demonsouled strength, stronger. But Romaria possessed greater skill with the sword. The sort of skill that only came from surviving numerous deadly fights. 
Molly stepped back and fell into the shadows. She reappeared on the balcony, looking down at Romaria. The older woman turned in a slow circle, blade raised in guard, ready to attack. Molly took a deep breath, preparing herself, gathering all her strength. 
Then she drew a throwing knife from her belt and flung it towards the ceiling. 
It struck the stone and fell to the floor with a clatter. Romaria turned to look, giving Molly an instant of time. She walked the shadows, leaving the balcony and reappearing at the great doors. Romaria whirled, and her form shifted, her flesh flowing like water, and she swelled into the form of the great black wolf. 
The wolf hurtled at Molly with terrifying speed. 
Molly walked the shadows, reappearing at the end of the corridor, the mistgate shimmering before her. The wolf raced down the hallway, jaws yawning wide, and Molly jumped into the mistgate. A moment of disorientation, and she reappeared in Lucan's room. She heard the shouts of men, along with the clatter of armor. Romaria, damn her. She had been clever enough to sound the alarm before going after Molly.
Again Molly plunged into the shadows, reappearing atop the keep. A wave of dizziness shot through her, and she gripped the battlements to keep her balance. Drawing too much upon the Demonsouled power left her drained. She needed to rest. But she had to get out of here. The armsmen had been roused, and though Molly was Demonsouled, she could not fight a castle filled with armed men.
She heard a rattle as armsmen came up the ladder to the keep's roof, no doubt to watch for enemies. Molly had run out of time. She took a deep breath, drew on her power, and jumped off the edge of the battlements and into the shadows.
She reappeared in the field below the castle's hill, a few yards from the waiting mistgate. Molly fell to her knees, her head spinning, her stomach clenching. She wanted to fall into bed and sleep for a week. But she could not show any weakness before Corvad.
But why struggle? What did she have to live for, anyway? Nicholas was dead. Perhaps she ought to just lie here and wait for Mazael's men to slay her...
No. Mazael would pay for what he had done. No matter what it cost, she would make him pay. 
So Molly rose, forced herself to stand straight, and entered the mistgate. 
A moment later she stood in the abandoned village’s ruined manor house, the mistgate closing behind her. The Malrag warlocks lowered their clawed hands. Corvad paced back and forth before his table, scowling.
His sharp gray eyes fell upon her.
“Well?” he said, his scowl deepening. “You returned with nothing?” 
“I wouldn't say that,” said Molly, brushing some dust from her sleeve. 
“Then you found the location of Arylkrad?” said Corvad.
“No,” said Molly, thinking about Romaria. To kill Romaria before Mazael...yes. Mazael loved Romaria. Let him know the pain that Molly had known, the pain she had felt when she found Nicholas dying.
The pain she carried still.
“Then why are you smiling?” snapped Corvad, stepping closer to her.
Molly met his eyes. “Because I know where you need to go to find Arylkrad.”



Chapter 12 – Blood Ties
 
“My lord!”
Mazael turned. Sir Hagen hurried across the great hall, hand resting on his sword hilt. 
“We've found her, my lord,” said Hagen. “In top level of the keep. She wants to speak with you at once.”
Mazael nodded. “Bring her here, quickly.” 
He had awakened to find Romaria gone and the alarm horns blowing. At once he thought of Malrag attack. Sir Hagen and Sir Nathan roused the garrison, the men rushing to the walls, while Kjalmir and his Arminiars equipped themselves for battle. Yet they saw no enemies. Riders came from the town, and reported no sign of any foes.
Yet with Corvad's ability to travel via mistgate, Mazael knew better than to lower his guard.
And Romaria was still missing.
Relief washed through him as she walked into the hall, trailed by a pair of Hagen's armsmen. He trusted her, more than he trusted anyone, and she knew how to take care of herself. Yet finding her gone had still filled him with fear.
Mazael did not want to see her die. Not again.
“Molly was here,” said Romaria.
Mazael frowned. “Who?”
“That woman we saw at the ruined castle, the one who could disappear and reappear,” said Romaria. “She was here, alone.”
“What did she want?” said Mazael. “To steal a book?”
“Aye,” said Romaria. “That, and...other things. She wants to kill you. Very badly.” 
“Any particular reason?” said Mazael. 
Romaria hesitated. “Yes. A...very particular reason. Two of them.” She lowered her voice. “I have news for you. Alone.”
Mazael nodded. “Sir Hagen!” Hagen approached. “Keep the watch on the wall. And have some men sweep the plains around the town and castle. I doubt they'll find anything, but I'd rather not take the chance. The rest of the men can stand down.”
Hagen nodded. “If there's any Malrags within twenty-five miles of the castle, we'll find them, my lord.” 
“Good,” said Mazael. He led Romaria from the hall.
 
###
 
They went to the balcony garden jutting from the keep's wall, flowers sprouting around a mossy tree. Old Lord Adalon had built it for Mazael's mother years ago, but she had never used it. Few ever came here now, but Mazael visited it often. He had almost lost control of his Demonsouled nature here, almost killing both Romaria and Rachel in a blind rage. 
It was a reminder, and warning
“What happened?” said Mazael.
“I tracked down Molly,” said Romaria. “I could smell her. We fought, and she escaped.” She took a deep breath. “Mazael, does the name Elizabeth of Barellion mean anything to you?”
Mazael blinked.
It did.
“Tell me,” said Romaria, voice soft. “I know you had other women, many others, before me. You were not my first, either.”
“It was twenty years ago,” said Mazael. “Not long after Lord Adalon banished me from the Grim Marches. I had been wandering across the realm, fighting for petty lords. Sometimes I worked as a mercenary.” He shook his head. “I was in a fell mood, most of the time...but those days were carefree. I wandered and fought and drank and whored, and cared little for anything else.” 
He gazed over the darkened plains, remembering.
“In the end, I found my way to Barellion, the king's city.” He remembered it well. Fifty thousand men, women, and children crammed within its walls, rich and poor alike. “Elizabeth...I met Elizabeth in an alley, actually. She was set upon by robbers, and I slew them. Elizabeth was a widow. She'd been married to a man thirty years her senior, a rich merchant. But he had fallen ill and died, and so she was lonely.” 
“And so you...comforted her,” said Romaria.
“Aye,” said Mazael. It had been twenty years ago, and he had not thought of Elizabeth in years. Why was Romaria questioning him about this now?
“Why didn't you marry her?” said Romaria.
“I considered it,” said Mazael. “She had wealth, and would have been a fine prize for a landless knight. But I was an idle fling for her. And she was beautiful, but I did not like her. She was a fool, and a profligate one.” That hadn't stopped him from sleeping with her. “Of course, I was a fool, then...but she was too much of a fool even for me. I heard word than the lords of Castefall needed men to fight off raiders from the sea. I left Barellion, rode north, and never saw her again.” 
Romaria nodded, her face tight. 
“Why does it matter now?” said Mazael. 
She took a deep breath. “Mazael, that Demonsouled woman, the one who calls herself Molly. She claims to be the daughter of Elizabeth, and that Corvad is her brother. Her twin brother, from the look of them.” 
Mazael blinked. “So? That...”
The understanding struck him, and he gripped the railing.
“My children?” he said at last.
Romaria nodded.
Most lords, he knew, would have been pleased to have children, to have heirs to carry on their name. But not Mazael. He was a son of the Old Demon, the oldest and strongest of the Demonsouled. Any children Mazael fathered would receive the taint, the power and blood of the Old Demon.
That explained Corvad's recovery from Romaria's lethal arrow wounds, Molly's ability to appear and disappear. 
“Gods,” whispered Mazael. “I'm sorry, I'm so sorry.”
What had his foolishness wrought? He knew the horrors he had almost committed, when his Demonsouled nature threatened to devour him. He had seen the carnage and terror Amalric Galbraith brought, the subtle webs and grand plans of Morebeth Galbraith. He had known there might be children – there had been so many women.  But to know that he had Demonsouled children, and they had been loose in the world for so long...
What had they done?
And what more might they do, if he did not stop them? The blood they shed would be on his hands. Because he had brought them into the world, and done nothing for them.
Little wonder Molly wanted to kill him. 
“What a fool I was,” said Mazael.
“Yes,” said Romaria. “You were. You didn't know any better, but you were still a fool. You're aren't a fool now, though.”
“Aye,” said Mazael, raking his hand through his hair. Corvad and Molly threatened the Grim Marches, and Mazael had brought that threat upon his lands and his people. And Corvad intended something worse, something involving Lucan and the stolen books.
Mazael would stop them.
“Aye,” said Mazael again. “Molly might want to kill me, but I never saw her. So she came to Castle Cravenlock for another reason.”
“She came to steal a book," said Romaria.
“A book?” said Mazael. “Did she break into the chapel? Or into Timothy's rooms?”
Romaria shook her head. “She came to take a book from the San-keth temple below the castle.”
“That's impossible,” said Mazael. “The temple is sealed. I watched the workmen fill the entrance with rubble. And Lucan destroyed the temple's books. He told me so himself.”
Romaria shook her head. “There was a mistgate in Lucan's room. A small, weak one. It led to the temple. Lucan has some sort of...workshop there. Along with quite a few books. He kept part of the temple's library, Mazael.” 
“No,” said Mazael. “Lucan wouldn't...”
But he thought of Lucan, who hated dark magic with a passion, who wanted to make sure no one ever suffered again as he had suffered. Who did not flinch at anything, no matter how unpleasant, to defeat those who wielded dark magic.
Including, perhaps, wielding dark magic himself? 
Perhaps Malavost hadn't left Lucan a twisted husk. Perhaps Lucan had done it to himself.  
“You told me,” said Mazael, “not to trust Lucan. Perhaps I should have listened.” 
“He aided you, aided both of us,” said Romaria. “But I think he was willing to use dark magic to fight dark magic.”
“Did Molly take anything from the temple?” said Mazael. 
“Not that I could see,” said Romaria. “We fought and she fled.” 
“Then she found whatever she sought,” said Mazael. He made a fist. “We should look through the temple at once. See if we can discover what she wanted.”
And whatever else Lucan had been hiding from him. 
“Mazael,” said Romaria. “Molly mentioned one other thing.”
“What was it?”
“Did you know a man named Nicholas Tormaud?” said Romaria. 
Mazael thought for a moment. “I do. Vaguely. He was the youngest son of Ranfast Tormaud, the Lord of Ironcastle. I met Nicholas about...eight years ago. Yes, eight years. A few years after I took service at Lord Malden's court as a household knight. Nicholas was wandering about, much as I did at his age, though he had better sense than I did. He paid a brief visit to Lord Malden and then left. Why?”
“Molly seems to have been in love with him,” said Romaria. “And she thinks you killed him in cold blood.”
Mazael frowned. “I haven't seen Nicholas Tormaud in eight years. And if I was to kill him, I would do it fairly, in battle. I've never killed a man in cold blood, Romaria, only in a fight.”
“I know,” said Romaria. “But Molly doesn't.” 
Mazael nodded, thinking. “Ironcastle isn't far from Northreach.”
“So?”
“The Knights Arminiar are the lords of Northreach,” said Mazael. “And sometimes young lords and knights ride with the Arminiars for a time, to gain skill in battle.” 
“Then we should speak to Kjalmir,” said Romaria.
 
###
 
Mazael found Sir Commander Kjalmir Morsbane in the great hall, speaking with Gerald. Otherwise the hall was deserted. The knights and armsmen had returned to their posts or gone to bed.

“It is so,” said Kjalmir, his deep voice rumbling off the walls. “The Malrags are cruel, and take delight in tormenting and slaying pregnant women. Often they will cut the child from the woman's belly and force her to watch it die before they kill her. You did well to remain at Castle Cravenlock, sir knight. Had you and your men been overwhelmed on the road back to Knightcastle, it would not have gone well for any survivors.” 
“My wife desires to return to Knightcastle before our second child is born,” said Gerald. “Nor can I blame her. Knightcastle is safer, and Malrag warbands still raid the Grim Marches. She grew up here, and Castle Cravenlock has...dark memories for her.”
Mazael wondered how Rachel would react if she knew that Lucan had kept the temple's library, had made himself a hidden sanctuary below the castle.
She, too, had warned Mazael not to trust Lucan Mandragon.
Kjalmir and Gerald turned as Mazael and Romaria approached.
“How's Rachel?” said Mazael.
“Well enough, though she wants to return home,” said Gerald. “She is less...excitable, now. A year ago the thought of a Malrag attack would have sent her into a panic. Now in the face of danger her first thought is of Aldane.” He sighed. “And of me, I fear. It has not been easy for her, to watch me ride into battle again and again. Sometimes I wish I had left her safe at Knightcastle.”
“If you had,” said Romaria, “she wouldn't have killed Malavost, and we would all be dead now.” 
“True,” said Gerald. 
Mazael looked at Kjalmir. “Tomorrow, sir commander, Timothy will work the spell to trace Lucan. I would like your Arminiars to ride with us.” 
“I would like that, as well,” said Kjalmir. “I wish to return north with Corvad's head on a pike. He's spilled enough Arminiar blood.” 
“Enough of anyone's blood,” said Mazael. “A question, if you'll permit.”
“Of course,” said Kjalmir.
“Did you know a knight named Nicholas Tormaud?”
Kjalmir's expression darkened. “Aye, I did. He was a good man, and a capable fighter. The Lords of Ironcastle traditionally send their sons to us, for seasoning. Nicholas was already a skilled knight when he arrived in Northreach. Then he took up with some woman. No one knew her name, and she left him dead in his rooms.”
Mazael frowned. Had Molly killed Nicholas? “She killed him?”
“So we assumed,” said Kjalmir. 
“That woman we spoke of,” said Romaria. “She is Corvad's sister, and claims that Mazael killed Nicholas.” 
Kjalmir grunted. “So Nicholas's woman was Corvad's sister? That makes sense. Corvad fled soon after Nicholas was murdered. But she thinks Lord Mazael killed Nicholas Tormaud? Absurd. Long leagues separate Northreach and the Grim Marches.”
“You would have been in Knightcastle, fighting the Dominiars,” said Gerald, “when Sir Nicholas was murdered.” 
“Yet Molly seems to have loved Nicholas,” said Romaria, “and claims that Mazael murdered him.”
Kjalmir shrugged. “Perhaps she went mad, killed him herself, and blamed Lord Mazael. Demonsouled often go mad, when their corrupt nature overwhelms them.” 
“Well, mad or not, it will not matter once we find Corvad,” said Mazael. “I suggest we get some sleep. We undoubtedly have a long ride ahead of us tomorrow.”
Both men bode him good night, Kjalmir leaving to join his men, and Gerald leaving for the guest bedroom he shared with Rachel. 
“You're not really going to bed, are you?” said Romaria once they had left.
“No,” said Mazael, voice grim. “No. You're going to take me to this secret mistgate, and we're going to the San-keth temple. Perhaps we can find what Molly sought. And perhaps we can also find what Lucan was so keen to hide from me.” 



Chapter 13 – Mirrors
 
Lucan walked through the dead forest, pieces of broken road scraping beneath his boots. 
He had found the road after leaving the ruined village. It had once been flat and broad, paved with sheets of black basalt. Yet the roots of the dead trees had cracked the stone, and it places the road had almost vanished, leaving behind only piles of lichen-spotted rubble.
Still, it was easier than picking his way through the dead forest.
Lucan kept walking, ignoring the tired ache in his legs. He ignored the pangs of hunger in his stomach, the dryness in his throat, the waves of dizziness that sometimes went through him.
They weren't real.
This was only the spirit world. His body of flesh and blood still lay in the material world, no doubt in the Garden of the Temple. Sooner or later, probably sooner, the Malrags would find it and kill it. Or it would lie overlooked as Ultorin sacked Deepforest Keep, eventually dying of thirst and hunger.
Perhaps that was why Lucan felt so thirsty.
If he concentrated, the hunger and the thirst went away. So did the ache in his legs. They were not real, not in this strange place, and he suspected that his mind had some control over the environment. So he concentrated, and the pain went away. 
But it was so hard to concentrate. 
He kept thinking over his mistakes.
Lucan trudged on. The ground rose, bit by bit, the walk becoming harder. He was nearing the foothills of the mountain. The mountain itself and the black city at its crown looked much closer. 
So many mistakes.
His father had been the first. Lucan had dreamed of becoming a knight, of winning fame and glory through great deeds. But Lucan's magical talent manifested, and his father insisted he become a wizard. Lucan should have refused, should have denied his father. But no one denied Lord Richard Mandragon the Dragonslayer.
Lucan hated him for it. 
A hill rose on the left, rocky and steep, dotted with dead pine trees. More hills rose ahead, the outskirts of the mountain, and the road began to climb. Lucan gathered some power, preparing a spell. The hills were a perfect place for an ambush. 
Marstan had been the second mistake. Lord Richard hired a private tutor for Lucan. Marstan, skilled and powerful and wise. Marstan, who had been a necromancer of power, a student of Malavost. Marstan, who abandoned his aged and failing body, and tried to transfer his soul into Lucan's flesh. Lucan had fought off the attack, but found himself with many of Marstan's memories and abilities. At the age of eighteen, he had been transformed into a necromancer of power, a figure of fear and loathing, and everyone he loved turned against him.
He should never have trusted Marstan.
The road became steeper. Lucan's eyes darted back and forth, watching for enemies. He had seen no sign of the reapers, or Mattias, or of anything else, since leaving the abandoned village. But he had no doubt they were out there.
Tymaen had been his greatest mistake.
Even now, thinking of her still caused him pain. They had been betrothed since the age of thirteen. She had been the first girl he had kissed, the first and only to share his bed. She refused to break their betrothal, even after Lucan began training as a wizard. 
And then Marstan tried to possess Lucan. The changes in his personality horrified her and drove her away. She had wound up marrying fat old Lord Robert Highgate, and Lucan had not seen her since. He had thought himself past this. But now, thinking of her filled him with such rage and pain that he wanted to scream. 
The road grew narrower. If the reapers planned an ambush, they would do it here.
But perhaps the bloodstaff had been his greatest mistake of all.
Lucan had sworn to fight dark magic, to make sure no one would ever suffer as he had suffered. Then he met Mazael Cravenlock, a son of the Old Demon. By all rights the Mazael should have been a monster, a blood-drenched warrior and iron-fisted tyrant worse than Amalric Galbraith and Ultorin put together. Yet somehow Mazael found balance within himself. Somehow he fought his inner darkness.
And Lucan wanted that dark power for himself. So he had secretly drawn a few vials of Mazael's blood, and used them to create his bloodstaff. It had bestowed tremendous magical strength upon Lucan, augmenting his powers. Yet it also induced fits of murderous insanity, eroding at his mind. And with the natural defenses of his mind destroyed, Malavost had taken control of him, using him to kill the Elderborn Seer and shattering the bloodstaff.
Leaving his spirit stranded here.
Fool, fool, fool. 
Maybe he was no better than Marstan. Lucan had believed himself doing good, that his use of dark power was justified. Yet it had brought him nothing but misery. Worse than misery, if he did not find a way to escape this place...
Something rattled ahead.
Lucan stopped and saw the gray shape standing atop a rocky hill. 
At first glance he thought it was a Malrag. It had the same leathery gray hide, the same black veins woven into its skin. But its eyes burned with crimson fire, and a black chain hung from its right wrist, the links driven between the bones of its arm.
The creature also had Lucan's features.
It was the same creature he had seen chained over the coals in the ruined chapel. 
“So,” said Lucan's deformed double, speaking with Lucan's voice. “You have come. Just as the master said you would.” 
“And just who,” said Lucan, “is your master?”
The double laughed. “You should know! You invited him in.” It gestured at the rocky hills and the ruined black city. “This is your kingdom, yet you invited my master in. And now he shall make it his own. He shall make you his own, fool wizard.” 
“I doubt that,” said Lucan. What did the creature mean? Was Mattias its master? Or the Demonsouled corruption the bloodstaff had left in Lucan's body and soul? “I shall find your master and crush him.”
The creature laughed again. “You shall not. You are his. Your powers are his, your mind is his, and your flesh shall be his.” 
“Let him try,” said Lucan.
“As you wish,” said the double.
Reapers surged out of the hills. Dozens of them, racing on all four like deformed wolves. Among them were a half-dozen more deformed doubles, identical to the one standing on the hill. 
Lucan drew in his power and prepared to fight.
Every wizard, no matter how powerful, had his limits, could only draw so much magical force through his body. But here, in the strange realm of the spirit world, Lucan had no body. Did that mean his limitations were gone, as well? 
Facing dozens of reapers, he had no choice but to find out. 
Lucan summoned power, more and more, enough power to kill him a dozen times over in the material world. The power burned within him, and the reapers raced forward, a sea of black cloaks and clawed white hands. 
Lucan threw out his hands with a yell.
Power exploded from him, manifesting as a wall of psychokinetic force. It slammed into the reapers and the doubles, and threw them backwards like leaves caught in a storm. A few of the reapers slammed into the rocky hills and dissolved into smoke, while the rest struck the ground, stunned. They recovered quickly, and Lucan began casting again. He gestured, his hands hooked into claws, and his will reached out and ripped the dead pine trees from the hills. They floated into the air, dirt falling from their roots. 
Then he hurled them at the reapers. 
The trees shot forward like bolts fired from a ballista, and tore into the charging reapers. One tree plunged through three reapers, turning them to black smoke, while another smashed one of Lucan's doubles to the ground, its head crushed. The double dissolved into black slime, much like Malrag blood. 
Yet still the reapers kept coming. 
Lucan lashed out with his will, ripping boulders from the hills and flinging them like catapult stones at the reapers. Dozens died, crushed by the barrage, but still more surged forward. Gods and devils, there were hundreds of the things! Even without a body, Lucan felt himself tiring. He had to get away. No matter how many reapers and doubles he destroyed, more appeared to take their place, and would overwhelm him sooner or later...
Three reapers drove at Lucan, throwing him to the ground. His head cracked against the earth, the rough stone cutting at his palms. He struggled, trying to cast another spell through the pain, but his concentration had broken. The reapers dragged him towards the doubles, and Lucan heard the clank of black iron chains. Panic filled him – they would chain him as the double in the chapel had been chained, leave him to roast over the coals...
A droplet of blood fell from his hand and sank into the earth. 
He felt a tingle of power, and remembered how his blood had fallen upon the ground in the abandoned village, how strength had risen up to fill him.
In desperation, he lashed his palm at a jagged rock, and his blood spilled upon the ground.
The power surged into Lucan, filling into him like a river of molten iron. He threw the power into his next spell, lifting his hand. A sigil of crimson fire appeared on his fingers, pulsing with harsh light, and the reapers burst into flame when the light touched them. He scrambled to his feet, ready to fight. The nearest twenty or so reapers burned, but the sigil had not touched the others.
Lucan began another spell, intending to unleash his will as a psychokinetic burst. But the burning power poured into his mind, altering his spell. The reapers attacked, and Lucan thrust out his hands.
And instead of a psychokinetic burst, blasts of blood-colored flame erupted from Lucan's hands, turning the first wave of reapers and doubles to smoking ash. Lucan growled and attacked again and again, hurling bolts of bloody fire. The flames destroyed dozens of his foes, and soon the survivors fled in all directions, vanishing into the hills. Lucan sent blasts of flame after them, destroying more reapers, his errant attacks burning the trees to charcoal. 
“Run from me?” screamed Lucan. “I will hunt you down. I will hunt you all down! You will perish! You will die screaming...”
The power drained away, and nausea hit him, worse than before. Lucan fell to his hands and knees, retching. It was just like the bloodstaff. The bloodstaff's power had enhanced his magical prowess, and also induced fits of rage and physical sickness. Spilling his blood here, in the spirit world, had the same effect.
Lucan got his feet and flinched.
Mattias leaned against one of the smoking trees, arms folded over his chest. 
“That,” he said, “was quite a show. I didn't think you had it in you, really.”
“It's the bloodstaff,” said Lucan, “isn't it?”
“I see no staff in your hands,” said Mattias.
“When Malavost broke the bloodstaff,” said Lucan, “its power had to go somewhere. So it went into me. And when I spill blood upon the earth, some of that power is released.”
Mattias lifted an eyebrow. “Almost correct.”
“Almost?”
“You omitted one important detail,” said Mattias, straightening up. “A price must always be paid for power. And this is the spirit world, not the material world. It's not really blood you're spilling upon the ground. You are instead feeding pieces of yourself, your spirit, to the Demonsouled power trapped within you.” He grinned. “You are letting that power consume you, piece by piece.” 
Lucan felt a chill. Using the bloodstaff had sickened him and damaged the defenses of his mind, allowing Malavost to defeat him. If the staff's power was still trapped within him...what would it do to him if he continued to use it?
But he might not have any choice. The reapers would have slain him, had he not used the dark power in the earth. Or done worse than kill him, if those chains were any indication. And they had attacked in greater numbers than before. If such an attack came again, Lucan would have to use the Demonsouled power to survive. 
Either the reapers would overwhelm him, or the dark power would consume him.
“There's no way out,” muttered Lucan.
“Oh, but there is,” said Mattias, gesturing at the black city. “And you're closer to it than you ever have been.”
“A way out?” said Lucan. “Before, you told me I would find answers there, though I might not like them. What sort of way out?”
“Why, a way to return to your physical body,” said Mattias. “A way to escape this place, before the reapers take you.”
“That double spoke of its master,” said Lucan. “Did it mean you?”
Mattias laughed. “I told you, boy, that I did nothing. You brought yourself here. And you summoned the reapers and the doubles and...other things.”
“They're manifestations,” said Lucan. “Creations of the corruption I pulled into myself.”
“Correct,” said Mattias. He grinned. “You created them, and they hate you for it. So they will never stop hunting you. Your escape – your only escape – is to return to your physical body. And to do that, you must reach the heart of the black city.”
“How do I know you're even telling the truth?” said Lucan.
“Such unwarranted hostility,” said Mattias. “And I have offered you nothing but aid. Have you figured out who I am, yet?”
“I have a suspicion,” said Lucan. “You are one of the spirit creatures I have bound in the past, now returned for revenge.”
“No,” said Mattias with a smile, “quite wrong. Like you, I have a body of flesh. One in rather better condition than yours right now, as it happens.”
“Then you are a mortal wizard,” said Lucan.
“Am I? Well, I have been called such,” said Mattias, “very often. Whether or not I am actually mortal...I have not lived long enough to find out. And I have lived a very long time.”
Lucan frowned. That ruled out another theory – he had wondered if Mattias was perhaps an echo of Marstan's memories. “Then you are an old enemy of mine, or perhaps of Marstan's.”
“An enemy?” said Mattias. “That is hurtful. I have been nothing but helpful. And I was reasonably fond of Marstan. He was a most useful tool. But I assure you. We have never met in the flesh, you and I.” 
“Then have I heard of you?” said Lucan. 
For a moment Mattias said nothing, a hint of red fire glimmering in his eyes.
“Oh, yes,” he said, voice soft, “you know of me. You have known of me your entire life, I think.” 
A suspicion rose in Lucan's mind. “Do I know any of your family?”
“I suggest you make haste,” said Mattias. “The reapers will not stop their hunt. They owe the torment of their existence to you, and they are most eager to repay.” 
Lucan heard the rattle of falling rock and spun. One of the rocks damaged by his fire blasts tumbled down the side of the hill, breaking into pieces as it fell.
And when he turned around, as he expected, Mattias was gone. 
Lucan shook his head. So he knew one of Mattias's family? That hardly narrowed it down. 
But he did have a suspicion.
Lucan pushed aside the thought. Later. Mattias's advice had been sound. He had to keep moving, and he started up the hill road again.
He wondered when the reapers would find him next, and what he would do when they did.  



Chapter 14 – Secrets
 
Mazael entered Lucan's room. 
He had always wondered at its austerity. Lucan was the son of Richard Mandragon, the liege lord of the Grim Marches. Lucan had never shown any interest in wealth, but surely he would have preferred to live in more comfort than this.
Though if he had kept had hidden sanctuary in the San-keth temple, then this room had been nothing more than a mask. 
Mazael made a fist, forced aside the anger. “Where is the mistgate?” 
“There,” said Romaria, pointing at the stone wall. She moved closer to it, and gray mist shimmered over the stone. Soon Mazael saw the familiar rippling haze of a mistgate. It was much smaller than the one Corvad's warlocks had conjured, no bigger than a small doorway. 
“I'll go first,” said Mazael, drawing Lion. No blue fire appeared around the sword's blade. The mistgate itself, at least, was not a creation of dark magic. 
He walked through the gate. 
After an instant of disorientation, he stood in a dim-lit corridor of crimson marble, the vaulted ceiling rising overhead. Ahead he saw the doors to the sanctuary proper, a faint red glow shining from within.
The San-keth temple.
A rush of unpleasant memories flickered through Mazael's mind. Here he had learned that Rachel and Mitor were San-keth proselytes. Here the Old Demon had revealed that Mazael was Demonsouled. And here Mazael had returned with Lion in hand, ready to slay Rachel and Mitor both. 
Lion jolted in his hand, the blade glimmering with blue light.
There was still dark magic down here. 
The column of gray mist behind Mazael swirled, and Romaria appeared.
She took one look at Lion's glow and drew her own sword.
“There might still be things of San-keth necromancy down here,” said Mazael.
“Or something new that Lucan created,” said Romaria.
“Lucan,” said Mazael, the anger returning. “I ordered this place sealed. And he told me that the temple's library had been destroyed. What was he doing with books of San-keth necromancy?” 
“Perhaps,” said Romaria, “that explains what happened to him at Deepforest Keep. Perhaps he tried to use some dark spell against Malavost, only to have it turn on him.” 
Mazael nodded. “Let's find out.”
He started towards the sanctuary doors, Lion raised. Here, at this very spot, he had fought against the undead warriors raised by the Old Demon's necromancy.
He hesitated, and stepped through the double doors.
The sanctuary beyond had been transformed into a wizard's workroom. Long tables held bottles and jars and strange instruments of bronze and glass. Shelves beneath the balcony sagged beneath the weight of hundreds of books and scrolls. Mazael scowled, his hand tight against Lion's hilt. 
The San-keth temple's library. A collection of necromantic books, which Mazael had believed destroyed. His mistakes compounded each other. He had left Elizabeth of Barellion with child. He had trusted Lucan to destroy the library, and now one of Mazael's Demonsouled children had come to raid that library for dark lore. 
What other mistakes had Mazael made? 
“Where was Molly when you found her?” said Mazael.
“Over there,” said Romaria. “That table. She was reading a scroll.”
Mazael crossed to the table. It held jars of powder and a device that looked like a cross between a sextant and a clock. A pile of books lay in disorder at the center of the table - no doubt Molly had left them there. 
Romaria pointed. “There. That was the scroll she was reading.”
Mazael slid Lion into its scabbard and examined the scroll.
It was a map. After a moment Mazael realized that it showed the Grim Marches. The rivers and the hills and the mountains were there, but many of the towns and castles were in different places. An old map, then. Perhaps old enough that the kingdom of Dracaryl had still ruled over the Grim Marches. Each town and castle had notes beneath it, written in a strange, spidery script that looked familiar...
“Mazael,” said Romaria. “This is written in San-keth.” 
“Why would the San-keth create a map of the Grim Marches?” said Mazael. He looked at the location of Castle Cravenlock. The castle had not been built until after Dracaryl had fallen, but there was something at the location nonetheless. 
Romaria took a sharp breath.
“What is it?” said Mazael.
“I think,” said Romaria, “I think this shows every San-keth temple in the Grim Marches.” 
“Why the devil would the San-keth make something like that?” said Mazael. “They always strive to keep their temples secret.” 
“Some of the high lords of Dracaryl allied themselves with the San-keth,” said Romaria. “Perhaps the San-keth made the map for their allies.” She frowned, running a finger beneath some of the words.
“You can read San-keth?” said Mazael, surprised.
“No,” said Romaria. “But parts of it are similar to High Elderborn, and I do know that.” She gave a sharp nod. “Yes. The notes below Castle Cravenlock say both 'temple' and 'library'.” 
“Library,” said Mazael.
Corvad and Molly had been looking for books. Secrets and lore of Old Dracaryl. They had taken Lucan for a reason. Perhaps they knew what they wanted to do, but had not yet found a way to do it. 
Something clicked.
“That's why they're stealing books,” said Mazael.
“What do you mean?” said Romaria. 
“They intend to use Lucan somehow,” said Mazael. “Something involving dark magic or necromancy, I'll wager. They know what they want to do, they just don't know how to do it. They need something first, some spell, some secret, some lost bit of lore. That's why Corvad has been stealing books.”
He blinked as an idea came to him.
“Romaria,” he said, “do any of these other temples have libraries?”
“Let me look,” said Romaria, stooping over the map. She squinted at it for a moment, then nodded. “Here. At the edge of the hill country, about two days west of Castle Cravenlock.” 
“There's a village there,” said Mazael. “Morsen. Not a large place. Mostly goat herders.”
“Do you think there's still a San-keth temple there?” said Romaria.
“Possibly,” said Mazael. It might lie hidden beneath the village. Or the villagers knew about it, and worshipped Sepharivaim as proselytes. “Or it's abandoned. Either way, the temple's library could still be there. And that's what Corvad wants.”
“Wait,” said Romaria. “It says something else. It says...it says the lords of Dracaryl sent gifts to that temple, including a map of their strongholds in the Great Mountains.”
“A map of Old Dracaryl?” said Mazael. “Is that what Corvad wants?”
But what if Corvad could use the map to find something else? The lords of Old Dracaryl had been wizards and necromancers of power, able to command both living dragons and the walking dead to serve in their armies. If Corvad sought some sort of magical relic or buried secret of Dracaryl...
Better to let such things lie buried and forgotten. 
"Corvad's going to Morsen," said Mazael.
“Are you sure?” said Romaria.
“No,” said Mazael. “Timothy can find Lucan with his spell, but with the mistgates, we'll never be able to catch Corvad. We need to lay an ambush for him. This is our best chance to do it.” And a fleeting chance - Corvad could attack Morsen at any moment. “We need to leave at once.”
“Wait,” said Romaria, sniffing at the air. 
Her tone made Mazael reach for Lion.
“I think there's another Demonsouled down here.”
Mazael drew his sword. Lion's blade still glimmered with azure flame, perhaps in response to the lingering aura of dark magic that hung over San-keth temple. But he knew better than to question Romaria's senses. “Where?”
“I smelled it when I fought Molly,” said Romaria, half to herself. “I thought it was just her.” She prowled away from the table, looking back and forth. “But it's still down here. Surely she wouldn't be foolish enough to return? No. I think...here!”
She hurried to another table, Mazael following. 
The table looked like a smith's workbench, with chisels and hammers and other tools. A pair of clamps held a foot-long length of cylindrical black metal. A book sat open before the clamps, the pages covered in San-keth writing. Next to the book sat four vials, each filled with a dark fluid. 
“It's coming from here,” said Romaria. She lifted one of the vials. “Right here. This is a Demonsouled's blood.”
“How the devil did Lucan get his hands on Demonsouled blood?” said Mazael. 
Romaria looked at the vial, at him, and back at the vial. Then she pulled the cork and took a quick sniff.
“Mazael,” said Romaria, voice quiet, “this is your blood.”
“Mine?” said Mazael.
“I'm sure of it,” said Romaria. “I know what you smell like.” 
“Why would Lucan take vials of my blood?” said Mazael. It wouldn't be all that hard to do  for someone like Lucan. He could have drugged Mazael's wine, cut his arm while he slept, and drained off the blood. Mazael's Demonsouled healing would have made the cut vanish by the time he awoke. 
But why bother?
“Demonsouled blood has power,” said Romaria.
“Why...”
His voice trailed off as he looked at the slender cylinder of black metal. Sigils had been carved into it metal, deep and sharp. Sigils that looked exactly like the symbols upon the black metal staff Lucan had carried. 
“His black staff,” said Mazael, voice a whisper. “He never told me where he found it. I assumed he made it somehow. But he made it with my blood. Like Ultorin and that damned bloodsword.”
“It smelled...rotten,” said Romaria. 
“That fool!” said Mazael. “Didn't he know what Demonsouled blood would do to him? What it did to me? What it almost did to everyone I love?” He smashed his fist against the table, the vials and tools shuddering. “That's what happened to him, Romaria. He stole my blood, used its power to strengthen him...and the power tried to consume him. And that must be why Corvad kidnapped him. Gods damn it!”
Another of his mistakes, returned to haunt him. Romaria had been right. Rachel had been right. He never should have trusted Lucan Mandragon. 
“It might be simpler than that,” said Romaria. “The power of the Demonsouled is like a...poison, I suppose. You're used to it. You've carried it your entire life, and you know how to fight it. How to resist it. Lucan didn't. He tried to use it, and it overwhelmed him.”
“The fool,” said Mazael. “And I am the bigger fool. You were right. I trusted him, and he plotted against me the entire time.”
“He wasn't plotting against you,” said Romaria. “He saved your life, and mine.” She took a deep breath. “He must have thought he needed more power. You, and your blood, were an obvious source for that power. He didn't realize what it would do to him. Or perhaps he did, and was arrogant enough to assume he could control it.” 
“Let's go,” said Mazael. “The sooner we find Corvad, and Lucan, the better.”
So many mistakes. Elizabeth. Corvad and Molly. Lucan. Now those mistakes had returned to bring war and death to the Grim Marches once more. 
But Mazael would put it right.
Whatever the cost to himself. 
 
###
 
“I have found Lucan,” said Timothy the next morning.
Mazael stood in the great hall, Romaria at his side. Gerald, Kjalmir, Nathan, and Hagen waited, listening. Timothy stood between them, looking haggard, while Circan waited next to him, yawning. While Timothy had been busy with the seeking spell, Mazael had sent Circan to collapse the mistgate in Lucan's room, sealing the temple and its library of dark books. The process had been within Circan's skills, but only just.
Lucan Mandragon had been a wizard of power, even without the black staff. And what he might become, if he ever awoke, Mazael did not like to contemplate. 
“Where is he?” said Mazael.
“About six days' ride east of here,” said Timothy. “A abandoned village in the foothills of the Great Mountains. At least that's what the map indicates. It has been empty for years, so its ruins would make an ideal place for Corvad to shelter.”
“Then our course is clear,” said Gerald. “We ride east at once, find Corvad, and defeat him.” 
“No,” said Mazael.
They all looked at him in surprise, save for Romaria.
“Corvad will not wait idly for us to attack him,” said Mazael. “And with the mistgates, he can travel far more quickly than we can. We could spend five days riding east, only to have him flee to the other side of the Grim Marches on the sixth. No, we need to catch him unawares.”
“The principle is sound,” said Kjalmir. “Wars are not won by reacting to the enemy – you must force him to react to you. But how shall we catch Corvad, my lord Mazael?”
“I know where he's going,” said Mazael. “Romaria found Molly looking over an ancient map.” He had decided against telling the others that Lucan had used the San-keth temple as a hidden sanctuary. “The map claims there's a San-keth temple beneath the village of Morsen. I think Corvad is looking for an ancient relic of Old Dracaryl, and he needs a map to find it. The San-keth map claimed the Morsen temple has a library. Corvad will likely strike there next.”  
“A bold gamble,” said Nathan.
“A bold one, aye,” said Mazael, “but a necessary one. My lords, I shall be blunt. Corvad has mistgates, and so long as he keeps his wits about him, we will not be able to pursue him. Therefore, we must ambush him. Morsen is our best chance to do so. I will ride west ere the day is out, with my sworn men, and you are welcome to join me.”
“I cannot take Rachel home until the roads are safe,” said Gerald. “You have my aid, and the aid of my men.” 
“It is the sworn duty of my order to fight the Malrags, wherever they go,” said Kjalmir. “And Corvad has the blood of Arminiar knights upon his hands. My men will fight under your banners,  Lord Mazael.”
“I am grateful for your aid,” said Mazael. “Sir Nathan, Sir Hagen. I leave my castle and my lands in your care.” Both men bowed. “Sir Hagen, select three hundred men from the garrison. I wish to leave by noon.”
They went about their tasks.
 
###
 
An hour later, Mazael rode west at the head of three hundred mounted knights and armsmen, Romaria at his side. Gerald's men rode on the left flank, and Kjalmir's Arminiars on the right. Mazael kept his eyes to the west, towards Morsen.
Towards his children.
He had failed them, failed them as badly as his own mother had failed him. He could do nothing for them. But he could make sure they hurt no one else.
He touched Lion's hilt.
He would make certain they never hurt anyone else.



Chapter 15 – Beneath the Mask
 
Lucan climbed the path, breathing hard.
The path grew steeper with every step. He was high into the foothills now, the dead trees giving way to barren rock. Fortunately, he saw no trace of snow on the mountain's higher flanks, and certainly none within the black city. 
The black city.
As he drew closer, Lucan saw more details. The city was massive, vaster than any city in the physical world, its walls hundreds of feet high. Some of its great towers stood at least a thousand feet high, if not higher. What was it? The stronghold of some powerful lord of the spirit world? A manifestation of the Demonsouled corruption Lucan had drawn into himself? Or something else?
Some terrible force had ripped gaping holes into the city's black walls, smashed the tops of some of the towers. As he drew closer, Lucan saw that the city's gates had been shattered, and lay in a heap of rubble outside the wall. 
And Mattias claimed that an escape lay in the heart of the black city. 
Lucan paused for a moment to catch his breath. It was absurd – this was the spirit realm, and he had no physical body here. Yet he suspected his mind could not grasp the reality of the spirit world, and so he imagined that he had a physical body. If he concentrated, in fact, he could banish the ache in his legs, push aside the hunger and thirst. 
Yet the moment his attention wavered, the hunger and pain returned. 
So he took a moment to rest legs that did not exist, and to allow his imaginary lungs to catch their breath. 
Still no trace of the reapers. Or the doubles. Or the numerous other horrors that might lurk in this dark place. 
A place that Lucan's own errors had created. 
He made a fist. “I did what I had to do.”
He had, hadn't he? If he had not taken Mazael Cravenlock's blood, Amalric Galbraith would have conquered Knightcastle and become the Destroyer. If he had not, Morebeth would have corrupted Mazael, and perhaps he would have become the Destroyer instead. And if Lucan had not created the bloodstaff, Ultorin would have destroyed the Grim Marches. 
“I did what was necessary,” repeated Lucan. 
Of course, he had failed to stop Malavost. Perhaps even now Deepforest Keep lay in smoking ruins, and Malavost ascended the slopes of Mount Tynagis to open the Door of Souls. 
Lucan staggered back to his feet, climbing the path once more. He would find his way to the heart of the black city and escape this place. He would return to his body, defeat Malavost, and save Deepforest Keep. He would make Malavost pay for what he had done, and then he would track down his father and his brother, make them suffer, repay anyone who had ever harmed him a thousand times over...
He blinked in surprise. That wasn't want he wanted. He only wanted to protect others, to keep them from suffering under dark magic as he had suffered.
That was what he wanted.
Wasn't it?
The moaning wind seemed to mock him. 
He climbed still higher. He had almost reached the mountain proper. Another mile, perhaps a mile and a half, to the black city atop the mountain.
And then he would find his way free from this place, and make Malavost pay...
No. He would stop Malavost. To save innocent lives. Yes. That was what he wanted. Not vengeance. Not to make Malavost and his father and his brother pay for what they had done to him.
Lucan kept walking, and reached the crest of a hill. 
A ruined castle stood before him. 
It sat athwart the path, a dark mass of crumbling black walls and jagged black towers. The castle, like the black city, looked as if it had been struck by some terrible force. Gaping holes stood in the walls, and some of the towers looked as if they had been melted. 
The castle was also blocking the path.
Lucan looked back and forth. He saw no good away around the obstacle. The castle itself stood on high ground, and surrounding hills were almost like cliffs. He could, he suppose, attempt to climb the hills. But that would leave him vulnerable to attack. Facing the reapers on level ground was bad enough. Facing them while clinging to a jagged slope would lead to a quick death. 
Though walking into that ruined castle did not seem like a good plan, either. 
But there was no other way around it.
Lucan cursed under his breath and passed through the castle's gates, entering the courtyard. Heaps of rubble torn from the walls stood scattered about. A ruined garden rested at the foot of the central keep, choked with dead trees and withered bushes. Despite that, he saw strength, even grace, in the lines of the walls and towers. The castle had been a place of a beauty, once.
Before whatever disaster had befallen it. 
Another gate awaited in the far wall, and through it, the path as it climbed into the mountains. 
Lucan headed towards it, weaving his way around the dead garden. He had no doubt that something unpleasant lurked in the castle. For all he knew the branches of the dead bushes were poisoned. Well, he didn't intend to find out. Once he reached the far gate, he would...
He froze.
A statue stood on a pedestal among the dead bushes. It showed a boy and girl standing hand in hand, the girl stretching on tiptoes to kiss the boy. Lucan recognized them both at once. It was himself and Tymaen, the first time they had kissed. The memory struck Lucan with such force that he flinched. The feel of her lips against his, the way his heart hammered in both terror and joy...
He had forgotten that.
He cursed and kept walking. Another statue awaited. This one showed him and Tymaen at the age of sixteen, the first night they had spent together, Tymaen holding out her hand in invitation. Lucan shivered as the memory washed over him. Her skin against his, her lips against his, her...
No.
He snarled and stalked forward. He would not play this game. He would not! He...
The next statue stopped him in his tracks. 
Tymaen, turning away from him, weeping as Lucan stared after her. He remembered that day well. The changes in him, wrought by Marstan's memories, had been too much for her to bear. So she had fled from him, breaking their betrothal. It had been over four years ago. He shouldn't care. And she had been a weak fool, had she not? A foolish, spoiled daughter of a proud lord, oblivious to the darkness of the world, too weak and cowardly to do what was necessary...
Lucan screamed and lashed out with his magic. The psychokinetic blast shattered the statue. He turned and destroyed the first statue, and then the second. Damn Malavost for doing this to him! When Lucan returned, he would make Malavost pay, he...
Tymaen herself stood on the steps to the keep, staring at him. She wore a green gown, the sleeves long, the hem of her skirt pooling upon the stone steps. Her golden hair fell in ringlets around her slender neck, and her wide blue eyes were bloodshot with unshed tears. 
“Lucan,” she whispered.
He stared at her, unable to move.
“I've missed you so much, Lucan,” said Tymaen. “Lord Robert...Lord Robert is a brute. I wish my father had never forced me to marry him. I wish I had never broken our betrothal.” She held out her hands to him. “Please, please, come to me, and take me away from this horrible place. Please, don't leave me here.” 
Every fiber of Lucan's heart yearned to go to her. He wanted to take her in his arms, to kiss away her tears, to take her home. To return to the way things had been before Marstan, before he had become the Dragon's Shadow. To live the life with her he had once dreamed of living. 
He wanted that more than anything.
But Tymaen had left him, had married Lord Robert Highgate. She would never return to him. His life with her was nothing more than a dead dream. And more importantly, this was the spirit world. Whatever stood on the castle steps only wore Tymaen's guise, the way the reapers in the abandoned village had done. The creature, whatever it was, was lying to him.
Lucan's desire drowned in a sea of rage.
“You dare?” he hissed.
Tymaen flinched, tears trickling down her cheeks. “What? Lucan, my love, why...”
“You dare to wear her face?” said Lucan. “To mock me with this? To wear the face of that faithless craven?” He snarled, summoning as much power as he could manage. “Perish!”
He thrust out his palm, loosing a hammer of psychokinetic force at Tymaen. The blast had enough power to smash her against the wall and turn her bones to powder. But Tymaen held out her hand, whispering under her breath. Blue light shimmered around her, and Lucan felt his spell unravel. 
A ward. She had somehow cast a warding spell, deflecting his attack. Lucan had assumed she was another reaper. But none of the reapers had been able to cast spells. She strode down the steps, blue eyes turning to burning coals in her pale face.
“Then perish!” said Tymaen. “Perish for the master!”
She changed, becoming a wraith of darkness and mist, a hooded shadow, twin eyes of flame burning in the cowl. The hooded shadow began to cast a spell, and Lucan felt the magical strength behind it.
The time for games was over.
He raked his hand against the rough stone wall, letting his blood fall to the earth. Again he felt the torrent of burning power surge into him, and he turned to face the hooded shadow. His hand came up, and he flung blasts of blood-colored fire at the hooded shadow. It tried to flee, but the flames devoured the hooded shadow like a dry leaf in a furnace. And still Lucan loosed the fire, more and more of it, until he had blasted the front of the keep to molten slag and the dead gardens burned around him. 
The power drained from him, and Lucan stumbled, painting. The nausea and dizziness gripped him...but not nearly as bad as the first time. And still the rage burned within him. They dared to throw Tymaen in his face? The reapers, or the manifestations of Demonsouled corruption, dared to mock him like this? He would make them pay. He would hunt down whatever controlled the reapers and the doubles and the hooded shadows, and make it pay, make it scream...
“Very well done.”
Lucan turned. 
Mattias strode through the far gateway, circling around the burning chunks of rubble that littered the courtyard. He looked...amused. Pleased, even, his gray eyes reflecting the flames. 
Lucan remembered Mazael fighting the Malrags as Timothy deBlanc's fire spells raged around him, the flames reflecting his gray eyes...
He flinched as the realization struck him. 
“I know you,” he said. 
Mattias lifted one eyebrow. “Oh?” 
“You were right,” said Lucan. “I've never met you. But I have heard of you. And I have met your family.”
Mattias said nothing.
“Specifically,” said Lucan, “I have met your children.”
Mattias came to a stop, still saying nothing, and the fear grew in Lucan's mind. 
“Amalric Galbraith,” said Lucan. “Morebeth Galbraith. Mazael Cravenlock. Your children. You have many names. In the Grim Marches, you went by Simonian of Briault. The Elderborn called you the Hand of Chaos.” He swallowed, and gathered magical power, sweat trickling down his face. “But the High Elderborn called you...something else.”
Mattias grinned. Red light shone in his eyes, not reflected from the fire. “Go on, boy. Just one more step. You're almost there. Tell me. What did the High Elderborn call me?”
“The Old Demon,” said Lucan. 
For a long moment Mattias said nothing
“You,” said Mattias at last, “are much cleverer than I expected.”
Lucan took three steps back before he stopped himself. His hand came up, and he cast a defensive ward, and then another. Not that it would do any good. His power was no match for the Old Demon's magical strength.
Yet the Old Demon did nothing.
Lucan lifted his hand, preparing to strike first.
“I really wouldn't do that, if I were you,” said the Old Demon. “I'd be obliged to kill you. And that would be a terrible waste.” He grinned. “I abhor the loss of innocent life. Or at least useful life.” 
Lucan braced himself for a magical attack. Yet the Old Demon only stood there, watching Lucan with an amused expression. Bit by bit Lucan's terror receded, and his mind started working again. Yes, he stood face-to-face with an ancient evil of terrible power. Yet that ancient evil had not yet killed him, or even attacked. Why not?
Some of Marstan's memories, his knowledge of the spirit world, swam to the forefront of Lucan's mind.
“You can't kill me,” said Lucan. “You can't even attack me.”
“Oh?” said the Old Demon. “Why not?”
“Because you're only half human,” said Lucan. “You are the son of the Great Demon of old and a human woman. That means your soul is half demon – half spirit. Which means you are bound to the same laws as spirit creatures. Especially here.” He blinked. “That's why you killed Romaria, and not Mazael. Romaria attacked you, and you defended yourself.”
“Clever boy,” murmured the Old Demon. “You are almost correct. The souls of my children are three-quarters human, and the lesser Demonsouled are even more fully human. But half of my soul is demon, and it brings me immortality and great power.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, power carries a price, and even with all my power, I do not have as much freedom as mortals. I cannot attack, not unless I am first attacked. It is most frustrating.” He grinned. “But convincing others to kill on my behalf is remarkably easy.” 
“Is that what you've been doing?” said Lucan. “Unleashing the reapers on me? Was that hooded shadow one of your creatures?”
“Of course not,” said the Old Demon. “I already told you that none of this is my doing. You chose to pull Demonsouled power into your body. Which, in turn, trapped your spirit here, and created the reapers and the doubles and the hooded shadows. I have not interfered with you in any way. All I have merely done is to give you sensible advice – to get to the black city as soon as possible. Which, I note, you have manifestly failed to do.”
“Why?” said Lucan. “Why help me at all?”
The Old Demon shrugged. “Why not? Perhaps I was bored. The downside to immortality is that you need to find something to fill all that time.”
“I serve your greatest enemy,” said Lucan. “Why help me? If I return to my body, it will only aid Mazael.”
Red light glinted in the Old Demon's eyes. “Will it? And Mazael Cravenlock is hardly my greatest enemy. Do you know how many enemies I've had? How many have sworn to destroy me? The Knights of the Lion. The rebel lords of Dracaryl, those who rejected the necromancy and dark magic I taught their peers. The last high king to rule over a unified realm. The princes of Briault. All of them vowed to destroy me. Yet I am still here and they are not.”   
“A fine boast,” said Lucan, “but it doesn't answer my question.”
The Old Demon shrugged. “Doesn't it? Well, that is your concern, not mine. You hardly seem in a position to turn away aid. In fact, I will tell you another secret, freely. Do you know where the reapers come from?”
“You already told me,” said Lucan. “I created them. They're manifestations of the Demonsouled corruption I drew into myself.”
“Correct,” said the Old Demon. It chilled Lucan to realize how much the Old Demon looked like Mazael. The same cold gray eyes, the same intent expression, even some of the same mannerisms. “And did you know that you've been creating more of them?” 
“What?” said Lucan.
“Oh, dear,” said the Old Demon with mock chagrin. “You hadn't figured it out yet? That power you receive every time you spill your blood upon the earth has to come from somewhere. But it's not really blood and it's not really ground, not here. Your blood is a portion of your soul. A very small portion, true, but part of it nonetheless.”
Lucan took a deep breath. “And what is the power?”
“The Demonsouled power you stole from Mazael,” said the Old Demon. “Malavost destroyed your bloodstaff, but the power is still here, inside you. It hates you and wants to destroy you. But you rather foolishly fused yourself to it, so it has become part of you. Which means when you feed it a portion of your soul, you receive power, vast power, in return.” He smiled. “It's almost...poetical, really.” 
It made grim, disturbing sense. Lucan's use of the stolen Demonsouled power had trapped him here. What consequences would he face if he continued to use it? But if he had not used the power, the reapers would have killed him, and the hooded shadow that had taken Tymaen's form might have been strong enough to destroy him.
“And?” said Lucan, his voice hoarse. “What awaits me in the black city? Another trap? Another game?”
“Nothing awaits you but the consequences of your own decisions,” said the Old Demon. “And I am telling you the truth. A way to escape this place, a way to return to your own body, awaits you in the heart of the black city. If you are strong enough to find it.”
A chunk of half-melted stone fell from the keep and smashed against the courtyard. Lucan raised his hand in surprise, beginning a spell.
When he turned, the Old Demon was gone.
“That trick is getting old,” muttered Lucan. 
He shivered. This place, this spiritual limbo...it was a death trap. What would happen if he perished here? Would his physical body die? Or would his soul cease to exist, pass into oblivion? 
He did not want to find out.
No. He would defeat the reapers, find his way to the black city, and escape this place. Then he would repay those that had made him suffer. Even the Old Demon.
Lucan left the ruined castle, climbing the path to the mountain itself.
 
 



Chapter 16 – False Oaths
 
Two days of hard riding brought Mazael and his men to the village of Morsen. 
The village sat atop a rocky hill dotted with bushes and stunted trees, rising a hundred and fifty feet over the surrounding countryside. Herds of goats grazed on the grasses clinging to the hillside, watching the visitors with indifference. The village itself could house perhaps three or four hundred people. A fortified manor house and a domed church stood at one side of the village, and a low stone wall encircled the entire top of the hill.
Morsen was a strong place. Not as strong as the ruined castle in the Great Southern Forest, and certainly not as strong as Castle Cravenlock, but strong nonetheless. A hundred determined men could hold the village against a powerful foe.
An excellent place to surprise and destroy Corvad and his Malrags. 
Mazael's men, along with Gerald's and Kjalmir's, reined up at the foot of the hill. 
“A good place to defend,” said Kjalmir, scratching at his beard. “I would not want to assault it, that much is certain. Those walls are shorter than I might like, but thick. Aye, give me some doughty lads, and we could hold it against half the Malrags of the Great Northern Waste.”
“Thick those walls may be,” said Gerald, “but they'll do us little good, if Corvad's warlocks open a mistgate within the village.” 
Timothy cleared his throat. “We may be able to prevent that, sir knight. From what Circan has described of mistgates, I think it would take a simple ward to keep them from opening within the walls.”
Mazael frowned. “Isn't a mistgate was a spell of great power?”
“Oh, it is, my lord,” said Timothy. “I certainly could never cast it.” He tugged at the spike of his beard. “Think of it as a strong man straining to lift an anvil. While he labors to lift it, any weakling could walk over and poke him in the stomach, causing him to drop the anvil.”
“A crude metaphor, but essentially sound,” said Circan, reining up his horse besides Timothy. 
“Could you collapse a mistgate?” said Mazael, remembering how much strain it had cost Circan to close Lucan's small mistgate to the San-keth temple. If they could collapse Corvad's mistgate behind him, cut him off from any retreat...
“Regrettably, no,” said Timothy. “Once the anvil has been moved, it is just as hard to move again. Even working together, young Circan and I would not have the power to close a mistgate of that size.”
“Young?” said Circan, amused. “You are only seven years my senior.”
Timothy coughed. “Regardless, my lord, we can neither close nor open a mistgate. The only permanent way to close Corvad's mistgates will be to kill his warlocks."
"It will be done," said Kjalmir, nodding with approval.
"We can, however, ward a specific area from mistgates," said Timothy. "Covering an area the size of the village will be a simple task.”
“Good,” said Mazael. “Gerald. Station the armsmen on the walls, and have them ready their crossbows. The more Malrags we shoot before they reach the walls, the better. Kjalmir. My men are all veterans, but yours have the most experience fighting Malrags. I'd like to keep your Arminiars in reserve, to plug any holes in our lines.” 
“A sound plan,” said Kjalmir. 
“Romaria?” said Mazael, glancing at where Romaria sat on her horse, short bow in hand.
She gave a short shake of her head. She smelled neither Malrags nor San-keth in the area. But that meant nothing. According to Timothy's spell, Corvad and his Malrags remained in the Great Mountains. And the San-keth temple would lie buried beneath the village. Or perhaps it had been abandoned and forgotten centuries ago. 
Morsen looked peaceful, sitting atop its hill.
But Corvad was coming. Mazael was sure of it. 
“What about the villagers?” said Gerald, hand closing into a fist. “What if they're San-keth proselytes?” 
“They might not be,” said Mazael. “That map was ancient. It's possible the San-keth temple was forgotten long ago.”
“But if it wasn't?” said Gerald. “If they do indeed pray to Sepharivaim?” Gerald loathed San-keth proselytes. Not surprising, considering they had kidnapped his son and tried to kill his wife. 
“We'll deal with Corvad first,” said Mazael. “He'll butcher anyone in his path, innocent and San-keth proselyte alike. After, we can settle with the villagers. And if they're San-keth proselytes...well, we'll handle them. Let's go. Corvad could arrive at any moment.”
He rode up the path, the men following, Romaria at his side. Mazael hoped to find aid from the village's militia. But the gates stood unguarded, and Mazael and the others rode through unchallenged. He frowned in annoyance. Morsen had been lucky – had the Malrags arrived during Ultorin's invasion, they would have slaughtered the villagers to the last child. 
The village's streets had been paved with cobblestones, and Hauberk's iron shoes clicked against them. Mazael's men fanned out, climbing the stairs to the ramparts, crossbows in hand. Timothy and Circan muttered their spells to ward against mistgates, blue light flashing around their hands. Villagers gaped at them from windows and doorways as they passed, and most slammed their doors, bars thudding into place.
Wise of them, really. 
Mazael reined up in the village square. The fortified manor house stood on one side, its squat tower rising over the rooftops, while the domed church stood on the other. The door to the manor house burst open, and an old man in rusted chain mail hurried out, leaning upon a thick cane, a sword hanging in a battered scabbard at his belt. The old man moved with surprising speed, despite the cane, and his arms looked thick and strong. 
Romaria stared at him without blinking. 
“What is the meaning of this?” bellowed the old man. “I am Sir Gaith Kalborn, and these are my lands. I am a vassal of Lord Mazael Cravenlock! When he hears of this, he'll have your head!” 
Kjalmir laughed.
“I rather doubt that,” said Mazael, “since I am Lord Mazael Cravenlock. Do you not recognize my banners?”
Gaith looked at the black banner with the three crossed swords, and his bloodshot eyes got wide. “Ah...forgive me, my lord. I did not recognize your standard.” 
“I can see why it might have slipped your mind,” said Mazael. “Early this year the Grim Marches came under attack from a great Malrag horde, led by a renegade Dominiar knight. I summoned all my knights and vassals to attend me at Castle Cravenlock. Yet, Sir Gaith, I failed to see you among them. Why was that?” 
Gaith licked his lips. “Forgive me, my lord. I sent as many militiamen as I could spare to your banners. Thirty tough men, good with the bow.”
“Somehow they failed to arrive,” said Mazael. 
Gaith shrugged. “I do not know what to say, my lord. Peasants are a faithless and treacherous lot. No doubt they fled to the free cities and now lie drunk in the gutters. Or perhaps a Malrag warband slew them during the journey to your castle.” 
“That would indeed be a tragedy,” said Mazael. Most likely Gaith hadn't sent any men at all. Still, Ultorin's Malrags had ranged at will over the Grim Marches, burning and killing, and many lords and knights had kept their men back to defend their homes.
Yet very few Malrag warbands had come this far west. 
“It looks as if Morsen was spared the worst of the fighting,” said Mazael.
“Aye, my lord,” said Gaith. “The village is a strong place, with stout walls. We saw two Malrag warbands roaming through the hills, but they...moved on.” He grinned. “Perhaps they went to seek easier prey, aye? We men of Morsen are a stern bunch.” 
“Plainly,” said Mazael. “And your men will soon have a chance to show their steel. A large Malrag warband is on its way to attack Morsen.” 
“That's...impossible,” said Gaith, blinking. “You defeated the Malrags, my lord, I heard the news. The Malrags have been defeated.”
“Most of them,” said Mazael. “But some of the remaining warbands were gathered up by a man named Corvad.”
“But why would he attack Morsen?” said Gaith. “We are but poor herdsmen. We have nothing worth stealing.” 
“Corvad thinks there is treasure buried beneath Morsen,” said Mazael. He had decided not to tell Gaith the whole truth, in case the man was a San-keth proselyte. “A hoard of gold one of the high lords of Old Dracaryl hid within the hill during ancient times. He wants the gold, so he's going to kill everyone in the village to claim it.” 
“But that is ridiculous, my lord,” said Gaith, flabbergasted. “There is no secret gold buried below the village. We've dug cellars into the hillside for generations, to store food during the winter. If there was some ancient treasure buried here, we would have found it long ago.” 
He seemed certain of that. Perhaps he knew about the San-keth temple hidden below the village. 
“Regardless,” said Mazael, “Corvad believes it, and Corvad has Malrags. He will arrive soon. Perhaps within the day. Sir Gaith, you must prepare your village. Otherwise Corvad's Malrags will kill everyone here.”
Gaith's head bobbed. “Yes, of course. You are right, my lord. We must prepare. We, ah, we do have a militia, but not as many men as you have brought,” his eyes swept over the assembled knights and armsmen, “or with such fine weapons and armor.” 
“Every man is needed,” said Mazael. Gaith was lying to him about something, he was sure of it. Yet the old knight seemed alarmed, even startled. Alarm was understandable. But why would he be surprised? The Malrag horde had swept across the Grim Marches, and every lord, knight, and peasant expected and feared an attack.
So why was Gaith surprised?
“You should prepare your people for war at once,” said Mazael.
“Of course,” said Gaith, bowing. “My lord, I hope you and your chief men will accompany me inside. We can discuss our strategies at my table, out of the sun, and I do have a fine wine.”
“A sensible idea,” said Mazael, swinging out of the saddle, as did Gerald and Kjalmir. 
He glanced at Romaria, and she gave him a quick nod.
 
###
 
Romaria watched as Sir Gaith Kalborn led Mazael, Kjalmir, and Gerald into the manor house. 
She did not like the old knight. He had been lying about something, she was sure of it. She smelled the fear rolling off him in waves. Most men would experience fear at the arrival of an armed party at their homes. But Gaith's terror redoubled whenever he spoke with Mazael.
Many men feared Mazael. But for Gaith to fear Mazael more than the Malrags made no sense at all. 
Romaria slid from her saddle and circled the square, her short bow in hand. Morsen smelled like any other village. The sweat of men and women, the thatched roofs drying in the sun, the reek of goats and their droppings. There was no trace of the stench of the San-keth, the dry, dusty scent of their scales. 
Why had the people locked themselves in their homes? Mazael was their liege lord, their protector, their shield from Malrags. They should have welcomed him, if not with enthusiasm, at least without abject fear. And Romaria smelled their fear. 
She took another step, and stopped.
For just a moment, the air had smelled...damp. Musty. The smell of an underground place. She frowned, looking back and forth. 
The smell came from the manor house. Gaith had mentioned underground cellars. Yet the odor was that of a cave, a deep place in the earth, not a cellar.
Romaria walked towards the house.
 
###
 
Gaith led them to the manor house's hall.
It was small, a cozy room with dark wooden paneling and a table large enough for ten. No doubt Gaith conducted most of his business in Morsen's square, and retreated to his hall for quiet dinners.
“Please, my lords, sit, sit,” said Gaith, urging Mazael and the others to the table. “I will rouse my servants. No doubt the sluggards are sleeping the day away. Then we shall have wine and meat, and discuss how to defeat these Malrag devils.”
Mazael sat, and Gaith bowed, retreating through a narrow door in the far wall, next to the fireplace. 
 
### 
 
Romaria circled the manor house.
It was not large, two stories of mortared stone surrounding a squat tower. Yet the foundations looked old. Much older than the house itself. No doubt Morsen had been raided and sacked at some point during its history. Here and there gaps yawned in the foundation stones, and the underground odor, the smell of stagnant water and fungus, reached Romaria's nose. 
Perhaps Gaith had been telling the truth. 
Romaria turned to go, and heard the voice. 
Gaith's voice, coming up from one of the gaps in the foundation. A normal human woman would not have heard it. But Romaria had the senses of the beast, and the beast could hear Gaith with ease.
She stooped closer to listen.
“What shall we do, honored one?” said Gaith, his voice on the edge of panic. “Mazael Cravenlock himself is here! The archpriests have mandated his death, have required the faithful to strike at him, yet he has three hundred armed men with him. We cannot oppose him! And if he tells it true, a Malrag warband is coming to attack Morsen! We are under your protection, honored one. Help us!”
Another voice answered. “Calm yourself, fool.”
That voice made Romaria's lips peel back from her teeth in a snarl. The voice was a sibilant, reedy hiss, a voice spoken from a forked tongue and a mouth with poisoned fangs.
The voice of a San-keth, one of the serpent people. 
“But honored Szegan,” said Gaith.
“Silence!” said the San-keth, presumably Szegan. “Obviously, Mazael has discovered the temple. This talk of a Malrag attack is a pretext to destroy us. This, therefore, is what you must do. You have lured him into your house?”
“Yes, honored one,” said Gaith. “He awaits in my hall, with only two other men.” 
“Then kill him, quickly and quietly,” said Szegan. “Take the calibah and poison the wine. That should overpower him. Contrive some story to tell his men, and then offer to feed them. Poison the food and drink, and dispose of the bodies.”
“That is over three hundred men, honored Szegan,” said Gaith.
“What of it? You have killed travelers and concealed their bodies before,” said Szegan. “This is only the same task on a larger scale. Attend to it at once.”
“Yes, honored Szegan,” said Gaith.
Romaria hurried around the side of the manor house, rage boiling inside her. Their suspicions had been correct. Gaith was a San-keth proselyte, and a black-hearted scoundrel to boot...
Shouts rang out. Romaria reached the village square, saw the armsmen and knights running for the walls.
Timothy caught her eye.
“The Malrags, my lady!” he shouted. “Corvad has arrived.” 



Chapter 17 – The Battle of Morsen Village
 
Molly stepped out of the mistgate and into the hill country. 
She liked the Grim Marches' hills better than the sweeping plains. The plains were too empty, too exposed. Nowhere to hide. These rugged hills offered dozens of different hiding places. 
The village of Morsen loomed over them. For a rural village, the fortifications around it were impressive, with a thick wall and a strong tower in the manor house. Corvad would lose hundreds of Malrags storming this place. 
Not that Molly cared. 
Corvad stepped though the mistgate, clad in black plate and chain, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. He wore the diadem of Old Dracaryl today, the green gem flickering in the black metal. Behind him infused Malrags poured out of the mistgate, hundreds of them. 
“There are men on the walls,” said Molly.
Corvad scowled. “I'd planned to take them unawares.” 
“You won't,” said Molly, and sudden rage flooded her. “There. There! Mazael Cravenlock's banner. He's here.”
“How?” said Corvad. “How did he track us?”
“I don't know,” muttered Molly. Somehow Mazael and Romaria had figured it out. “That map. I should have burned that damned map.” 
“You betrayed me,” hissed Corvad. “You sold me out to Mazael.”
“Have you lost your wits?” said Molly. “I want Mazael dead! You want to rule the world, and I care nothing for that. But I want Mazael's head upon my sword! And I will have it. If I betray you to him, I lose my chance to see him dead” 
The rage in Corvad's eyes didn't go away, but his expression calmed. “Perhaps you are right. I should have realized that something was amiss when the warlocks couldn't open the mistgate within Morsen's walls.” He gazed at the village for a moment. “Wards. Very clever. He knew we were coming. But unsurprising. Mazael must be clever. A man couldn't live for as long as he has without being clever.”
“Or Romaria figured it out,” said Molly. Few foes had ever come as close to killing her as Romaria Greenshield. If Molly had hesitated a heartbeat too long, if Romaria had shifted her aim a half-inch...then Molly would now lie dead in the darkness below Castle Cravenlock. “She's dangerous, maybe even more than Mazael. She put an arrow in your throat, brother.” 
In a strange way, the thought of fighting Romaria again thrilled her.
It gave her something to look forward to other than killing Mazael.   
She rebuked herself for the thought. She loved Nicholas Tormaud, and Mazael had murdered him. She had to avenge Nicholas, had to make Mazael pay for what he had done. That was all that mattered. 
“No matter,” said Corvad. “I half-expected Mazael would find us, anyway. Just as well we prepared so thoroughly. I doubt they have the numbers to stop me. Especially with our...allies.”
He beckoned, and the first zuvembie raced through the mistgate. 
 
###
 
“Our host seems nervous,” said Kjalmir. 
Mazael rose, glancing through the windows to the village square. He saw his men, moving about their tasks. A blue light shimmered around Timothy and Circan as they cast their wards. Nothing appeared amiss.
Then why did Mazael want to reach for his sword? Gaith, even if he was a San-keth proselyte, was only one old man. 
“You can hardly blame him,” said Mazael, resting his hand Lion's hilt. “Given the grim news we bear.”
“And he could be a proselyte, as well,” said Gerald. “That would make him nervous.” 
“If he has a brain in his head, aye,” said Mazael, looking through the window. There seemed to be some commotion...
The narrow door next to the fireplace opened, and four young men entered, clad in garments of gray wool. The men carried trays of wine and meat and cheese. Gaith followed them, smiling.
“My lords, please sit and eat and drink and refresh yourselves,” said Gaith. “Then we shall discuss strategies, aye? We'll find a way to defeat these Malrag devils once and for all.”
“Your hospitality is gracious, sir knight,” said Kjalmir, reaching for a clay pitcher of wine. 
And as he did, Lion trembled beneath Mazael's fingers. 
“Stop!” said Mazael. 
Gaith flinched. “My...my lord? I don't understand.”
Mazael drew Lion. The edges of the sword glimmered with blue fire.
“You are a guest under my roof!” said Gaith, backing towards the door. “My liege lord you might be, but you are still a guest in my hall! And you would draw steel against your host? Men and gods both will curse...”
“Your serving men,” said Mazael, pointing Lion, “are calibah. All of them, I think. And I wager that they poisoned the wine. One drop from their fangs into each cup of wine, that would be enough, wouldn't it?” 
“That's absurd,” said Gaith, sweat rolling down his face. “I will not stand for these lies, these slanderous accusations under my own roof! I...” 
“Silence!” shouted one of the serving men. One moment his eyes were brown. The next they had turned a venomous yellow, split in the middle by a vertical black pupil.
The eyes of a calibah, a San-keth changeling.
“Kill them!” he shrieked. Fangs jutted over his lips, glistening with poison. “Kill the enemies of great Sepharivaim!”
The four calibah surged forward, while Gaith fled through the door. 
 
###
 
Romaria sprinted to the walls, Timothy and Circan following, long black coats flapping. 
“Your wards?” she said. 
“They will hold, my lady,” said Timothy. “Corvad will not be able to open a mistgate within the village. And we may be needed at the walls.”
Romaria could not dispute that. Lucan Mandragon might have used dark magic, but his spells had wreaked havoc on the Malrags. If Circan could block the warlocks' attacks while Timothy unleashed his war spells upon the Malrags...
She hurried to the ramparts, looking into the valley below the village.
Malrags filled the valley like a mass of black flies, hundreds of them. She saw the crimson veins on their faces, and even at this distance, smelled the reek of Demonsouled corruption. Infused Malrags, then, stronger and faster than their lesser kin. 
She also caught the dusty, dry odor of long-dead flesh.
Zuvembies moved among the Malrags. Many, many zuvembies. The sparks of green light from their empty eyes flickered among the dark mass of the Malrags. At least a thousand of the dead things waited below.
Corvad had come prepared.
But so had his foes. Mazael had Lion, and Lion's fire could spread to the weapons of his men. With that blue fire, the knights and armsmen could stand against the zuvembie horde.
Romaria looked over her shoulder, frowning.
Just where the devil was Mazael?
He hadn't come out of the manor house.
With a chill she realized she had failed to warn him of Gaith's impending treachery.
Below, the zuvembies began to move. 
 
###
 
The calibah yanked daggers from their belts, the blades glistening with poison. One scratch would be enough to kill a grown man. 
And Gerald and Kjalmir were still seated at the heavy table, weapons at their belts.
“Ware!” yelled Mazael. “The daggers are poisoned!”
He grabbed the edge of the table and threw himself over it, his armor gouging the wood. His boots slammed into the chest of the first calibah, knocking the changeling down. The others scrambled to reach him, and Mazael heaved himself to his feet, Lion in azure blur before him.
One of the calibah fell, blood spurting from a torn throat. Gerald and Kjalmir shoved away from the table, Gerald drawing his sword with a steely hiss, Kjalmir hefting his massive war hammer. Mazael blocked a dagger's descending blow with Lion, caught another stab on the steel of his left bracer. Calibah poison could not kill him, not with his Demonsouled nature. But it would slow him, weaken him, perhaps enough to let the calibah swarm him. 
And one scratch from the daggers would kill either Kjalmir or Gerald.
The calibah Mazael had stunned climbed back to his feet, murder in his yellow eyes, while the other two fanned out around him. Gerald and Kjalmir stood at either side of Mazael, shields raised. 
Three on three. That should be simple enough.
Even as the thought crossed Mazael's mind, the door burst open, and two more calibah raced into the hall, short swords in their hands.
 
###
 
For an agonizing moment, Romaria hesitated. Mazael had gone into that manor house, a manor house ruled by a San-keth cleric and his proselytes. No doubt they were trying to kill him even now. She wanted to run to his aid, to put an arrow through Gaith's throat...
But Kjalmir and Gerald were both with him. There was no one left to take command of the men. And with the force of Malrags and zuvembies gathered below the village...
Mazael could take care of himself.
He had to take care of himself. 
“Stand fast!” shouted Romaria. “Crossbowmen, ready your weapons. Swords, spears, stand ready!”
She looked at the Malrags, mind racing. No doubt Corvad would repeat his earlier tactics. A wave of zuvembies to wear them down, followed by an assault from the infused Malrags. At the ruined castle in the Great Southern Forest, they had repulsed the attack easily, aided by Mazael and Lion's flame.
But without Lion's fire, the men had no weapons that could hurt the zuvembies. 
 
###
 
“I hope this is worth it,” said Molly, looking at the skeletal ranks of the zuvembies.
Corvad had spent the better part of two days preparing. They had traveled through mistgate after mistgate, jumping from ruined village to ruined village. Ultorin's attack had destroyed dozens of villages, leaving them littered with the dead.
Corpses that Corvad's diadem could raise as zuvembies. 
“Oh, it will be,” said Corvad. Over a thousand zuvembies waited at the base of the hill. “If it wasn't for that damned sword of Mazael's, I would have butchered his men.” He grinned. “And even with that old sword, he'll have a hard time fighting off a thousand zuvembies. Especially combined with the Malrags and the Ogrags.” 
He beckoned, the green gem in the black diadem flaring.
The zuvembies surged forward, racing up their hillside.
 
###
 
The two calibah ran through the door, moving to join their three brothers. In another few seconds they would encircle Mazael, Gerald, and Kjalmir.
So Mazael charged.
He crashed into the nearest calibah, driving the changeling into the wall. He stabbed, Lion's blade sinking into the calibah's gut. Mazael sidestepped, ripping Lion free, the burning blade smoking and sizzling beneath a coat of green-tinted blood. The four remaining calibah attacked, leaping over the bodies of their companions, and Mazael backed away, Lion whipping back and forth as he blocked their stabs and thrusts. 
He sidestepped another blow and lashed out, Lion's point opening a calibah's throat.
 
###
 
“Timothy!” shouted Romaria.
The wizard hurried to her side, watching the zuvembies with narrowed eyes. There were at least a thousand of the things. And from the way their claws dug into the rough hillside, Romaria suspected they could scramble right up the village's walls. 
“My lady,” said Timothy.
“Your fire spell,” said Romaria. “Can you cast it?”
Timothy's eyes widened in understanding. “Yes, of course.” He opened his coat, and Romaria saw four copper tubes hanging there, their ends topped in cork. 
“Crossbowmen!” said Romaria. “Your quarrels. Ignite them!”
Mazael had insisted, for years, that his armsmen keep the necessary materials to set their quarrels aflame. The newer men grumbled, but the veterans understood. Magic and fire were the only things that could destroy a zuvembie. 
And Timothy had access to both.
Small fires crackled along the ramparts as the crossbowmen lit torches. Timothy climbed onto the battlements, coat flapping behind him, copper tube grasped in his right hand. He tugged the cork free and began to wave the tube in a specific pattern, chanting all while. Pale flickers of orange-yellow flame danced around the end of the tube.
The zuvembies scrambled closer, halfway up the hill.
“Release on my command!” said Romaria, as the crossbowmen loaded their weapons. 
Timothy thrust the tube at the zuvembies and shouted the final word to his spell.
And a raging gout of billowing flame exploded from the copper tube, rolling down the hill, the heat of it pounding against Romaria's face. The wave of fire slammed into the zuvembies, who went up like dry kindling. A wall of flame erupted from the front rank of the charging zuvembies, and the green fire vanished from their eyes as the creatures collapsed into piles of smoldering bone. 
Timothy wobbled, and Romaria caught him as he almost fell. 
“That...always tires me out more than I expect,” said Timothy, wiping sweat from his eyes. 
“Could you manage another blast?” said Romaria, watching the conflagration. There wasn't much brush on the hill, and it was burning out faster than she would like. 
“Possibly,” said Timothy, breathing hard. “I think.”
“Hold it in reserve,” said Romaria. The front rank of zuvembies had burned to coals, but smaller  packs broke away from the main band, circling around the fires. 
She lifted her composite bow and stuck a rag-rapped arrow into a torch.
“Crossbowmen!” she said, drawing the bow. “Choose your targets! Fire!”
The crossbowmen ignited their quarrels and fired as one. A storm of flaming streaks shout from the walls, hammering into the scattered zuvembies. Dozens of zuvembies went up in flame, collapsing into piles of charred bone and glowing coals. Romaria loosed arrow after arrow, and every arrow found a mark, setting withered flesh and yellowed bone ablaze.
Yet more zuvembies hurried up the hill, circling around the fires. 
 
###
 
Molly expected Corvad to fly into a rage when the flames exploded, but her brother remained calm.
“Clever,” he said. “I hadn't expected that. Mazael must have wizards other than Lucan Mandragon in his service.”
Molly snorted. “He'd have been a fool to rely solely on the Dragon's Shadow. Look what happened to him.”
“True,” said Corvad, still calm.
“Aren't you angry, brother?” said Molly, puzzled at his lack of fury. “The zuvembies are your chattels, after all, and they're being destroyed by the hundreds.”
Corvad lifted his eyebrows, gray eyes glinting. “The zuvembies are expendable. Their purpose is to tie down the defenders. Which, you'll note, they are doing.” 
Behind him the infused Ogrags lumbered forward. 
 
###
 
The four remaining changelings drove Mazael back until he bumped into the wall, out of room to maneuver. 
It gave Gerald and Kjalmir the chance to strike back.
Gerald's sword flickered in a silver blur, drawing a crimson line across a calibah's throat. Kjalmir's attack was slower, but just as effective. The steel head of his hammer crashed into a calibah's temple, and the changeling's head disintegrated into a crimson pulp. Mazael shoved away from the wall, Lion leading, and buried his blade into a calibah's chest.
The remaining calibah at sprang Mazael, mouth yawning wide, fangs glittering with poison.
Gerald's two-handed swing took the creature's head from its neck. The head bounced across the table, knocking over the pitchers of poisoned wine. 
For a brief moment silence hung over the manor hall.
“What were those devils?” said Kjalmir. 
“Calibah,” said Mazael, watching Lion's blade. The blue fires did not dim. There were still creatures of dark magic nearby. “San-keth changelings. The offspring of a human woman and a San-keth male. The San-keth cannot walk openly under the sun, so they send the calibah to do their dirty work.” 
“We have no experience of such creatures in Northreach,” said Kjalmir. “From time to time a San-keth cleric will travel into the Great Northern Waste and try to take control of a Malrag warband. The Malrags usually kill the clerics.” 
“The San-keth were ever fools,” said Mazael, “and so are their human servants.” His hand tightened around Lion's hilt. “Gaith, the scoundrel! Another of my own vassals sworn to the San-keth, just like Roger Gravesend. Well, I'll settle with him.” 
He stepped over the dead changelings, moving to the door next to the fireplace.
“Mazael!” said Gerald. “Look!”
Mazael looked out the window, saw the chaos in the village's square, saw flames blooming over the walls.  
 
###
 
Romaria loosed burning arrow after burning arrow. The crossbowmen kept a steady rain of quarrels, firing as fast as they could reload their weapons.
It wasn't nearly enough.
Dozens of zuvembies climbed up the wall, springing over the battlements. The knights and armsmen attacked, driving the zuvembies back with spears wrapped in burning rags. Yet they were running out of rags, and normal steel could not harm the zuvembies.  
Romaria released another arrow, and then three zuvembies rushed her. She dropped her bow and drew her bastard sword in a single smooth motion, swinging the weapon in a blow for the nearest zuvembie. 
The creature caught her strike on its crumbling forearm, her blade clanging as if it had struck a bar of steel. Romaria retreated, trying to fend off its blows. All around her, the line collapsed as more zuvembies sprang over the walls, and she saw the Malrags moving into position to attack.
Morsen was doomed. And Mazael's men were doomed, and Romaria with them, unless...
A bar of blue fire flashed across her vision and clanged against her sword. The azure flame spread to her blade, sheathing it in a crackling halo, and Romaria did not hesitate. This time her sword sheared through the zuvembie's arm as if it had been butter, and a quick backhanded slash smashed the creature's skull.
Mazael stepped past her, his armor splattered with green-tinted calibah blood, Lion burning like a star in his fist. Gerald and Kjalmir stood behind him, their weapons shimmering with ghostly blue flame. 
“Stand!” Mazael roared, leaping into the melee, slapping Lion against the blade of every weapon he saw, the blue fire spreading across the ramparts. “Stand and fight! Drive them back! Fight!” 
Romaria grinned and joined the fray, and the zuvembie attack crumbled. 
 
###
 
Corvad's eyes narrowed at the shimmer of blue flame crowning Morsen's ramparts. 
“Mazael,” spat Molly, her voice cold. “I wonder what took him so long to join the battle.”
Corvad shrugged. “Perhaps he was busy slaughtering the San-keth. There is a temple to Sepharivaim buried beneath village. Which is the reason we are here, if you've forgotten.”
“No,” said Molly. She saw Mazael fighting on the ramparts, tearing through the zuvembies like a storm. Her hatred felt like a storm of her own, a black fire to counter the azure flames of Mazael's sword. “No. I haven't forgotten.” 
Romaria fought at Mazael's side. Molly shivered, looking at her. She hated Mazael, loathed him with every piece of her heart and soul. But she feared Romaria, and yet looked forward to facing her again. 
It was a...curious mixture of sensations.
“Good,” said Corvad. “Fear not, sister. You shall have your revenge. Once we find Arylkrad, once we transform Lucan Mandragon, you will have Mazael. And you shall make him suffer as no man has ever suffered.” 
He beckoned, and the twisted shapes of the infused Ogrags lumbered forward. 
 
###
 
Mazael smashed the skull of another zuvembie, ducked the rake of jagged claws, and destroyed another with a quick blow from Lion. 
He cursed himself as a fool. He should never have accepted Gaith's invitation. And he should never have left his men. He had known Corvad was going to attack, had known that only Lion's fire could destroy the zuvembies.
He just hadn't expected the attack to come so soon. 
But his men were holding. The strength of the zuvembie attacked faltered, and Mazael's men regained the walls, destroying the undead. Corvad's Malrags had not yet formed up for a proper attack on the walls. If Mazael's crossbowmen got into position before Corvad launched the next wave of his attack, they would hold.
And perhaps Corvad himself would pay for the dead men in Cravenlock colors who lay below the walls. 
A bloodcurdling screech rose from Corvad's host. 
The hideous war cry of a Malrag, but louder, much louder.
Mazael cut down one last zuvembie and looked over the battlements.
Four Ogrags lumbered up the hillside, massive spiked clubs dangling from their hands. The hulking creatures, each one taller than the wall, wore ragged black chain mail and battered black plates. Crimson veins pulsed and throbbed atop the leathery expanse of their gray hides. Regular Ogrags were dangerous enough, but Corvad's infused pets were lethal.
“Crossbows!” shouted Mazael. “Focus on the Ogrags. Fire! Fire!”
Mazael's crossbowmen raised their weapons, as did the Arminiars. The Arminiar knights bore massive, wicked-looking black crossbows, each loaded with a vicious barbed quarrel. Kjalmir said the weapons had been constructed specifically to kill Ogrags. 
Mazael hoped it would be enough.
A volley of crossbow bolts lanced out, punching into the first Ograg. The creature bellowed in pain, black blood spurting from its wounds even as the barbed Arminiar quarrels plunged through its armor. At last the creature stiffened and lost its footing, rolling back down the hill like a wayward boulder. Romaria stood atop the wall, composite bow in hand, loosing shaft after shaft with the uncanny accuracy of her Elderborn senses. Her arrows plunged into the second Ograg's enormous white eyes, its thick, tumor-encrusted neck, down its roaring maw. At last the Ograg fell, drowning in its own blood. 
The remaining two Ogrags reached the wall. 
The first swung its club in a massive overhand arc, bringing it down on the gates. The wooden gates and the stone arch collapsed in a pile of rubble, and the Ograg stormed into Morsen, howling its war cry. The second Ograg seized the battlements and heaved itself onto the ramparts, the wall cracking beneath its weight. It crushed one of Mazael's men and another of Gerald's beneath its bulk, and one swing of its club sent three armored men tumbling through the air like a child's toys. 
Mazael sprinted at the Ograg atop the ramparts and swung, Lion in both hands. The blade bit deep into the Ograg's leg, black blood sizzling against blue fire. The Ograg screeched and spun, the back of its hand slamming into Mazael's chest. He lost his balance and fell, landing hard below the wall. 
The Ograg howled and jumped from the wall, club raised high. 
Mazael rolled, the Ograg's massive feet slamming into the ground.
Which began to shake. 
Mazael scrambled to his feet as the ground shook, cracks opening below the wall. A hole appeared in the street before the gate, houses collapsing into the growing sinkhole. Mazael started at in astonishment, and then the explanation reached his brain.
He'd known there was a San-keth temple below the village.
He just didn't know how large it was.
Or if its roof had been built strongly enough to, say, support the weight of an Ograg leaping from the wall.
The ground collapsed beneath Mazael, and he plunged into darkness.
 
###
 
Molly watched as Romaria's arrows streaked home, driving the second Ograg to the ground. 
Astonishing. The woman was a more efficient killer than any of the master assassins of the Skulls. 
The remaining two Ogrags reached the wall, and a moment later the gates collapsed, disappearing into the hill. 
“What the devil?” said Corvad.
“The temple,” said Molly. “The roof fell in.”
“If the book is buried, I shall be wroth,” said Corvad. Molly decided not to mention that he had ordered the Ogrags to attack. “They should be distracted enough. Go get it.”
Molly nodded and walked into the shadows. And even as she did, she heard the bloodcurdling war cry as Corvad ordered his Malrags to attack. 



Chapter 18 – Ruined Temple
 
Mazael coughed.
Dust caked his face, mixing with the blood upon his lips. Sunlight glared down at him, beams shining through the swirling dust. Lion trembled in his right hand, blue fire shining. 
Mazael cursed and staggered to his feet, bits of rock sliding off his dented armor. He felt bruised and battered, but already his Demonsouled power healed the wounds. 
He looked around.
He stood in a tunnel built of polished stone, the walls carved with reliefs showing the San-keth slaughtering hapless human prisoners. The ceiling had collapsed, covering the floor in rubble. The Ograg lay some distance away, bellowing, both its legs broken by the thirty-foot fall. 
Mazael buried Lion to the hilt in the Ograg's throat. 
The sounds of furious battle came from the hole in the ceiling.
Mazael had to rejoin his men. With the gates broken, Corvad's Malrags would swarm into Morsen, and every sword was needed.
But first, he had to find a way out of this hole.
The walls were too smooth to climb, and the heaped rubble did not reach high enough to climb out. But the tunnel stretched into the darkness, towards Gaith Kalborn's manor house.
And, no doubt, to the San-keth temple proper. Along with however many calibah and San-keth clerics might dwell there. 
There was no other choice. 
Mazael took a deep breath and hurried into the darkness.
 
###
 
The wall trembled beneath her, and Romaria seized the battlements for balance. As she watched, the ruined gates, a large chunk of the street, and several of the surrounding houses collapsed into a widening sinkhole. 
Taking Mazael and one of the Ogrags with them.
The second Ograg teetered at the edge of the pit, trying to keep its balance. Romaria raised her bow and sent an arrow into the back of its neck. And then another, and then another. 
The Ograg moaned and collapsed in a heap beside the pit. 
She took a deep breath. The Ogrags had killed fifteen men, and maybe wounded another fifteen. That was a cheap price, as Ogrags went. But the gates had been smashed, and a black wave of Malrags boiled up the hillside. The pit before the gates would slow them, but they outnumbered the men three to one. If they got inside the village, it would be a slaughter. 
“My lady!” Gerald hurried her side, his surcoat spattered with blood, both human and Malrag. “Are you injured?”
Romaria shook her head. 
“Where's Mazael?” Gerald said.
“In the pit,” she answered. “He fell when the ground collapsed.” He might lie wounded in the rubble. He might be dead. She shoved aside the thought. “We'll have to fight without him. We’re finished if those Malrags get inside the wall.” 
“We need as many crossbows upon the ramparts as we can fit,” said Gerald. “Spears and swords on the ground to meet the Malrags.”
“That pit will be almost as good as the gates,” said Romaria, “if we can make proper use of it.” 
Gerald nodded, and began shouting orders.
 
###
 
Molly stepped out of the darkness.
She appeared atop the roof of a peasant house, her boots gripping the tiles. Mazael's men ran for the walls, and she saw a knight in bloodstained silver armor shouting orders. Gerald Roland, most likely. Romaria stood beside him, that lethal bow in hand. 
Molly saw no trace of Mazael Cravenlock. Perhaps he had been slain. But she doubted it. It would take more than a few Ogrags to kill a man like Mazael. 
Molly would kill him. 
Romaria stared to turn, frowning, and Molly fell into the shadows. 

She reappeared atop the dome of the church, overlooking the village and the fortified manor house. The San-keth temple obviously lay below the village. How to find it?
Molly knew how the San-keth thought. According to their myths, the gods of men and Elderborn had stripped the serpent people of their limbs, condemning them to crawl in the dust. And so whenever possible, the San-keth mocked the gods of humans, the gods of the Amathavian church. Proselytes, in particular, enjoyed casual blasphemy, often concealing their temples and chapels beneath Amathavian churches...
Molly grinned.
She stepped into the shadows and appeared in the church below. It looked like most other churches and chapels of the Grim Marches, with a half-circle of benches facing the altar. Molly walked to the altar, examined it for a moment, and nodded. 
She touched one of the carvings, and a stone tile behind the altar slid aside, revealing a hidden stairwell. 
Molly descended into the darkness, drawing her sword. She wondered if she would encounter any proselytes or changelings. Though it hardly mattered – the proselytes were fools, and the poison of the calibah, while painful, could not kill a grandchild of the Old Demon. 
Would Romaria follow her? She was more dangerous than anyone who might live in Morsen, deadlier than the master assassins of the Skulls.
Molly found herself looking forward to it.
 
###
 
Mazael strode into the darkness, Lion's fire throwing back the gloom.
He waved the sword back and forth like a torch. The reliefs continued on the walls, bearing the usual scenes of torture and murder the San-keth preferred in their religious artwork. Yet the temple was silent, and Mazael saw no sign of any proselytes, calibah, or San-keth.
Then he saw the faint red light ahead.
He slid Lion into his scabbard, hiding its light, and moved forward as quietly as his boots and armor would allow. 
 
###
 
Romaria opened her mouth to answer Gerald, and the familiar smell of Demonsouled power reached her nostrils.
Molly had arrived. 
Romaria spun, eyes sweeping the village. She glimpsed a flicker of darkness atop one of the rooftops, and then another on the church's dome. For a moment Romaria saw Molly perched atop the church.
And then the Demonsouled woman vanished in another swirl of shadows. 
“My lady?” said Gerald.
“Molly's here,” said Romaria. “I'm going to stop her.” 
Whatever Corvad wanted, whatever he planned, apparently he could not do it without Molly's assistance. And Mazael lay somewhere in the half-collapsed tunnel, perhaps wounded, perhaps helpless. If Molly came across him before his wounds healed...
“Go,” said Gerald. “Kjalmir and I will hold here, I swear it.” 
She grabbed his arm. “Timothy has a few fire spells left. Have him cast them if the Malrags break through. I will return with Mazael.”
Gerald nodded, and Romaria ran towards the church. No doubt Molly planned to steal a book or scroll from the San-keth, return to Corvad, and retreat through the warlocks' mistgate. 
Romaria took another step and blurred into the form of the great black wolf. Her claws clicked against the cobblestones, and she raced into the village's square, nostrils flaring. Where would Molly go? 
The church.
Romaria bounded up the stone stairs and through the double doors of the church. 
Inside, the church looked much the same as of the other churches of the Grim Marches. Though she smelled the dust lying over the benches and altar, the odors of mildew and rot and neglect. She doubted the villagers ever worshiped here, preferring instead to offer the blood of murdered travelers upon the altar of Sepharivaim.
But through the smell of neglect, she caught the sharp odor of Demonsouled power. 
There. Behind the altar.
Romaria jumped onto the dais and circled around the altar. One of the stone tiles had pulled back, revealing a staircase sinking into the darkness. Molly's scent lay heavy here.
Romaria blurred back her human shape and lifted her bow, setting an arrow to the string.
This time, Molly would not escape her.
Romaria hastened down the stairs, boots making no noise against the stone.
 
###
 
The red light brightened, and the tunnel ended in an archway.
Beyond Mazael saw the sanctuary of a San-keth temple.
It was smaller than the temple below Castle Cravenlock, but still impressive. Red granite covered the floor, and a bloodstained altar rested atop the dais. No doubt Gaith Kalborn and his fellow proselytes had been kidnapping travelers for years, sacrificing them atop that altar. A massive bronze statue of Sepharivaim, the god of the San-keth, reared over the altar. 
A San-keth cleric stood next the altar. Or, rather, rested upon its carrier. The serpent people had neither arms nor legs, and claimed that the gods of men had stripped them of their limbs. So in defiance, the San-keth clerics used necromancy to raise the skeletons of their enemies as undead carriers. One such cleric rested wrapped around the spine of an undead skeleton, the cleric's wedge-shaped head rearing up where the skeleton's head should have been. 
Gaith himself stood before the dais, face drawn with fear. Four calibah waited next to him, their golden eyes glittering in the crimson gloom. 
“The village is attacked, honored Szegan,” said Gaith. “Mazael Cravenlock's men war against the Malrags. We have dire need of aid. Please, the men of Morsen have hidden this temple for many generations. We beg of you, unleash your arts to defend us!”
Szegan's coils shifted against his carrier, forked tongue licking at the air.
“It is of no concern,” he said, his voice a hissing croak. 
“But honored Szegan!” said Gaith, falling to his knees. “The men of Morsen shall be slain! And then the victors, whether Mazael or the Malrags, shall discover this holy place and lay it waste. Please, save your loyal servants, use...”
“Silence!” said Szegan. “Your villagers are chattels of great Sepharivaim, and your lives are mine to spend as I see fit! Besides,” he said, some of his rage subsiding, “facing both Mazael and the Malrags at once would be great folly. We shall wait until one or the other is victorious and weakened. Then I shall unleash my arts, my undead servants, and my calibah, and destroy the invaders.”
“But our homes,” said Gaith. “They shall be destroyed. And many men and women of Morsen shall be slain.” 
“That is of no importance,” said Szegan. “Your homes can be rebuilt. And your kin may be slain, but you humans breed quickly. This temple must be kept hidden. So have the archpriests of the San-keth declared. Once the battle above is over, we shall kill the surviving victors. No witnesses must be left.” 
Dismay flashed across Gaith's face, but he bowed his head. “It shall be as you command, honored Szegan.” 
“Prepare the calibah,” said Szegan, his carrier gesturing with a skeletal hand. “Gather the proselytes who are fit to fight, and equip them with poisoned daggers. Once the battle is over we shall fall upon the victors like fangs in the darkness. And perhaps Sepharivaim will deliver Mazael himself into my grasp. He is an enemy of the San-keth, and his death would earn me great standing with the archpriests of Karag Tormeth.”  
Mazael's hand tightened around Lion's hilt.
Szegan wanted Mazael? Well, the San-keth cleric would get his wish. There were four calibah, along with Gaith and Szegan, and Mazael could take them all. He would have to kill Szegan first, preferably before the cleric managed to work a spell...
One of the calibah turned, black-slit eyes widening as he saw Mazael 
“Damn,” muttered Mazael.
“Master!” shrieked the calibah, yanking a dagger from his belt. “We are discovered.”
Mazael stepped in the sanctuary, drawing Lion from his belt. The blade erupted with blue flame, throwing back the dim red light. Gaith sputtered in alarm and stepped behind the calibah, drawing his sword, while the changelings lifted poisoned daggers.
Szegan's head swiveled to face Mazael, tongue lashing at the air. 
“Mazael Cravenlock,” said Szegan. “Come face your doom.”
“Are you so certain of that?” said Mazael, raising Lion. He needed to take down Szegan, but the calibah and Gaith were in the way. “Skhath and Straganis both tried to slay me, and are both dead.” 
“Skhath and Straganis were fools,” said Szegan, the skeletal hands of his carrier coming up, “and I am not. Kill him! Kill him for the glory of Sepharivaim!”
The calibah rushed forward, daggers raised, and Szegan began to cast a spell.
 
###
 
Molly walked down the corridor, sword in hand.
The temple had been built on a similar plan to the one below Castle Cravenlock, though on a smaller scale. The sanctuary waited at the end of this corridor. Rooms lined either side of the corridor, housing the temple's calibah and San-keth priests. The temple's high priest would have his rooms here, alongside the library.
Molly opened the door to the high priest’s chamber. It was bare of furniture, save for a bronze brazier, and a bed of sand in the corner. No doubt the creature curled up there to sleep. There was no sign of any San-keth, which was disappointing. Molly found them just as loathsome as Malrags, and would have enjoyed killing the high priest. 
She pushed open a door in the far wall and found herself in the temple's library. Shelves lined either wall, stuffed with books and scrolls. A writing desk rested against the far wall, next to a wooden podium.
An open map lay upon the podium. 
Molly crossed to the podium and smiled. 
The map was a work of art, the mountains and the forests and the plains done in vivid color, the annotations in the script of Old Dracaryl. It showed the Grim Marches and the surrounding lands. Yet it was not a map of the Grim Marches, but of Dracaryl itself, with every town and castle marked.
Including the location of Arylkrad. 
Molly rolled up the map and took it with her.
 
###
 
Mazael backed away, whipping Lion in wide arcs to keep the calibah at bay. He dared not let the changelings surround him. If even one of them landed a blow, the poison would slow and weaken him. Then the others could overwhelm him. 
Gaith ducked behind the altar. He had gotten a crossbow from somewhere, and jammed a quarrel into the weapon, winding back the crank.
Mazael wheeled, Lion's blade ripping open a calibah's belly. The changeling fell to his knees with a shriek, clutching at his ruined innards. The other calibah hissed in fury and redoubled their attack, driving Mazael across the sanctuary. His sword gave him a longer reach, but he dared not close long enough to finish any of the calibah.
Then Szegan cast his spell.
The skeletal carrier thrust out its hand, and a blast of psychokinetic force slammed into Mazael's chest with the power of a hammer blow. He struck the floor with a clatter of armor, stunned. 
The calibah rushed forward, and Gaith raised his crossbow.
 
###
 
Romaria crept down the temple's central corridor, bow in hand. 
Her senses in human form were not as keen as those of the great wolf, but she could smell Molly's Demonsouled blood well enough, even over the dusty scent of the San-keth. The trail went to an open door on the left wall. Romaria hesitated. Molly might use her power to reappear in the church proper, or even on the steps leading back up to the surface. 
Or she might walk through that door. 
Right into Romaria's line of sight.
The opportunity was too good to pass up. Romaria stood in front of the door, raised her bow, and drew back the arrow.
 
###
 
Molly slid the map into her belt, sword still in hand. She had no fear of damaging the scroll – to judge from its faint tingle against her skin, it had been warded with a spell of preservation. So long as the spell held, the map would outlast the temple itself. 
She stepped back into the high priest's chamber and stopped.
The door stood open. She had left it open, of course, to facilitate her escape from the temple. Yet it set off all kinds of warning bells inside her head. It was the perfect place for an ambush. If Molly had been hunting someone, she would have used the door for a surprise attack.
And Romaria was hunting her. 
Molly took a cautious step forward. 
She just had time to glimpse Romaria, and hear the twang of a bowstring.
 
###
 
Gaith lifted the crossbow, and Mazael saw his chance.
He rolled to the side, and Gaith twisted, following the movement. The crossbow jolted in his hands, and the quarrel buried itself in the side of one of the calibah. The changeling shrieked in sudden pain, and Mazael rolled to his knees and opened the half-breed's throat with Lion's point. 
“Fool!” said Szegan, beginning another spell. 
Szegan was not powerful – Lucan or Malavost could have killed Mazael where he stood. Yet his psychokinetic blasts still struck hard. If he stunned Mazael long enough for the remaining calibah to swarm him...
 
###
 
Molly dodged, flinging herself into the shadows.
But not fast enough. 
Romaria's arrow clipped her left shoulder, opening a deep gash in her flesh. The force of the blow broke Molly's concentration, breaking her grip upon the shadows, and she collapsed to the floor in an inelegant heap. 
Romaria's hand shot to her quiver. 
Molly gritted her teeth and fell into the shadows. 
She reappeared in the corridor, behind Romaria, sword in hand. Already her Demonsouled nature began healing the gash in her shoulder, the wound shrinking, the blood flow dwindling. Yet her arm hurt damnably, and had Molly not dodged, the arrow would have plunged right through her heart. 
Not even her Demonsouled essence could heal that. 
Best to end the fight quickly.
Molly lunged at Romaria, sword blurring.
Romaria twisted, spinning her bow like a staff, knocking aside Molly's thrust. She reached over her shoulder, drawing her bastard sword, and came at Molly. Molly backed into the corridor, sword flying as she ducked and blocked Romaria's attacks. Molly launched strikes of her own, sword darting and stabbing for Romaria's face, but the older woman blocked every one of them.
They broke apart and began to circle each other...
“You're very good,” said Molly. 
“So are you,” said Romaria.
Molly shook her head. “Why?”
“Why what?” said Romaria.
“Why do you love him?” said Molly. “He's a monster. As all Demonsouled are. Why don't you simply kill him and have done with it?”
Romaria shrugged. “Why did you love Nicholas?” 
Again the black rage flooded through Molly. 
“I'll make Mazael suffer,” she spat, “the way I have suffered!”
She stepped into the shadows. But only a short distance, a flicker, enough to close with Romaria. Romaria's blue eyes widened, and she got her sword up in time to block Molly's thrust. But Molly's free hand lashed out, driving into Romaria's gut. Romaria staggered, the breath exploding from her mouth, and Molly sidestepped, sweeping the older woman’s legs out from underneath her.
Romaria landed on her back, hard.
Molly spun her sword, drawing the blade back for a final stab. 
Perhaps Romaria had not been as worthy as she thought, and her death would pour pain upon Mazael...
Romaria changed.
One moment she was a human woman, lying upon the floor. The next a great black wolf crouched in her place. The wolf sprang up, paws slamming into Molly's shoulders. Molly struck the floor with a bone-rattling thud, the wolf's paws and superior strength pinning her in place. 
The wolf's jaws yawned wide, ivory fangs reaching for Molly's throat.
Molly seized her powers and fell into the shadows. 
She reappeared near the double doors leading to the temple's sanctuary, the wolf forty feet further down the gloomy corridor. Romaria was too fast, too strong, and too skilled. Molly doubted she could take Romaria in a straight fight. 
Besides, Molly had what she had come here to take. Fighting Romaria was pointless. Better to leave with the map and return to Corvad. Then Corvad could travel to Arylkrad, and Molly could unleash her vengeance upon Mazael.
Molly gathered the dark fire within her, preparing to walk the shadows to the stairs, and then to the church itself.
She heard Mazael Cravenlock shouting through the sanctuary's double doors.
 
###
 
Green fire blazed around Szegan's skeletal hands, and a wave of cold slammed into Mazael, ghostly flame flickering down his limbs. Some sort of necromantic spell, he thought, trying to leech away his life. But the spell had not reckoned with his Demonsouled nature, and waves of strength flowed into him, fighting against the spell's enervating power. 
The remaining two calibah lunged for him, daggers raised.
Mazael threw himself at them. One of the daggers crunched into his side, biting into his flesh, but Mazael plunged Lion into the calibah's throat. The changeling fell dead, and Mazael spun to face the final calibah. The creature's dagger raked against his jaw, drawing blood, but Mazael rammed Lion into the calibah's chest, the blade finding its heart.
The changeling went limp, and Mazael kicked it off his sword. 
Waves of cold spread from his wounds, and his limbs trembled. The calibah poison was taking effect. It would not last long, but it would weaken him, and he had to take down Szegan before the San-keth cleric killed him.
He raced at Szegan, Lion raised.
Gaith charged, sword in hand. Mazael parried the swing, sidestepped, and brought Lion around in a backhand for Gaith's neck. Or he would have, if his hands had not been shaking. Gaith's sword dug into Mazael's left leg, drawing fresh blood. Mazael bellowed and shoved forward, the sword digging deeper into his leg, and bashed Gaith in the nose with Lion's pommel. The old knight stumbled, and this time Lion found his throat.
Gaith fell, dying, and Mazael faced Szegan.
The San-keth backed away, the bones of his carrier clacking. Mazael stalked after him, trying to run despite the agony in his left leg. He knew the San-keth well enough to recognize the fear in the jerky movements of Szegan's head, the frantic flickering of the tongue.
“Well?” said Mazael. “You wanted Sepharivaim to deliver me to you? Here I am.”
“Impossible,” said Szegan. “The poison should have slain you.” 
“It didn't,” said Mazael, and he charged forward, even as Szegan lifted skeletal hands filled with green fire...
Darkness swirled, and Molly appeared atop the altar, sword in hand, blood dripping down her left arm. 
Mazael froze, as did Szegan.
Mazael felt Molly's cold gray eyes upon him. She looked a great deal like him – the same shape of the eyes, the same line of the jaw. And the same fury that filled her. 
Then she disappeared in a column of darkness.
She reappeared behind Szegan, sword flashing. Blood splashed over the sword, and Szegan screamed. His carrier went into a mad dance, and then Szegan collapsed to the floor, his coils limp. The headless skeleton rattled on for a few more steps, and then broke apart.
Molly stared at Mazael, her eyes burning with rage.
“Hello,” she spat, “father.”
Mazael lifted Lion. 
“You're here to kill me, I suppose,” said Mazael.
Molly said nothing. 
“I didn't kill Nicholas Tormaud,” said Mazael.
Molly shivered in fury. The double doors boomed open, and Romaria ran into the sanctuary, composite bow in hand. Molly took two quick steps to the left, placing Mazael between her and Romaria. 
“You did murder Nicholas,” said Molly, voice quiet, but still tight with rage. “You've tormented me all my life. You sired me on my mother and abandoned us. You let the Skulls raise us, turn us into weapons. And when I escaped all that, when I found Nicholas, you murdered him.” 
“I did forget your mother,” said Mazael. “I was young and foolish, and I forgot her. I left you to the tender mercies of whoever raised you. I did these things, and I am sorry for them.” He took a deep breath. “But I swear to you, I did not kill Nicholas Tormaud.”
“Lies,” said Molly. “I know what you are, father. You're a monster, like me. I thought I could escape that, I thought I could be happy, but I could not. I am a monster, and so are you.” She took another step to the left, no doubt trying to keep Mazael between her and Romaria. “And you'll pay for what you've done to me. You'll pay for what you did to Nicholas.” 
“Not if I put an arrow in you first,” said Romaria.
Molly laughed. “I can't fight both of you together. But I don't need to, once Corvad has what he wants. Then I will come for you. You'll see the Grim Marches burn. You'll watch everyone you love die. You'll suffer as I have suffered, as you have made me suffer. And then, and only then, will I kill you.” Her eyes glinted like sword blades. “Father.”
She vanished in a flicker of shadow.
 
###
 
A walk through the shadows to the temple stairs, and then another to the church's dome. 
Molly took a quick look over the village and saw that the battle was over. Most of Morsen lay in ruin, but Mazael's men had held. She saw the remnants of Corvad's Malrags streaming down the hill, saw the fires burning on the hillside. Apparently Mazael's wizard had possessed the strength for a few more explosions. 
Molly walked the shadows to the rampart, and then down to the valley, reappearing next to Corvad. Her brother scowled at the village, hands closed into fists. The failure of his attack would not have pleased him, even if it had been intended as a distraction.
“Sister,” he said, glaring. “Were you successful?”
Molly gave him a tight smile. “I know where Arylkrad is.” 
Corvad's answering smile was wolfish. He liked killing things, after all. And if their grandfather had told the truth, the thing buried in Arylkrad's ruins would allow Corvad to kill tens of thousands.
“Good,” said Corvad. “We can begin at last.”



Chapter 19 – The Cleric of Sepharivaim
 
Mazael lowered his sword with a curse. 
“Are you injured?” said Romaria, hurrying to his side.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “But it will pass.” Already he felt the wounds healing, the poison fading from his blood. Soon it would be as if he had never been wounded, thanks to his Demonsouled blood.
The same Demonsouled blood that flowed through Molly's veins.
His daughter.
Mazael's hand tightened against Lion's hilt. The hatred in her eyes had been more intense than anything he had seen. She wanted him dead, badly. He had never known of her existence, but he understood if she hated him for abandoning her. 
Because he had abandoned her. Unknowingly or not, he had abandoned both her and Corvad, left them to the tender mercies of teachers who twisted them into monsters. But Molly didn't hate him for that. She hated him for the death of Nicholas Tormaud.
A man that Mazael had not killed. 
Why the devil did she think Mazael had killed him?
“We should get back to the village,” said Romaria. “There are stairs leading to the church. The men will need your aid.”
“They will,” said Mazael, “but Corvad has what he wanted. Did you see that scroll in Molly's belt?”
“It looked like a map,” said Romaria. 
“That was what Corvad was after,” said Mazael. “Now that he has it, he'll retreat through his mistgate.” He scowled. “And we'll have to chase him across the Grim Marches. If we knew where he was going, we could catch him, but...”
“I know where your foe is going.”
It was the raspy, hissing voice of a San-keth cleric.
Mazael turned, raising Lion, and Romaria drew her bow.
Szegan slithered across the dais, blood dripping from the hideous wound behind his scaled head. Apparently, the wound had not proven fatal quite yet. 
“So you are Demonsouled, Mazael Cravenlock,” said Szegan. “A child of the Old Demon, yes? That explains much. How you defeated Skhath and Straganis, for one.” The serpent coughed, blood splattering over his fangs. “It is folly for the servants of great Sepharivaim to meddle with the Demonsouled. You are too strong to control and too dangerous to wield as weapons.” 
“You can ask Sepharivaim about it, when you see him,” said Romaria, taking aim with her bow.
“Wait,” said Mazael.
Romaria frowned, but held her fire.
Mazael stared at the wounded San-keth. The ambush to stop Corvad had failed, badly. Molly was gone with the map, and no doubt Corvad's Malrags retreated through the mistgate even now. Timothy's spell could find Lucan anywhere. Yet with Corvad's warlocks and their mistgates, Mazael could chase him from one end of the Grim Marches to the other and never catch him.
Unless he knew where Corvad was going. 
“You know what my foe plans?” said Mazael.
“Of course not,” whispered Szegan. His yellow eyes focused on Mazael. “But I am not a fool. I know what she intends.”
“How?” said Romaria.
“Your daughter,” said Szegan. “I saw the map tucked in her belt. I know what it is.” 
“What is it, then?” said Mazael.
“This is a San-keth cleric,” said Romaria. “How do we know he speaks the truth?”
Szegan coughed a hissing laugh, his coils trembling. “You do not. But comfort yourself with this thought. I have no reason to lie. You are a mortal enemy of the San-keth people, Mazael Cravenlock, and your destruction would be a great victory.” He twitched closer, scales rasping against the stone floor. “But your daughter has dealt me a mortal wound. I wish to see her dead. So I will send you after her. If she slays you, I have won a mighty victory for Sepharivaim. And if you slay her, my death is avenged.” Again he made a hissing laugh. “Perhaps you will both slay each other! Then my victory shall be complete.” 
“This map,” said Mazael. “What is it?”
“A map of the kingdom of Old Dracaryl,” said Szegan.
Mazael shared a look with Romaria. Corvad and Molly had been stealing books and scrolls of Old Dracaryl. Had they been hunting for a map all along?
“Why did have a San-keth temple have a map of Dracaryl?” said Romaria. 
“It was a gift,” said Szegan. “In ancient days, the high lords of Dracaryl were mighty rulers, fell and terrible. Their magical powers commanded the dragons, and between their spells and the dragons, no foe stood against them. But they desired to live forever in splendor, and studied necromancy to extend their lives. And to learn necromancy, they turned to the San-keth, for we are the masters of that art. The map was a gift from the High Lord of Arylkrad, one of the chief strongholds of Dracaryl, a castle seventy miles south of Mount Drachgan.” 
“That doesn't help us find Corvad,” said Romaria. “The kingdom of Dracaryl ruled the Grim Marches, the Black Plains, the Whitewood, and the Great Mountains. Corvad could be anywhere within these lands.”
“Perhaps,” said Szegan, trembling as he inched towards the edge of the dais, “but I know where he is going.” 
“How?” said Mazael.
“Because of the corruption of Lucan Mandragon,” said Szegan, “and because your enemy took him.”
“And how did you know about that?” said Mazael.
Again Szegan loosed that hissing laugh. “The servants of Sepharivaim have many eyes and ears, even among your own sworn men. We knew what befell Lucan after the great battle at Deepforest Keep. Once your daughter stole the map, I knew what she intended. Your enemy desires to claim the Glamdaigyr.”
“The Glamdaigyr?” said Mazael. “What the devil is that?”
“The word is High Elderborn,” said Romaria. “It means...sword of souls, I think. Or perhaps a dagger that drinks souls.” 
“Yes,” said Szegan. “Ere they fell, the lords of Dracaryl forged weapons of great dark magic. The Glamdaigyr was one of them. It drains away the life force of its victims and transfers that power to its wielder. The High Lord of Arylkrad claimed the sword for himself, and sealed it in his citadel before dark magic devoured Dracaryl. The sword lies there to this day.”
“If it is so powerful,” said Romaria, “and you know where it is, why haven't the San-keth claimed it?”
“Because we cannot,” said Szegan. “The High Lord was a wizard of great potency, and ringed Arylkrad with wards and guardians. Five times the archpriests have sent expeditions to Arylkrad, and five times the guardians have destroyed those expeditions.”
“But Corvad thinks he can take the sword,” said Mazael.
Szegan hissed. “Demonsouled have power. And you have a way of destroying enemies others cannot defeat.” 
“All this for a sword?” said Mazael. 
“The Glamdaigyr is powerful,” said Szegan, “and your enemy can use the Glamdaigyr to obtain far greater power.” Szegan shuddered, some of his coils falling to the first step of the dais. “You have seen the infused Malrags, yes? The Malrags strengthened by the blood of a Demonsouled? And with the Glamdaigyr and Lucan's blood, your enemy shall create a Malrag Queen.”
“I have never seen a Malrag Queen,” said Mazael. "I understood that the Malrags have no gender." 
“The Malrags are only demon spirits inhabiting bodies of crude flesh,” said Szegan. “Those bodies are grown in dark hives, far below the earth. And within those hives dwell the Malrag Queens. Vast, misshapen beasts, grotesque to behold, some larger than the sanctuary of this temple. Many who look upon them go mad. The Malrags grow like tumors in the flesh of the Queen, until they are strong enough to rip their way free from its hide. One Malrag Queen can spawn tens of thousands of Malrags.”
Mazael remembered the vials of blood on Lucan’s table, remembered the black staff burning in Lucan's hands. He remembered how Lucan had been left twisted and deformed, his skin gray and bulging with growths...
The answer came to him. 
“Gods,” said Mazael, “that's it, isn't it? Lucan.” 
Szegan's yellow eyes glittered. “Yes. You understand. The Dragon's Shadow corrupted his soul...and made himself vulnerable.”
“What about Lucan?” said Romaria.
“Corvad's going to transform him into a Malrag Queen,” said Mazael. “The corruption Lucan brought into himself. Corvad will use the Glamdaigyr to combine that with the power of his own blood, and transform Lucan into a Malrag Queen.”
“But Lucan is male,” said Romaria.
Szegan's tongue flickered over his fangs, and he slid down another step of the dais. “The Malrags have no gender. They spawn from a Queen, grow in its flesh like tumors. But you are correct, Mazael Cravenlock. This Corvad...I assume he is the Demonsouled commanding the Malrags, yes? Right now he only commands the remnants of Ultorin's horde. But once he transforms Lucan into a Malrag Queen, he will produced uncounted legions of Malrags. Perhaps he will even become the Destroyer foretold in the prophecies.” 
Mazael scowled. Ultorin and his horde of Malrags had been bad enough. But Ultorin had only been a renegade knight equipped with a bloodsword forged in Demonsouled blood. An army of infused Malrags, commanded by a true Demonsouled, a grandson of the Old Demon himself, would be far worse. What would Amalric Galbraith, Mazael wondered, have been able to do with an army of Malrags at his command? 
“We must stop Corvad,” said Mazael. “Molly wants me dead, fine. Corvad wants to conquer the world. And with a Malrag Queen, and a Malrag army, he'll be able to do it. He'll become the Destroyer.” 
And, worse, the Old Demon would triumph. If Corvad became the Destroyer, the Old Demon would devour him and his strength. Mazael's father would gain the power of a living god. 
He did not want to think about the kind of world his father would create with such power. 
“You shall not stop Corvad,” said Szegan. 
“I shall,” said Mazael, turning from the dais, “and...”
Szegan snarled and launched himself into the air, fanged mouth yawning wide. He had been stalling for time, Mazael realized, inching closer until he could attack. Calibah poison was deadly. The poison of a true San-keth, one of the serpent people, was utterly lethal. Perhaps even potent enough to stop the heart of a Demonsouled. 
An arrow slammed into Szegan's side, sinking deep. The San-keth's head missed Mazael's neck, sliding past his shoulder to slam against the floor. The serpent priest recovered quickly, rearing up to strike, but Mazael was faster. 
Lion swung in an arc of blue light, and Szegan's head bounced across the dais. For a moment cleric's body thrashed and writhed like a rope caught in the wind, and then went still. Lion's blue flames dimmed and went out. 
There were no creatures of dark magic left in the temple.
Mazael let out a long breath. “Good shot.” 
“I should have killed him on the spot,” said Romaria. “The San-keth are not trustworthy.”
“No,” said Mazael. “He had information we needed. And we know what Corvad wants, and what we must do to stop him.”
And what Mazael had to do to stop his mistakes from causing more damage than they already had.
He should never have seduced Elizabeth of Barellion.
He should never have trusted Lucan. 
Mazael would stop Corvad. Whatever the cost to himself.
“Let's go,” said Mazael, turning his back on Szegan's corpse. 
 
###
 
The battle was over by the time Mazael and Romaria returned to the village. 
Great heaps of Malrag dead lay before the ruined gates. Most had been slain with crossbow bolt and spear, but many had been burned to charred husks. Timothy, it seemed, had possessed the strength for a few more fire spells. Amongst the Malrag slain Mazael saw dead men in armor, some wearing Cravenlock colors, others in the blue and silver of House Roland or the crimson cloaks of the Arminiars.
Far more than Mazael would have liked.
He found Gerald and Kjalmir standing near the ruined gate, giving commands. Both men had come through the battle uninjured, their armor dented and bloodied, their cloaks and surcoats torn to shreds. Timothy sat on a fallen stone, face haggard, sipping water from a clay cup. 
All three looked up at Mazael approached.
“You're alive, thank the gods,” said Gerald. 
“How?” said Kjalmir. “When the street collapsed I was sure you were slain.” 
“The street collapsed into a tunnel,” said Mazael, “and the tunnel opened into the San-keth temple. It took some doing, but I fought my way clear.”
“An impressive feat of arms,” said Kjalmir.
“Not impressive enough,” said Mazael. “Both Corvad and Molly got away. How many did we lose?”
Gerald grimaced, flexing his sword hand. “Twenty-seven of yours slain. Six of mine.”
“Seven of mine,” said Kjalmir. “They died as true brothers of the Knights Arminiar, facing the Malrags with sword in hand.”
“Damn it,” said Mazael, a wave of rage rising in him. Those were men under his protection, and Corvad had slain them. He would slay both Corvad and Molly for this. He would hunt them to the ends of the earth, he would...
Mazael pushed back his fury. Blind was rage was not something a child of the Old Demon could ever afford. 
Not when the rage might turn him into something worse than Corvad, worse than Amalric Galbraith. 
“Then we failed,” said Kjalmir. “We will not have another opportunity to ambush Corvad.”
“We have failed,” said Mazael. “But we gained something from this failure. I know what Corvad wants, and I know where he’s going.”
“Where?” said Gerald.
“A place called Arylkrad, a ruin of Old Dracaryl,” said Mazael. “Seventy miles south of Mount Drachgan in the Great Mountains.”
That got Timothy's attention. “He's going into the Great Mountains? That's madness. There are dragons in the Great Mountains! And...other things, as well, horrors and spells left over from the final days of Dracaryl.” 
“We are going after him,” said Mazael. “There’s a sword of dark magic in Arylkrad, a weapon called the Glamdaigyr. Corvad will use that and Lucan's blood to create a Malrag Queen.”
“Gods!” said Kjalmir.
“You've encountered such a creature before?” said Gerald.
“No,” said Kjalmir, “but they are recorded in the annals of my Order. Four times the Knights Arminiar have gathered to slay a Malrag Queen, lest it spawn a horde of Malrags. Four times we have been victorious...but every time, tens of thousands fell in the battle, and Northreach was left desolate of men for a generation. And a Malrag Queen under the control of a Demonsouled...this cannot be allowed!” Kjalmir's eyes blazed. “We must stop Corvad.”
“And we shall,” said Mazael. “We will ride for Castle Cravenlock at once, to obtain maps and supplies. Then we shall make for Castle Highgate and the Great Mountains.”
“We may be too late,” said Gerald, “if Corvad uses a mistgate to reach Arylkrad.”
“Ah,” said Timothy. “That is...unlikely.” He wiped sweat from his brow. “Many ancient wards of Old Dracaryl linger in the Great Mountains, wards beyond the skill of any living wizard. I suspect opening a mistgate in the mountains would be...unwise. Remarkably so. The results would be rather explosive.”
“Even so,” said Mazael, “Corvad can take a mistgate to the edge of the mountains, and proceed on foot from there. He'll have an eight-day head start, and we need to move at once. Gerald, Kjalmir, get your men ready. I want to be gone from Morsen within the hour.”
“What about the villagers?” said Gerald. “They’re almost certainly San-keth proselytes. Should we just leave them here?”
Mazael hesitated. The dark part of his mind, the Demonsouled part, wanted to kill them all. But there were children among them. And perhaps not all of the villagers had been proselytes. Perhaps only a small minority had known of the San-keth temple below the church. And Mazael did not have time to sort the innocent from the guilty.
Not with Corvad planning to create a Malrag Queen. 
“Send some men into the temple,” said Mazael. “Have them burn the books in the library – they're tomes of dark magic and necromancy. But they're to keep any maps. We might need them in the Great Mountains.”
“What of the villagers themselves?” said Timothy, frowning.
“Leave them,” said Mazael. “They trusted in the San-keth to protect them...and the serpent priests failed. Perhaps they'll rethink their faith in Sepharivaim.”
 
### 
 
Two hours later Mazael rode to the east, his face grim.
Corvad and Molly. His children, both of them. And together they threatened to destroy the Grim Marches, to slay the peasants and knights and nobles under his protection. But not if Mazael stopped them.
Not if Mazael slew them.
His own children. 
His scowl deepened, his hand tightening around Lion's hilt.
He already had the blood of his half-brother and half-sister on his hands, Amalric and Morebeth Galbraith. 
No doubt he could live with the blood of his children on his hands, as well.
 



Chapter 20 – Master of Shadows
 
The moaning wind never ceased. 

Lucan made his slow way along the road, one hand braced against the rock wall of the mountain. The path here was little more than a twisting ribbon of stone, clinging to the mountain's jagged side. The slope wasn't quite a cliff, but steep enough that a fall would kill him.
He laughed a little at the thought.
One needed a physical body in order to die. And what would happen if he was killed here? Would his spirit disintegrate into nothingness? Would the Demonsouled corruption devour him? Or would he be trapped here forever, the reapers and killing him over and over again?
That thought did not make him laugh. Perhaps the Old Demon had lied to him, and his physical body was already dead. Perhaps he was trapped here.  
“No,” growled Lucan. He would escape from this place. He would return to his body. Then he would take vengeance upon Malavost, upon his father, upon his brother, upon anyone who had ever caused him pain.
He gazed up at the mountain, at the ruined black city overhead. It was much closer now, and he had a clear view of the gaping holes torn into its black walls. What was the black city? Everything else here was either a manifestation of the Demonsouled corruption or something spawned from the depths of Lucan's own mind. So what did the black city represent? The Demonsouled power of the bloodstaff? Lucan's inner mind? Or something else entirely?
He would find out, soon enough.
Assuming the reapers and the hooded shadows did not kill him first.
Lucan glanced backward, at the foothills and the dead forest and the roiling black sea. He had seen no one else since leaving the burned castle in the foothills, and the long road let him see anyone attempting to ascend the mountain. Not that it mattered – Lucan suspected the reapers would not rely on anything as mundane as walking. 
The road widened as it followed the curve of the mountain. Lucan lifted his hand, drawing on power for a spell. The wider road meant that more than one reaper could attack him at once, if they wanted a fight. He kept walking, hand raised, and the road widened into a broad ledge. 
Then he saw the ruins ahead.
“Not again,” he muttered. 
A courtyard jutted from the side of the mountain, built of the same black stone as the ruined castle and the city atop the peak. Broken statues littered the courtyard, images of men in armor and women in flowing gowns. It looked a great deal like the Court of Swords at his father's castle of Swordgrim. 
“What is it this time?” shouted Lucan, stepping into the courtyard, his boots clicking against the black flagstones. “Shall you appear in the form of my mother, and castigate me for my failures? Or will you take Tymaen's shape, and blame all my pain upon my mistakes? Or perhaps you'll take the shape of Marstan, and mock my weakness?” His voice rose to a shout, echoing off the side of the mountain. “Or maybe you'll take my shape as a child, and I can reflect sadly upon my lost innocence and youth.” The rage bubbled in him, threatening to spin out of control. He had made mistakes, yes, but he had done what was necessary. He had already suffered so much, lost so much. Why must he suffer this, too? “Well? Stop hiding! Out with it already!”
The echoes died away.
“Have you grown so suspicious, Lucan?”
He turned, scowling.
Tymaen stood by the stone railing, clad in a gown of rich green with gold trim on the sleeves and hem. Her hair rippled in the wind, and her sad blue eyes watched him. 
“Or perhaps,” she said, “your own guilt makes you suspicious, for you know that retribution is close at hand.”
“I am suspicious,” said Lucan, “because I am trapped in the spirit realm, and pursued by chattering wraiths that weary my ears with absurdities.” 
Tymaen shook her head. “I remember when you were happy. When you were...”
“Shut up,” said Lucan. “You're not Tymaen. You're either one of the reapers, or one of those the shadows. Another servant of the Demonsouled corruption.” He flexed his hand, drawing more magical power. “Return to your master, and tell him to stop sending tattered wraiths to pursue me. I will escape from this place, and if he hinders me, I will destroy him.”
Tymaen smirked. She had never worn an expression like that in life, her mouth twisted with cruelty, her blue eyes filled with hateful glee. “Tell him yourself.”
Lucan spun.
His father stood in the center of the courtyard. Even his late forties, Lord Richard Mandragon was strong and vigorous. Lord Richard wore armor made from crimson chain and the overlapping red scales of a slain dragon. At the age of eighteen, Richard Mandragon had ventured into the dragon-haunted peaks of the Great Mountains and slain a dragon with his own hands, earning the name Dragonslayer. At eighteen, Lucan's elder brother Toraine had done the same, killing a black dragon, and men called him the Black Dragon.
When Lucan had been eighteen, Marstan had tried to possess him.
The Dragon's Shadow, men called Lucan. The skulking wizard, lurking in the shadows of his noble father and fearless brother. 
“How terribly clever,” said Lucan. “A hooded shadow wearing my father's form. Have you come to lecture me about my failings? How I have disappointed you? How I am unworthy of bearing the name of Mandragon?” 
Richard said nothing, his black eyes focused on Lucan.
Lucan sneered and stepped forward. “I am what I am because of you, father. You let Marstan teach me, even knowing what he was. And you used my arts and spells to fortify your power. Yes, Richard Mandragon is a generous and wise lord...but cross him and he'll send Toraine to rape your daughters and Lucan to work dark magic on your lands.” 
Still Richard said nothing.
“Get out of my way,” said Lucan. “You're not my father. You're only another shadow.”
He cast a spell, his will hammering in a psychokinetic blast. 
Richard made a twisting motion with his right hand, his eyes blazing with crimson fire. For an instant the air around him distorted, like the air rippling over the hot ground in the summer sun. Lucan’s psychokinetic attack collapsed, leaving Richard unharmed.
A warding spell.
“Ah,” said Lucan, flexing his fingers. “Another hooded shadow, I assume? I destroyed the first of your kind I encountered, and I shall destroy both of you.” 
“You are a fool, Lucan Mandragon,” said Richard. It was his father's voice, the voice Lucan had endured all his life. Yet now it had a strange resonance, as if something darker and stronger snarled beneath the deep tones of Lord Richard's voice. 
“Perhaps,” said Lucan, “but I know what you are. A hooded shadow, a servant of the Demonsouled corruption I brought into myself.”
“Do you not know who I am?” said Richard. The bloody fire in his eyes blazed brighter. 
Lucan frowned. The fire in Richard Mandragon's eyes was the same color as the light that had flickered in the sigils of his bloodstaff. The bloodstaff that Lucan had forged in Mazael's Demonsouled blood...
“You,” said Lucan, “you're...”
“I am you,” said Richard. 
“No,” said Lucan. “You're the Demonsouled power I pulled into myself, the corruption that...”
“No,” said Richard. “I am you, Lucan Mandragon. I am the Demonsouled power that fused with a portion of your spirit, creating this place.” He gestured with a red-armored hand at the mountain, the black city, and the dead forest spread out below. “You see me as your father, do you not? You always feared that you would become as cold and as ruthless as him. But now you fear what the Demonsouled power will make of you. You struggle against it, against me, even as it devours your soul piece by piece.” 
“I will defeat you,” said Lucan.
Richard shook his head. “I am you. How can you defeat yourself? You fear me...but you should not. You have always desired power, and I have great power. I am what you are destined to become, what you were meant to be. Join with me. Let the sundered halves of our soul rejoin. And when we become one once more, no will have the power to stop us. Everyone who ever made us suffer will pay a thousand times over. And then, we will have the strength to cleanse the world of dark magic forever, to hunt down and slay every last necromancer. We shall make the San-keth extinct.” His voice hardened. “We will hunt down and kill every last Demonsouled. For they are the ultimate authors of our suffering. The Old Demon himself trained Marstan’s teachers. And the power in Mazael's blood did this to us, splitting us asunder.”
“Yes,” whispered Lucan. He did want that, very much. The power to end all dark magic. The power to make his enemies suffer, to make them beg for mercy...
No! That way lay madness. 
“I am Lucan Mandragon,” spat Lucan, “not you. I am not the puppet of the Demonsouled, or the Old Demon, or the San-keth, or anyone else! And you are only a posturing shadow, a phantasm of the spirit world.” 
“Do not be a fool.”
A new voice. Lucan saw his older brother Toraine, tall and slim in his armor of black dragon scales, walk to join Lord Richard and Tymaen. 
“You could never defeat me,” said Toraine. “You were always too weak. Well, now is your chance to become the strongest. Are you too cowardly to seize it?” 
“Oh, he has potential, certainly.” This time Marstan, an old man in black robes, strode across the courtyard. “But he was too weak to seize it.” He smirked. “Lucan is nothing more than raw material for those strong enough to use him.” 
Lucan swallowed. Tymaen, Toraine, and Marstan were almost certainly hooded shadows. Lucan could take one of the hooded shadows in a straight fight, but three would almost certainly overpower him. And he did not know what kind of power the Lord Richard apparition wielded. If Richard drew on the full power the bloodstaff had possessed, then Lucan would find himself quickly defeated. 
Richard held out an armored hand. “Join me. Let us become one, as we were meant to be.”
“No,” said Lucan. “I am my own man. Not a puppet. If I accept you, if I accept the Demonsouled power, I'll become the sort of twisted creature that Ultorin became. And I will not. I did not fight against dark magic only to let it devour me.” 
Richard shook his head. “The end is not in doubt. We shall become one, and you shall become greater. The only question is whether you come of your own will...or I force you to do so. Take him.”
Tymaen, Toraine, and Marstan lifted their hands, casting spells, and Lucan felt the crawling tingle of magical force. 
He struck first. 
Lucan's will lashed out, flinging a blast of psychokinetic power. But instead of one massive blow, he split his will, sending the force in a dozen different directions. The blast struck the chunks of broken statues scattered around the courtyard, sent them flying into the air.
Into Lucan's enemies. 
Broken statues fell into Marstan, Tymaen, and Toraine, disrupting their spells and sending them crashing to the ground. Lucan cast another spell, unleashing a volley of sizzling blue sparks at Richard Mandragon. The air around Richard shimmered, and then flashed as his defensive wards collapsed. Lucan began casting again, hoping to land a killing blow on Richard. 
Richard moved faster.
Blood-colored fire burned around his fingers, and he flung a bolt of crimson flame. Lucan cast a ward around himself, just in time. His ward screamed and shuddered under the strain of the blast, and he staggered back several steps. The attack had been hideously strong, and Lucan's strength had barely sufficed to turn it aside.
Tymaen, Marstan, and Toraine scrambled to their feet, and as they did, their human shape melted away, flowing back into the form of hooded shadows. Richard began casting another spell, more crimson flame dancing in his palms. 
Lucan launched another blast of psychokinetic force, seizing more chunks of broken statues and flinging them at Richard and the hooded shadows. But the shadows cast wards of their own, deflecting the rain of debris. Richard gestured, and crimson flame devoured the rubble flying for his head, reducing it to dust. 
“You're too weak, Lucan,” said Richard.
“Now you truly sound like my father,” growled Lucan. 
“Join with me,” said Richard. “Let us become one. For we are one, already – you are merely delaying the inevitable. You struggle against what you might become, the power that is rightly yours.”
“You're damned right I struggle against what I might become,” said Lucan. “I will not become a man like Marstan or Malavost. Or a monster like Ultorin.” 
“You already are a man like Marstan and Malavost,” said Richard, the hooded shadows waiting at his side. “They wielded dark magic to achieve their ends. You have done the same. What is the difference between you?”
Lucan opened his mouth to speak an answer...and found that he did not have one. 
Richard used his hesitation to strike, flinging another blast of bloody flame, and Lucan barely deflected it. The hooded shadows began casting spells, their magic picking up broken pieces of statuary and hurling them at Lucan. He cast fresh wards about himself, trying to deflect both the blasts of fire and the rocky missiles. His defenses held, the wards sparking and flickering beneath the strain. 
But he had no power left to attack, and his wards were collapsing...
A chunk of stone clipped Lucan on the shoulder. Another slammed into his thigh, and he staggered back several steps. A third struck his hip, and he collapsed to his knees, blood falling from his wounds. 
And sinking into the earth.
The Demonsouled power flooded into him, strengthening him, his pain draining away. 
For a panicked moment Lucan tried to keep the power at bay. He dared not use it. He would escape this place on his own, take vengeance on his foes on his own...
A piece of stone cracked into his chest, knocking him to the ground.
Lucan snarled and seized the Demonsouled power.
Crimson fire filled his hands, and he surged to his feet. A gesture, and the debris hurtling through the air disintegrated into ashes. Another gesture, and a volley of bloody flame slammed into Richard Mandragon, knocking him back. More Demonsouled power flooded into Lucan, and he felt the dark magic pulsing through the very stone of the mountain.
He felt the hooded shadows, the chains that bound them to Richard.
With a single spell he shattered those chains and remade them. 
“Take him!” shouted Lucan. “Kill him! Kill him now!”
The hooded shadows attacked Richard. They swarmed over him, raking at him with dark claws. Richard staggered back, flinging out his hands. Crimson fire exploded, ripping the hooded shadows to shreds of smoke. 
For a moment Richard started at Lucan, glowing eyes narrowed.
And then he changed.
The most powerful Demonsouled had the ability to change their forms. Morebeth Galbraith, child of the Old Demon and Mazael's half-sister, had possessed the ability to become a hunting spider the size of an ox, with a hide like steel plate and legs like sword blades. Richard Mandragon swelled, his skin turning to blood-colored scales, his red hair stiffening into spikes.
A moment later a great crimson dragon stood in his place, eyes ablaze with dark flame, sulfurous smoke rising from its fanged mouth. The dragon was as large as a mansion, a hundred feet from mouth to tail, and its wings could have blotted out the sun. 
“We are one, Lucan Mandragon,” rumbled the dragon. “I will await you atop the mountain. You shall come to me, and you and I become one. It is inevitable.” 
The dragon sprang into the air, vast wings unfolding. Lucan watched as the dragon flew away and vanished into the jagged towers of the black city. 
“A dragon for a Mandragon,” said Lucan. “Such poor taste.”
But the glib words could not hide the fear. He had been able to command the hooded shadows, once the Demonsouled power filled him. But if he drew on too much of the Demonsouled power, it would consume him. He would turn into a creature like Ultorin. 
Or he would turn into the manifestation of the Demonsouled corruption, the thing that wore the face and form of Lord Richard Mandragon. 
He shuddered at the thought. Maybe the Demonsouled corruption wouldn't turn him into a twisted thing like Ultorin. Perhaps instead it would transform him into someone like Amalric Galbraith – a man of power and might, a terrible lord before whom men trembled. 
And...would that be so bad?
“No,” whispered Lucan.
But the things he would do with such power! He could cleanse the world of the San-keth. He could hunt down the Demonsouled and destroy them all, free the world of their taint. And then he could kill his father and his older brother, make them pay for all the pain they had inflicted on him.
Lucan shoved aside the thought.
He would not take up the Demonsouled power, not again. He would defeat the manifestation of the corruption and escape this place. Then he would help Mazael defeat Malavost and save Deepforest Keep.
And then he could take his vengeance on those who had caused him so much pain...
“No,” repeated Lucan. 
The moaning wind held no answers for him. 
Could Lucan even defeat the corruption's manifestation, the thing that took the shape of Lord Richard Mandragon? It was part of his own soul. Lucan was fighting against himself. 
Could Lucan even defeat himself? 
And did he even want to? 
He could not undo his mistakes. He could only ensure that he made no more.
But had they even been mistakes, really? He had needed the power to do what was necessary. 
And taking that power had left him stranded here, stalked by horrors conjured by his tainted soul. 
“I did what needed to be done,” said Lucan. “I did what was necessary!” 
His voice rose to a shout, echoing off the mountain's slopes.
Again the moaning wind had no answer for him. 
He could only go forward, to face himself in the black city. The Old Demon had been right – Lucan would not like the answers he found. 
But he had no other choice.
After a moment, Lucan resumed the climb, the mountain's peak and the black city drawing closer. 



Chapter 21 – Children of the Old Demon
 
Two days after the battle at Morsen, Mazael returned to Castle Cravenlock at the head of his men. 
He saw women standing upon the walls of the castle as Hauberk clattered through the gates. The wives and mothers and sisters and daughters of the men Mazael had led to the west, waiting to see if their husbands and sons and brothers and fathers would return. Most of them would see their men return.
Some would not.
Mazael saw Rachel standing in their midst, Aldane cradled in her arms. At least he could tell her that Gerald was safe. 
For now, anyway. If Corvad transformed Lucan into a Malrag Queen, the Grim Marches would burn. Even Knightcastle itself might fall, if Corvad was not stopped. 
Sir Nathan and Sir Hagen awaited him in the courtyard. Squires and grooms hurried forward, tending to the knights and their horses. 
“Were you successful, my lord?” said Nathan.
“I was not,” said Mazael. “We held against the zuvembies and the Malrags, but Corvad got away, and took what he wanted from the San-keth temple. Sir Hagen, see to the men. I want a force of two hundred ready to ride at once. Sir Nathan, attend me in the chapel's library. I intend to ride east for the Great Mountains at dawn.”
Hagen bowed, while Nathan followed Mazael to the chapel. 
 
###
 
Mazael watched as Timothy and Romaria squinted at the maps. 
“Seventy miles south of Mount Drachgan?” said Timothy.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “That’s what Szegan said.”
He stood in the chapel's library, a small room lined with books. Timothy had recovered scraps of old maps from Morsen's San-keth temple, and taken them with him to Castle Cravenlock. The chapel's library also had a map of the Great Mountains.
He wondered how much more detail Molly's map contained. 
“The Great Mountains are vast, my lord,” said Timothy, scribbling a mathematical formula in a notebook. “Perhaps six hundred miles wide, from the Grim Marches to the barbarian lands of the east. The wizard-lords of Old Dracaryl knew them all, but in the modern age they have never been mapped.”
“Why not?” said Mazael.
“They're too dangerous,” said Romaria, straightening up. “When Dracaryl fell, the conjured servants and wards of the high lords remained. And dragons still live among the peaks, and occasionally attack the surrounding lands.”
Sir Nathan frowned. “The Grim Marches have not seen a dragon attack for generations.”
Mazael shrugged. “Until this year, the Grim Marches had not seen a Malrag raid for a century.”
“There are only two safe passes through the Great Mountains,” said Romaria. “Relatively safe, anyway. The Green Pass, which opens into the foothills near Deepforest Keep. I traveled there, guiding caravans from Deepforest Keep to the barbarian nations.”
“And in the High Pass, north of here,” said Timothy, “guarded by Castle Highgate.” He cleared his throat. “If Arylkrad is indeed seventy miles south of Mount Drachgan, we should take the High Pass. And I believe that Arylkrad stands right...here.” He tapped a spot on the map.
“About a hundred and fifty miles from Castle Highgate,” said Mazael. 
“Five days to Castle Highgate from here,” said Romaria, “and then another two weeks through the mountains to Arylkrad. If all goes well.” 
“And Corvad will have at least a five-day head start on us,” said Mazael. 
“Not necessarily,” said Timothy. “Lady Romaria said that many of the old wards remain active in the mountains. She is correct – the brotherhood of wizards avoids the Great Mountains, though some of our bolder brothers have ventured among the peaks. They report that the wards remain active, and almost certainly the wards will prevent mistgates from opening.” 
“So we have a chance of catching Corvad,” said Romaria, “before he transforms Lucan into a Malrag Queen.” 
“Very well,” said Mazael. “We will leave at first light tomorrow.” 
 
###
 
Later Mazael and Romaria lay together in his bedroom.
After, Romaria climbed off him, pushed the sweaty hair from her face, and laughed. “I much prefer to do that in a bed.”
Mazael nodded, resting his head against the pillow as he caught his breath. “Aye. I'm getting too old to sleep on the damned ground.”
She grinned and ran a hand down his chest. “But not too old for other things.” 
He laughed. “Plainly not.” 
They lay in silence for a moment.
“You're troubled,” said Romaria. 
“I am,” said Mazael. “I am going to have to kill my own children.” 
Romaria said nothing.
“I already have the blood of a sister and a brother on my hands,” said Mazael. “I would have had Rachel's blood on my hands, had you not stopped me.”
“Amalric Galbraith was a monster,” said Romaria. “Morebeth would have turned you into a monster like him. You didn't kill Rachel. And Corvad and Molly started this fight, not you.” 
“They started this fight,” said Mazael, “because of what they are. Because they are my children, with my Demonsouled blood. Because I impregnated their mother, and then abandoned them.”
“You didn't know she was pregnant,” said Romaria, “and as far as you know, she never tried to contact you.” 
“No,” said Mazael. 
“If you had known she was pregnant,” said Romaria, “would you have stayed?”
“I don't know,” said Mazael. “I doubt I would have wed her. I would probably have tried to support her and the children – found them lands and income, rather than wandering around the realm for years.” 
“You seem to think,” said Romaria, “that if you had stayed, Corvad and Molly would not have become what they are.” 
“Molly said that the Skulls raised them after Elizabeth died,” said Mazael. “If I had been there...”
“They might still have become what they are,” said Romaria. “You've come to wisdom, Mazael...but later in your life. If you had stayed, what would you have done with the children? No doubt Corvad would have become a knight like you, wandering and slaying. You managed to keep a balance within yourself...but neither Corvad nor Molly might have done the same.” 
“They're still my responsibility,” said Mazael.
“Aye,” said Romaria, “but they're not your fault. Perhaps you would have raised them better than the Skulls. But both Molly and Corvad made their choices, as did you.” 
“And I will stop them,” said Mazael. 
“You will stop them,” said Romaria.
He stared at the beams of the ceiling, thinking. If he had known of Molly and Corvad, he would have tried to save them. But he hadn't, and now it was too late. He could not turn them back from their path, and he had to stop them before they brought ruin and death to his lands. 
Perhaps the only way to save them was to kill them.
 
###
 
The next morning, Mazael swung into Hauberk's saddle, armor clanking.
Noise and confusion filled the courtyard. Knights climbed into their saddles, squires running to bring weapons and shields. Armsmen checked their crossbows, while Kjalmir's Arminiar knights formed up below the gates. Mazael looked up, saw the women of the castle standing on the walls. To watch their husbands and sons and fathers ride off to battle once again, as they had so many times in the months since first Malrag warband had raided Cravenlock Town. 
Gerald reined up his horse beside Mazael.
“You don't have to ride with us,” said Mazael. “Corvad's going to the Great Mountains. He won't launch any more attacks on the Grim Marches. You should be able to take Rachel safely to Knightcastle.”
“I could,” said Gerald. “But if Corvad turns Lucan into a Malrag Queen, he'll destroy the Grim Marches. And then the Malrag horde will fall upon Knightcastle next. No, if I'm to keep my wife and children safe, I'll need to do it here.” 
Mazael nodded. “I am glad for your aid.” 
Gerald grinned. “We've gone to battle together many a time. Though I've never seen you so morose, not even when it seemed certain Ultorin would triumph.” 
Mazael hesitated. Gerald didn't know the truth. Of everyone at Castle Cravenlock, only Romaria and Lucan had known about Mazael's heritage and Demonsouled blood. He didn’t know how Gerald would react to the truth. Gerald might cut him down, then and there.
“I am weary of war,” said Mazael. “When Skhath killed Mitor and I became Lord of Castle Cravenlock, I hoped to have peace, to bring prosperity and order to my lands. Instead I have ridden to war against the Dominiars, and against Ultorin's Malrags. And now Corvad and his Malrags.” He shook his head. “Will it ever end?” 
“Perhaps not,” said Gerald. “My father is Lord of Knightcastle, and he has waged war for most of his life. Yet he was able to bring order and protection to the people of his lands. You are Lord of Castle Cravenlock, and you'll be able to do the same.”
“Thank you,” said Mazael. He looked at the sky. “Well, let's get on with it.” 
He snapped his reins, steering Hauberk to the castle gates.
 
###
 
Molly perched on the brink of the ledge, watching the sun rise over the massive jagged bulk of the Great Mountains. 
The Malrags and zuvembies wandered through the abandoned village, awaiting Corvad's orders. He had remained shut up with the map and his pet warlocks since returning from Morsen, plotting the best route to Arylkrad. Apparently the ancient wards of the old lords of Dracaryl still functioned within the mountains, blocking mistgates from opening. 
Not that it would hinder Molly's ability to walk through the shadows. 
But they would have to walk to Arylkrad, and moving that many Malrags and zuvembies through the mountains would prove difficult. 
But the effort was necessary. With the Glamdaigyr, Corvad would turn Lucan into the abomination of a Malrag Queen. He would raise a horde of infused Malrags and burn the Grim Marches to ashes. And then he would become the Destroyer, and rule over the world.
Molly didn't care about that. She only wanted to make Mazael Cravenlock suffer as she had suffered.
Before she killed him.
Restless, she strode into the shadows. 
She reappeared in the ruined manor house. Corvad stood over his table, gazing at the map. His pet warlocks waited motionless in the corners. Lucan Mandragon still lay against the wall, his misshapen limbs thrashing and twitching. 
“Sister,” said Corvad. He wore his black armor and plate, a dark shadow looming over the table. “So good of you to deign to join us.”
“I got bored,” said Molly. 
“This should hold your interest. I have found the best route to Arylkrad,” said Corvad, tapping the map Molly had taken from the temple. 
Molly squinted at the map for a moment, and then grunted. “Looks dangerous.”
“Almost certainly,” said Corvad. “We face the risk of dragon attacks and wild Malrag warbands roving through the mountains. Though if we encounter Malrags, I will simply take control of them. And for dragons,” he touched the black diadem about his brow, “I will deal with them, as well.” 
“As you say,” said Molly.
“Fear not, sister,” said Corvad. “Soon enough, we shall reach Arylkrad. The Glamdaigyr will be mine, and we shall have a Malrag Queen at our disposal. Then you shall have your revenge upon Mazael Cravenlock.”
 A moan reached her ears, and Molly spun, sword flying into her hand. But it was only Lucan Mandragon, thrashing and muttering in the depths of his stupor. 
Corvad gave an ugly laugh. “Jumping at shadows, sister?”
Molly sneered. “I've lived this long by taking proper caution, brother.”
“Yes, you are a master of perception,” said Corvad.
Molly sheathed her sword and gazed at Lucan a moment. “Look at the fool. He seems trapped within a nightmare.”
Corvad shrugged. “Perhaps he is.” 
Molly turned her back on Lucan. “If he knew what you planned to do to him, I wonder if he would be more terrified of that or of the nightmare.” 
Corvad snorted. “Perhaps you'll find out, one day.” 
A new voice answered, sonorous with a sardonic edge. “You'll both find out.”
Molly whirled, drawing her sword, and Corvad did the same.
A man stood over Lucan, clad in wool and leather, a ragged brown cloak hanging from his shoulders. He was in his middle fifties, with a lean face and gray-shot brown hair. He had gray eyes the color of sword blades, cold and icy.
Gray eyes that glimmered with a rime of red fire. 
Corvad fell to one knee, laying his sword across his leg. “Grandfather.” 
Molly knelt as well, though not as fast. “Grandfather.”
The Old Demon gazed at them for a moment.
“Rise,” he said at last.
Corvad climbed to his feet, as did Molly. She kept her eyes on their grandfather. The Old Demon had come to them as children, during their training with the Skulls, and told him the truth of their heritage. He taught them to use their Demonsouled power and showed Molly how to walk through the shadows. And it was the Old Demon who had formed them into weapons, into tools to use against his enemies.
Molly had rebelled against him, fleeing until she came to Northreach. Where she met Nicholas Tormaud, and tried to forget the past. But then Mazael murdered Nicholas, and Corvad came to her, offering to take her back. 
So Molly had gone. She had nowhere else to go, after all. 
“My grandchildren,” said the Old Demon, smiling the cold smile of a hungry wolf. “Tell me. Have you been successful?”
“We have, grandfather,” said Corvad. “We have Lucan Mandragon. And now we know where to find Arylkrad and the Glamdaigyr.” 
“Good,” said the Old Demon. “Very good. Go to Arylkrad and claim the Glamdaigyr. Create the Malrag Queen, using the ritual I taught you. Then raise the Malrag horde and destroy the Grim Marches. Do this, and I will name you the Destroyer, and the world shall be yours.”
“Yes,” said Corvad. “It shall be as you say. I am strong enough. I am worthy enough. I will show you, and you will name me the Destroyer.” 
Molly heard the devotion in Corvad's voice, and her lip curled in contempt. Corvad liked to boast how he would rule the world, but in the Old Demon's presence, he turned into a cringing dog. 
“And you, my daughter,” said the Old Demon, his red-glinting eyes shifting to Molly. “What of you?”
Molly shrugged. “Rule the world. Or destroy it. I don't care.”
Corvad laughed. “All she wants is revenge.”
“No,” said Old Demon and Molly at once.
Molly lifted an eyebrow. “So what do I want?”
“You wanted Nicholas,” said the Old Demon, his voice quiet.
Molly said nothing. 
“But since you can't have him,” said the Old Demon, “you want to see the world burn.” 
“Yes,” hissed Molly.
“And you shall, I promise it,” said the Old Demon. "Go. The Glamdaigyr awaits you.”
An instant later he was gone. He, too, could walk through the shadows...but his skill far exceeded Molly's. 
“I will be worthy,” said Corvad to the empty air. “I will prove that I am strong. I will be the Destroyer.” 
“You trust in him too much,” said Molly.
Corvad scowled. “He is the Old Demon. You do not fear him enough.”
“I fear him just fine,” said Molly. “But I do not trust him. He regards us as tools, Corvad. As weapons. If we fail him, he will cast us aside in a moment.”
“He only casts aside the weak!” said Corvad. “And I am not weak! You might be weak, sister, but I am not. I am strong, and I will prove to our grandfather that I am strong.”
Molly scowled. Corvad was a fool. But perhaps he knew something that Molly did not. Corvad wanted to become the Destroyer. Molly only wanted to kill her father. 
And then? What did she have to live for then? 
“Come,” said Corvad. “We have a great deal to go.” 
They left the ruined village an hour later, walking at the head of the Malrags. Four Malrags carried Lucan between them, lashed to a cot. Molly gazed at the mountains.
“Mazael will probably follow us, you know,” said Molly.
“Then we'll simply kill him,” said Corvad.
“Yes,” said Molly. “I will.”



Chapter 22 - Castle Highgate
 
Four days from Castle Cravenlock, the plains ended and the foothills began. 
Along with the ruined villages. 
There had been mining towns in the foothills of the Great Mountains, but Ultorin's Malrags had destroyed most of them, and Mazael and his men rode through ruin after ruin, picking their way around bleached bones and burned-out houses. From time to time they passed villages that had by skill or chance survived. Most of them sheltered behind stone walls both tall and thick, militiamen watching with suspicious eyes as Mazael's men rode past. 
“Gods,” said Gerald. “I thought things were bad enough near Castle Cravenlock. I didn't realize the eastern Grim Marches had been so devastated.”
Mazael shook his head. “The Malrags fell out of the mountains like a storm. When that first warband attacked Cravenlock Town, they had already destroyed dozens of villages.”
“Aye,” said Kjalmir. “We Arminiars keep close watch over the Great Northern Waste. Yet we are too few, and we cannot be everywhere, and sometimes Malrag warbands slip past us. And when they do, they attack the villages of Northreach.” He sighed. “Entire regions of Northreach that have been depopulated, save for bones and crows. Monuments to our failures.”
“Still,” said Mazael, “from what I understand, no Malrags have been seen south of Northreach before Ultorin's attack. Were it not for the vigilance of your Order, the entire realm might have been laid waste by Malrags.” 
“Thank you, Lord Mazael,” said Kjalmir. “Often we feel that the southerners have forgot us.”
“I did,” said Mazael. “Until this year I had only a vague notion of the Arminiars and the Malrags were only a legend. To my sorrow, I know better now.” He gripped Lion's hilt. “Once this business is over, I shall send what aid I can to the Arminiars, in repayment for your assistance against Corvad.” 
“You are gracious,” said Kjalmir.
They traveled the rest of the day, and saw no sign of the Malrags, save for the dead villages the warbands had left in their wake.
 
###
 
The next day, they reached Castle Highgate itself. 
The castle sat high in the foothills, guarding the entrance to the High Pass. Three concentric rings of stone wall, each higher than the next, surrounded a massive drum-shaped keep bristling with ballistae and catapults. It was one of the strongest castles in the Grim Marches, and during Ultorin's invasion, ten thousand Malrags had broken against its walls. 
“Run up the banners!” Mazael ordered as his men climbed the path to the castle. “Let Lord Robert know that we're here.” 
The standardbearers obeyed, raising the banners. The black of the Cravenlocks, marked with three crossed silver swords. The blue of the Rolands, adorned with the sigil of a silver greathelm. And the crimson of the Knights Arminiar, marked with their eight-pointed star. 
The castle's gates swung open, the portcullis rattling up, and a band of horsemen rode forth, flying the banner of the Highgates, a white field with a sigil of a castle gate atop a mountain. Lord Robert himself rode at their head. He had grown stout, and his chain mail made him look like a steel pear. Nevertheless, he knew how to lead men, and how to win in battle.
The chain of Malrag claws dangling from his belt proved that. 
The two parties reined up, and Lord Robert cast a half-amused, half-curious look over Mazael.
“Mazael,” said Robert. “My leg aches, you know.”
“Then you should have covered it better,” said Mazael. Years ago, when they were squires, Mazael had broken Robert's leg during a sparring match. 
“I'm surprised to see you're still alive,” said Robert. “You rode south with two hundred men to chase after Ultorin and a hundred thousand Malrags. You were victorious, I trust?”
“Ultorin's host broke against the walls of Deepforest Keep,” said Mazael. “I slew Ultorin with my own hands and shattered his bloodsword, and Lady Rachel slew Malavost.” 
“Rachel?” said Robert, astonished. “Your sister? Sir Gerald's wife? She slew a wizard of power?”
Gerald gave him a chilly smile. “He shouldn't have taken our son.”
“Apparently not,” said Robert, turning his attention back to Mazael. “I assume you're chasing that peculiar Malrag warband?” 
“Aye,” said Mazael. “You've seen them?”
“Three days ago, heading into the pass,” said Robert. 
Mazael nodded, pleased. Corvad was only three days ahead of them. They had made better time then he had expected.
“We should talk,” said Robert. “Come, let us speak in some comfort.”
 
###
 
They settled in Robert's solar, a room high in the keep that had a fine view of the High Pass. Mazael, Gerald, Romaria, Kjalmir, and the wizards sat at the table, while serving maids brought in platters of food and drink.
Tymaen Highgate, Robert's wife, supervised the serving women.
Mazael had never met her, though he had heard the pain in Lucan's voice when he spoke of her. She was Lucan's age, no more than twenty-three or twenty-four, with long blond hair and large blue eyes. There was a...coldness in her expression that reminded Mazael of Lucan. If Lucan had told the truth, she had fled from him, marrying Robert Highgate after Marstan's attack. Mazael wondered what Robert thought of that, or if he cared. 
Tymaen met his gaze for a moment, face expressionless, and then withdrew with the maids. 
“So,” said Robert. “Tell me of this Malrag warband.”
“It's under the control of a Demonsouled named Corvad,” said Mazael. “He's going into the Great Mountains in pursuit of a relic of Old Dracaryl.”
“Fool,” snorted Robert. “No one in their right mind goes into the Great Mountains. Too many dragons. Too many horrors left over from Dracaryl. Sometimes a poor knight goes into the mountains, hoping to slay a dragon and win glory. Lord Richard did it, when we were boys. Toraine Mandragon did it, a few years ago. Save for them, I have seen no one stray from the High Pass and return alive.”
“Nevertheless, I must pursue Corvad,” said Mazael. He took a deep breath. “He has Lucan Mandragon with him, and Lucan was...twisted by Malavost's magic. Corvad can use the relic to transform Lucan into a Malrag Queen.” 
Robert snorted. “A Queen? The Malrags don't rut. They don't have the organs for it. I've seen enough of them dead for that.” 
Timothy coughed. “It's a...misleading term, my lord. The Malrags are spawned, growing in the flesh of a Malrag Queen like tumors. And the relic will grant Corvad the power to turn Lucan into such a creature.” 
Robert laughed. “Gods, my wife will cringe to hear that. Her lost love turned into a Malrag-spawning horror? I shouldn't be surprised. I always told Tymaen the fool would come to a bad end, though she still had hope he would repent.”
Gerald blinked in surprise. “That doesn't trouble you, my lord? That your wife is in love with another man?”
Robert snorted. “Tymaen is obedient, and spreads her legs when I bid her. What more does a man need in a wife? Besides,” he grimaced, “she thought the Dragon's Shadow might give up dark magic and come to rescue her. Like something out of bard's song. I knew it would never happen. Once a wizard goes bad, he stays bad. He doesn't getter better. Usually, he gets worse, and we have to put him down before he unleashes monsters upon the peasants or starts murdering virgins in black rites.”
Timothy nodded, and Kjalmir sighed. “I fear you may be right, my lord. I have seen that very tale play out in Northreach.”
“Well,” said Robert, “you're not here to talk about Lucan Mandragon, and you're certainly not here to discuss whatever fool ideas my wife has in her head. You need aid, aye?”
“We do,” said Mazael.
“I cannot spare many men,” said Robert. “Malrag warbands still roam the mountains, and I am hard-pressed to defend my peasants.”
“Any guides or supplies you can spare, I will be grateful,” said Mazael.
“You'll have them,” said Robert. “I've had enough of the damned Malrags to last a lifetime. If you can keep this Corvad fellow from raising another Malrag horde, I shall be well-content.” 
“Thank you,” said Mazael. 
“Why didn't you attack Corvad's warband?” said Romaria. “When it passed by the castle?”
“It was nearly eight hundred strong,” said Robert. “And it was making for the High Pass. Some Malrag warbands have been returning to the mountains. If they do, I let them go. I've had enough trouble keeping more Malrags out of the Grim Marches. If they want to leave of their own volition, I won't stop them.” He shook his head. “And the warband had these...walking corpses with them.”
“Zuvembies, my lord,” said Timothy. “Undead shells raised by dark magic.”
“Whatever the devil they were,” said Corvad, “about four hundred of them accompanied the Malrags. They didn't attack, and since they were making for the Pass...well, good riddance to them.” 
“Sensible,” said Mazael. “Only fire and magic can kill zuvembies. If you'd fought them unprepared, it would have been a slaughter.” He pointed at the windows, at the High Pass. “I want to leave as soon as possible. Can we speak with our guides and begin preparing?”
“At once,” said Lord Robert.
 
###
 
Robert took them to the barracks and introduced them to Sir Osric, their guide.
A squat, villainous-looking man, Osric had a bushy black beard and a tangled mass of greasy black hair. He slouched in a chair before the barracks' hearth, whittling a block of wood, and straightened up as Lord Robert approached.
“My lord,” said Osric, bowing. He had a voice like a knife grating against a rusty pan. “You have guests.”
“That I do,” said Robert. “This is Lord Mazael of Castle Cravenlock. He's pursuing a Malrag warband into the mountains, and you are going to act as his guide.” 
“As you will, my lord,” said Osric, squinting at Mazael. “So you're Lord Mazael? I thought you'd be taller. They say you piss lightning and crap thunder, and that you slew your brother and seized Castle Cravenlock for yourself.” 
Gerald stiffened in annoyance, and Kjalmir chuckled. 
“I only crap thunder after I've eaten too much camp food,” said Mazael. “As for Mitor, the San-keth killed him. That's what comes from allying with serpents.” 
“Wise words,” said Osric. 
“Osric is an uncouth rogue,” said Robert, “but he's made the journey through the High Pass dozens of times, and explored many of the peaks. No one knows the High Pass better than he does.” 
“No one,” repeated Osric, returning his gaze to Mazael. “So why the devil do you want to chase a Malrag warband into the mountains? If you want to kill yourself there's easier ways to do it. More pleasant ones, too.” 
“A Demonsouled named Corvad controls the Malrags,” said Mazael. “He kidnapped a wizard in my service, plans to use him to raise a new Malrag horde.” 
“So Corvad needs killing, then?” said Osric. “Good enough reason. Though you could just let the mountains kill him. Or the dragons.” 
“I can't take that chance,” said Mazael.
Osric grunted. “Fair enough.” His eyes shifted to Romaria. “Though taking a woman into the mountains, that's ill fortune.” 
“Why is that?” said Romaria. 
“Dragons,” said Osric. “They prefer eating women. Not sure why. Maybe the smell of moon's blood draws them.” 
Romaria nodded. Then she raised her bow and fired, moving so fast Mazael couldn't follow the movement. For a moment he thought she had shot Osric, Then he realized she had shot an arrow out of one of the barracks' windows.
“Why the devil did you do that?” said Osric.
A dead crow fell past the window, landing with a thump, one of Romaria's arrows jutting from its chest. 
“That will come in handy,” said Osric. “Let's talk.”
 
###
 
“Your map has it right,” said Osric, jabbing a finger at it. “There's a ruin of Old Dracaryl here, at the northern end of the Red Valley. It's about seventy miles south of Mount Drachgan. That's your Arylkrad, my lord.” 
They gathered around a table in the barracks, looking over the maps. Mazael and Romaria stood on either side of Osric, while Gerald, Kjalmir, Lord Robert, and the wizards watched from the other end of the table. 
“If the location of this ruin is known,” said Gerald, “then why hasn't anyone looted it?”
Osric barked a laugh. “Just because we know where it is doesn't mean that it's easy to reach, sir knight. You have to leave the High Pass and take a narrow path between two mountains. It's prone to both blizzards and avalanches. The Red Valley itself is unstable. Frequent earthquakes, and constant lava bubbling up out of the earth. Dragons like the valley because of its warmth, and then there's the dark magic the lords of Old Dracaryl left behind.” He laughed again. “Anyone who goes into that valley tends not to come out again. Not in one piece, anyway.”
“I don't care if it's difficult,” said Mazael. “Can you get us there?”
“Aye,” said Osric. “You'll have to leave your horses behind, of course. Horses are useless in the mountains. We'll need mules, good mules, to carry the supplies. And decent cloaks and coats. It gets cold in the mountains, at least until you get to Red Valley.” 
“I will supply what you need,” said Lord Robert.
“Thank you, my lord,” said Mazael. “I would like to leave at first light.”
Osric snorted. “That will take a great deal of work.”
“Then we had best get started,” said Mazael. 
 
###
 
They left Castle Highgate the next morning, three hundred men guarding a train of eighty mules laden with supplies. The beasts were stubborn, slow, and ill-tempered, but Osric assured Mazael the mules had the endurance to survive the mountains. 
“First day, we should get into the High Pass proper,” said Osric. “Then the trip gets difficult.”
They climbed the foothills, going ever higher. Towards noon, Mazael looked back, his heavy cloak rippling in the wind, and saw Castle Highgate far below them. It looked almost like a child's toy at this distance.
And still they climbed. 



Chapter 23 – Crown of Dracaryl
 
Molly wondered if the mountains would go on forever. 
The peaks surrounded them, massive, jagged titans of gray stone crowned with white ice and snow. They had left the High Pass a day earlier, following the narrow path to Red Valley and Arylkrad. The path clung to the side of the mountains, the steep slope on the left and the abyss on the right. Molly walked with her left hand braced on the mountain wall, keeping her balance. The heights did not bother her, not with her ability to walk through the shadows.
Still, it was a long way down. 
Corvad walked at the head of their column, followed by the three Malrag warlocks. Neither the height nor the chill air troubled him. He gazed to the north, his expression fierce and eager. 
“This path,” said Molly. “It was manmade. It's too smooth, despite the weathering.” She pointed at the mountainside. “You can see where the rock was cut away.”
“So?” said Corvad.
“So,” said Molly, “it means we're going in the right direction.”
“Of course we are going in the right direction,” said Corvad. “I will find the Glamdaigyr and become the Destroyer. I cannot be stopped.” 
“Famous last words,” muttered Molly.
“Why?” said Corvad. “Are you planning to make them my last words, sister?”
Molly sighed. “Hardly. But overconfidence leads to ruin, brother. Mazael is still chasing us. And if he finds us, there will be a fight.”
“Good,” said Corvad. “I look forward to it. When I lay his head at our grandfather's feet, that will prove beyond all doubt that I am worthy to be the Destroyer.”
“Mazael's life is mine!” said Molly.
“Of course,” said Corvad.
But even with her rage, the thought filled her with terrible weariness. For so long she had dreamed of killing Mazael, of avenging Nicholas's death. Killing Mazael would avenge Nicholas, yet her pain would not end. 
Unless Romaria put an arrow through her heart first. 
Molly shivered. Mazael and Romaria loved each other, the way she had once loved Nicholas. They fought for each other, and they would die for each other. If Molly slew Mazael, she would leave Romaria bereft, as Molly had been when Mazael killed Nicholas.
Mazael deserved to die. But did Romaria deserve that pain?
“So thoughtful, sister?” said Corvad. 
“You need me to kill Mazael,” said Molly. “Otherwise he'll gut you.”
Corvad's face hardened, eyes glittering like knives. If he did not need her, she knew, he would have killed her long ago. 
Odd that he hadn’t done it already. He already had the map. He knew where Arylkrad was. Why hadn't he killed her?
Corvad gazed at her for a moment longer, and then looked away.
Her only brother hated her. Mazael and Romaria would kill her. The Old Demon regarded her as a tool. Was there in anyone in the world who did not hate her, fear her, or regard her as a means to an end?
Nicholas. And he was dead.
Molly trudged on, lost in her black thoughts.
 
###
 
She saw bones the next day. 
The path widened as it climbed higher, and from time to time widened into rocky hollows in the side of the mountain. In one of those hollows Molly saw a long-abandoned campsite, with crude shelters built out of loose stone. Rusted weapons lay strewn about the barren rock, along with numerous coals.
And bones.
Quite a few bones. 
“I wonder what killed them,” said Molly, tapping a skull with her boot. 
Corvad shrugged, indifferent. “It hardly matters. Perhaps they slew each other. Perhaps they forgot to bring supplies and died of hunger or thirst.” 
“Corvad,” said Molly, voice sharp.
“What?” said her brother.
“Those aren't coals,” said Molly, pointing. “Those are bones. Or what’s left of them.”
“So?” said Corvad.
Was he that dense? “A dragon killed those men, brother.” She lifted a charred femur, its sides marked with deep grooves. “And then ate them.” 
Corvad laughed. “You worry too much, sister. If we encounter a dragon, I shall deal with it.”
“How?” said Molly.
Corvad grinned. “And ruin the surprise?”
She could get nothing else out of him.
 
###
 
The day after that, Molly saw carvings on the side of the mountain.
Huge reliefs, cut into the slope, still sharp and clear despite centuries of wind and weather. They showed bearded men in robes and armor, proud and arrogant, staffs in their hands. Sometimes the robed men unleashed spells of ruin and woe upon armies of cowering enemies. Others showed the robed men commanding dragons, unleashing the great beasts upon their foes. 
“What do they say?” said Molly, squinting at the reliefs.
“They proclaim,” said Corvad, “that we are entering the domain of the High Lord of Arylkrad.” He snorted. “It warns slaves to despair of escape. All others are to bring tribute, and prostrate themselves before the power of the High Lord.” He laughed. “Perhaps when I become the Destroyer, I shall have my name carved in his place.” 
“I'm sure Arylkrad will make a seat worthy of your glory, brother,” said Molly.
Corvad glared at her, as if uncertain of her tone, and then a dragon roared.
Molly yanked her sword from its scabbard, as did Corvad. She looked up, and saw a distant black shadow against the gray sky. A dragon, perhaps a thousand feet overhead. Molly braced herself for an attack, but the dragon showed no interest in them. 
It banked around a peak and disappeared from sight.
Corvad sheathed his sword. “I wonder why it didn't attack.”
Molly shrugged. “Perhaps Malrags taste bad.”
Corvad gave her a foul look, and ordered the Malrags forward.
 
###
 
Later that day, they reached Red Valley itself.
The path widened, dipping between two mountains and opening into the valley. The air here was far warmer, and trees and bushes grew on the valley’s floor, a patch of green in the desolation of the mountain's ice and rock.
Molly soon saw the reason. Pools of lava dotted the valley, shimmering with crimson light. Barren ground surrounded the lava pools, no doubt from the toxic fumes, but the lava put off enough heat for trees and bushes to grow. 
And on the far end of the valley, Molly saw Arylkrad.
The vast black castle, a dozen times larger than Castle Cravenlock, perched on a stone crag overlooking a steaming pool of lava. She saw dozens of delicate black towers, almost like wavering shadows, rising over a high wall reinforced with bastions. A great dome rose from the center of the castle, similar to the domes of the churches of the Grim Marches. The black fortress looked as if it had been carved out of a single piece of black marble, and some of the towers seemed to have been melted into shape.
As if by dragon's fire.
“At last,” said Corvad, voice eager with anticipation. “Arylkrad. Mine at last.” 
“Ugly place,” muttered Molly.
“It's beautiful,” said Corvad. “And you should think so as well, sister. The key to your vengeance upon Mazael lies within.” 
Molly gave a sharp nod. Yes. Vengeance upon Mazael. And Corvad's key to ruling the world. She looked at her brother, uneasy. If Corvad conquered the world, he would destroy it. She knew the pain of losing Nicholas, the agony that had sunk into her very bones. How many other women would know that pain, would see their husbands and lovers slain on the blades of Corvad's Malrags? How many...
No. 
That was not her problem. She would kill Mazael and avenge Nicholas. And then perhaps she would kill herself, and join Nicholas in death, in peace. 
But she looked at Corvad in his black armor and diadem, and the doubts lingered. 
Molly and Corvad descended into Red Valley, the Malrags and zuvembies following behind after. The air grew warmer, and Molly threw open her cloak, a faint sheen of sweat on her forehead. Ruins dotted the floor of Red Valley. The broken remnants of huts, which Molly supposed must have housed the High Lord's slaves. Steles of black basalt stood here and there, carved with reliefs. She could not read the script of Old Dracaryl, but steles' messages were clear enough. The High Lord of Arylkrad, smashing his enemies with spells and dragons. The High Lord of Arylkrad, receiving tribute from his obedient vassals. The High Lord of Arylkrad, lording over his terrified slaves. 
On some of the steles, the High Lord carried a massive two-handed greatsword, its blade carved with flowing symbols. 
Molly lifted her eyes to look at Arylkrad. The castle loomed over the valley like a massive black fist. From this angle she could see that the castle was not solid black, but that part of the outer wall was crowned in gold. Odd, that.
She had taken a good look at Arylkrad from the entrance of the valley, and she was certain that the wall had been entirely black.
As the thought crossed her mind, the patch of gold began to move.
Great wings unfurled, and Molly saw a long, serpentine tail rise over the ramparts.
A golden-scaled dragon appeared atop Arylkrad’s wall, gripping the stone with its claws. The dragon had to be at least a hundred feet from tail to snout. The beast rotated its head, and Molly felt the pressure of its gaze, even through the miles separating them.
The dragon's roar echoed over the valley.
The Malrags froze, lifting their weapons.
“Oh, damn,” whispered Molly.
“Ah,” said Corvad, satisfaction in his voice. “The first.” 
The dragon sprang from the wall, its golden scales flashing in the sun, and swooped towards them. Molly drew her sword, though she wondered what the weapon could do against such a vast beast. Should she walk the shadows to the dragon's back, try to stab it in a vulnerable point? Those golden scales looked as hard as steel plate. Its eyes, perhaps? She doubted her sword was long enough to pierce the creature's eye and reach its brain. 
And then the dragon was upon them.
It moved a faster than she had expected.
The dragon's mouth yawned wide, exposing rows of dagger-like ivory fangs, and a blast of white-hot flame erupted from its maw. Molly reacted on reflex and flung herself into shadows an instant before the blast struck. She reappeared atop a black stele thirty yards away, just as the dragon rose into the air for another pass. 
Flames raged through the column of Malrags and zuvembies. Dozens of zuvembies had gone up like torches, collapsing into piles of burning coals. At least a score of Malrags had been incinerated, and dozens more ran back and forth, trying to put out the flames chewing at their flesh. Molly looked around, wondering if Corvad had been reduced to a pile of smoking char. Her mouth twisted in disgust. His grand plan to become the Destroyer and rule the world, ended in a blast of dragon fire...
“Dragon!”
Molly blinked in surprise.
Corvad strode untouched through the flames. He had been at the very center of the dragon's blast, yet remained untouched. He didn't even look singed. 
The stone in his black diadem blazed with ghostly green light.
“Dragon!” bellowed Corvad. “Turn and face me.” 
The dragon obliged. It banked and swooped to face Corvad, mouth opening wide. Corvad did not move. He even looked amused.
Another searing lance of flame erupted from the dragon's mouth. Corvad disappeared in its heart, and the trees and bushes and grasses around him vanished in curtains of fire. There was no way Corvad could have survived that. Not even the power of his Demonsouled nature could heal such terrible burns. 
Then the flames dimmed, and Molly saw Corvad standing untouched. The gem in his black diadem blazed like a green star.
The Dracaryl-wrought diadem, Molly realized. It protected him from the dragon's fire. Molly had thought it only gave Corvad the power to raise and control zuvembies. Apparently it also gave him protection from dragon fire. 
Did it give him the power to control dragons, as well?
Disturbing thought.
“Dragon!” shouted Corvad, pointing with his sword. “You will heed me.”
The dragon circled overhead and loosed another blast of flame which left Corvad untouched. The beast's red eyes narrowed, and it dropped to a landing a dozen yards from Corvad, its talons rending the earth. The dragon was several tons of muscle, armored in steel-hard scales, with fangs like daggers and claws like swords. Even if the dragon fire could not harm Corvad, the dragon would still rip him to shreds. 
The dragon opened its mouth and its voice, like mountains ripping in half, boomed forth.
“Mortal worm,” it said. “This is my valley and my castle. You dare to challenge me? This castle has been mine since the old lords perished in their dark magic. I was already ancient centuries before your father ever took your mother. I shall crush you!”
“No,” said Corvad, “you will not.”
The dragon's laughter thundered over the valley.
“I shall not? Why, mortal insect? Will I show mercy to intruders? Or will you slay me with your little stick of steel?”
“You will not,” said Corvad, “because I bear a diadem of the old lords. And you cannot strike down one who wears a diadem of Dracaryl.”
The dragon screamed in fury, every inch of its body tensing.
Yet it did not attack Corvad. 
“Mortal dog!” said the dragon. “You have the impudence to wear the regalia of the old lords? They were men of power and might, not mewling weaklings like you. They conquered an empire on both sides of the mountains, and...”
“Silence,” said Corvad.
The dragon's jaw snapped shut. The beast rumbled in fury, but did still did not attack. 
“And the diadem,” said Corvad, “gives me the power to command you. Does it not?”
“It does,” spat the dragon, claws digging into the earth. 
“Splendid,” said Corvad. “Oh, fear not. Perhaps I'll make you part of my army. I'll ride you into battle like a beast of burden. But you'll get to slay humans, many humans, never doubt.”
“Mortal vermin,” said the dragon, “I will devour you, I will...”
“You will refer to me,” said Corvad, “as master.”
“Master,” hissed the dragon. “I will slay you. Master.”
“That's better,” said Corvad.  “And no, you will not slay me. I shall rule the world, and build an empire to make Old Dracaryl look like the fief of a petty lord. We shall start here. Guard this valley. My enemies pursue me, and will undoubtedly arrive sooner than I expect. If anyone enters this valley, kill them at once. Leave none alive.”
“And where,” said the dragon, “shall you be, master?”
“I am going to Arylkrad,” said Corvad, “to claim the Glamdaigyr.” 
The dragon let out a mocking laugh. “You? You will wield the Glamdaigyr? You are a crawling insect. You are not fit to wield the great weapons of the old lords. For the old lords would have destroyed you like the worm that you are. And if you take up that sword, it will devour you.”
“Silence,” said Corvad. “Do not speak to me again, unless I first command it. Now go and watch for my enemies.” 
The dragon roared in rage, but jumped into the air, wings beating. Soon Molly saw the dragon circling high overhead, keeping watch over the entrance to the valley. 
She walked into the shadows and reappeared beside Corvad. The heat struck her at once.The ground radiated it, like the walls of a brick-lined oven. If not for the diadem, the dragon fire would have reduced Corvad to ashes. 
“So you have a pet dragon,” said Molly. “Shall I congratulate you?”
Corvad made a dismissive gesture. “The dragon is a tool, like the Malrags or the zuvembies. If Mazael arrives before I claim the Glamdaigyr, the dragon will burn him to ashes.”
“I rather doubt that,” said Molly. “It will take more than a dragon to kill a monster like Mazael Cravenlock. And his life belongs to me, anyway. Not some dragon.”
“You are no doubt right,” said Corvad with a shrug. “In any event, the dragon will kill a large number of Mazael's men and allies. That will make it easier to deal with him, when the time comes.” He turned, looking at Arylkrad. “Now let us take the Glamdaigyr.”
“Assuming we get past whatever defenses are in the castle,” said Molly. “I doubt the High Lord of Arylkrad only left one dragon to guard his seat.”
Corvad laughed. “We cannot be stopped. The Glamdaigyr will be mine. Now, come. Let us go fulfill your destiny.”
“My destiny?” said Molly. “My destiny is to kill Mazael.”
Corvad smiled. “Yes. Of course.”



Chapter 24 – The Dead City
 
Lucan staggered forward another step.
And then, at last, the gates of the black city atop the mountain stood before him.
Or what was left of the gates. 
The iron gates themselves lay smashed and twisted before the walls, splintered into hundreds of jagged shards. The arch itself had collapsed and lay in heaps of broken rubble. The great walls rose over a thousand feet overhead, higher than any wall could stand in the material world. Yet some terrible force had torn gaping breaches in the wall, wide enough that an army could march through unhindered. 
A wall a thousand feet tall and two hundred feet thick, and something had blasted holes into it.
The manifestation of Demonsouled corruption, the thing wearing Lord Richard's form? Had it done this?
No. If the manifestation possessed that kind of power, Lucan would not have been able to fight it off, and it would not have relied upon reapers and hooded shadows. It simply would have defeated Lucan and claimed him. 
But Lucan did not want to meet whatever had torn those holes into the wall. 
He picked his way over the rubble filling the archway. The gate must have been like a tunnel, once, but whatever disaster had befallen the city had reduced it to a debris-choked canyon. He took care to keep his balance. He doubted a fall could kill him here, but he'd still rather not endure the pain.
Then the archway ended, and Lucan found himself in the black city.
“Gods,” he muttered.
He entered a vast plaza, paved with slabs of gleaming black marble. The plaza was large enough to hold Castle Cravenlock, Cravelock Town, Swordgrim, and perhaps a half-dozen other castles. Huge towers, cylinders and cubes of faceless black stone, rose to dizzying heights around him. 
The city was so vast that Lucan doubted it could fit on top of the mountain. Was the black city larger within than it was without? That was not impossible, here in the spirit world. But what was this place? The stronghold of the Demonsouled manifestation? Some aspect of Lucan's mind or spirit?
He walked deeper into the vast plaza, and saw the reliefs.
Huge reliefs, carved onto the sides of the great towers. They showed the story of Lucan's life. Images from his memories, scenes from his past. Weeping at the news of his mother's death. His first kiss with Tymaen. Defeating Marstan and retaining the necromancer's memories. Battling Morebeth Galbraith in the chapel of Knightcastle. 
The bloodstaff shattering in the Garden of the Temple as Malavost laughed. 
Lucan turned in a slow circle, hands clenched into fists. Every scene, every carving was a story from his past. Which meant...which meant...
He remembered asking the disguised reapers in the abandoned village what this place was.
“You,” the reapers had answered.
The black city was Lucan.
It was his mind. His intellect, his memories, his skills. And the gaping holes in the walls, the damage to the towers? Lucan had done that to himself. Malavost had claimed the bloodstaff's power destroyed the natural defenses of Lucan's mind, leaving him vulnerable. The bloodstaff had created the reapers, the doubles, and the hooded shadows. It had unleashed the Demonsouled manifestation in Lucan's spirit. It had trapped Lucan here, away from his physical body.
And he had done it all to himself. 
“Gods,” whispered Lucan. “It was my fault. It was all my fault.”
“Did I not say that you would find answers here?”
Lucan looked up.
The Old Demon strode across the plaza. Gone was the costume of wool and leather, the rough brown cloak. In its place the Old Demon wore a robe of flowing black, stark and unadorned. His boot heels clicked against the marble flagstones, and his gray eyes remained fixed on Lucan. 
He stopped a dozen paces away.
“And did I not also say,” said the Old Demon, a faint smile on his bearded lips, “that you would not like the answers you found here?” 
“Is that the great secret?” said Lucan. “You said time and time again that my misfortunes were my own fault. Well, you were right. I did this to myself.”
“Ah,” said the Old Demon. “You've come to wisdom, I see. Rather late, but wisdom nonetheless.”
“Is that why you're here?” said Lucan. “To gloat? Or have you come to kill me?”
The Old Demon sighed. “Haven't you been listening? I can't kill you. I can't even harm you. Not unless you attack me first, which so far you haven't been stupid enough to do.”
“Then why are you here?” said Lucan. 
“You've figured out why I told you to come to this city,” said the Old Demon, waving his hand at the towering buildings. “You've realized that this place is a representation of your mind, yes? And that the manifestation of the Demonsouled power, the stolen power of your bloodstaff, awaits you in the heart of the city?” The low, moaning wind picked up, the Old Demon's robes fluttering about him like black wings. “And do you know what will happen when you fight it?”
Lucan shrugged. “I will defeat it and return to my physical body.”
“That is one possibility, yes,” said the Old Demon. “If you defeat the manifestation, the power will dissipate. The Demonsouled corruption shall be driven from your flesh, and you will return to your body.” 
“And what happens,” said Lucan, “if the manifestation defeats me?” 
“Then the Demonsouled power devours your soul entirely,” said the Old Demon. “You'll wake up, return to your physical body...but you'll become a monster. Rather like poor Ultorin, I suspect. You'll be hideously deformed, of course, but your magical powers will be vastly stronger, and you'll be much harder to kill. Unfortunately, the process will drive you utterly mad.” 
Lucan shuddered. Ultorin's bloodsword had indeed made the renegade Dominiar far stronger and faster. It had also destroyed his sanity, and twisted him into a deformed nightmare, a thing that looked more Malrag than human. 
“Of course,” said the Old Demon, “one possibility is more likely than the other.”
“My defeat, I suppose,” said Lucan.
“Indeed,” said the Old Demon. “The Demonsouled manifestation is stronger than you. Much stronger. It is a portion of your own soul, your own magical strength augmented by Demonsouled power. You cannot overcome it by force. And if you let your blood fall upon the ground, try to use Demonsouled power against it...why, you are only feeding yourself to it, drop by drop. If you use Demonsouled power to defeat the manifestation, you might win...but in doing so, you'll transform the entirety of your soul into the manifestation.” He grinned. “And you'll turn into a horror that would make even Ultorin blanch.” 
“Then I'll use my wits,” said Lucan.
The Old Demon laughed. “A splendid plan. Your wits brought you here.”
“It doesn't matter,” said Lucan. “I will not yield without a fight. Either say something useful or get out of my way.”
He started walking.
“You know,” said the Old Demon after Lucan had gone a dozen steps, “there is a third possibility.”
Lucan stopped, looked back.
The Old Demon grinned. “You could accept my aid.” 
Lucan stared at him for a moment, and then burst out laughing. 
The Old Demon lifted an eyebrow. “Is something amusing?” 
“That's what this is about, isn't it?” said Lucan. “You can't kill me. You can't even hurt me. But...you can get me to accept a bargain. That's how you do it. You turn others into your weapons. It's what you tried to do with Mazael, and what you did with Amalric and Morebeth Galbraith.” 
“Mazael is a fool,” said the Old Demon. “I offered him immortality and the sword of the Destroyer, and he turned me down for a San-keth proselyte and a half-blooded Elderborn woman.” He shook his head, as if puzzled. “Amalric was loyal, but a fool...if you led him to water, he might or might not have figured out how to drink. And Morebeth, well, Morebeth was clever, but a scheming bitch.” 
“No,” said Lucan. “Whatever you want, no.”
“Why, you haven't even heard what I offer,” said the Old Demon.
“I don't care,” said Lucan.
The Old Demon laughed. “Now you are lying. But to prove my good intentions, I will give you a piece of information for free. Your physical body is almost out of time.”
“Ultorin is about to destroy Deepforest Keep?” said Lucan.
“Not at all,” said the Old Demon. “Ultorin and Malavost are both dead, their Malrag horde broken.”
Lucan blinked. “Mazael slew them both?” That was tremendous news. He had been certain that Deepforest Keep would fall, that Malavost would seize the Door of Souls. “Then why I am in danger?”
“Because your physical body was stolen by one of my grandchildren, a Demonsouled named Corvad,” said the Old Demon. “One of Mazael's children, incidentally.”
Lucan frowned. Mazael was a child of the Old Demon, a Demonsouled of tremendous power. One of his children would possess great power. “And why did Corvad steal my body?”
“To use it in the creation of a Malrag Queen,” said the Old Demon.
“That's...that's not possible,” said Lucan. He knew what a Malrag Queen was. Or, rather, Marstan had, and Lucan had Marstan's memories. The Malrag Queens were huge, bloated creatures, some of them larger than a castle tower. Malrags grew in their flesh like cancerous sores, demon spirits possessing the crude bodies. And when the Malrags were strong enough, they tore their way free from the Queen, even as more Malrags grew in their place. 
“Oh, it's quite possible,” said the Old Demon. “How did you think Malrag Queens were created?” He gestured at the massive holes in the walls. “The corruption in your flesh has made you vulnerable to more than mental assault. That corruption, coupled with a bit of Demonsouled blood and a certain magical artifact of Old Dracaryl...and you will be instrumental in the creation of a Malrag Queen. You won't enjoy that at all.”  
Lucan said nothing.
“So, you see,” said the Old Demon, “you're almost out of time, and all but one path leads to your destruction...or worse. You really need my help.”
“Then why help me?” said Lucan. “If this...Corvad is going to turn me into a Malrag Queen, isn't that what you want?”
The Old Demon laughed. “You children. So very shortsighted. You think there is only one path to victory. But in the unlikely event that you live long enough, you'll come to understand that it's best to rig the game. The best battles are the ones where you win no matter what the outcome.”
“So you're manipulating me,” said Lucan.
The Old Demon spread his hands. “That should be obvious, I hope.”
“Fine,” said Lucan. “You want to make a bargain. What do you offer me?”
“I can help you defeat the Demonsouled manifestation,” said the Old Demon. “That is within my power. By yourself, you might, perhaps, get lucky and defeat the manifestation. But more likely than not you will be crushed and transformed into a monster like Ultorin. But with my aid, victory is certain, and you can return to your body.”
“Such a generous offer,” said Lucan. “I doubt you would do it for free.”
The Old Demon shrugged. “Is anything free?”
“And what price would you demand?” said Lucan. “My soul?”
The Old Demon laughed. “Your soul? Are you jesting? What would I possibly do with your soul? Especially one so tarnished? Do you think I am some comic devil out of a song, promising to rid a peasant's cabbage field of caterpillars in exchange for his soul? Why don't you ask me for riches and the most beautiful woman in the world to be your bride?”
“What price?” repeated Lucan.
“Only your conscience,” said the Old Demon.
Lucan blinked. “My...conscience?” He had been expecting a demand of servitude. “Why?”
The Old Demon shrugged. “Why not? Perhaps I have a good use for your conscience. Or perhaps I merely plan to keep it as a curio. And would you really miss it all that much?” He grinned. “It's not as if you listened to it very often.”  
“So you would...remove my conscience?” said Lucan. “How is that even possible?”
“This is the spirit world,” said the Old Demon. “Things are possible here that are not in the material world.” 
Lucan hesitated. Right and wrong were blatantly obvious, were they not? Did he really need his conscience to sort between them? It seemed like a small price to pay. 
And yet...
He wanted to kill his father, his brother, Tymaen, everyone who had ever wronged him. He had been dreaming about it as he climbed the sides of the mountain. Yes, he wanted to protect others from dark magic, to keep them from suffering as he had suffered. But it would be so very sweet to make them pay for all the pain he had endured...
“I simply wish to claim your conscience,” said the Old Demon. “It is such a small thing, such an unimportant thing, and you've ignored it for all these years, anyway. Would the loss inconvenience you at all? A small price to pay. And exchange for that price, you shall have my aid. With my help, you can expel the Demonsouled essence from your spirit, and return to your body.”
“No,” said Lucan.
The Old Demon lifted his eyebrows. “That is unwise.”
“Perhaps,” said Lucan, “but I care not. You said my problems are my own fault, and you were correct. I used Demonsouled power, and I found myself trapped here.” He took a deep breath. “And you cannot attack me. You cannot kill me. You cannot force me to do anything. You can only persuade me...or make a bargain with me. And I will not listen to you.”
He expected the Old Demon to fly into a rage.
Instead, the ancient creature only smiled.
“I have only told you the truth,” said the Old Demon.
“I don't care,” said Lucan. “I don't want your help.”
The Old Demon's smile widened. “We'll see.”
Lucan turned and walked away, making for the black city's heart.
He felt the Old Demon's eyes on him with every step.



Chapter 25 – Dragon Fire
 
“Gods and devils, it's cold,” said Gerald.
Mazael couldn't argue.
His men, along with Gerald's and Kjalmir's, marched through the High Pass. The Great Mountains rose over them, the craggy peaks crowned with ice and snow. Some rose so high that the peaks disappeared into the gray clouds. A cold wind whistled from the heights, tugging at Mazael's heavy cloak.
Osric snorted. “Hah! This is nothing, sir knight. A mild breeze, nothing more. Visit the mountains in the depths of winter. You'll see snowdrifts a dozen yards deep. Avalanches that can seal the pass under a hundred feet of snow and ice.” 
“Little wonder the lords of Old Dracaryl perished, if they thought to make their homes here,” said Gerald. “If we live through this, I am never leaving Knightcastle again.” 
Osric laughed and thumped his chest. “The cold gets your blood moving. Makes you feel alive.” 
Mazael turned his head, saw Romaria heading towards him. 
“And the snow makes it easier to track footprints,” said Romaria. “We're on Corvad's trail. I think he's no more than two days ahead of us. If that. Now that he's lost access to his mistgates, he can't move very fast. At least, he can't move any faster than his zuvembies or Malrags.” 
“And the mountains will slow anyone down,” said Kjalmir. The big Arminiar did not look the least discomforted by the icy air. No doubt it got rather cold in Northreach.
“Then let's keep moving,” said Mazael. “Corvad still has a lead. No sense in letting him increase it.”
They resumed their journey through the narrow pass. 
 
###
 
That night Mazael sat close with Romaria, wrapped in a cloak, huddled before a small campfire. 
Necessity dictated small fires. No trees grew in the Great Mountains, so they had to carry firewood with them. The wind blew out of the mountains, making the flames dance and flicker. 
“This isn't so bad,” said Romaria, pulling her cloak tighter. “At least it isn't raining.”
“Or snowing,” said Mazael, watching his breath puff in the air. 
“The Great Southern Forest is inhospitable in winter,” said Romaria. “Snow covers the ground, and you can't see the roots. Much easier to trip. Though it is easier to track...deer aren't clever enough to hide their prints.” 
“Or Malrags,” said Mazael.
She laughed. “All the easier to shoot them, Malrags and deer both. Though the deer certainly taste better.”
They sat in silence for a moment.
“You were right,” said Mazael.
“About what?” said Romaria.
“Lucan,” said Mazael. “When we found him, in the Garden of the Temple. You said I should kill him, that if he woke up, he might not be sane. I thought his...condition was something Malavost had done to him, something he had suffered.”
Romaria said nothing.
“But you were right,” said Mazael. “He did it to himself. And because of that, Corvad could destroy the Grim Marches, could destroy half the world. Because I didn't kill Lucan when I should have.” 
Romaria hesitated. “Perhaps you should have killed Lucan, but I'm glad you didn't listen to me.”
Mazael snorted. “Had I slain Lucan, Corvad would not have kidnapped him, and we would not face our current peril.”
“I know,” said Romaria. “I was right to tell you to kill him...but I fear I did so for the wrong reasons.” She took a deep breath. “He was one of your men, under your protection. And you go to great lengths to defend the men and women under your protection. So killing Lucan might have been the wise thing to do. But it would not have been the right thing to do. Not for you. I should have just killed him myself.”
“It was one more mistake,” said Mazael. “No one else will pay for my mistakes. I'll stop Corvad and Molly. And when I find Lucan...I'll decide what to do then. Not before.”
Romaria nodded, resting her head against his shoulder.
Mazael gazed into the fire. People had paid for his mistakes. Rachel. Lucan. The men and women killed in Corvad's attacks.
Corvad and Molly themselves. His children.
What would they have been like, Mazael wondered, if he had never left Elizabeth? Romaria thought they would have been no different. But what if Mazael could have raised them? Would Corvad and Molly have become what they were?
Did the Old Demon know about them? It had been hard enough for Mazael to resist the Old Demon's manipulations. For two children to defy him would have been almost impossible. 
He let out a deep breath. The past was done. He would make up for his mistakes, would keep his children from hurting anyone else.
Even if it meant killing them.
 
###
 
At noon the next day, Corvad's trail left the High Pass and followed a razor-thin path clinging to the side of the mountains. 
“If our maps are accurate,” said Timothy, squinting at a scroll, “that path shall lead directly to Red Valley.”
“Maps!” said Osric, spitting upon the cold ground. “If a man knows the mountains, wizard, knows it in his bones, he has no need of maps.” 
“Is the map wrong?” said Timothy.
“Well, no,” said Osric. 
Mazael nodded. “Then we follow the path. It will slow us considerably, but Corvad won’t be able to travel very fast, either.” 
“There's a better way to reach Red Valley from here,” said Osric. “Faster, too. We might even be able to catch Corvad.” 
“How?” said Mazael. 
“A gully, going up the side of the mountain,” said Osric. “It's as narrow as the path, but with a gentler slope. We'll be able to go faster. It ends near the old road leading to Red Valley, five miles south of the Valley itself.”
“Why didn't Corvad use the gully?” said Romaria.
Osric chortled. “I'd wager he doesn't know about it. That old map you he stole from the serpents? No doubt it shows the roads the old lords built in the mountains. But will it show the gullies and canyons and glaciers?” He grinned. “The lords of Dracaryl thought themselves too good to travel off the roads, and your Corvad probably thinks the same.” 
“Corvad's trail doesn't go anywhere near the gully,” said Romaria.
Mazael nodded. They had made good time, but Corvad still had a two-day lead. How long would it take Corvad to get his hands on the Glamdaigyr? No doubt the old high lords had left potent magical defenses around Arylkrad, and those would slow Corvad. For that matter, once Corvad claimed the Glamdaigyr, how long would it take him to transform Lucan into a Malrag Queen? 
“If we take this shortcut of yours, what's the risk?” said Mazael.
Osric shrugged. “Avalanches, mostly. And we'll be exposed on the mountainside. If a rogue Malrag warband sees us, they'll attack. And dragons fly over the mountains.”
“Will a dragon attack us?” said Circan, huddled in his long black coat. Like Gerald, the young wizard hated the cold. “I've never encountered a dragon, but I'm given to understand that they hate humans.” 
“They don't hate us,” said Osric. “They think we're vermin. Like mice. You ignore mice until they get in your way or start eating your food. Then you kill them. We see a dragon, odds are that it will ignore us. Unless we interfere with its hunt. Or if it's hungry – they prefer hunting the mammoths and giant sloths on the eastern side of the Great Mountains, but they'll eat men in a pinch.”
“That is hardly reassuring,” said Circan.
Osric laughed. “They're dragons, wizard. Nothing about them is reassuring.”
“We'll risk it,” said Mazael. “If we catch Corvad before he finds the Glamdaigyr, we'll have a better chance of defeating him.” 
 
###
 
The gully was steep and narrow, but both mules and men found good footing. The weather remained cloudy and cold, but Osric said the lack of sun would prevent the snow from melting, which would reduce the risk of avalanches. Mazael kept his hand on his sword hilt, but he saw no sign of any Malrags. 
“So how does one kill a dragon?” said Kjalmir. 
Osric scratched his beard. “One does not, generally. One gets killed by the dragon.” 
“But is has been done,” said Gerald. “Lord Richard Mandragon has done it, along with his son Toraine. I've seen the dragon scales on their armor.” 
“Aye,” said Osric. “Dragon scale makes for damn fine armor. Harder and lighter than steel, and immune to fire. But it’s more trouble than it's worth. I was with Toraine when he killed that black dragon of his.” 
“You were?” said Mazael. 
Osric nodded. “He wanted to surpass his father and slay a dragon of his own. So he hired me as a guide, and I led Toraine and his men into the mountains to find a dragon. The dragon found us first. Wiped out half of Toraine's men. But Toraine killed it. Damnedest thing I ever saw, but he killed the dragon. Not a man I would want for an enemy.” 
They did not call Toraine the Black Dragon out of love, Mazael knew. “So how did Toraine kill it?” 
“The dragon hit us with its fire from above, so we scattered and took cover,” said Osric. “It landed to hunt us down one by one. Toraine circled behind, sprang upon its back, and buried his sword to the hilt in the base of its neck. That killed the blasted thing, and Toraine claimed his dragon scales.” 
“So they do have weak points,” said Kjalmir.
Osric shrugged. “Dragons are flesh and blood, like anything else. Hit them hard enough and they die. Their scales are as good as armor, so you have to strike their weak points. Behind the head, the mouth, the nostrils, the gaps between the scales on their spines. Not the eyes – they have a transparent inner eyelid that can stop an arrow. Wings are vulnerable, too – punch enough holes in them, and the dragon will have to land. Then you can hit one of the weak points. Ballistae would work best.” He grunted. “Pity we couldn't bring any siege engines into the mountains.” 
“So if you can get the dragon to land,” said Gerald, “you can kill it.”
“Oh, aye,” said Osric. “But even on the ground, they're still dangerous. If you can't get it to land, you're finished, and even if it does land, it can still burn you away.” 
“How many dragons have you seen slain?” said Mazael.
“Just one,” said Osric. 
After that they walked in silence.
 
###
 
They encountered neither Malrags nor avalanches, and the next day the gully ended in a downward-sloping path.
As the path drew closer to Red Valley, it widened into a proper road. Reliefs in the style of Old Dracaryl adorned the mountain slope, showing the robed lords of Dracaryl destroying their enemies with magic and dragon fire.
“Charming artwork,” said Gerald. 
“The lords of Dracaryl were not kindly men,” said Osric. “Lord Mazael, we're about five miles south of Red Valley.” 
“Corvad passed this way,” said Romaria, sweeping her eyes over the ground. “I'm sure of it.”
“Then let's find him,” said Mazael, hand resting on Lion's hilt.
He led them along the road. It sloped downward, and as it did, Mazael felt the air grow warmer. Where the devil was that heat coming from? It made Mazael think of dragon fire.
At last the road rounded the curve of the mountain, opening into Red Valley. 
Mazael saw pools of lava bubbling in the valley's floor, the air overhead rippling. Yet trees and bushes grew elsewhere in the valley, dotted with bloom of vivid color. The hot air from the lava pools, Mazael realized. It kept the Red Valley warm enough for the plants to grow, even here amidst the mountains.
On a crag at the far end of the Valley stood Arylkrad. 
Castle Cravenlock looked like the stronghold of a dark wizard from a child's story, but Arylkrad made Castle Cravenlock look like a hovel. The great black castle towered over the valley, an intricate maze of delicate towers surrounding an enormous dome. A thick wall encircled the entire castle, studded with massive bastions.
“Gods,” said Gerald. “Look at that place. It's larger than Knightcastle.” 
“Corvad must be inside the castle already,” said Mazael. That was bad. If Corvad barricaded himself inside Arylkrad, he could hold off Mazael with ease. 
“He's been this way,” said Romaria, pointing at the ground. “I don't see any sign of the Malrags in the valley. They must have reached the castle.” Her frown deepened. “Those trees look as if they were burned, recently.”
“A dragon?” said Mazael. 
“Possibly,” said Romaria. “I don't know.” 
Mazael looked from the castle to the valley. Perhaps Corvad had killed any dragons after his arrival. It would make it easier to catch him – but if Corvad was able to kill dragons with ease, defeating him would prove a challenge. 
“Let's go,” said Mazael. 
He led the way into the valley, a long line of men and mules following him. The strange, exotic smell of the valley's flowers grew sharper, along with the sharp, sulfurous odor of the lava pools. The road widened, a line of black basalt blocks marching to the base of Arylkrad's stony crags. Black steles stood amongst the trees, carved with scenes praising the glory of Old Dracaryl. 
Twisted lumps of black char lay here and there along the road, the ground scorched to black ash beneath them. 
“Are those burned trees?” said Gerald.
“I think,” said Romaria, tapping one with the toe of her boot, “I think that used to be a Malrag.” 
“Dragon fire,” said Osric, unlimbering a short bow and stringing it. “Only dragon fire burns that hot.” 
“Perhaps Corvad didn't get to Arylkrad after all,” said Kjalmir. 
“No,” said Romaria. “The signs are...mixed.” She stopped, stooped, and scrutinized the ground for a moment. “Most of the Malrags made it to Arylkrad.”
“If Corvad slew a dragon,” said Osric, “we would see the carcass.”
A flash of light caught Mazael's eye. 
“Wait,” said Timothy, sudden alarm in his voice. “My lords. That black diadem Corvad wears. It bestows the power to raise zuvembies?”
“I am certain of it,” said Circan. “When we fought Corvad's zuvembies, I sensed the magical power in the diadem. I think it is a relic of Old Dracaryl.”
Mazael looked at Arylkrad. A line of gold crowned part of the massive outer wall. 
“The lords of Dracaryl could command dragons,” said Timothy. “What if the diadem also gives Corvad the power to control dragons?” 
“Then he wouldn't need to fight the dragon to reach Arylkrad,” said Gerald. “He could take control of it...”
A horrible realization came to Mazael
“...and command it to destroy his enemies,” said Kjalmir.
The line of gold atop Arylkrad's wall uncurled, and Mazael saw the dragon. 
The beast was enormous. It was at least a hundred feet long, its wingspan twice that. Its golden scales flashed as it turned to face them, and even across the distance, Mazael felt the weight of its burning red gaze. 
Its roar boomed over the valley like a peal of thunder.
“Well, damn,” said Osric.
The golden dragon jumped from the wall, its wings beating. The great beast moved with terrific speed, faster than Mazael had thought something that large could move...
“Scatter!” he roared. “Beware the flame! Scatter! Scatter now!”
The men ran in all directions, trying to take cover behind the steles and trees.
Some did not move fast enough.
The dragon's mouth opened, and a lance of hot-white flame erupted over its fangs. Mazael saw a dozen mules and half a dozen men vanish in the flames, the flesh burned from their bones in an instant. Four more mules caught fire and ran in terror and pain, braying piteously. 
“Arrows!” yelled Mazael, drawing Lion. “Aim for the wings! Force it to the ground!”
His men scrambled to obey, the Arminiars loading their massive crossbows with barbed quarrels. Yet Mazael doubted it would be enough. Those heavy crossbows took time to load, and the dragon was deadly quick.
Already the dragon banked over the entrance to the valley, coming around for another pass.
 
###
 
Romaria raised her bow, the string drawn back.
She had seen dragons before. In the passes of the Great Mountains, during her journeys to the barbarian lands of the east. In the peaks of the Old Kingdoms, far south of Knightcastle and Castle Dominus. But she had kept a wide berth, and took care to avoid the dragons.
One did not fight a dragon and live. 
But now she had no choice. 
The dragon spun, and unleashed another blast of flame. Most of the men scrambled out of the way, but two were not fast enough, and died as dragon fire turned their flesh to ash and their bones to glowing coals. Another caught the edge of the blast and went up in flames and collapsed to the ground, shrieking in agony. 
He would not live much longer. A mercy, that.
Osric loosed arrow after arrow, short bow thrumming in his hands. Mazael's crossbowmen and Kjalmir's Arminiars fired, sending a storm of bolts at the dragon. Most struck the dragon's golden scales and bounced away. But some punched through the taut leather of the dragon's wings, tearing holes in the membrane. Romaria loosed her own arrow, the shaft burying itself in the base of the dragon's right wing. The dragon roared in fury and rose higher, its injured wings pumping. 
It flew slower, but not by very much.
Given enough time, the crossbowmen could damage the dragon's wings, force it to land. But the dragon would burn them to ashes long before they had the chance. And even if they forced the beast down, it could still tear them apart. 
Angry. She had to make it angry. 
The dragon circled and swooped down for another attack. The knights and armsmen hastened for cover, the crossbowmen trying to reload their weapons.
Romaria did not move. 
She heard Mazael shouting, felt the dragon's crimson eyes fix on her.
The beast plunged towards her, mouth yawning wide to drown her in its flames.
In one smooth motion, Romaria snatched an arrow from her quiver, raised her bow, and fired.
The shaft buried itself in the dragon's tongue.
 
###
 
The dragon twitched when Romaria's arrow disappeared into its mouth, a shudder going through its golden body, and loosed a scream of astonished rage. Mazael watched as Romaria fired again, her arrow plunging through the dragon's wing. 
“Human insect!”
The dragon's voice thundered like a collapsing mountain.
“You will suffer for this! You will scream!”
The dragon spun, lining up to loose its fire upon Romaria.
“You will beg for mercy! You will fall on your knees and...”
Another of Romaria's arrows buried itself in the dragon's tongue.
“You'll have to catch me first!” shouted Romaria.
The dragon's scream of fury pressed against Mazael's ears like a living thing. 
Pride, Mazael realized. The dragon might not have any physical weaknesses, but it still had the weakness of pride. It regarded humans as insects, as vermin, and for human vermin to cause it even the slightest pain was an intolerable insult.
The dragon turned in pursuit of Romaria, ignoring the crossbow quarrels that plunged into its beating wings. 
 
###
 
Romaria ran.
The dragon pursued, still bellowing threats, lining up for another blast of fire. She let herself slow, and the dragon's mouth yawned wide. But instead of loosing another arrow, she reversed direction, diving to the ground. The dragon shot overhead, moving too fast to change its course, fire blasting from its maw. 
Its left foreleg smacked against one of the black steles, putting a wobble into the dragon's flight. It tried to turn, but it was flying too fast, and smashed into the hillside, its claws digging furrows into the earth. Its wings folded as it tried to regain its balance, and Romaria seized the opportunity, firing one, two, three arrows into its right wing. Her arrows plunged into the folded wing like knives, pinning it in place. 
“Mortal!” shrieked the dragon, spinning to face her. “You will burn for this! I will boil the blood in your veins and feast on your flesh!”  
The dragon raced at her, moving faster than a galloping horse, far faster than any human could run. 
 
###
 
Mazael sprinted towards the dragon, watching as Romaria lured the great creature to crash against the hillside. She loosed volley after volley of arrows into the dragon, pinning its right wing in place.
Trapping it on the ground.
“Kjalmir!” shouted Mazael. Those massive Arminiar crossbows and their barbed quarrels had been built to kill Ogrags. At close enough range, he suspected they could punch through steel plate...or a dragon's scales. 
And a concentrated volley of those quarrels might be enough to bring down the dragon.
Kjalmir and his red-cloaked Arminiars hastened to Mazael's side, and as they did, the dragon charged at Romaria, bellowing.
 
###
 
The dragon thundered towards Romaria.
No fire. Her arrows had taught it better. The beast would simply trample her, or rip her to shreds with its talons. And no human could outrun a dragon on foot.
But Romaria was only half-human. 
She flowed into the shape of the great black wolf and raced to the dragon’s right.
The dragon stopped in shock, head rotating to follow her. Ancient the creature might have been, but it must not have ever encountered an Elderborn before, or else it would know of her power to change shape. 
The dragon pursued her. It was just as fast as Romaria, even in her wolf form, but she was far nimbler. She dodged and spun around the trees and the dragon ran after her, loosing blast after blast of fire. Romaria sped in circles around the dragon, avoiding the flames, dodging the long talons and the whip-like sweeps of the beast's tail. The dragon's smell, like hot iron and serpent's scales and burning meat, made her fur bristle. But she also smelled the blood and sweat of men, and glimpsed the Arminiars running at the dragon, massive crossbows in hand. 
Those huge crossbows. If they got close enough, the crossbows' barbed quarrels might penetrate the dragon's scales. 
If the dragon stayed in one place. If Romaria held its attention. 
She dodged another blast of flame, and Romaria threw back her head, howling in derision. The dragon came after her, flames erupting from its mouth. Romaria ran left, bracing herself to avoid another burst. 
The Arminiars and Mazael drew closer.
The dragon stopped and spun, its tail smashing into one of the steles. The black stone shattered, chunks flying through the air.
At Romaria. 
She ducked under the rubble, and the dragon unleashed its fire. Not at Romaria, but at a patch of bushes and trees in front of her. The bushes went up in a wall of billowing flame, the trees disappearing in curtains of fire. Romaria staggered a stop, the sheer heat of the inferno singing her fur. The fire would burn out in short order, but not quickly enough for Romaria to run around it before the dragon caught her. 
She was pinned.
The beast bellowed in glee and charged, mouth yawning wide.
 
###
 
Mazael watched Romaria blur into the form of the great black wolf, watched her dance around the dragon's enraged attacks. But even she could not keep that up forever. The dragon was too strong, too fast, and even a glancing hit from its fire would kill her. 
Then the dragon set a patch of trees in front of Romaria ablaze. She skidded to a halt, trapped between the flames and the charging dragon. The creature's mouth yawned wide, ready to devour her. 
But it was the best chance Mazael and the Arminiars would get.
“Now!” said Mazael, pointing Lion.
Kjalmir bellowed an order, and his knights raised their massive crossbows. 
The dragon realized the threat at the last instant. It stopped, its head swinging, its jaws opening wide. Mazael saw the fire glimmering in the dragon's maw, the white light preparing to erupt in a beam of hellish flame.
Then the crossbows thumped in the Arminiars' hands.
A volley of barbed bolts slammed into the dragon's neck and flank. At this range, the bolts tore through the golden scales and sank into the dragon's flesh. White blood, the color of molten iron, sizzled over the scales. The dragon reared up on its hind legs, screaming in agony, the hot blood dripping down its gold-scaled side.
Yet none of the dragon's wounds looked fatal. 
“Now, lads!” said Kjalmir. The Arminiars dropped their crossbows, drawing the steel war hammers strapped to their backs. A blade would be useless against the dragon's scales, but the blow of a heavy hammer could dent the scale and pulp the flesh beneath it. 
Mazael sprinted with Kjalmir's men to face the dragon, Lion in his right hand, a war hammer taken from a slain Arminiar in his left. The dragon dropped back to all fours, the ground shaking with the impact, fire blossoming in its mouth.
 
###
 
Romaria shifted back into her human form as the quarrels tore into the dragon's side. The beast screamed its fury, and Mazael and the Arminiars charged it, hammers in hand. The dragon's head swung to face them, their fire glimmering in its mouth. 
She raised her bow and fired, the arrow sinking into the side of the dragon's tongue. 
The dragon's head snapped to the side, its blast of fire shooting over the charging men, and its hateful glare fell on Romaria. 
 
###
 
The blast of flame erupted over Mazael's head, his face reddening from the heat.
But it missed, and the Arminiars closed with the dragon. Steel hammers rose and fell, white blood bursting forth. It was far hotter than human blood, and Mazael felt a stab of pain when some splashed on his jaw. 
The dragon shrieked in pain. Its tail smashed into the Arminiars, sent two of them tumbling through the air. Its talons closed about another man, ripping him in half like a bloody doll. Kjalmir raised his massive hammer in both hands and brought the weapon crashing into the joint of the dragon's left foreleg. Mazael heard a snap, and the dragon's leg wobbled, its belly scraping against the earth. 
And Mazael saw his chance.
He flung aside his hammer, seized the wounded foreleg, and scrambled onto the dragon's back. The scales felt hot beneath his gauntlets, like metal left in the summer sun. The dragon, distracted by the pain of its wounds, did not notice him. Mazael half-ran, half-climbed up the dragon's back, Lion in one hand, his other gripping the bony spines of the dragon's back. The beast's neck rose up, fire blasting from its jaws and incinerating three of the Arminiars.
Mazael caught the spines behind the dragon's head, Lion braced in one hand. 
The dragon felt his weight against its neck and howled, snapping its head back and forth. Mazael clung to the neck, one leg wrapping around a bony spine for support. The dragon drove its head forward, trying to dislodge him, and Mazael threw all his weight into the motion, thrusting Lion before him. 
The sword sank to the hilt in the dragon's neck, at the base of its horned skull.
The dragon's scream filled Mazael's ears, and ever muscle in its body went rigid at once. The whiplash of its neck catapulted Mazael into the air, Lion's hilt ripping from his hand. He smashed hard into the ground, his armor clattering, his bones snapping. Agony erupted through him, and he rolled onto his back, expecting to see the dragon attack. 
Instead the creature trembled for a moment longer, and then collapsed to the earth in a limp heap.
Mazael blacked out a moment later.
 
###
 
Romaria lowered her bow, breathing hard. 
Kjalmir and the other Arminiars stood staring at the dragon's carcass, stunned. Veterans though they were, the dragon's defeat had still shocked them. Romaria cast a quick glance at Arylkrad. If Corvad was in the castle, he couldn't possibly have missed the battle against the dragon.
He would be preparing.
“Gods save us,” said Kjalmir. “I was certain were finished. But Lord Mazael...gods, I never saw such boldness.” His blue eyes, bloodshot from heat and smoke, fixed on her. “I am sorry for your loss, my lady. Lord Mazael died valiantly.”
“Oh, he's not dead yet,” said Romaria as Gerald approached. “It will take more than a fall to kill Lord Mazael. See to your wounded, Sir Commander. If Corvad watched the fight from Arylkrad's walls, he might try to fall upon us while we are confused.”
That shook Kjalmir out of his shock. “Aye. I've not chased Corvad across the realm and seen a dragon slain only to fail at the end.” 
“How many dead?” said Romaria as Gerald approached.
“Seven more of mine, and nine of Mazael's,” said Gerald, voice grim, “and another five who wish they were dead. Gods, but fire is a bad way to die.” He shook his head. “And Mazael...”
“He's not dead yet,” said Romaria, crossing to the dragon's immense carcass. Lion's hilt jutted from the creature's head, smoke rising from the wound. Romaria gripped the hilt and yanked the weapon free. White blood, glowing with an inner heat, dripped from blade. The sword had taken no damage from the dragon's blood. 
Lion was older than the dragon, older than Dracaryl itself.
Gerald frowned. “But...”
“Make ready,” said Romaria, shaking the final drops from Lion's blade. “If Corvad saw the fight, he might attack at any moment.” 
She left the knights to their task and hurried away.
Romaria found Mazael forty yards away, in a tangle of bushes that had evaded the dragon's fire. He looked terrible, his face bruised, his arms and legs jutting at odd angles. A bolt of fear passed through Romaria. Suppose he had hit the ground too hard? Suppose the impact had shattered his skull, damaged his heart, wounded him beyond even the ability of his Demonsouled nature to heal?
Then he took a deep, rattling breath, and Romaria heard the crackling noise as his bones forced themselves back together. The bruising on his face faded, the gashes from the fall closing. He shuddered, and his eyes fluttered open, full of pain.
Romaria knelt besides him, helped him to sit.
“Gods,” muttered Mazael, spitting out a mouthful of blood, “that hurt.”
“What madness possessed you,” said Romaria, “to climb on the dragon's back?” 
“Osric said there was a weak point behind its head,” said Mazael. “And it worked, didn't it? The dragon's dead.” He blinked. “It is dead?”
Romaria handed him Lion. “It is.” On impulse she seized him in her arms. “Don't frighten me like that.”
He coughed out a laugh. “I'll avoid fighting any more dragons. If at all possible.” He got to his feet, leaning on her. “The others must think I'm dead.”
“They do,” said Romaria. “This will be hard to explain.” 
“Aye,” said Mazael, taking a deep breath. Already he seemed stronger. “Well, we haven't time to discuss it now. Corvad awaits.”
He walked towards the others, Romaria at his side.
 
###
 
Gerald, Kjalmir, Osric, Timothy, and Circan stood at the head of the surviving knights and armsmen. Far fewer remained than Mazael would have liked. Osric had not overstated the ferocity and power of a dragon. 
Both Lord Richard and Toraine Mandragon had slain dragons. Little wonder men feared them. 
Osric saw Mazael, and his eyes grew wide over his black beard. 
“Gods and devils,” said Osric. “How are you still alive?”
“I landed well,” said Mazael. “The trick is to bounce properly, you see.” 
“This is a great triumph, Mazael,” said Gerald. “They'll name you Dragonslayer now, along with Lord Richard.” 
“And you'll have armor wrought of dragon scales for your trophy,” said Osric. 
“No,” said Mazael, looking at the charred corpses scattered near the dragon. “No. The scales will go to the widows and orphans of the men slain here today.”
Osric gave a nasty laugh. “My lord, there are enough scales that those widows and orphans will live in comfort to the end of their days, and you'll still have enough left over to make yourself three suits of armor. A dead dragon is valuable. The scales make armor. The teeth can be made into daggers, sharp as obsidian and hard as steel. And a skilled smith can fashion the talons into swords beyond compare.” 
“Every man here,” said Mazael, “will get a share of whatever wealth the dragon's carcass brings. But we are not victorious yet. No one will get to enjoy the wealth if Corvad kills us first, and only a blind man could have missed that battle.” 
“We go to Arylkrad?” said Gerald.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “We've come all this way. Let us finish it.”
The surviving men formed up. Mazael left a small guard to watch over the wounded, and led the remainder across the valley to Arylkrad itself.
To Corvad and Molly.



Chapter 26 – Guardians
 
Green lightning screamed out of the sky and smashed against the doors of Arylkrad's central keep, a massive tower topped with a vast black dome.
Or, at least, the lightning would have, had it not vanished into a spray of sparks a foot from the iron-banded doors.
“Again!” shouted Corvad.
Molly sighed and stretched her neck.
They stood in the courtyard of Arylkrad, between the black walls and the mass of the central keep. They had passed through the gates in the outer wall unmolested, the Malrags ripping down the doors. Then they encountered the ward sheathing the castle. Or, at least, a few of the Malrags had, and now lay in charred heaps at the foot of the stairs. The High Lords of Arylkrad had been dead for centuries, but their potent wards still guarded their fortress from intruders. 
“I could walk the shadows into the castle,” Molly had said. “That ward cannot stop me.”
“True,” answered Corvad, “but you don't have the power to disable.”
Molly shrugged, indifferent. 
“Dispel the ward,” Corvad told his Malrag warlocks.
-We cannot, great one. We have no spells capable of dispelling it-
“Can you batter through it?”
-With time, yes. We have sufficient power-
“Then do it,” said Corvad.
So Molly watched as the warlocks launched volley after volley of green lightning at the looming black castle. Blue light shimmered up and down over the towers, writhing with crawling fingers of green light. The Malrag warlocks raised their clawed hands, whispering spells in their grotesque language, arcane power snarling around them. A normal Malrag shaman could not have sustained the barrage, but infused with Corvad's Demonsouled blood, the warlocks possessed far greater reserves of magical power. 
Then blue light flashed, and the green lightning ceased.
-The ward is destroyed, great one-
“You are certain?” said Corvad.
One of the warlocks waved its clawed hand, and Molly recognized the spell to sense the presence of magic. 
-Yes. There are still numerous wards within the castle, along with several powerful sources of magic. But we can enter-
“You two,” said Corvad, pointing at a pair of infused Malrags. “See if you can open the doors.”
The Malrags obeyed. They climbed the steps and reached for the great steel-banded doors. Molly waited to see if they would trigger the ward, if they would fall in heaps of smoking char. 
But the seized the doors, and nothing happened. A moment later the doors swung open with a groan, revealing a high corridor of black stone. More reliefs covered the wall, undoubtedly showing the triumphs of the High Lords of Dracaryl, and Molly saw a faint green glow in the distance. 
“At last,” said Corvad. “Inside, all of you. I will not be denied from claiming the Glamdaigyr.” 
He strode up the stairs, hand on his sword hilt. The Malrags and the zuvembies, bound to his will and the power of the black diadem, followed him. Molly walked at Corvad's side, watching his expression. She had rarely seen him so eager, so excited, save when the opportunity to kill presented itself.
And the Glamdaigyr would give him the opportunity to kill countless thousands.
Countless thousands like Nicholas? 
Unnumbered women who would mourn as Molly mourned?
She shoved aside the thought. She would repay Mazael for what he had done to Nicholas. The rest of the world could burn. 
“The strongest source of magical power,” said Corvad to his warlocks, his boots clicking against the floor of cool black marble. “Where is it?”
-The heart of the castle, great one. Under the dome of the central keep, most likely-
“Then we'll go there at once,” said Corvad.
They encountered two more wards sealing the hall, and the warlocks blasted them away. At last the hall ended in a large domed chamber, perhaps fifty yards across, lit by a pale green glow that seemed to have no source. At the opposite end of the round room a broad staircase rose in an archway, leading higher into the castle. At first Molly thought they had reached the central dome, but after a moment she realized it was too small. This chamber was utterly empty, bereft of both furniture and reliefs upon the walls.
Save for the statue standing upon its pedestal beneath the dome.
Carved from some dark stone, it showed a young woman clad in a sleeveless robe, arms crossed across her chest, eyes closed. It looked...real. Disturbingly so. As if it was a living woman of flesh and blood, rather than mere stone. Molly watched the statue for a moment, half-expecting it to breathe. 
Corvad frowned, hand tightening against his sword hilt.
“Do you know what that is?” said Molly.
“No,” said Corvad. 
He was lying, Molly was sure of it. But why? It was just a statue.
Corvad looked at the nearest warlock. “Does the statue have a spell upon it?” 
-Yes, great one. Several, all of surpassing potency. I suspect it is a prison for a summoned spirit of great power-
Corvad's scowl deepened. 
“You know what it is, don't you?” said Molly. 
“A guardian,” said Corvad. He took a deep breath. “Grandfather thought we might encounter one. He called it an oracle statue.”
“What the devil is an oracle statue?” said Molly.
“A spirit from the spirit world, summoned and bound into the stone,” said Corvad. “They claim to speak only the truth, and will answer any questions posed to them, once they are bound. But the answers are always lies, and crafted in such a way to  drive the questioner mad.” He shook his head. “Grandfather always avoided them. He claimed that even he had no defense from an oracle statue.”
Molly felt her eyebrows rise. In addition to the great power of his Demonsouled blood, the Old Demon was a wizard of overwhelming magical might, his spells honed over the long millennia of his immortal life. If he feared something...
“How do we defeat it?” said Molly.
“Simple,” said Corvad. “We ignore it. If the oracle statue speaks to you, do not answer it. If you do not ask it questions, its answers cannot overthrow your mind.”
Molly looked at the statue. “And this creature is a guardian? A dubious means of defense, if one can simply ignore it.” 
Corvad shrugged. “The lords of Dracaryl were powerful, but they were not infallible. Otherwise their heirs would still sit in their citadels, and Dracaryl would not have fallen into ruin. Now, come. We waste time.” 
He moved towards the stairs on the far end of the room, taking care to circle around the statue. Molly followed, her hand twitching toward her sword hilt. She felt no trace of magic radiating from the statue, save for its uncanny realism. Surely no sculptor had ever created a statue so detailed, so...
The oracle statue's eyes opened, shining with green light.
Molly hissed in alarm.
“Molly Cravenlock,” said the statue in a woman's voice of unearthly beauty. “Daughter of Mazael and Elizabeth. I have seen your approach from afar, and watched as the fire of your pain devours you, and leads you to your doom.”
“What?” said Molly.
“Do not listen to it,” said Corvad, voice urgent. “It will drive you mad.” 
“All mortals walk to their doom,” said the oracle statue, “but your doom, demon-tainted child, is far darker than most. Do you wish to know it?” 
“What do you mean?” said Molly, taking a step closer.
“Damn it,” said Corvad. “Don't answer it!” 
“I see your fate,” said the oracle statue. “I see the doom you have fashioned for yourself, the hell you have constructed through your choices. Even now it awaits you. Do you wish to know it?”
Molly scoffed. “And then you'll tell me something to drive me mad? Keep your lies, spirit.”
“Then would you like to know your heart's desire?” said the statue. “The thing you yearn to know above all else?”
Molly laughed. “I already know everything I wish to know.” 
“Do you wish to know why Nicholas Tormaud died?” said the statue.
Molly scowled. “I know why Nicholas died. Mazael Cravenlock murdered him.”
“And how did Mazael murder him?” said the statue.
“Stop this, sister, now,” said Corvad.
“He...” said Molly. “He...”
She realized that she really didn't know. 
She knew how Nicholas had died. She had returned to their rooms to find him lying in a pool of his own blood, multiple sword wounds in his chest and belly. He had been too far gone to speak, but clutched her hands as he died, mouthing her name. Later Corvad explained how Mazael came from the Grim Marches to slay her, and failing that, murdered Nicholas to hurt her.
Except...
Molly blinked.
Except nearly a year had passed. Her mind was clearer now, and that story didn't make very much sense.
Why had Mazael come north? He had abandoned their mother, but after that, he had ignored them entirely. Why had he finally sought Molly out after almost twenty years? How had he even found her?
Had he even known she existed?
“Why did Mazael kill Nicholas?” said Molly.
A smile spread across the oracle statue's stone lips. “He...”
“No!” roared Corvad.
He seized her shoulder, spun her to face him. Molly's Skull-trained reflexes took over, and she twisted out of his grip, yanking her sword from its scabbard. She expected Corvad to draw his sword, to attack her.
Instead he only stood at the point of her sword, his hands spread. 
“Molly,” said Corvad.
She blinked. He had not called her by name in years, not since they were children. 
“Listen to me,” said Corvad. “It is lying to you. It is part of the castle's defenses, the traps the High Lords of Arylkrad wrought to destroy invaders. If you let the statue answer that question, the answer will kill you.”
Molly found herself blinking back tears. “I don't care about dying. Not since...not since Nicholas was killed.” 
“But do you care,” said Corvad, “about killing Mazael Cravenlock? About avenging Nicholas's death?”
Molly shivered. 
“He killed Nicholas, Molly,” said Corvad, voice hard. “He abandoned us to the Skulls. And when he rebelled against our grandfather, he went to war against us. He came to kill you, to spite our grandfather, and when he couldn't find you he killed Nicholas instead.” 
Molly gave a hesitant nod. 
“So ask the statue a question if you wish,” said Corvad, “but if you do, you will never avenge Nicholas's death.”
“No,” said Molly, her voice frost. She could not let that happen.
She rammed her sword into its scabbard and walked to the stairs, ignoring the statue. Part of her mind screamed that she might blunder into a ward, but she did not care. She reached the base of the stairs and stopped, breathing hard. 
After a moment she heard Corvad join her.
“You made the right decision, sister,” said Corvad. “Together we shall repay anyone who has ever caused us pain.” 
“I just want Nicholas back,” whispered Molly.
A sneer crossed his hard face. “He's dead. Accept it. But Mazael murdered him...and you can kill Mazael. Now, come. The key to your vengeance lies ahead.” 
Molly followed Corvad up the stairs, the Malrags and zuvembies marching behind. Four of the Malrags bore Lucan Mandragon's cot. Another ward sealed the doors at the top of the stairs, and the warlocks blasted through it with a burst of green lightning, the thunder deafening in the enclosed space. The Malrags opened the doors, and a vast hall yawned before them, the ceiling supported by a forest of thick pillars. Enspelled lights hung from chains, throwing off a ghostly green glow. More of the ubiquitous reliefs covered the pillars, and the floor was a built of a strange dark stone. Molly's reflection danced in it like an image through a murky window.
“Here?” said Corvad. 
One of the warlocks whispered a spell.
-Not yet, great one. The strongest power source is above us -
“The Glamdaigyr?” said Corvad. 
-Almost certainly-
Molly sniffed the air. No doubt due to the wards, the other chambers of Arylkrad had been odorless. But this great pillared hall smelled...dusty. And there was another odor as well. Something like rotten meat, or perhaps poisoned blood. 
“Brother,” said Molly. “Do you smell that?”
“The Malrags stink, sister,” said Corvad, turning from his warlocks. “I thought you'd be used to that by now.”
“It's not that,” said Molly. “This is something else. It's...”
She heard the click of boots against the floor and turned. 
A band of Malrags approached from the far side of the hall. Molly frowned, wondering why some of Corvad's Malrags had wandered off. 
But these weren't Corvad's Malrags.
They lacked the pulsing crimson veins of the infused Malrags, and wore blood-colored armor, the steel plates adorned with intricate designs in the style of Dracaryl. And the Malrags looked...ancient. Deep wrinkles scored their gray hides, and odd tumor-like growths dotted their jaws and hairless scalps. 
Molly felt the weight of their blank white eyes as they approached. 
“What?” said Corvad, sword in hand. “How did they get in here? The castle was sealed.”
“Brother,” said Molly, her voice low and urgent. “They were already in here.”
Corvad's eyes narrowed.
“Malrags neither eat nor drink,” said Molly, “and they'll live forever unless something kills them. Those Malrags have been in here since the last High Lord left Arylkrad.” 
At least a hundred of the ancient Malrags approached. Rattling noises came from behind the crimson-armored Malrags, and Molly saw skeletal shapes making their way to the Malrags' side. The creatures looked like a great deal like zuvembies, green fire flashing in their empty eye sockets, save that their bones were black, like a skeleton carved out of ebony. And unlike the zuvembies, the ebony skeletons bore swords and shields of black steel. 
“What are those?” said Corvad. 
One of the warlocks answered. 
-Necromantic guardians. Empowered by spells of great potency, far stronger than the zuvembies under the command of your relic-
The ranks of the ancient Malrags parted. 
A Malrag shaman in a leather robe the color of blood hobbled forward, leaning upon a staff of twisted black wood. Three human skulls hung from the tip of the staff, and clacked together as the creature limped towards them. The shaman itself looked ancient, older than the castle, yet its third eye blazed with green light.
The three warlocks drew themselves up, clawed hands raised.
-Beware, great one. For the longer our kind dwells in the flesh , the stronger our power grows, and this one has been dwelt in the flesh for long centuries-
Corvad pointed his sword at the shaman. “Name yourself.”
The ancient shaman's milky eyes shifted to Corvad.
-I am the Seneschal. It is my task to defend the master's castle during his absence-
Corvad laughed. “Fool. Your master has been dead for centuries.” 
-Unimportant. We are to guard the master's castle until his return, or until one comes who is strong enough to supplant him-
The Seneschal beckoned, and several of the ebony dead moved to join him.
-Name yourself, intruder. Are you an emissary of the master-
Corvad laughed. “I do not parley with Malrags.”
-Name yourself. Are you an emissary of the master-
Corvad drew himself up. “I am Corvad, a grandchild of the Old Demon, and I have come to claim your master's sword, the Glamdaigyr. It is mine, and with it I shall become the Destroyer and rule the world.” 
-Then you are not an emissary of the master-
“Your master has been dust for centuries,” said Corvad, raising his hand, “and I am your master now. Attend! Take me to the chamber of the Glamdaigyr.”
For a moment the Seneschal swayed, as if caught in a strong wind. Then the Malrag shaman shook itself, and lifted its staff.
-You are not the master. I need not obey you-
Molly blinked in astonishment. The Malrags were nothing more than demon spirits housed in crude bodies of spawned flesh. They had no free will of their own, and a Demonsouled of sufficient power could control them with ease. Molly could do it herself, though she found the Malrags loathsome and preferred not to control them. And she had seen Corvad do it hundreds of times.
Never had she seen him fail.
She drew upon the dark fire within herself and reached for the Malrag's mind, only to find her touch blocked by something like an iron wall.
“Brother,” she said, voice low. “I think there's a spell binding them to the High Lord of Arylkrad. I don't think you can control them.”
“Absurd,” said Corvad. “They are only Malrags! I shall...”
One of the warlocks gestured. 
-She speaks truly, great one. You will need to break the spells, ere you can take control of them-
The Seneschal lifted its staff, green light flaring around its staff.
-Kill the intruders. All of them-
The ancient Malrags loosed their hideous war cries and surged forward, lifting swords of crimson steel. 
For a moment Molly stood stunned. She and Corvad were Demonsouled! The Malrags could not lift their hand against them. Yet the red-armored Malrags charged, flanked by the ebony dead, and the Seneschal leveled its staff at Molly, the green light glowing brighter.
That broke her stupor.
She spun into the shadows and reappeared a dozen yards away, just as green lightning ripped from the Seneschal's staff, blasting chunks of red-hot stone from the floor. 
Corvad bellowed in rage, pointing his sword. 
“Kill them!” he shouted, the gem in his diadem flaring. “Kill them all!”
The infused Malrags howled and attacked, and the zuvembies raced forward, claws clacking against the black floor. Corvad charged the enemy, while the warlocks began casting spells of their own. 
Molly drew her sword and stepped into the shadows. She reappeared behind a Malrag, and her sword flashed out, slicing across its throat. The black slime of the creature's blood slid across its crimson armor, and it fell. The nearest ancient Malrags turned to attack her, and Molly jumped back into the shadows. She reappeared behind another ancient Malrag and struck it down, and then another, and another. 
Corvad's attack was not nearly so subtle.
But far more deadly. 
He tore into the Malrags like a whirlwind of steel. Molly's blood had given her the power to walk through the shadows, but Corvad's bestowed superhuman strength and speed. And with that power he ripped into the Malrags, his sword dripping thick black blood. Even as Molly watched, in a half-dozen heartbeats he killed a dozen Malrags. The ancient Malrags tried to strike him down, but he dodged their blows with the grace and power of a hunting cat, and the few thrusts that got through his defenses only skidded off his armor. 
The warlocks cast their spells, and green lightning thundered from their claws, slicing through a score of Malrags. Molly saw the Seneschal standing beneath a pillar, casting a spell of its own. The crimson-armored Malrags obeyed the ancient creature. Perhaps if Molly slew the shaman, Corvad could take control of the other Malrags.
She strode into the shadows and reappeared next to the Seneschal, sword drawn back for a thrust.
But the Seneschal whirled, far quicker than Molly thought such a withered thing could move, and her blade clanged against its staff. She sidestepped, her sword whipping for the Seneschal's throat, and the shaman vanished in a swirl of darkness. 
Molly frowned. A Malrag could walk through the shadows? The warlocks had claimed the longer a Malrag shaman lived, the more powerful it grew, but...
The click of bone against the floor was her only warning. 
Molly whirled, trying to step into the shadows, but the blow came too fast. A mace struck her hip with wrenching force, and she bounced off the pillar. She caught her balance, and saw six of the ebony dead surrounding her, no doubt summoned by the Seneschal. Molly lashed out, but her blade skidded off the black bones, and a sword slipped past her guard, digging a gash along her side. She gasped with the pain, and tried to walk into the shadows, but a shield slammed across her face and broke her concentration. 
Her injured leg gave out beneath her, and Molly fell, head bouncing off the hard floor. Stars swam before her eyes, and she saw the ebony dead swarm around her, weapons raised for the kill. 
So this was how it would end.
She wished she had seen Nicholas one more time.
“No!”
Green light filled her vision, and burning chunks of the ebony dead flew in all directions. Then she saw Corvad, his sword a blur, his blows striking the black skeletons hard enough to shatter them.
A moment later it was over. Molly felt her wounds crawl as her Demonsouled essence healed them, and she staggered back to her feet. Corvad stood over her, sword drawn. 
“Did you kill the Seneschal?” said Molly.
“No,” said Corvad, his face tight with anger. “The damned thing fled. We were winning, and the old shaman and the rest of the ancient Malrags withdrew.” Malrags, both ancient and infused, littered the floor, along with the wreckage of zuvembies and the ebony dead. “I'll deal with it, once I have the Glamdaigyr.”
A stab of pain went up her hip, and Molly winced.
“You're wounded,” said Corvad. For a moment concern flooded his expression. “Mortally?”
“No,” said Molly. “No. It's painful, but it will heal shortly.”
“Good,” said Corvad. “Good. I don't want you hurt. You're very important to me.”
Molly blinked, for a moment so touched that she was almost moved to tears. Then her mind reasserted itself. Corvad detested her. He regarded her as a means to an end. But he had only needed her to find a map to Arylkrad, and now the Glamdaigyr was almost within his grasp.
“Why do you still care if I live or die?” said Molly. 
Corvad shrugged. “Can a brother not desire the company of his sister?” 
Molly laughed,
“Because you are still useful to me," said Corvad. "And if you don't believe me, I will prove it soon enough. Now, follow me. The Glamdaigyr will soon be mine.”
Molly's lip twisted. Ever and always, Corvad regarded her as a tool.
Only Nicholas had loved her. Only Nicholas. 
And Mazael had taken him from her.
She walked with Corvad across the pillared chamber, alongside the Malrags carrying Lucan Mandragon. 



Chapter 27 – Oracles
 
“He's here,” said Mazael, Lion in his fist, shield on his left arm. 
The gates of Arylkrad's outer wall lay in broken ruin, and Mazael saw the marks of axes upon them. No doubt Corvad had simply commanded his Malrags to hack their way inside. 
“Yes,” said Romaria, bow in hand. “I can smell him.” 
Timothy and Circan walked to their side.
“Well?” said Mazael. 
Timothy blinked up at the castle. “There is are numerous spells of tremendous power within the castle, my lord.”
Mazael strode through the gates and into Arylkrad's courtyard, the others following, weapons in hand. The bulk of the black castle loomed over them, its slender towers rising like spears against the sky, the great dome like a vast shield. The doors to the keep stood open, revealing a long corridor. 
Several charred shapes rested at the base of the stairs to the keep. 
“Malrags,” said Romaria, sniffing at the air. “At least, they used to be. I...suspect they ran into a ward.” 
Mazael looked at Timothy, who muttered a spell. 
“The ward is gone,” said Timothy. “It should be safe.” He cleared his throat. “Relatively speaking.” 
Romaria prodded a dead Malrag with her boot. “They're still warm. He's not far ahead of us.” 
Mazael nodded, and walked through the doors and into the wide corridor of black stone, a vaulted ceiling rising overhead, the wall carved with more of the grandiose and grotesque reliefs. Lion jolted, and began to shimmer with azure flames.
He did not need Timothy and Circan to tell him that powerful dark magic waited within Arylkrad. 
The corridor ended in a large round chamber with a high dome for a ceiling. Beneath the exact center of the dome stood a statue. 
Mazael gazed at the statue in wonder. 
Carved from some dark stone, it showed a young woman of cool beauty clad in a sleeveless robe, arms crossed across her chest, eyes closed. Either the sculptor had been an artist of transcendent skill, or the statue had been fashioned by magic, for the young woman looked almost alive. Mazael wondered who it represented. Some lover of a long dead High Lord of Arylkrad, perhaps? Or one of his enemies? 
“It looks...almost real,” said Kjalmir. “I wonder if the lords of Dracaryl turned her to stone with their witcheries.” 
“The high lords were cruel men,” said Circan. “I would not put it past them.”
Timothy muttered a spell and waved his hand. “The statue is magical, my lord. Intensely so. I...think a spirit is bound within the stone.”
“A guardian?” said Mazael. He saw no sign of any dead Malrags in the chamber. “If it is one, it doesn't seem to have stopped Corvad.”
“He made it through here, to those stairs,” said Romaria, sniffing the air. “I'm sure of it.” 
Circan muttered his own spell, and his eyes grew wide. “I think...I think this is an oracle statue.”
“What the devil is an oracle statue?” said Gerald.
“Another relic of Old Dracaryl,” said Circan. “The lords of Dracaryl summoned foretelling spirits from the netherworld, and bound them into statues. Supposedly they will answer any question posed to them.” He frowned. “Though the answers are often confusing or ambiguous, or impossible to understand without additional information.”
Kjalmir snorted. “Hardly a useful servant, then.”
“Why would the High Lord of Arylkrad bother using such a spirit as a defense?” said Gerald.
“He wouldn't,” said Circan. “I suspect the High Lords kept the statue as a means of cruelty. No doubt they paraded condemned prisoners before the statue, and forced them to ask the spirit their fate.” He shrugged. “And they used the statue for purposes of divination. No living wizard has the skill to create one, and those that survive are guarded jealously.”
Mazael thought it over for a moment, the nodded. “Wait here.”  
“My lord!” said Timothy. “Is that wise?”
“Probably not,” said Mazael, “but if this creature turns out to be hostile,” he lifted Lion, “then I have a sword that can wound magical creatures. No one else here does. If I am in danger of falling, come to my aid.”
He did not mention that his Demonsouled nature could heal anything but a fatal wound, as well.
Mazael walked towards the statue, and was not surprised to find Romaria at his side. He would have told her to go back, to wait with the others, but he knew she would not listen. He drew closer, and as he did, he felt the aura of magic around the statue, like lightning crackling in the air. He stopped a few feet from its pedestal. The stone figure looked so real that he half-expected it to draw breath. 
Then the statue's eyes opened, shining with green light.
“Mazael Cravenlock,” whispered the oracle statue, speaking in a woman's voice of inhuman beauty. “Lord of Castle Cravenlock. Son of Arissa.” Her stone lips curled in a cold smile. “Child of the Old Demon.” 
Mazael flinched, wondering how Gerald and Kjalmir and the others would respond. But they stood nearly fifty yards away, and could not hear the oracle statue's soft voice.
"Mazael?" shouted Gerald.
"Wait a moment!" answered Mazael.
“And Romaria Greenshield,” murmured the statue, glowing eyes turned toward Romaria. “A Champion of Deepforest Keep, she who woke the traigs from their long sleep. Daughter of Athaelin the Champion and Ardanna the High Druid. She who is both woman and wolf.” 
“And who are you?” said Mazael. 
“A spirit,” said the oracle statue. “I watch. I wait. I observe. I was already old when this world was born, and I shall continue once this world crumbles into dust. Here I was bound by the High Lords of Arylkrad, that I might share my wisdom with them.” The stone lips smiled. “But they ignored my wisdom, and passed into the long sleep of death centuries ago.” 
“So I see,” said Mazael. “And you will not impede our way?”
“I watch. I wait. I observe,” said the oracle statue. “I neither attack nor defend. I simply watch.”
“Good,” said Mazael. “Then we'll be on our way.”
“Unless,” murmured the oracle spirit, “you wish to ask me a question.”
Mazael frowned. “And could you answer my questions?” 
“Perhaps,” said the statue. “I do not know everything. But I know many things. And I have seen you as I slept my long stone sleep, child of the Old Demon. I have seen you in my dreams. The shadow you cast upon the past is long. But the shadow you cast upon the future might be longer and darker yet. Unless, of course, you perish this day.” 
Mazael hesitated. Trafficking with spirits, bound in stone or not, never ended well. The brotherhood of wizards refused to countenance the practice, at least officially. Lucan, Mazael knew, had conjured spirits and interrogated them on a regular basis.
And look what had happened to him. 
Yet if the oracle statue knew answers, Mazael could not afford to ignore them.
He looked at Romaria, and she nodded.
“Corvad and Molly,” said Mazael. “Did they pass this way?”
“Your seed,” said the statue. “Blood of your tainted blood. They passed me as you drove your ancient sword into the flesh of the dragon. Your daughter is pain and your son is rage. I would have given her the key to her pain, had she but listened. Instead she remains sheltered with a tower of lies. As do all the Old Demon's progeny.” 
“That,” said Mazael after a moment, “makes no sense whatsoever.” 
The oracle statue laughed. It was not mocking, only amused. “You mortals are bound by time. You cannot see things as they really are, and your eyes are of flesh, not spirit. So you cannot see the truths that lie hidden beneath the flesh.” 
“And what truths are those?” said Mazael.
“I see the truth of you, child of the Old Demon,” said the oracle statue.
“And?” said Mazael.
“You are at war with yourself,” said the oracle statue. “You always have been, and you always will be. The demon power within you yearns to destroy, to kill, to conquer, to raise a skull of thrones over the realms of men. Yet your heart desires not such a thing. Your heart desires peace, and order, and prosperity and safety for those under your protection. You wish to loose your demon wrath...but only when those under your protection are threatened. 
“As they are now,” said Mazael. “I came here not for the riddling talk of a spirit, but to stop Corvad and Molly. Corvad came here to claim the Glamdaigyr and create a Malrag Queen from Lucan Mandragon. Can he do so here?” 
“He shall,” said the oracle spirit. “My dark kin lurk beyond the veil of the world, desiring to wear flesh so they may burn and slay. Corvad shall open a way for them, a nursery of blood and corrupted flesh, forged in treachery and his own blood. Once he does, my dark kin shall swarm into this world and kill at your son's command.”
“So Corvad can become the Destroyer, if he raises this Malrag Queen?” said Mazael.
“He will,” said the oracle, “though if he takes up the sword of the Destroyer, it shall devour him. As it devours all upon whom the Old Demon bestows that blade.” 
“Can I stop him?” said Mazael.
The statue's glowing eyes brightened. “Do you wish to know your fate, Mazael Cravenlock, child of the Old Demon?” 
“No,” said Romaria, touching Mazael's arm. “Don't listen to it. Remember the Seer's prophecy? I tried to escape his foretelling, but it came true nonetheless.”
“No fate is predestined,” said the oracle statue. “Men have many futures before them, just as a man standing before many fires throws many shadows. Yet some shadows are darker than the. Would you like to hear your futures?” 
Mazael hesitated. Even if the spirit wished him no harm, its knowledge might still bring him to ill. Yet if its answers gave him an edge against Corvad and Molly...
“Speak,” said Mazael.
“You desire to slay your children, to stop their plans,” said the statue. “And I say that if you lift your hand against your son and daughter and strike them down, you shall surely die, and your son will become the Destroyer.”
Mazael frowned. “And if I do not slay them?”
“Then you shall surely die, and your son shall become the Destroyer.”
“So I am doomed to fail, no matter what choice I make?” said Mazael. 
“As I told you, no fate is certain,” said the statue.
“Don't listen to it,” said Romaria. “It said you are doomed to die? We are mortal, are we not? Even if we are victorious today, we shall all die sooner or later.” 
Mazael stared at the statue. If he did not kill his children, he would fail. Yet if he killed his children, the statue claimed he would still fail. Corvad and Molly had brought fire and sword to Mazael's lands and would do worse, unless they were stopped.
And yet...
And yet Mazael did not want to kill them.
They were his children. His blood. He had failed them, left them in the cruel hands of the Skulls. And, no doubt, the far more insidious hands of the Old Demon.
“What if,” said Mazael, “what if I fight them, but do not kill them?” 
Romaria blinked.
“Ah,” said the oracle statue. “You show a glimmering of wisdom, for a mortal.” 
“That doesn't answer the question,” said Romaria. 
“If you slay your children, you will surely die,” said the oracle statue. “If you do not slay them, you will surely die. Yet if you fight against them, and do not kill them...that future is uncertain. Even I cannot say what will happen.” 
“Surely you don't mean to let them live?” said Romaria. “After everything they've done?” 
“I don't know,” said Mazael. “You said I was right to spare Lucan, even if the path of wisdom would have been to kill him. I don't know what will happen now. But I do know I must stop Corvad.” He took a deep breath. “Whatever the cost to myself. Where is Corvad now? Can you answer that, at least?” 
“He is above,” said the oracle statue, “entering the chamber of the Glamdaigyr. He will try to claim it. Perhaps he is not strong enough. Perhaps it will kill him. Or perhaps he will take up the sword, and become a more terrible foe than any you have ever faced.”
The statue shivered, and the stone eyelids closed, the green light winking out. 
“Riddles and mummery,” said Romaria. “The lords of Dracaryl relied upon these things for wisdom? Little wonder their own dark magic devoured them.”
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. Was there a way to victory without the blood of his children on his hands? Mazael didn't know. 
But he would find out.
One way or another. 
He returned to his waiting men. 
“What did the thing tell you?” said Gerald. “You spoke for so long I almost thought you'd been bewitched, but the wizards said the statue cast no spell upon you.”
“Nothing I did not already know,” said Mazael. “Corvad and his Malrags are above, and he's trying to claim the Glamdaigyr.” He raised Lion. “Best we stop him before he does.”
“Aye,” rumbled Kjalmir, hefting his massive hammer. “For too long, Corvad has escaped punishment for the blood of the Arminiars upon his hands. Well, no longer!” 
Mazael started for the stairs, the men following.
They made sure to give the statue a wide berth.
 




Chapter 28 – The Glamdaigyr
 
The stairs ended, and Molly found herself beneath the great black dome of Arylkrad.
The round chamber was enormous. Corvad's enslaved dragon could easily have taken flight with room to spare. Thick pillars supported a ring-shaped balcony around the chamber, just below the base of the dome. In the center of the chamber rose a pyramidal black dais. Statues of kneeling slaves ringed the balcony, each holding an iron staff topped with a glowing green crystal, flooding the chamber with eerie light. A throne sat atop the dais, no doubt once the seat of the High Lord of Arylkrad. 
Molly's eyes swept the throne room. After the sharp fight in the chamber below, she expected to find more resistance here. Yet the throne room was deserted, without any trace of the ancient Malrags, the ebony dead, or the Seneschal itself. 
There was not even a hint of motion...
Wait.
A flicker of green light, atop the pyramid-like dais. 
“There,” said Corvad, pointing with his sword. “Is it there?” 
One of the warlocks whispered an incantation in the rasping tongue of the Malrags. 
-An object of vast power awaits atop the dais, great one. Stronger than our spells, stronger than anything else in this castle-
Molly had never seen Corvad's face so eager. 
“The Glamdaigyr,” he whispered.
He hastened across the vast stone floor, not bothering to see if the Malrags and the zuvembies followed. Molly hurried alongside him, fighting the growing uneasiness inside her. Corvad's expression...she had seen him eager before, when he was killing.
But she had never seen him look like this. 
Corvad stopped at the base of the dais. From here Molly had a good view of the throne atop the pyramid. It looked exactly like the sort of chair she imagined the High Lords of Arylkrad once used – huge, black, and grim. A single block of stone sat before the throne.
The Glamdaigyr rested point-down in the block.
It could be nothing else. 
It was a two-handed greatsword, the pommel sculpted in the shape of a dragon's skull. A line of sigils had been carved into the black blade, and green fire flickered within the symbols. A shiver went down Molly's arms. The sword looked....cold, somehow, as if it sucked the life and warmth out of the very air surrounding it. 
“Mine,” said Corvad, his gray eyes reflecting the green fire.
He put one foot upon the stairs.
-Great one-
Corvad turned, scowling. “What?”
One of the warlocks gestured. 
-A ward of tremendous strength protects the sword-
“Dispel it,” said Corvad.
-We cannot. Its power far exceeds our own-
Corvad growled. “Then blast through it! You destroyed the wards around the castle, do it again.”
-This ward is greater than any of the others. Our combined powers would not suffice to shatter it-
“Then I will do it myself!” said Corvad.
He started up the stairs, armor clanking.
“Are you mad?” said Molly. “That ward will tear you apart!”
“I will be the Destroyer!” said Corvad, still climbing the stairs. “The sword is mine. I will not be denied!” 
Molly watched him, half-fascinated, half-horrified. Had he gone mad? She knew the presence of Demonsouled power often deranged the mind, that many Demonsouled descended into madness. Had Corvad lost his reason?
He reached the top of the dais, no more than ten paces from the Glamdaigyr, and the ward went off.
Green lightning erupted from the dome and ripped into Corvad, blasting pieces of his armor to molten shards. Corvad staggered, but kept walking. Ghostly flames erupted from the floor, sheathing him in crackling fire. Corvad shrieked, the smell of burned flesh flooding Molly's nostrils.
“It is mine!” he screamed, lurching forward.
Another lightning blast hurtled from the dome, smashing Corvad's sword to glowing splinters and tearing away his cuirass. Molly saw his skin turn red, and then black, as the flames chewed at his flesh. 
Yet he did not fall, and he drew closer to the Glamdaigyr. It took all his Demonsouled strength, Molly realized, to keep him upright. A normal man would have been slain at once. Yet even Corvad's Demonsouled power could not heal him fast enough, could not keep his skin from charring and his flesh from sizzling. 
“Mine!” shrieked Corvad, his voice inhuman with agony. “The Glamdaigyr is mine! I am the Destroyer!” He looked like a burned corpse, his skin a patchwork of seared flesh and black char. “Mine!” 
Molly shuddered. She hated Corvad, and had thought about killing him more than once. But she had not wanted to see him suffer like this.
She did not want to see him die like this. 
But Corvad did not fall. The flames intensified, and fingers of crawling lightning curled around his burning flesh, yet still he did not fall. 
Then both his hands closed about the Glamdaigyr's hilt, and he wrenched the sword free from the black stone. The symbols carved into the blade shimmered with green fire, the aura of cold darkness around the weapon intensifying. Corvad swayed, trembling under the burden, but lifted the sword.
“Mine,” he hissed, his voice an inhuman growl. “Mine. Mine!” 
His triumphant scream echoed off the black dome. 
The green lightning stopped, and the raging flames winked out.
Darkness swirled, and the Seneschal appeared next to the black throne, leaning upon its skull-topped staff.
“You,” growled Corvad, turning. His nose and lips were gone, his voice hissing and snarling. Yet Molly saw patches of fresh skin growing on his neck and jaw, saw his Demonsouled essence healing the terrible damage.
The Seneschal's three eyes turned towards Corvad.
-Master-
Corvad paused, the Glamdaigyr still raised for a blow. 
-When our master departed, he left his sword in our care, until he returned to claim it. Or until one strong enough to claim the sword arrived. You are now the master-
“Yes,” said Corvad. Bits of char fell from his chest, revealing fresh skin beneath. 
-Arylkrad is yours-
The Seneschal beckoned, and both ebony dead and ancient Malrags emerged from hidden doorways beneath the balcony. Some of the ebony dead bore silver trays, elaborate pieces of black armor resting upon them. 
-You are High Lord of Arylkrad. Do you wish the badges of your authority-
“Bring them to me,” growled Corvad, a wet lump shining in his face as his nose grew again.
Molly watched as the ebony dead climbed the dais, carrying the elaborate black armor. They pulled away Corvad's ruined plate, dressing him in the ancient armor of the High Lords of Arylkrad. A black cuirass, adorned with reliefs similar to those upon the wall. A knee length shirt of black chain. Gauntlets, greaves, and boots of dark metal. A helm crowned with a roaring dragon, concealing his diadem. The armor looked fantastically heavy. Yet from the way Corvad moved, Molly realized it was far lighter than normal steel. 
Corvad had always possessed an aura of power, of menace, from his Demonsouled blood. Yet the armor made him looked like an ancient high lord of Dracaryl come to life. And the Glamdaigyr...the weapon looked like death fashioned in steel. Molly could not shake the sense that the sword was alive, that it yearned to drink her blood like a man dying of thirst in the desert. 
“Today it begins,” said Corvad, his voice cold and clear. All hint of the burn wounds had vanished from his face. “The world shall be mine.” He beckoned, and the Malrags holding Lucan Mandragon's cot carried him to the top of the dais. Did he intended to transform Lucan into a Malrag Queen then and there? “I shall be the Destroyer, and you shall be my slaves. Again armies of Malrags will gather beneath the walls of Arylkrad. We shall march forth and take the realms of men. We will smash the walls of their cities and raze their castles. Their dead shall choke the rivers. The world shall be mine, and I declare that it will burn!”
The Malrags, ancient and infused alike, lifted their gray-skinned faces and howled their terrible cries, the noise echoing through the great dome. The sound made Molly's stomach turn. The Malrags were vile creatures, and the thought of spawning legions of them from Lucan Mandragon's corrupted flesh made her stomach turn.
But vengeance upon Mazael Cravenlock was worth it. 
Wasn't it?
She thought of the Malrag hordes falling upon Northreach, slaying and burning. They would have killed Nicholas, had they found him as he lay wounded and dying. 
“Come to me, my servants,” said Corvad. The three Malrag warlocks walked past Molly to join Corvad atop the dais. Other Malrags laid Lucan across the block of stone that had once held the Glamdaigyr, like a sheep laid upon an altar for sacrifice, and the warlocks began to mutter spells over him. 
Very soon he would become a Malrag Queen. Molly wondered if they were as horrifying as all the tales claimed. 
A terrible thought seized her. Nicholas had been a nobleman, the youngest son of the Lord of Ironcastle, yet he had ridden north to fight alongside the Knights Arminiar. He had slain Malrags, had seen the horrors they wrought. And now Molly stood in the midst of a Malrag warband, plotting with her brother to loose a Malrag horde upon the world.
What would Nicholas think of that?
What would he think of her? 
“Sister!” 
Corvad's deep voice cut into her thoughts. 
Molly flinched, despite herself. Power and strength rolled off Corvad like smoke from an inferno. She had always been wary of Corvad, but had never feared him. Now he terrified her. He looked as she always imagined the Old Demon might look, if their grandfather ever decided to reveal his full might.
He looked like the Destroyer. 
“Join me,” said Corvad. Even his voice had become deeper, and a glaze of red light glimmered in his gray eyes. He extended an armored hand, the gauntlet tipped with claws like a dragon's razor-edged talons. “Take your place of honor at my side.” His cold face hardened. “Come and claim your destiny.” 
Such power filled his voice that Molly almost took a step forward, almost walked through the shadows to his side. She swayed, yet her fear of Corvad proved stronger than his voice.
Her fear of what he might do to her. 
“I'd prefer to watch from here,” said Molly, trying to keep her tone light. “I'd rather not get blood on my boots.”
“Sister,” said Corvad, his right hand tightening around the Glamdaigyr's hilt. “You will join me. Come. I command it. Now!” 
Again Molly almost obeyed. His power wash over her, demanding that she obey, bend to his will...
She walked into the shadows, and reappeared in the pillared hall, sweat dripping down her face. Dead Malrags and destroyed zuvembies littered the floor, but the room was otherwise deserted. 
“Gods and devils,” she croaked. 
What had the Glamdaigyr done to Corvad? Her brother had always been a powerful Demonsouled, but not like this.
She had thought the Glamdaigyr only a conduit, a way to drain the power from Corvad's blood into Lucan's corrupted flesh. But what if the greatsword held other powers? What if it contained a measure of the dark magic the lords of Dracaryl had wielded before their fall?
Dark magic that was now in the hands of Corvad. 
What kind of monster had she helped create? 
“It doesn't matter,” muttered Molly, speaking to the empty vastness of the hall. “Mazael has to pay for what he has done.”
But who would make her pay, she wondered, for what she had done?
For what Corvad would do? 
“None of that matters!” said Molly. 
But that answer, she realized, was not good enough. Not with what Corvad had become. And in trying to avenge Nicholas, she might have done far worse than Mazael had ever done. 
Darkness swirled, and Molly snatched her sword from its scabbard. The Seneschal appeared before her, skull-crowned staff in hand. 
“You got away from me once,” said Molly, “but you'll not be so lucky a second time.” 
The Seneschal made no move to attack.
-I do not come to slay you. For you are the sister of the master, and he has bade me to return you to his side. Come with me, and the master shall honor you above all mortal women-
Molly laughed. “So Corvad wants to honor me, does he? Well, if he wants to honor me, he can do so himself, and not send his stinking pets to fetch for him.”
The Seneschal did not even blink. The creature's third eye, flickering with green light, remained fixed on her.
-The master commanded that you were to be neither harmed nor slain. But he bade me to return you by whatever means necessary. Come with me, or I shall take you-
Molly bared her teeth. “Try it, worm, and we'll see your black blood on...”
She paused. A distant rattle came to her ears, the sound of metal clanking against stone.
The Seneschal turned its head to look in the direction of oracle statue's chamber, all three of its eyes narrowing. 
-Intruders come. Arylkrad is invaded. The master must know of this-
The Seneschal turned and vanished in a flicker of darkness.
Molly gazed at the stairs, heart hammering beneath her ribs.
Intruders. Mazael Cravenlock and his men. It had to be. No one else would have dared journey to Arylkrad. He had indeed pursued them to the ends of the earth. 
Little good it would do him. Corvad would break him, now. 
But not if Molly killed him first. 
A bleak anticipation rose within her. No more running, no more games. Corvad had urged her to ruin the Grim Marches and Mazael's hopes before slaying him. But now Molly would take matters into her own hands. 
She would kill Mazael Cravenlock. Or he would kill her. This would end today, one way or another. 
Roars and the clang of metal echoed from the throne chamber. Corvad's Malrags, both infused and ancient, racing to meet the attackers. Let them come! Mazael belonged to Molly, and Molly alone. 
She set herself, sword in hand, and waited for Mazael and his men.



Chapter 29 – Only Blood Can Pay For Blood
 
“Form a shield wall,” said Mazael, “once we see the enemy.” 
The stairs ended in a vast hall, the lofty ceiling supported by dozens of thick black pillars, each carved with reliefs showing the glory of Old Dracaryl. Signs of recent violence marked the room. Mazael saw the crumbling bones of destroyed zuvembies, the black-armored forms of infused Malrags lying in their own blood.
Along with a different kind of Malrag.
These Malrags wore crimson armor. The image of a roaring dragon marked each cuirass, no doubt the sigil of the High Lords of Arylkrad. And the Malrags looked...old, the gray leather of their skin creased with countless wrinkles, their jaws and faces dotted with tumor-like growths. 
“Ancient Malrags,” said Kjalmir, tapping one with his hammer. “Malrags live forever, unless something kills them first. And they grow stronger and more vicious with age.”
“Where did Corvad find them?” said Gerald, sword in hand. “Wandering the mountains, perhaps?”
“I doubt it,” said Romaria. “I think the High Lord of Arylkrad left them sealed in the castle as guardians.” 
“There are traces of a spell over them,” said Timothy, gesturing, “similar to the dark magic in the rest of this place. I think the Malrags were bound to the castle's defenses. Corvad must have fought his way through them.” 
Osric snorted. “Perhaps the Malrags will kill Corvad for us.”
“I doubt it,” said Mazael, looking over the corpses. “Most of the dead are Malrags in red armor.” 
“Let us hope the guardian Malrags weakened Corvad's force,” said Gerald.
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. But looking over the slain, he doubted it. And it would take more than Malrags, no matter how ancient, two kill two grandchildren of the Old Demon. 
“There is a source of great necromantic power above us,” said Circan, pointing. Far in the distance, down an aisle of massive pillars, Mazael saw a broad flight of stairs rising higher into the castle. 
“Then let us destroy it before Corvad claims it,” said Mazael, raising Lion. The blade shimmered with azure flames, responding to the dark magic hanging over Arylkrad.
Then the sword jolted, the flames blazing brighter. Mazael's gaze swung back and forth, searching the rows of pillars for any sign of enemies. 
He saw none. But Lion's fire only responded to dark magic, and...
Shadows swirled, and Mazael expected to see Molly step forth, steel in her hand and hatred in her eyes.
Instead, a Malrag shaman appeared.
The creature was ancient, and its third eye pulsed with green light. A black staff rested in its clawed right hand, three human skulls swinging from leather cords. 
Romaria's bow snapped up, a razor-tipped arrow speeding towards the shaman's face. The creature made a twisting gesture, and the arrow shattered in midair. The shaman began to speak, its language grotesque and snarling, but the meaning echoed inside Mazael's head. 
-I am the Seneschal, servant of the master of Arylkrad-
Romaria fired again, along with Osric, and both arrows shattered before they reached the shaman.
-The master has decreed that you shall perish-
The Seneschal struck its staff against the floor, and howls rose from the far end of the hall. Mazael saw Malrags, both in red and black armor, racing down the stairs. Zuvembies ran alongside them, claws clicking against the stone floor. With them came skeletons the color of night, green flames inside their empty skulls, black swords and shields in their bony hands. 
“Shields!” said Mazael, and the men formed into a shield wall, knights and armsmen in front, archers and crossbowmen behind. The Seneschal leveled its staff and hissed a spell. Timothy and Circan began casting spells of their own, while Romaria loosed arrow after arrow, the shafts speeding past the Seneschal to bury themselves in the charging Malrags. Mazael ran down the line of his men, slapping Lion against their swords, azure fire spreading to their weapons. Normal steel could not harm the zuvembies, and Mazael suspected the ebony skeletons enjoyed the same immunity. 
“Release!” shouted Gerald, and the archers and crossbowmen fired, a storm of arrows and quarrels falling into the Malrags. A score of Malrags fell, black and red armor clattering against the floor, but more, hundreds more, flanked by zuvembies and ebony dead, kept running.
Then the Seneschal finished its spell.
Green lightning ripped out, reaching for the shield wall, but Timothy and Circan thrust out their hands. The lightning rebounded and smashed into the Malrags, blasting a dozen of the creatures to smoking char. Both wizards staggered from the force of the strike, sweat dripping down their faces, and Mazael wondered how many more lightning blasts they could turn aside.  
The howling Malrags reached the shield wall, and Mazael had no more time for thought. 
He fought before the shield wall, striking left and right, Malrags falling to his blade. One of the red-armored Malrags came at him, swinging a crimson sword. Mazael caught the blow on his shield and shoved. A quick slash, and Lion cut across the creature's throat, the blue fire making black blood boil. Mazael wheeled and struck down another Malrag.
And another. And another.
 
###
 
Molly stood next to a pillar, watching the fight. 
Mazael's men and the Arminiars were veterans, and fought with tenacity and skill. Yet Mazael's wizards were no match for the Seneschal's power, and the ancient shaman would overwhelm them soon enough. Then a few blasts of the Seneschal's lighting would finish the battle. 
Would it be enough to kill Mazael? Molly doubted it. The lightning in the throne room had not been enough to kill Corvad. And Mazael fought with grace and power that even Corvad lacked. 
Though the Glamdaigyr might make up the difference.
Mazael slew another pair of Malrags. He was a fighter without peer, a warrior of tremendous skill. He cut a whirlwind of death through the Malrags, and his presence let his shield wall stand, let his men strike into the disarray left in his wake.
Molly knew she could not take him in a straight fight.
Her lips curled into a sneer.
Her ability to walk through the shadows meant she need not face Mazael in an equal contest. No doubt Romaria would slay Molly as soon as the deed was done, but that did not matter.
Mazael Cravenlock would never see his death coming. 
Molly took a step forward, lifting her sword.
 
###
 
Romaria sent arrow after arrow shrieking into the Malrags. Their vile stink filled her nostrils, and she saw the white of their colorless eyes, the yellow of their fangs, heard their inhuman roars and bellowed war cries.
And she saw their black blood flow over their armor as her arrows sank into their flesh. 
Beside her, Timothy and Circan thrust out their palms, shouting spells. The air around the Seneschal rippled and folded, and the creature stumbled, hissing. Yet the shaman made a sharp gesture, and the ripples vanished. It was too powerful for Timothy and Circan to overcome. They had the strength to turn aside a few more lightning blasts, but once their power failed...
The Seneschal began another spell, waving its staff.
Romaria shifted her aim and fired. With the Seneschal distracted by its spell, Romaria expected her arrow to plunge into its flesh. Yet the Seneschal disappeared in a swirl of darkness a heartbeat before the arrow would have struck home. Romaria spun, scanning the room,  and her keen eyes spotted the Seneschal standing unharmed next to a pillar.
But her arrow had interrupted its spell. 
Undaunted, the Seneschal began its incantation again, and Romaria sent another arrow at the creature. 
Again it disappeared into shadow. 
“My lady!” shouted Timothy. “That creature...”
“I'll deal with it,” said Romaria.
She took a running step forward and let herself change, her body flowing into the shape of the great black wolf. She bounded over the heads of the battling armsmen, drove a Malrag to the ground, and raced in pursuit of the Seneschal, claws rasping against the cold stone floor. The reek of Arylkrad, the reek of the Malrags and the stink of dark magic, flooded into her nostrils.
Along with the scent of the Seneschal, an odor of ancient corruption. 
Romaria went on the hunt.
 
###
 
Mazael fought on, killing Malrag after Malrag, his armor dented and scraped from a dozen near-misses. The Demonsouled power burned inside him, filling him with strength and power, yearning to kill and slay and dance laughing through the blood of his enemies. Yet Mazael kept the rage of his tainted soul at bay, fought with precision and cool power. He knew the price of yielding to the insane fury that seethed in his mind, and though it filled him with strength, he would not yield to it. 
The demon magic within his soul was not his master. 
Another of the red-armored Malrags lunged at him with a crimson sword, its deformed face twisted in a snarl. Mazael blocked the blow on his shield and shoved, the heavy oak smashing into the Malrag's head. Yellow fangs fell to the floor, black blood splashing from the Malrag's mouth, and Mazael's next blow took the creature's head entirely.
Darkness swirled in the corner of his eye.
He spun just in time to catch Molly's stab on Lion's blade. 
She stood before him, clad in dark wool and leather, both hands wrapped around her sword's hilt. Dark circles ringed her bloodshot gray eyes, and she looked worn and tired. Despairing, even. 
Yet her face burned with hatred when she looked upon him.
“For Nicholas!” shouted Molly, and came at him. 
She loosed a storm of thrusts and stabs, forcing Mazael on the defensive. He swung at her neck, but Molly hopped nimbly aside, and her answering thrust opened the left side of Mazael's jaw, blood flowing into his beard.
He felt the crawling, tingling pain as the wound knit itself shut. 
“You'll pay!” said Molly, her eyes wild. “For everything you've done to me, for everything I've suffered, you'll pay!”
She kept up the attack, raining blows at Mazael. He backed away, catching the thrusts on his shield. Her momentum played out, and Mazael sidestepped, ducked an attack from a Malrag, and lunged at her. Molly dodged, but Mazael's Demonsouled power made him just as quick as his daughter. Her sword flicked up in a parry, and Lion crashed into it, his strength straining against hers.
And he was the stronger. 
He shoved her back, and Molly lost her balance, stumbling. Mazael drove Lion for her heart.
His sword touched only swirling darkness.
Molly reappeared behind him, and her sword crunched through the gap in his cuirass, plunging through the chain mail to sink into his side. 
 
###
 
Romaria's nose led her to the Seneschal. The shaman stood in the shadow of a massive pillar, staff clenched in both hands, rasping voice rising and falling in an incantation. Romaria circled behind the creature, paws making no noise against the stone floor. 
Then she launched herself at the shaman.
The Seneschal whirled, its three eyes widening in surprise, and disappeared in a flicker of shadow. Romaria hit the ground, pivoted, and ran in a different direction, her nostrils filled with the Seneschal's stench.
And the smell of the strange power the creature used to walk through the darkness. 
The Seneschal reappeared twenty yards away, pointing at her, green light flaring around its staff.
 
###
 
Pain erupted through Mazael, and he tore free of Molly's sword, hot blood flowing down his left leg. He fell to one knee, the motion sending agony shooting up his side. 
Molly laughed, or screamed, or both. “Die!” Her sword drew back for the kill. “Die, and...”
Mazael lashed out with his shield, deflecting Molly's stab and striking her hard in the stomach. She staggered, the breath knocked from her lungs. Mazael heaved himself back to his feet, ignoring the pain in his left side. Molly recovered sooner and went on the attack, trying to land another blow. Mazael let her drive him back, his left leg clenching with pain, her furious thrusts knocking splinters from his shield. 
His left leg went stiff, and Mazael stumbled.
Molly shrieked with glee and stabbed for his throat.
But he had anticipated the movement and ducked before it connected, the thrust clanging off his helm. Molly took one step too far and Mazael struck. She managed to dodge, but Lion's blade tore open her left shoulder, the sword's flames burning brighter and hotter. Molly screamed and Mazael pressed on, intending to end the fight.
Then an infused Malrag came at Mazael, and he broke away, turning to face the new threat. A parry, a dodge, and a quick swing, and the Malrag crumpled to the floor, black blood splashing from its torn throat. But it gave Molly more than enough time to vanish into the shadows. He tried to find her, but one of the ebony skeletons attacked, a black mace in its hand. Mazael caught the falling mace on his shield and struck back, Lion shearing through the undead thing's spine. Azure flames chewed into the black bones, and the skeleton collapsed in a heap. 
The pain in his side faded as his Demonsouled power closed the wound. Nearby the shield wall held, holding back the surging attacks of the Malrags and the undead. Some knights and armsmen had fallen, but far more Malrags than humans lay slain upon the stone floor.
There was no sign of Molly.
Mazael's hand tightened around Lion's hilt. She had been right, when she claimed she could not take him in a straight fight. If he could make her stand and fight, he could defeat her. 
But Molly would not stand and fight. The Skulls had trained her, and the Skulls of Barellion were assassins and hired murderers. They struck from the shadows with arrows and poisoned blades. They did not fight in the open, as knights did. Which meant that when Molly tried to kill him, she would come at him from behind, in an ambush...
Mazael spun, raising his shield as shadows swirled behind him. Molly stepped out of the darkness, sword lunging for his face. Mazael parried the blow and launched a thrust of his own. The wound on her left shoulder had already healed, but this time Lion scraped her right hip, the flames blazing. Again Molly screamed, stumbling back.
Pain. Lion's fire caused her pain, more pain that she could handle. If he could draw close enough to bury Lion in her flesh...
Another Malrag lunged at Mazael, swinging a black axe. He dodged, and sent Lion crashing through the creature's skull, blue flame burning through its eyes and mouth.
By the time Mazael wrenched Lion free, Molly vanished. 
He cursed. With her ability to walk through the shadows, his superior strength and skill did not matter. She could dance around him, wounding him bit by bit, until even his Demonsouled strength could not heal the injuries. 
Unless he removed her advantage. 
Mazael took the head from a zuvembie that flung itself at the shield wall and waited for Molly to reappear.
 
###
 
The Seneschal pointed its staff at Romaria, the green glow brightening. 
Romaria blurred back into the form of a woman. In one smooth motion she snatched her bow from her shoulder, drew back an arrow, and released.
And this time the Seneschal, focused on its spell, did not react in time. Romaria's arrow slammed into its chest, knocking the Seneschal to its knees. Lightning erupted from its staff, and Romaria ducked, the bolt blasting over her head to coil around one of the massive pillars. She rolled to one knee and fired again. The Seneschal snarled, raking clawed fingers through the air, and the arrow disintegrated before the steel head found the Malrag shaman's third eye. 
The shaman flung out its arms, its voice thundering inside Romaria's skull.
-Aid me! Aid me, now-
She loosed another arrow, but the Seneschal vanished in a flicker of darkness. 
A rattling noise caught her attention. She saw the shield wall standing firm against the Malrags, Gerald's shining sword darkened beneath a coat of Malrag blood, Kjalmir's hammer rising and falling as he smashed Malrag skulls. Mazael fought in a mad dance before the shield wall, and Romaria saw that he dueled Molly herself, the woman flickering in and out of shadow. 
She saw the ebony dead break free of the melee and race for her, responding to the Seneschal's call.
All of the ebony dead.
Coming for her.
 
###
 
Molly fought in a mad rage, the cool reserve of a Skull assassin cast aside. 
The dark fire of Demonsouled power had grown into an inferno, making her faster and stronger. Mazael was stronger than she was and just as fast, but Molly could walk through the shadows and he could not. She flickered around him, attacking from all angles, inflicting wound after minor wound. He was starting to slow. Even his Demonsouled nature could not sustain the fight forever. Sooner or later he would make a mistake, and then Molly would have him.
And Nicholas would be avenged.
Romaria would kill her then, but Molly did not care. This was the best path. She would strike down Mazael. And after Romaria struck Molly down, whatever Corvad did would not concern her.
Would not be her responsibility.
Mazael's blazing sword swung at her, and Molly jerked back at the last moment. Wounds from that damned sword hurt, made her blood burn with agony. No doubt the sword's magic attacked her Demonsouled nature itself. The weapon inflicted so much pain that she could not concentrate enough to escape through the shadows when it touched her. 
Well, she would make Mazael know worse pain before she slew him.
Mazael's attacks did not slow, the burning sword dancing in slashes and swings. Molly dodged and blocked, slapping aside the thrusts. She saw Mazael's momentum ebb, his chest rising and falling beneath his cuirass. One mistake. One mistake and she would have him...
Then Mazael came a half-step too close, and Molly saw her opening. 
She spun, reversed her grip on her sword, and drove the weapon with all her strength and weight behind it. The blade bit into the damaged side of his cuirass, sinking deep into his left flank. Mazael flinched, mouth opening in pain. Molly grinned, expecting him to tear free of the blade, to fall to his knees, to...
She did not expect him to throw aside his shield and seize her wrists, pulling the blade deeper into his guts.
And pulling her within his reach.
Molly tried to break free, but his grip was too strong. In a sudden panic, she fell into the shadows. 
But Mazael's hand was still around her wrists, and she pulled him into the shadows with her.
 
###
 
Romaria faced the ebony dead. Without their support, the Malrag attack collapsed, and Mazael's men surged forward with a shout, weapons rising and falling, while the archers and crossbowmen sent volleys into the Malrags. Swords and hammers wreathed in pale blue fire smashed the zuvembies to the floor.
But the ebony dead charged Romaria. 
She blurred into the shape of the great wolf, her clothes and weapons vanishing. In this form, she smelled the necromantic power hanging over the ebony dead like flies hovering over a corpse. It matched the scent of power surrounding the Seneschal. 
The Seneschal. Romaria had never before heard a Malrag give itself a name. Someone must have given the title to the ancient shaman. The old High Lords of Dracaryl, no doubt. Had they also given the Seneschal the power to command the ebony dead? 
Romaria growled as the realization came to her.
The skull-topped staff! It was a totem of power...and gave the Seneschal command over the ebony dead.
She dashed down the aisles of pillars, the ebony dead pursuing. 
Her nose led her to the Seneschal. The shaman hid between two pillars, the arrow jutting from its chest, its tattered robes glistening with black blood. The creature whirled as it sensed her approach, and leveled the black staff. 
Romaria flung herself sideways, ducking behind a pillar, and a sheet of snarling green lightning erupted from the staff. It plowed into the ebony dead, ripping a dozen of them to burning shards. Romaria heard the shaman's snarl of frustrated rage as she blurred into the shape of a human, her bow in hand.
She would have one chance at this.
She stepped back into sight, dropping to one knee, her bow drawn. 
The Seneschal stood before her, staff outstretched, all three eyes focused on the ebony dead its spell had just destroyed. It began to turn its head, but it was too late. Romaria's arrow buried itself in the side of the creature's chest. The Seneschal rocked back, stunned, and Romaria leaped into the air as she shifted into the form of the wolf. 
She crashed atop the Seneschal, the black staff spinning from its clawed hands, her jaws closing about its throat. One quick twist of her head and it was over, the shaman's vile blood filling her mouth. Romaria flowed back into her human form as the ebony dead closed, the Seneschal lying dead between her boots. 
She drew her bastard sword and hammered the blade upon the black staff. The ancient wood shivered and shattered into a dozen shards, the skulls rolling away. The ebony dead came to a halt, and for a uneasy moment Romaria wondered if they would go berserk without the staff's power to govern them. 
Then the green fires in their eye sockets winked out, and the skeletons collapsed into piles of motionless black bones. 
Romaria let out a long breath and looked for Mazael.
 
###
 
For a moment darkness blinded Mazael, and a cold chill blew through him. 
Then the darkness cleared, and Mazael found himself on the far end of the pillared hall, Molly's sword digging into his guts, his hand hard around her wrist. She stared at him in shock, gray eyes wide.
Mazael shoved against her, drawing Lion back for a stab.
Molly tried to break free, but his left hand held her hands pinned to her sword hilt. She twisted the blade, and a wave of agony burned through Mazael. Again Molly heaved back, trying to break free.
Mazael kicked, his armored right boot slamming into Molly's left knee. He heard bone crack, and she staggered. Once more she twisted her blade, blinding pain shooting through Mazael, and he almost lost his grip on her wrists. Yet he kicked again, and Molly hissed in pain. She threw herself back, darkness swallowing her.
Taking Mazael with it.
They reappeared in another corner of the pillared hall, far from the raging melee. 
“Damn you!” screamed Molly. 
She threw herself against him, driving the blade deeper into his flesh. Mazael's knees buckled, but he kept his grip on Molly's wrists, and slashed Lion at her face. Molly flinched from the blow, and sank into the shadows, perhaps out of reflex, and again drew Mazael with her. They reappeared in another corner, not far from the wall. 
Mazael moved before Molly could react, legs pumping. He slammed Molly into the stone wall, the point of her sword bursting from his back and scraping against the inside of his armor. The pain exploded through him, and his hands loosened. Molly twisted free, ripping her sword from his flesh.
But not before Mazael struck her left leg with Lion's point. 
Again the sword blazed, the azure fire pouring into the wound. Molly screamed and slumped against the wall, Mazael's blood dripping from her blade. His blood, his accursed blood, tainted with Demonsouled power. With that blood Lucan had fashioned his bloodstaff, with that blood Mazael had fathered Corvad and Molly...
Blood loss was making him light-headed. 
But not light-headed enough to miss the obvious. Molly hadn't vanished into the darkness. Lion disrupted her ability to disappear and reappear in swirling shadows. 
Molly's eyes cleared as Mazael swung again. She dodged, but Mazael reversed his swing, catching her across the hip. Again Lion's flames blazed, and again Molly shrieked in pain. She thrust, the point of her sword gashing his jaw, but Mazael stepped into the blow, ignoring the pain, and stabbed. This time Lion sank into her side, blue fire pouring into her. Molly shoved away from the blade, sword waving back and forth as she tried to fend off any blows.
But still she had not vanished into the shadows. 
Mazael swung, both hands on Lion's hilt, and this time Molly barely had the strength to block the blow. She tottered backwards, and Mazael's boot caught Molly in her wounded knee. She fell, landing hard upon her back, and Mazael brought Lion down, all his weight and strength behind the blow. 
The blade sank through Molly's stomach, the tip scraping against the floor. 
She screamed, fingers curling around the sword to pull it free, and jerked her hands away as the blue fire burned them. For a moment she shuddered, trying to rise, trying to escape. Then the fight drained out of her face. Mazael had seen it before. 
She was finished.
He leaned against Lion's hilt, sweat and blood dripping down his face as his wounds healed. He felt them closing, bit by bit, but the pain was hideous. 
“Do it,” whispered Molly. 
Her sword lay by her side. He picked it up with his left hand, his right remaining around Lion's hilt. 
“Do it,” said Molly, her face glistening with sweat, dark circles below her eyes. She could not heal the terrible wound in her stomach, not with Lion buried in her flesh. “Kill me. Kill me as you murdered Nicholas. Do it!”
Mazael raised her sword.
Her gray eyes bored into him, full of hatred and pain.
He remembered standing in Castle Cravenlock's defiled chapel, Rachel lying helpless at his feet, the Old Demon urging him to embrace his Demonsouled nature and kill her. Rachel had betrayed him, left him to die in the San-keth temple below Castle Cravenlock. And Molly had done worse, far worse. 
Lion's flame flared, and Molly gritted her teeth.
“Damn it!” she half-shouted, half-shrieked. “Are you going to watch me suffer, the way you watched Nicholas suffer? Do it! Kill me!” 
Mazael said nothing, Molly's sword ready in his hand. A slender blade, appropriate for an assassin and the smaller hand of a woman. And Molly was an assassin because the Skulls had raised her, because he had abandoned her mother. Just as Rachel had turned to the worship of Sepharivaim after Mazael left the Grim Marches. 
So many mistakes. 
Would killing Molly be another one? Or would leaving her alive be even worse?
“Kill me,” she whispered, “just as you killed Nicholas.”
Mazael stared at her. 
He had made many mistakes.
But he had not killed Nicholas Tormaud. 
“No,” said Mazael. 
“Don't lie!” said Molly. “Not now! Look me in the eye as you kill me, damn you, and tell me the truth!”
Mazael came to a decision.
“I didn't kill Nicholas Tormaud,” said Mazael, “and I'm not going to kill you.” 
He tossed aside Molly's sword and pulled Lion from her stomach. She gasped in pain, and Mazael saw her wounds start to close. He heard a noise and turned, wincing at the pain in his side.
Romaria approached, aimed her bow at Molly, and drew an arrow.
“Wait!” said Mazael. 
She frowned, still holding her bow drawn...but did not release.
Molly seized her sword and tried to stand, but settled for slumping against the black wall. 
“Why didn't you kill me?” said Molly. “Is this some sort of game? Do you want to watch me scream before I die?”
“No,” said Mazael, glancing over his shoulder. The battle was over. His men, Gerald's knights, and Kjalmir's had all taken losses, but the Malrags had been broken, the survivors retreating back up the stairs. “I did not kill Nicholas Tormaud, Molly. I barely even knew him, and I have never been to Northreach. How could I have killed him? But if I had killed him, if I had murdered the man you loved...I understand why you would want to slay me.” He remembered the rage he had felt when he believed Romaria dead, slain by the Old Demon's spell. “And I cannot blame you for that.”
“This is a cruel game,” said Molly. She levered herself to her feet, using the sword like a cane. Romaria's aim shifted, but Molly made no move to attack. “You only want to see me suffer. This is a trick.”
“It is not,” said Mazael. “You're free to go. If you attack me or my men, I will kill you. But if you go, I will not hinder you. I did not kill Nicholas, and despite what you think, I'm not here to torment you. I came to stop Corvad, to keep him from unleashing another horde of Malrags on my people and my lands.”
“Why don't you kill me?” whispered Molly. “You killed Nicholas. Why won't you kill me?”
“Because,” said Mazael, “you are my blood, my daughter. I knew it not. Had I known, I would not have left you to the tender mercies of the Skulls, to whatever lies the Old Demon poured into your head for all these years. I should have known, but I did not. For that, I am sorry.” 
“You killed Nicholas,” said Molly, voice shaking.
She would never believe him, Mazael saw. No matter what he said or did.
A realization came to him.
“Then do not ask me,” he said. “Go speak with the oracle statue.”
Molly laughed. “A fine trick.”
“No trick,” said Mazael. “I spoke with the statue, and it told me the truth.”
Molly smirked. “Ah. So it drove you mad, just as Corvad said. That is why you have not slain me.”
“No,” said Mazael. “If I were mad, could I have reasoned out how to defeat you?”
Molly said nothing, and Mazael saw the tiniest hint of doubt in her expression. 
“Go,” said Mazael. “Speak with the oracle statue, and...”
Molly vanished in a swirl of darkness. Mazael raised Lion, expecting her to return and attack once more. But she did not. 
Perhaps she had gone to speak with the oracle statue.
Or maybe she had returned to Corvad, to warn him of Mazael's attack. 
“That was very risky,” said Romaria at last.
“Most likely,” said Mazael. “But...I could not kill her.” He closed his eyes. “It was like I was in the chapel again, with the Old Demon urging me to kill Rachel. Perhaps Molly deserved to die. But I did not have it in me to slay her. Not after what she had suffered.”
Corvad, though...Mazael suspected he would have no such qualms about Corvad. 
“We seem to have won the fight,” said Mazael. “What happened to that old shaman, the Seneschal?”
Romaria smiled.
“Ah,” said Mazael. “Let's rejoin the others and finish this.”
“You're not in any shape to fight,” said Romaria. “Not yet.”
She was right. Drying blood caked his left leg, and the pain from his wounds had not yet vanished. And Mazael felt a deep weariness settling into his bones. Demonsouled he was, but he was still mortal, and mortal flesh had limitations that not even Demonsouled power could overcome. He needed rest, badly. 
“Unimportant,” said Mazael. “Corvad will not wait on my wounds. He will turn Lucan into a Malrag Queen the minute he finds the Glamdaigyr. And I mean to stop him first.” 
Romaria gave a reluctant nod, and they rejoined the others. 
Romaria's earlier words echoed in Mazael's head. He had refused to kill Lucan. Perhaps that had been a mistake, or perhaps it had not. It didn't matter. 
Mazael's free hand closed into a fist.
If Corvad turned Lucan Mandragon into a Malrag Queen, then Mazael would not hesitate to strike his friend down. 
It would be a mercy, both for Lucan and for the world itself.



Chapter 30 – The Malrag Queen
 
Molly reappeared before the oracle statue, her hands shaking, her stomach and leg aching from the wounds Mazael had inflicted. The cuts from that cursed sword did not heal quickly, and every movement sent pain shooting through her limbs and belly. 
Molly didn't care.
She almost didn't notice the pain through the turmoil in her mind. 
Why hadn't Mazael Cravenlock killed her?
He was a monster. He had abandoned her, had slain Nicholas. Yet he claimed not to have done it. 
And he had spared her life.
He should have killed her. Molly would have killed him, had their positions been reversed. He had to know that she would come after him again, that she would never forgive him for Nicholas's murder.
But he had let her go.
To speak with the oracle statue.
Was that his plan? To have her speak with the spirit and go mad? But Mazael had spoken with the statue, and he seemed sane enough.
Unless letting her live was an act of madness. 
“Enough,” whispered Molly, and walked toward the statue. 
She would settle this, here and now. If the oracle statue told her the truth, well and good. And if it drove her mad...madness could be no worse than the storm raging in her heart. Mazael had killed Nicholas, yet he had spared her life.
Why?
She had to know.
The statue's eyes flicked open as she approached, shining with green light.
“Ah,” said the oracle in that voice of inhuman beauty. “You return, demon child. So Mazael Cravenlock has made his choice, and his fate is sealed. As is yours.” 
“What does that mean?” said Molly.
“You mortals have free will,” said the oracle statue, “but rarely are your lives shaped by a single decision. Instead, you make many smaller choices, over and over again, like water wearing away a stone. And in the end, the weight of those choices decides your fate. So it is with Mazael Cravenlock...and so it shall be with you. But you did not come to ask me that."
“No,” said Molly. 
“What,” said the oracle statue, “does your heart desire to know?”
Molly took a deep breath. 
“How did Nicholas Tormaud die?” she said. 
“He was murdered,” said the statue.
Molly made an impatient gesture. “I know this. Who killed him?”
“Another Demonsouled,” said the statue, “one of your kin.”
“I still know this,” said Molly. “Who killed him? Mazael Cravenlock? Did Mazael kill Nicholas?”
“No,” said the oracle. 
“Then he was not lying to me,” said Molly.
“No,” said the oracle. 
Molly blinked. She would have expected to feel rage, or angry defiance. Instead she felt an eerie, glassy calm. 
Like the final instant of quiet before a storm. 
“Then,” said Molly, “then who killed him?”
“Your grandfather and your brother,” said the oracle statue.
Molly blinked. Corvad had told her that Mazael slew Nicholas, and the Old Demon confirmed it.
The glassy calm in her mind started to shiver.
“But why?” said Molly. “Why would Corvad and my grandfather have killed Nicholas? He was no threat to them. He didn't even believe the Demonsouled were real. He thought them a story to scare peasants. Why would Corvad have killed him?”
“Because of you,” said the oracle statue. “Nicholas Tormaud meant nothing to your kin. But your choices sealed his fate.” 
“They killed him because of me?” said Molly, incredulous.
“They killed him because they wanted you for themselves,” said the statue.
The calm trembled a bit more.
“Jealousy?” said Molly, barking a laugh. “They loved me more, is that it? Ridiculous. Grandfather and Corvad love nothing but themselves and their own power.” Especially their grandfather. 
“They love you not,” said the statue, “but they want you for themselves. They want your flesh and your blood and your soul. For you are their pathway to ultimate power.”
“I don't understand,” said Molly.
The statue moved, a stone arm rising.
“Then take my hand,” said the oracle, “and you will see the past as I see it. You shall see the truth for yourself.” 
Molly hesitated. Was this how the statue drove its victims mad?
But she had to know the truth.
She reached out and grabbed the statue's cold stone fingers.
The world dissolved into writhing gray mist.
 
###
 
A moment later Molly found herself standing on a hillside.
She knew it well. It was a hill in Northreach, a few miles south of Castle Arminus, the stronghold of the Knights Arminiar. She saw the rocky hills and thick pine trees of Northreach, dotted here and there with plumes of smoke from the hilltop villages fortified against Malrag raids. Yet the landscape wavered and flickered around her, like an image viewed through a pane of smoky glass. 
“How did you bring me here?” said Molly.
The oracle spirit's voice whispered inside her head.
“I did not. This is only an echo, a phantom. A shadow of things that were. Behold.”
Corvad stood at the crest of the hill. He wore the chain mail and leather armor of a mercenary soldier. 
“Corvad!” said Molly. 
He did not turn.
“He cannot hear you,” said the oracle. “His image, too, is only an echo of deeds already past.” 
Corvad had become a captain of mercenaries after leaving the Skulls, holding them in line with his brutal personality. This “echo”, whatever it was, showed something that must have happened no more than a year ago. 
Corvad turned and dropped to one knee, his chain mail clinking. “Grandfather.” 
The Old Demon walked towards him, black robes shifting in the wind. He stopped and gazed down at Corvad for a moment.
“Rise,” said the Old Demon at last.
Corvad rose, staring at their grandfather with a mixture of respect and fear.
“Where is your sister?” said the Old Demon.
Corvad scowled. “She abandoned us.”
A hint of a frown crossed the Old Demon's hard face. “Why?”  
Corvad's scowl became a sneer of contempt. “She fell in love.”
The Old Demon threw back his head and roared with laughter, leaving Corvad nonplussed.
“Oh, but this is rich,” said the Old Demon. “First Mazael and his half-breed, and now Molly? Infuriating. Why do they always fall in love? They must get it from their mothers. I was never such a romantic.” He shook his head. “Tell me more.”
“A nobleman named Nicholas Tormaud, son of the Lord of Ironcastle,” said Corvad. “He came north, to serve for a time in the ranks of the Arminiars. Molly was smitten with the fool at once.”
“I sent you here to wait,” said the Old Demon, “until I found a source of corruption equal to our needs. If your sister has a dalliance while you wait, I see no harm. It might even take some of the sandpaper from that girl's tongue.”  
“But she no longer wishes to aid us,” said Corvad. “The blood of gods flows through her veins, but she no longer desires to use it. Instead she wants to spend her life with this fool. To live as a common mortal, rather than the progeny of the Old Demon.” 
The haze of red light in the Old Demon's gray eyes grew brighter. “Then she will no longer take part in the plan?”
“No,” said Corvad. “The little fool only wants to playact as Tormaud's wife.”
“Ah,” said the Old Demon. “Distressing. We need her.”
“We do not,” said Corvad. “She is weak and stupid. I am strong enough to become the Destroyer!” 
“Perhaps,” said the Old Demon, a hint of irritation in his voice, “but you will not become the Destroyer without your sister. I told you to wait, and to keep her with you. Can you not even do this simple thing? The Destroyer shall crush the realms of men and rule over the earth. And you cannot even keep control of one young woman!” 
“She will return to us,” said Corvad. “I swear it.”
“Good,” said the Old Demon. “It won't be enough to simply kill Tormaud. Your sister has to trust us. If she fears us, she might flee, or worse, get herself killed before we can make proper use of her. She must trust you.” He shook his head. “And if you cannot manage that...then perhaps you are not worthy of becoming the Destroyer after all.”
“I will succeed,” said Corvad. “I vow it. I will kill Nicholas Tormaud, and Molly will return to us.”
The Old Demon regarded him in silence for a long moment.
“We shall see,” he said at last.
 
###
 
The world blurred, and Molly found herself standing in the bedroom of an inn.
Specifically, the inn of Castle Arminus's town. Nicholas had stayed here while riding with the Arminiars. She had visited the room many times, and often spent the night there. 
Nicholas himself stood near the fireplace, drinking from a pewter cup of wine. 
Molly's heart soared when she saw him. He looked just as he had in life, tall and strong, with a mischievous glint in his eye. He wore a blue tunic and black trousers, cloak thrown back. The last time Molly had seen those garments, they had been heavy with bloodstains...
She realized what was about to happen.
“No,” she said. “No, I don't want to see this.”
“You wished to know,” said the oracle spirit, “how Nicholas Tormaud died.”
“No!” said Molly. “I don't want to see...”
The door banged open, and Corvad strode into the room.
“Nicholas!” screamed Molly. “Run!”
“Who the devil are you?” said Nicholas, one eyebrow raised. 
Corvad did not speak. He walked across the room, drew his sword, and attacked. Nicholas seized his sword and fought back. He was a capable fighter, but Corvad had Demonsouled strength and speed on his side. Molly drew her sword and attacked, screaming, but her blade passed through Corvad without touching him.
This was only a shadow of the past.
In the end, Nicholas lay dying on the floor, his blood pooling around him, and Corvad cleaned his sword on the blankets. 
“Pathetic,” said Corvad. “A useless weakling.”
He stalked from the room without another word, leaving Nicholas to his fate.
The past replayed before Molly's eyes. She watched as she entered the room, as she held Nicholas as he died. 
“Stop,” said Molly, weeping. “Stop. I don't want to see any more.”
“But you wished to know,” said the oracle spirit's voice, “how Nicholas Tormaud died.” 
The world dissolved into mist.
 
###
 
Again Molly stood on the hilltop outside Castle Arminus.
This time she saw herself, gazing at the distant shape of the town. Corvad stood at her past self's shoulder, speaking in a low and urgent voice.
“Mazael Cravenlock killed him, sister,” said Corvad. “He came to slay you, and when he could not find you, he slew Nicholas and left him to die.”
“Why?” said Molly's past self, voice thin with pain. 
“Vengeance,” said Corvad. “Mazael rebelled against our grandfather. And our grandfather is too strong for Mazael to attack. So instead he kills those of our blood who remain loyal to our grandfather.”
“But,” said Molly's past self, “but I wasn't loyal to him. I washed my hands of you. I only wished to live in peace with Nicholas.”
Corvad sneered. “Do you think Mazael cared?”
Molly's past self said nothing. 
“Come with me, sister,” said Corvad. “You know what our grandfather plans. We need your help.”
“I don't care about your plan,” said Molly.
“Very well,” said Corvad, “but do you want to punish Mazael? Do you want to avenge Nicholas's death?”
Molly's past self looked up, gray eyes blazing.
“Then come with me, sister,” said Corvad, his voice a purr, “and I promise that Mazael will suffer as no one has ever suffered.”
The world dissolved into gray mist.
 
###
 
Molly found herself standing before the oracle statue once more, shaking with fury. 
“And that is how Nicholas Tormaud was slain,” said the oracle statue. “Your brother slew him, to gain your allegiance.”
“Corvad,” whispered Molly. “Why did he need me so badly?” Her voice rose. “He killed Nicholas so I would steal a damned map?” 
“He desires to use you as a weapon,” said the oracle statue, “to remake you, to fuse you with his own blood and the corruption of Lucan Mandragon, and forge...”
“Corvad!” said Molly, her voice rising to a scream. 
He had killed Nicholas, and had lied about it. He had lied about it for months. Her hands curled into fists, the leather of her gauntlets squealing. Corvad and the Old Demon both, promising to avenge Nicholas's death, promising to slay Mazael...and laughing at her behind her back.
Mazael had been telling the truth the entire time.
Corvad and her grandfather would pay for this. 
Molly drew her sword and walked into the shadows.
 
###
 
“You look terrible,” said Gerald, casting an eye over Mazael's battered armor.
“I've been better,” said Mazael, “but I've also been much worse. Corvad awaits. I think we've slain most of his Malrags and undead.”
“I didn't see any of the warlocks with the Seneschal,” said Timothy, wiping sweat from his brow. His face and Circan's had both taken on a grayish tinge. Deflecting the Seneschal's lightning bolts had drained their strength. “Circan and I can perhaps deflect a few more blasts. But the warlocks will need to be slain quickly.” 

“I can do it,” said Romaria. “The Seneschal might have had the power to stop arrows, but common Malrag shamans do not, and I doubt Corvad's blood gave them that power.” 
“Then let's finish this,” said Mazael. “Gerald, take your...”
Darkness swirled, and Molly appeared a short distance away.
She did not look pleased. 
Her eyes were furious, her breath rasping through clenched teeth. Her sword trembled in her right hand, and rage poured off her in waves. Romaria lifted her bow, but Molly disappeared again. She reappeared, briefly, on the stairs leading up, and then she vanished again. 
“Why didn't she attack?” said Gerald, baffled.
Mazael thought of the oracle statue. “I think she found out that I didn't kill her lover after all.”
“Corvad,” said Romaria. “He must have done it, and pinned the blame on you.”
Kjalmir growled. “A cheap trick. And one worthy of Corvad.”
Osric snorted, short bow in his hands. “Perhaps she'll do us a favor and kill the bastard.” 
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. She might be strong enough to kill him, if she caught him off guard. But if Corvad had found the Glamdaigyr by now, Molly might not be able to defeat him. “In any event, she will distract him. Let's go.”
They marched through the pillared hall, weapons ready.
 
###
 
Molly reappeared atop the pyramidal dais of the throne chamber.
Lucan Mandragon lay across the stone block, his misshapen limbs thrashing. The three Malrag warlocks stood over Lucan, their third eyes fixed on him. A guard of the ebony dead and the surviving Malrags, both ancient and infused, waited at the base of the dais steps. 
Corvad himself stood near the throne, arms clasped behind him, the Glamdaigyr in a scabbard against his back. He looked...different. Stronger, certainly. A red haze glimmered in his gray eyes, as if a fire burned deep within his skull. Was this what the victims of Old Dracaryl had seen, in the final moments before the High Lord of Arylkrad destroyed them?
Molly looked upon her brother and felt fear.
But rage drowned the fear.
One of the warlocks looked at Corvad. 
-The battle is over, great one. Your Malrags and undead have been defeated. And the ancient shaman, the one called the Seneschal, is slain. Mazael Cravenlock and his men shall arrive at any moment-
“Good,” said Corvad. His voice had grown harder. “Let him come. He shall see the power of the Glamdaigyr and...”
He turned, saw her. 
“Ah,” said Corvad. “Sister. Good. Come to me, now.”
Molly grinned, reaching for her belt.
“As you wish, brother.”
She walked through the shadows and reappeared in front of Corvad, drawing a dagger. 
Her hand blurred, and she buried the weapon to its hilt in Corvad's left eye. 
He staggered back, stunned, mouth open in a silent scream. As he stumbled, Molly seized his right arm and lifted it, exposing his armpit. She plunged her sword into his flesh, blood flowing over the elaborate reliefs of his black armor. Corvad shuddered, going limp as the blade pierced his heart. She caught his weight, snatched another dagger from her belt, and opened his throat.
“That was for Nicholas,” hissed Molly, “you lying dog.” 
Her blades had pierced both his brain and his heart, and cut his windpipe. Not even Demonsouled power could heal that much damage.
And just to make sure, Molly shoved him over the edge.
It was a hundred feet stairs from the throne to the floor, and Corvad bounced down every one of them, his ancient armor clattering and clanking. He struck the floor, rolled a dozen feet, and did not move, his blood pooling beneath him. 
Just as Nicholas's blood had pooled beneath him. 
She turned, expecting the warlocks or the other Malrags to attack. But none of them moved. Why weren't they attacking? Surely they would come to Corvad's defense. Why...
She heard a metallic rasping noise. 
Molly saw Corvad draw the Glamdaigyr.
Those wounds should have killed him. Yet he somehow he was standing. The symbols carved onto the Glamdaigyr's blade flickered and burned with green flame, reflecting in Corvad's good eye. 
“Sister,” rasped Corvad, blood bubbling from the wound in his throat. He yanked the dagger from his eye socket, the blade glistening with more blood. Even as Molly watched, the gash across his throat shrank. 
How? Molly knew the limitations of Demonsouled healing. Yet Corvad ripped her sword from beneath his armpit, the Glamdaigyr in one hand, showing not the slightest trace of pain as he did so.
The Glamdaigyr.
Somehow it was healing him. Both her grandfather and Corvad had claimed the weapon could drink life force, could drain away energy. Perhaps that meant it had a reservoir of power to heal the wounds of its bearer. 
And if that was true, there was no way Molly could kill Corvad. Not without help. 
She reached for the dark fire of her own Demonsouled power, preparing to walk through the shadows.
“No,” growled Corvad.
He slammed the Glamdaigyr into the floor, the blade sinking into the hard black stone like butter. One of the symbols near the greatsword's hilt blazed brighter, bathing the throne room in ghostly radiance. A sudden chill swept through Molly.
She didn't know what Corvad was doing, and she didn't want to find out. Time to escape.
She stepped into the shadows...and nothing happened.
Below, Corvad grinned, his face made gruesome by the blood. 
“Going so soon, sister?” he said.
Again Molly tried to walk into the shadows, and again she could not. The dark power of her Demonsouled blood stirred within her, and she felt the shadows waiting for her. Yet they were just out of reach, as if a wall of glass had sealed them away. She looked at the Glamdaigyr in horrified astonishment. She had never before encountered anything that could keep her from entering the shadows. No wizard's spell, no magical ward, no enspelled relic, nothing.
Yet the Glamdaigyr could. Molly was trapped here.
And her sword lay at Corvad's feet, out of her reach.
She sprinted down the stairs.
“Take her!” bellowed Corvad, pointing the Glamdaigyr. “Take her alive!”
The Malrags and the ebony dead came for her, but the ebony dead, unencumbered by flesh, moved faster. She shoved the first one out of her way, and jumped over the second. A third grabbed her arm, and she ripped away from its grasp. But a fourth and a fifth seized her arms, and a sixth and a seventh her legs, holding them in place with the grim strength of the undead. More skeletal hands seized her, and Molly struggled and fought, but even Demonsouled strength could not break her free. 
“Take her to the dais,” said Corvad.
The ebony dead bore Molly aloft, carrying her up the stairs. She strained, trying to break free, but the hands of the dead were like bars of iron, and she could not tear away.
“Bind her,” said Corvad.
The ebony dead obeyed, laying her on the stone block alongside Lucan Mandragon. The undead produced chains, wrapping them about her wrists and ankles. Molly pulled, her muscles straining with every spark of her Demonsouled power, but the chains were too massive, too heavy.
She was trapped. The fear made her heart flutter against her ribs, made her mouth dry up. She had been in many fights, and almost slain many times, but never before had she been so helpless.
The ebony dead parted, and Corvad stood over her. His left eye had healed, though it remained filled with blood.
“Look at you,” whispered Corvad. “So easily trapped.” He stepped closer, the icy power of the Glamdaigyr making Molly shiver. “A grandchild of the Old Demon. Yet without your power to flit through the shadows, you're as easily subdued as any other mortal woman. Pathetic.” His face twisted with contempt. “You are not worthy to bear the power of Demonsouled blood.”
“I know everything, brother,” said Molly, spitting the last word as a curse. “You murdered Nicholas, you and our grandfather.”
Corvad laughed, and Molly spat at him. “Figured it out, did you? It took long enough! Ah. You must have spoken with the oracle statue. Little wonder you were so outraged.”
“You killed Nicholas!” shouted Molly, the chains clanking.
Corvad snorted. “Nicholas was an insect. And so are you, sister. Despite your Demonsouled blood. You are not worthy of it, and I am going to put it to a better use.”
“And what use is that?” said Molly. “Are you going to father a child on me, dear brother? Some pureblooded Demonsouled brat to become the Destroyer?”
“Don't be absurd,” said Corvad. “You shall help me become the Destroyer.” He smiled and bent closer, his blood-filled eye black in the Glamdaigyr's green light. “You're going to be the Malrag Queen.” 
“But you're going to turn Lucan Mandragon into the Malrag Queen,” said Molly. 
Corvad's smile widened. “I'm afraid I wasn't truthful with you. The Dragon's Shadow could no more become a Malrag Queen than a horse could become a man, or a sheep give birth to lion cubs. No. I needed three things to create a Malrag Queen. The blood of a normal mortal, corrupted by Demonsouled power.” He looked at Lucan. “A woman of Demonsouled blood, one who has never given birth to a child. That's you, sister. And a means to transfer the corruption from Lucan's flesh to yours.” He lifted the Glamdaigyr. “And when the Glamdaigyr pulls Lucan's corruption into your flesh, you will...change. Grow. Become something vast and hideous, so bloated with corruption that you will be unable to move under your own power. Malrags will grow in every inch of your flesh, and claw their way free from your skin. Hundreds of them a week. Thousands of them a year. The pain will be immense, and you will live for centuries.” He tilted his head to the side. “I wonder how long it will take you to go mad. Not long, I expect.”
Molly wrenched at the chains. 
“And I will infuse you with my blood,” said Corvad. “The Malrags born in your flesh will carry the power of my blood. Uncounted thousands of them, all bound to my will. I shall raise the largest host the world has ever seen, and I will destroy the realms of men, one by one. I shall be the Destroyer, and the world will be mine.”
“You're mad,” said Molly. “Do you think our grandfather will make you the Destroyer out of the goodness of his heart? Once you become strong enough, he'll kill you and take your power for his own.” 
“Perhaps I am mad,” said Corvad. “But it is better to be a madman than a fool. And you, sister, are a fool. And as for our grandfather? He cannot become the Destroyer. His destiny prohibits it. He told me so himself. And I shall grow strong enough to destroy him, if he thinks to stop me.” 
“I'll kill you,” said Molly. “I'll kill you for what you did to Nicholas, for...”
“No,” said Corvad. “You won't. Silence her. I am sick of listening to her.”
One of the warlocks stuffed a foul-tasting rag in Molly's mouth, tying it around the back of her head. She struggled, but the chains held her fast, and she could not break free.
Nor could she think through the growing terror in her mind. Corvad was going to turn her into a monstrous horror, and she could do nothing to stop him. 
Nothing.
Molly screamed into her gag.
“Are you ready with the spell?” said Corvad.
The warlocks lifted their hands. 
-We are ready-
“Then begin,” said Corvad. 
The warlocks began gesturing with their clawed fingers, hissing an incantation in their growling language. The air stirred, and Molly felt currents of magical power flowing around her. The flame of the Glamdaigyr's symbols began to flicker, dancing in time to the rhythm of the warlocks' chant.
Corvad lifted the massive sword and rested the point on her chest, between her breasts. The cold power of the thing flowed into her, and she felt its terrible hunger, its desire to suck the life and warmth from her. 
Or the desire to fill her with Lucan's corruption. 
Molly screamed, every muscle rigid, but the chains did not break, and the warlocks chanted their spell over her.



Chapter 31- The Soul of the Dragon
 
Lucan Mandragon strode into the heart of the black city.
Towers and palaces that stood miles high ringed the massive plaza, larger than any architecture that could exist in the material world. The reliefs covering the walls displayed the worst moments of Lucan's life, depicted in colossal figures. The death of his mother. Marstan's attempt to seize Lucan’s body. The end of his betrothal with Tymaen. The first time he used the power of Demonsouled blood. His murder of the Elderborn druid in the Great Southern Forest.
The bloodstaff shattering in his hands as Malavost laughed.
Lucan walked further into the plaza. The black clouds danced and writhed overhead, but here they swirled, spinning around a central point.
The plaza itself. 
It was here, Lucan knew, that his fate would be decided.
A lone figure awaited him in the center of the plaza. 
The manifestation of the Demonsouled corruption, the avatar of the cancer Lucan had taken into his soul.
Again it wore the form of Lord Richard Mandragon, his armor of crimson dragon scales reflecting the red lightning overhead. Richard watched as Lucan approached, black eyes cold and hard in his expressionless face. 
Lucan stopped a dozen paces away. 
“So,” said Richard. “You have come at last.” 
“And your time is over,” said Lucan. “I will defeat you, and return to my physical body.”
Richard lifted an eyebrow. “And will you defeat yourself? For I am you, the portion of your soul imbued with Demonsouled power. You know this. Will you fight yourself? Will your right hand struggle against your left?” He held out an armored hand. “We are one, you and I, sundered pieces of the same soul. Let us be rejoined, and bring death and terror to our enemies.” 
“I don't want to bring death and terror to anyone,” said Lucan. “I only want to keep others from suffering as I have suffered.” He could almost bring himself to believe that, even after everything that had happened.
Almost.
“You lie,” said Richard. “And I know you lie, because I am you. You cannot lie to yourself, not here.” 
“No,” said Lucan. “Perhaps you're right. Perhaps I do want to kill my father and my brother and anyone who has ever harmed me.” He took a deep breath. “But I can choose not to kill them. I can choose to show mercy. And I choose not to let you control me.”
“This is true,” said Richard. “And you chose to forge the bloodstaff, to use the Demonsouled power. Your actions put to the lie to your words. You want to wield such power so that no one can ever harm you again. And with my power, you can scour the world of dark magic.”
“Or,” said Lucan, “I can reject the power. Which I am doing now.”
For a long time the apparition of Richard Mandragon stared at him.
“So be it,” said Richard at last.
He lifted his hands, crimson fire filling his fingers. Lucan began casting his own spell, armoring himself in wards to deflect arcane attacks. But Richard raised his hands, the blood-colored fire burning hotter.
And thousands of reapers boiled into the vast plaza. They poured out of the surrounding streets like a vast black tide. Their clawed hands clicked and scraped against the stone tiles, and Lucan felt the weight of thousands of empty hoods staring upon him.
Lucan began another spell.
He had been wrong, he realized, in his tactics against the Demonsouled manifestation and its minions. He relied too much on his magic and the Demonsouled power infecting his soul – weapons the manifestation could use against him. But this was the spirit world, not the material world. Here, Lucan suspected, the limitations of his flesh did not bind his will. And without those limitations, perhaps he could defeat the manifestation without using the Demonsouled power.
The reapers surged closer.
He was going to find out, one way or another.
Lucan’s spell conjured psychokinetic force, but far more focused than his earlier attacks. He sheathed himself in a bubble of force, protecting himself from physical attacks, and wrapped shells of mental force around his arms and legs. The psychokinetic power would augment his speed and strength, making him far faster and stronger. If he had tried this in the material world, the strain would have ripped him to bloody shreds.
But this wasn't the material world. 
The reapers closed around him, and one reached for his throat.
Lucan punched it.
He didn't hit it that hard. But the psychokinetic force bound to his arm exploded from his fist, expanding his strength to stupendous levels. The reaper hurtled backwards like a bolt shot from a ballista, flinging a dozen others to the ground. 
For a moment the reapers paused, stunned. Richard stared at Lucan, a slight frown on his face.
“Take him,” said Richard.
The reapers charged.
And Lucan moved. 
He sprinted, the psychokinetic force enhancing his speed, and blazed forward like a thunderbolt. One instant he stood in the center of the plaza. In the next he stood below one of the vast towers, moving almost two miles in a heartbeat.
And the gale thrown up by his passage threw hundreds of reapers into the air like leaves tossed in a storm.
Physical limitations did not bind Lucan in the spirit world. A pity he hadn't realized it earlier – he could have reached the black city all the sooner. The remaining reapers, a vast black sea of them, spun to attack him.
Lucan attacked.
His punches sent dozens of his foes hurtling through the air. A kick blasted a reaper across the plaza with enough force to smash into the wall of a tower, shattering it in a spray of jagged stone splinters. Lucan raced through them in short bursts, the hurricane wind raised in his wake flinging the reapers into the air like toys. 
Hundreds upon hundreds of reapers dissolved into swirling black smoke, their attack collapsing into chaos. The reapers fled, scattering in all directions. 
“Take him!” said Richard.
Lucan spun, intending to attack the manifestation, and stopped. 
A dozen figures stood around Richard. His brother Toraine. His mother. Tymaen and others, all people from Lucan's past, some of them depicted on the vast reliefs covering the colossal towers. Their eyes glowed with red light, and they began casting a spell in unison.
Hooded shadows. And their spell would unleash a massive hammer of psychokinetic power at Lucan, far more than his wards could possibly deflect.  
He focused on the bubble of psychokinetic force surrounding him, reshaping it into a broad shield. An instant later the hooded shadows released their spell, striking at him with crushing force. Lucan's wards did not have the power to stop the spell, and he did not even try. Instead he let his shield of force bend with the strength of the blast, let it carry him backwards like a branch caught in a river's raging current.
The spell hurled him from his feet and flung him backwards, faster than any arrow. An instant later he slammed into one of the great towers with such speed that the entire wall exploded like a pane of glass, tons upon tons of broken stone raining down. But his shield of psychokinetic force held. 
Though the collapsing wall would crush it, and him, like an insect.
Lucan scrambled back to his feet, cast another spell, and thrust out his hands. He poured all his power and strength into the spell, and even then, it only gave him barely enough power to conjure a sheet of invisible force over his head.
Which gave the falling rubble just enough of a gentle tap to change its direction.  
The tumbling boulders poured into the plaza, smashing the black tiles with their impact. A storm of broken rock crashed into the hooded shadows, crushing some, reducing others to nothing more than swirls of black smoke. At last the collapse ended, and Lucan picked his way over the rubble. 
The plaza lay in ruin, littered with debris. There was no trace of the hooded shadows or of the remaining reapers. Or of the manifestation itself, for that matter. For a wild instant, Lucan hoped that he had won, that he had been victorious. 
Then he saw Richard Mandragon striding past pieces of broken wall, bloody fire blazing in his hands. 
The first burst of crimson fire erupted forth, and Lucan knew that his wards would not hold against it. So he dodged, moving with psychokinetic-propelled speed. The bolt screamed past him to explode against the ground. Again Richard unleashed a blast, and again Lucan dodged, moving with such speed that gales howled through the plaza. 
But he could not dodge forever. Sooner or later his strength would wane, or the manifestation would get lucky and land a hit. Lucan had to take the offensive, soon. 
Richard flung a bolt of fire, and Lucan jumped, his psychokinetic power fueling the leap, and he flew up into the air.
And up, and up.
The arc of his leap peaked a thousand yards above the plaza. Lucan felt himself fall, and again focused his will, hurling himself down like a falling star. The manifestation scrambled out of the way with gratifying speed, but Lucan wasn't aiming for him.
He sheathed himself in a cocoon of invisible force an instant before plunging into the ground. Every paving tile for a hundred yards in all directions exploded, and Lucan sank at least forty feet into the earth, his impact throwing up a huge mass of shattered rock from the mountain's crest. He began casting again, throwing all his power and will into another spell to fling at the tumbling rubble. Even with the aid of the bloodstaff, he would never have possessed the psychokinetic power to move that much rock. 
But adjusting the path of the falling debris...that was just within the limits of his strength. 
Richard Mandragon's eyes grew wide, and then a boulder the size of a plow horse slammed into him. The impact drove him back a dozen yards, sent him tumbling. Another boulder crushed his legs, and another impaled his chest. More and more fell, and the manifestation disappeared beneath a cairn of jagged boulders. 
Lucan lowered his hands, chest heaving from exertion. 
He climbed out of the impact crater, the rough edges hot against his hands, and staggered into the plaza. The battle had left the surrounding city in ruin, with some towers destroyed, and many more damaged. Few of the massive reliefs of Lucan's memories remained intact. If the black city represented his mind, he wondered,  had the battle destroyed his memories? His very self?
He gazed at the massive pile of rubble covering the manifestation with satisfaction. 
At least the Demonsouled power would not take control of him.
The cairn trembled, beams of red light leaking out between the broken boulders. The ground shook, and Lucan jumped backwards, his spell-fueled leap taking him to the far side of the impact crater.
The cairn exploded, boulders raining in all directions. 
The blood-colored dragon emerged from the rubble. The great beast was wounded, its scales marred and torn by cuts and gashes. Yet it still radiated strength and power. 
“We are one, Lucan Mandragon,” said the dragon, its voice like thunder. “When you fight me, you only fight yourself. It is inevitable!”
The dragon sprang into the air with a terrible roar, its black wings blotting out the storm overhead. The fanged maw opened wide, and a cone of crimson fire blazed forth, the fires devouring the stone of the ground. Lucan raced away, moving with the enhanced speed of his magic, but the dragon's fire pursued him. 
The manifestation circled overhead, loosing blast after blast of flame. The fires burned even after the dragon passed, consuming the ground in walls of heat and smoke. Lucan soon saw the manifestation's plan. Bit by bit, the dragon was boxing him in, trapping him between the walls of flame and the ruined towers. Soon, Lucan would have no more room to maneuver, and then the manifestation would take him. 
Unless Lucan cheated.
He backed towards the corner of the plaza, and the dragon swooped towards him, black wings spread wide.
The manifestation’s dragon form could fly.
Why couldn't Lucan? 
He jumped, his spell-enhanced leap carrying him high into the air, higher than the wall of flames, higher than even the dragon, which somehow managed to look startled. 
And he kept going, pushing against the ground with a psychokinetic grip. Had he attempted this in the material world, the sheer speed would have killed him or torn his body in two. Yet here, in the spirit world, he soared past the plaza, over the great towers of the black city, the mountain and the dead forest and the black sea spread out all below him. 
It was terrifying.
Exhilarating. 
Despite his terror, despite his exhaustion, Lucan laughed with the wonder of it. 
The dragon banked over the city, pursuing him. The beast was just as fast as Lucan, its black wings driving it forward with terrific speed. Its maw yawned wide, and blast after blast of crimson flame lanced for Lucan's back. He dodged and weaved, soaring and plunging to avoid the flames. Soon he discovered that while the dragon could match his speed, he was far more maneuverable, and could dance around the flames with ease. 
Yet he was tired. The long journey up the mountain had drained his strength, and this battle had exhausted more of it. If he did not land a killing blow, the manifestation would win out of sheer endurance.
Unless Lucan let his blood spill upon the ground...
No. Not that.
But if the alternative was letting the manifestation take control...
Lucan drove himself faster, weaving back and forth over the black city like a maddened bee. The dragon circled after him, filling the sky with crimson fire. Lucan rose higher, the writhing black clouds drawing closer, the red lightning flickering and dancing.
Lucan frowned. 
The red lightning...
He doubted it represented any aspect of his mind or soul. Therefore it was something of the spirit world. The raw power of the place, perhaps? Magic charged the spirit world, imbued its creatures with great power. And if Lucan could tap that power, redirect it toward the manifestation...
He had no better ideas. 
He soared upward, the dragon following. Red lightning flashed and sparked, eerily silent, and Lucan began a spell. 
A bolt shot from the sky, and Lucan caught it, the lightning drawn by his spell. 
Pain erupted through him, and he screamed, fingers of red light coiling up and down his arms. The dragon saw its opportunity and surged towards him, mouth yawning wide. Lucan threw out his hands, and red lightning erupted from his fingers in sizzling arcs, tearing into the dragon, blasting scales free from its sides. The dragon bellowed in agony of its own, limbs twitching, wings growing limp. Through the agony Lucan tightened his grip on the psychokinesis spell, tried to push himself away from the dragon. 
He was a half-second too slow.
The dragon's foreleg wrapped around his waist as it fell, the talons sinking deep into his belly.
Lucan screamed and tried to rip free, but pain roared through him in debilitating waves. The dragon plummeted towards the black city, still twitching and writhing in the red lightning's grasp. Lucan tried to focus his will for another spell of psychokinesis, but he could not concentrate through the agony. 
The dragon hurtled towards the ruined plaza. The ground rushed up to meet Lucan, and then everything went black.
An instant later he felt the sensation of flying through the air, and he slammed into the ground, sliding over the broken tiles. 
It felt as if every bone in his body had shattered. 
Lucan came to a stop against a chunk of wall, the carved relief showing Tymaen turning her back on him. 
He tried to stand, failed, slumped against the rubble.
The dragon lay a few hundred yards away. It, too, had taken a terrible battering in the fall, its scales smashed, hideous gashes carved into its limbs and flanks. Yet the manifestation seemed to be recovering. Once it got back on its feet, it would come for Lucan.
He had to escape. 
But he could not even stand.
Lucan tried to cast a spell, any spell, and found that he could not. He felt weak, his strength shattered. His body could not be destroyed, not here in the spirit world. Had he exhausted his magical strength? Had his mind been scarred and maimed? 
Again he tried to stand, and could not.
He could barely lift his arms, could barely turn his head to look at the dragon. The manifestation shuddered again, its talons scraping against the ground. Once the beast recovered, it would destroy Lucan.
No. It would merge with him, take him over. The Demonsouled corruption would dominate Lucan, and he would become a creature like Ultorin, a ravening monster driven mad.
Frantic, Lucan flicked his shaking wrist, letting droplets of his blood fall upon the earth.
The burning Demonsouled power rose up to fill him...but he could not grasp it. He didn't have the strength. He shook more blood from his palm, and more power rose up...but he could not seize it.
It dissipated a moment later.
The dragon's tail lashed back and forth, smashing boulders as it struggled to regain balance. 
Lucan struggled to stand, even to crawl away. He would not let the manifestation claim him. He would not turn into a monster like Ultorin. He would not!
But he could not move, could do nothing but tremble.
A clicking noise reached Lucan's ear.
A boot heel, striking the paving stones. 
The Old Demon walked into Lucan's field of vision.
“Ah,” said the Old Demon. “Did I not say you would find the answers you sought here?” He glanced at the struggling manifestation. “Though it appears the answer is that you will be devoured by the Demonsouled corruption and twisted into a monster. Unless Corvad kills you first, of course. Assuming he manages it. My grandson has proven less...competent than I might hope.”
“Have you,” said Lucan, his voice a shaking whisper, “have you come to gloat?”
“Yes,” said the Old Demon, grinning. “I did warn you, did I not? You ignored me, and you are going to pay the price very shortly.” He glanced at the dragon. “At the exact end of this conversation, in fact.” 
“Shut up and go away,” said Lucan.
Stone grated as the dragon's legs straightened.
The Old Demon laughed. “Defiant to the end. I approve. So I shall give you one more chance.”
“To do what?” said Lucan.
The dragon shook itself.
“To accept my offer,” said the Old Demon.
“No,” said Lucan. “No.”
“I can aid you,” said the Old Demon. “You are moments away from destruction, both in the spiritual and material worlds. Say the word and I shall restore you to your body, hale and healthy once more, with your full powers at your command.”
“And you'll take my conscience,” said Lucan.
The Old Demon shrugged. “A workman deserves his wages, does he not? But you needn't fret over that. Removing your conscience will not impact your free will in any way. You'll still be free to choose good and evil, like any other mortal. And I won't even take your conscience right away. A promise to remove it at a later date is all I require.” 
Lucan hesitated. “I...no. I don't need your help.”
The Old Demon laughed again. “Yes, you're doing so very well on your own.”
The dragon heaved itself to its feet with a growl. 
“After all,” said the Old Demon, “do you even need your conscience? You've done a fine job of ignoring it so far.”
The dragon turned in a circle, its massive head swinging back and forth as it sought for Lucan. 
“No,” said Lucan. “For the last time, no.” He pushed at the ground, managed to sit up despite the pain. Blood still poured from the hideous punctures in his side and stomach. In the material world, he would have bled to death by now.
The Old Demon did not move. “As you wish. Though this is stimulating. Which fate will befall you? Will Corvad use your blood to create a Malrag Queen, or will the corruption devour you first?”
The dragon's glowing eyes focused on Lucan.
“The good money,” said the Old Demon, “appears to be on the corruption.” His smile widened. “Farewell, Lucan Mandragon. Perhaps I'll see you in the material world. Or what's left of you.”
The dragon hobbled towards Lucan, kicking aside boulders in its path. 
Lucan half-crawled, half-dragged himself backwards, trying to get away. The dragon moved slowly, but he saw the burns from the lightning healing, in the same way the wounds of a Demonsouled healed. He tried to stand, tried to cast a spell, tried to think of some clever plan, some weakness he could exploit, some way he could overpower the manifestation.
Nothing.
Lucan remembered how Ultorin's bloodsword had transformed the Dominiar knight into a misshapen, raving horror. What kind of monster would Lucan become once the corruption devoured him?
The dragon drew closer…
No.
“Wait!” Lucan shouted.
The Old Demon smiled. “Yes?”
“Fine! Yes!” said Lucan.
The Old Demon sighed. “You have to say it. I need permission. I can't do anything until I have your permission.”
“You can help me.” The dragon loomed over Lucan. Would it devour him alive, shred him with its talons, or simply burn him to ashes? “You can help me! Help me!”
The Old Demon sighed in pleasure.
The dragon roared, mouth opening wide.
“Stop,” said the Old Demon. 
And the dragon stopped. The manifestation stepped back from Lucan, eyes fixed on the Old Demon. 
“That's it?” said Lucan. “You just told it to stop, and it...stopped?”
“Of course,” said the Old Demon, grinning. The rime of red light covering his gray eyes grew brighter. “Don't you understand, my boy? I am the master of all Demonsouled. The wizards of the ancient world opened the door to the darkness outside the world...and I was the first. Long centuries have passed, and the ancient world is dead...but I am not. All living Demonsouled are my descendants. Their blood belongs to me. And their power, their Demonsouled essence, belongs to me.” He looked at Lucan. “And the power you stole from Mazael, the power you wielded in your bloodstaff...that belongs to me, as well.” 
Lucan shivered. The Old Demon still looked like a man in his middle years, tall and lean. Yet the red haze in his eyes, the way his black robe billowed like dark wings...for the first time he looked ancient. A thing of evil that had survived the fall of empires and kingdoms, growing ever stronger, gathering ever more power.
A creature that could crush Lucan like a gnat. 
And Lucan had just put himself in this thing's power. 
“Get up,” said the Old Demon. 
Strength surged through Lucan, and he felt the wounds in his side close. He climbed to his feet and found that he could stay standing. 
“Good,” said the Old Demon. His smile exposed yellowed, twisted teeth, like the fangs of some ravenous predator. “You seem unharmed, more or less.” He glanced toward the sky. “And...ah. Your physical body remains alive. It will be interesting to see who proves the stronger, you or Corvad. And if you are indeed the stronger…then you’re going to do a great deal of work for me.” 
“That wasn't part of the bargain,” said Lucan.
“It isn't,” said the Old Demon. “But you'll do it anyway. You'll do it of your own free will. You'll do my work because you want to do it.”
“No,” said Lucan. “The bargain was for my conscience, or a promise to let you take it later. Either take my conscience and return me to my body, or leave me alone.”
“As you wish,” said the Old Demon. “Let us return you to your physical body.” He laid his left hand on Lucan's shoulder.  His fingernails had changed, becoming long black claws. “There is one thing you should know about me, first.”
“What is that?” said Lucan.
The Old Demon grinned. “That I am a liar.”
His right hand shot forward and plunged deep into Lucan's chest. 
Lucan screamed and fell to his knees, blood gushing over his torso. The Old Demon's hand ripped free, holding Lucan's beating heart. 
The dragon lifted its head, eyes focusing on the heart. 
“The heart is the seat of the soul,” said the Old Demon, blood drizzling from his fingers. “And your soul has been sundered, Lucan Mandragon. One half tainted by the corruption of Mazael's Demonsouled blood, while the other struggles to remain untainted. And I think it's time we fixed that. Don't you?”
He raised his arm and flung the heart into the dragon's waiting maw.
For a moment nothing happened. Lucan swayed on his knees, wondering how he was still alive, still conscious. 
“Don't worry,” said the Old Demon. “You'll remember nothing when you wake up.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Though this next part is really going to hurt.”
He gestured, and Lucan burst into flames.
He screamed, screamed until he thought his lungs would burst. Nothing, not Marstan's attacks, not Malavost's invasion of his mind, not even the Old Demon ripping out his heart, had ever hurt like this. Lucan lurched his feet and ran, trying to beat out the flames, gibbering in panic and agony. 
Even through the flames, he saw the dragon move.
The fanged maw yawned wide, and Lucan just had time to scream once more before it enveloped him.
Another stab of agony, worse than the flames, and everything went black. 



Chapter 32 – Father and Son
 
The warlocks stopped their snarling chant.
Molly blinked sweat from her eyes, wondering if the spell had finished.
Wondering if Corvad would bury the Glamdaigyr in her chest.
“What is it?” said Corvad. “Why have you stopped the spell?”
One of the warlocks pointed at the stairs.
-We sense the approach of foes, great one. Mazael Cravenlock and his men-
Corvad grinned. 
“Good,” he said, lifting the Glamdaigyr's point from Molly's chest.
She almost sobbed in relief. 
Yet she still felt the sword's cold aura, like a predator watching her from the shadows. 
“So he made it this far,” mused Corvad, gazing at the stairs. “It appears the Seneschal has failed. Little wonder the lords of Dracaryl were overthrown, if they employed such impotent servants. No matter. I will deal with Mazael myself.”
-What are your commands-
“Proceed,” said Corvad, “as I instructed you.”
Even through her fear, Molly wondered what Corvad had planned. He circled to the edge of the dais, the Glamdaigyr waiting in his right hand. 
Beside Molly, Lucan thrashed and moaned in his stupor, sweat standing out on his gray skin, red light flickering beneath his eyelids. 
 
###
 
Romaria walked a few paces behind Mazael, bow ready in her hand. Osric followed her, carrying his shortbow. The grizzled knight had proven a capable archer – she had seen him put an arrow through a Malrag's eye at a remarkable distance. Behind them came Gerald and Kjalmir and the assembled knights, armsmen, and Arminiars, weapons ready. 
The stairs ended, and Romaria found herself gazing into a vast domed chamber, larger than all the previous rooms. A balcony encircled the room, and a towering pyramidal dais rose beneath the center of the dome. A ring of Malrags and ebony dead stood at the base of the dais. 
Corvad waited at the top.
He wore the ornamented black armor of a high lord of Dracaryl, the black steel marked with reliefs. A winged dragon helm covered his diadem, and power and strength rolled off him in waves. In his right hand he held a black greatsword, its pommel carved in the shape of a dragon skull, the blade flickering with symbols of green fire. Just looking at the weapon made Romaria's skin crawl. The thing radiated icy hunger, as if it wanted to suck away the life and warmth from her body.
The Glamdaigyr. 
“Mazael Cravenlock!” called Corvad. 
Mazael walked the final few steps into the throne chamber, Lion burning in his hand. “You were looking for me?” 
Corvad smiled, and crooked a finger. 
The air crackled with arcane power, and Romaria saw the three Malrag warlocks standing behind Corvad, growling a spell. She raised her bow, but her reaction came too late. The warlocks thrust out their clawed hands, and a wall of snarling green flame appeared across the stairs, sealing them off from the throne chamber.
And separating Mazael from her and the men.
Romaria loosed her arrow. But it struck the wall of green flame and shattered into cinders. 
 
###
 
Mazael whirled as the wall of green flame rose across the entrance. For a terrible moment he thought the warlocks had unleashed their fury within the stairs, loosing a spell that would kill his close-packed men. But though the flames sealed off the stairs, they did not spread. 
Trapping him within the throne chamber.
Corvad wanted Mazael for himself. 
Mazael turned, waiting for the Malrags and the ebony dead to attack, but they did not move. 
“Don't worry,” called Corvad. “They won't attack you. I've commanded them to leave you untouched.” He descended from the top of the towering dais, the Glamdaigyr in his right fist. “You're mine.” 
“Brave words from a stripling boy,” said Mazael.
He expected an angry reaction, but Corvad only frowned. He reached the bottom of the stairs and stopped a dozen paces from Mazael.
“Do your followers know?” he said, nodding towards the flames. “What you really are?”
“No,” said Mazael.
“Clever,” said Corvad. “They would not understand. We are Demonsouled. The blood of gods flows through our veins. We were born to rule the earth. They are only insects. Cattle. To do with what we will.” 
“They are not,” said Mazael. 
“You are a fool,” said Corvad. “I know that the Old Demon offered to make you the Destroyer. You could have ruled the earth, yet you rejected the power. For what?” Again he gestured at the wall of flames. “For some Elderborn half-breed?” 
“Because I will not become a monster,” said Mazael. “Not like the Old Demon. Not like you.” He hesitated. “The Old Demon lied to you. You think men and women are cattle, Corvad? Well, we are cattle to the Old Demon. He sires children and grandchildren, and lets them run amok in the world. And when they become powerful enough, he slays them and devours their power, adding their strength to his own.”  
Corvad laughed. “He rejected you as unworthy. You were too weak to seize what should have been yours. You are still too weak – it disgusts me that you are my father.” He raised the Glamdaigyr. “But I am stronger than you. Strong enough to become the Destroyer, to smash the realms of men beneath my feet. Then I will rebuild the world in my own image, and rule over it forever.”
“You're a fool, and a mad one,” said Mazael. “The Old Demon will devour you long before you ever gather that much power.”
“No,” said Corvad. “I will kill you myself, father. Weak though you are...you are still a worthy opponent. You slew two other children of the Old Demon. You defeated Ultorin and the Malrag horde. And when I return to the Old Demon with the Glamdaigyr in my right hand and your head in my left...he will know that I am worthy. He will know that I am strong enough to become the Destroyer.” 
Mazael spun Lion in his fist. “You'll have to take my head first, boy.” 
Corvad closed both armored hands around the Glamdaigyr's hilt. “Easily accomplished.” 
He charged forward, moving with the speed granted by Demonsouled power.
Mazael doubted that his shield would stop the Glamdaigyr's spell-forged edge. So he slipped it from his left arm and flung it. Corvad swung the black greatsword, shattering the shield in midair, and Mazael seized the opening. Lion clanged against the side of Corvad's helm, staggering him, and Mazael stepped back and reversed Lion, intending to drive the burning sword into Corvad's face.
The Glamdaigyr met his blow.
The blades screeched when they met, the scream far louder than mere stressed steel. The Glamdaigyr's green flame and Lion's blue fire struggled like two storms waging war upon the other. Corvad shoved, and Mazael retreated a few steps, Lion's hilt grasped in both hands. Corvad watched him, gray eyes glinting in the shadows of the dragon helm.
“Is that the best the great Mazael Cravenlock can do?” he said. “Pathetic.” 
“I'm still alive,” said Mazael. “Which you seem unable to change.”
Corvad sneered. “We'll see.”
He came at Mazael, the Glamdaigyr a blur of dark steel and green flame.
 
### 
 
Romaria could not see through the wall of raging green flame. Yet even over the roar of the flames she heard the clang of steel on steel, heard the hideous tearing shrieks of Lion's power struggling against the Glamdaigyr's dark magic. Mazael was still alive, and fighting.
But perhaps not for very long.
She cursed and thrust an arrow into the wall of flame. Again the arrowhead twisted and dissolved into molten fragments, the shaft disintegrating into ash. She did not need to guess what it would do to her flesh if she tried to enter it. 
“Can you dispel it?” said Romaria.
“Possibly,” said Timothy, squinting at the flame.
“You were able to block the warlocks' mistgates,” said Gerald. 
“Aye, sir knight,” said Circan, “but the mistgates are a delicate spell, easy to disrupt. Like throwing a rock through a window of stained glass. If the mistgates were a glass window, this spell is an iron block. Simple raw power. We may not be able to dispel it.”
“Try at once,” said Kjalmir. “Corvad wants to kill Lord Mazael with his own hands, I'm sure, to prove his prowess. But once he cuts down Mazael, he'll order his warlocks to throw their lightning. Their spells will make short work of us.” 
“Do it,” said Romaria. 
Timothy nodded, and he and Circan muttered incantations.
 
###
 
The Glamdaigyr met Lion, a dozen blows in half as many heartbeats, and Mazael took Corvad's measure.
He was as strong as Mazael and a touch faster. Yet the weight of the Glamdaigyr slowed his blows, though the massive weapon gave him a far greater reach than Lion. One blow from that sword would split Mazael in half...if he was foolish enough to stand and receive it.
And he was a better swordsman than Corvad. For all his power and ferocity, Corvad was only twenty years old. Mazael had held a sword every day since he was a child, had been in more fights and battles than he could remember, and survived all of them. He knew the blade in a way that Corvad did not. 
They broke apart, circling each other. 
“You are as capable as I expected,” said Corvad. “Though somewhat feeble.”
Mazael smiled. “I slew my first man before you were born. And I haven't grown feeble yet.” 
Corvad charged Mazael, the Glamdaigyr sweeping around in a sideways cut. Mazael parried the blow, sidestepped, and launched a two-handed swing of his own. Lion's blade clanged against Corvad's side, but bounced away from the ornate black armor. Ancient it might have been, but the armor of Old Dracaryl was hard and strong. 
“For all your strength, you could have been so much more,” said Corvad. “You could have been the Destroyer. The world could have been yours! Yet you are a wolf that chooses to live as a sheep.”
“You sound,” said Mazael, “like the Old Demon.” 
“He was strong enough to take the power that was rightfully his,” said Corvad. “As am I.”
Mazael's lip twisted. “I know you think of yourself as a wolf, but you're not. You're a puppet, a dupe. You're only a tool to the Old Demon. Even if you prove yourself worthy, even if you become the Destroyer, you'll be only a weapon to him. And when you're no longer useful to him, he will devour you and steal your power for his own.”
For the first time, a flicker of rage burst through Corvad's icy contempt.
He threw himself at Mazael, the Glamdaigyr a black storm in his hands. Mazael parried and dodged as Corvad drove him around the dais. He might be able to defeat Corvad on his own. But if he gained the upper hand, Corvad would order the waiting Malrags and ebony dead to aid him. Where was Molly? Had she abandoned Corvad? For that matter, what about the warlocks? Undoubtedly Corvad's pet warlocks maintained the wall of arcane fire sealing the stairs. If Mazael could find and kill them, his men could come to his aid. 
Then Corvad raised the Glamdaigyr for a massive overhead blow, and Mazael saw his chance. He thrust, Lion sinking into Corvad's exposed armpit, the blue fire blazing. Corvad hissed in pain and wrenched himself free, but not before dark blood trickled down his elaborate cuirass. Demonsouled power struggled to heal wounds from Lion, and if Mazael could wear down Corvad...
The burning symbols on the Glamdaigyr flared.
A pulse of green light went through Corvad's gray eyes. 
And the blood flowing down his armor stopped.
Corvad pointed the Glamdaigyr, and an arc of green lightning sizzled from the blade and slammed into Mazael's chest. The blast knocked him to the floor, the lightning snarling up his armor. Corvad ran toward him, the Glamdaigyr raised, and Mazael rolled aside. 
The descending blade carved a gash in his left leg. Cold, terrible cold, spread through Mazael, and he scrambled back to his feet, his left leg twitching, almost folding. He felt the wound start to heal, but much more slowly than usual.
Mazael thought he could take Corvad. But with the Glamdaigyr's power added to the mix...he wasn't so sure. 
“You are fortunate,” said Corvad, “that you are a child of the Old Demon. A single scratch from the Glamdaigyr would kill lesser men.” 
“It will take more than a scratch to kill me,” said Mazael.
“Yes,” said Corvad, “but not very much more. You are weak and unworthy, father. I shall slay you and take the power you were too weak to wield.” 
He came at Mazael again.
 
###
 
Timothy sagged, breathing hard.
“Nothing,” he said. “I'm sorry, my lady. The spell is too strong. We simply cannot dispel it.” He shook his head. “Lucan...Lucan could have done it with ease.”
“Do not compare yourself to Lucan,” said Romaria. “He was a fool and you are not.” 
And because of Lucan's folly, because of his decision to wield Mazael's blood in that black staff, they would all die here. 
Romaria stared at the flames, thinking hard.
The others could not hear it, she knew, but the sound of the battle in the throne chamber filled her ears. The clang of steel clashing against steel, the high-pitched screech of enspelled blades. The occasional rumble of taunts or threats. And the grunts of pain as one of the combatants landed a telling blow.
Most of the grunts, she realized, came from Mazael.
 
###
 
Mazael ducked another blow, breathing hard. Corvad had landed a glancing blow on his arm, and another in the damaged spot on his cuirass. Pain throbbed through every motion Mazael took, and his left leg kept twitching. He had managed to land three more hits upon Corvad himself, but every time, the Glamdaigyr blazed with emerald flames, and Corvad’s wounds healed. 
“Useless,” said Corvad. “How could I have been born from such a wretch as you?”
“You talk too much,” said Mazael.
Corvad grinned. “Because I still have the breath left to talk.” 
“And your strength is an illusion,” said Mazael. “You are a puppet of the Old Demon, a puppet who thinks himself free of the strings that guide his every movement.” He shook his head. “The Old Demon once tried to do to me what he has done to you. To turn me into his puppet, his instrument. It's...”
“Silence,” said Corvad.
“It's not too late,” said Mazael. “You can cut the strings. You can be free. You...”
“Brave words,” said Corvad, “from a man about to die.” 
Mazael had no word to answer that.
Because Corvad was right. The Glamdaigyr seemed to give Corvad an infinite reserve of stolen life energy, a way to heal wounds faster than Mazael could deal them. Unless he found a way to get the Glamdaigyr away from Corvad, or summon aid through the wall of flame, then Corvad was going to kill him.
Soon.
Corvad swept up the Glamdaigyr in another attack, and Mazael braced himself. 



Chapter 33 – Brother and Sister
 
Molly strained against her chains. 
She heard the furious battle below, the hideous screeching as the Glamdaigyr's power contested against Mazael’s burning sword. From time to time she caught a glimpse of the battle. Mazael was the more skilled swordsman, but Corvad's wounds did not slow him in the slightest, and Mazael began to falter. Corvad would wear him down, bit by bit, and then take his head.
And then he would transform Molly into a living nightmare.
Again she tried to fall into the shadows, hoping that the battle would weaken the Glamdaigyr's strange ability to keep her from entering the darkness. And again, nothing happened. The barrier remained in place. 
She poured the dark fire of her rage into her muscles, filling them with Demonsouled strength, and shoved herself against the chains. The links trembled as they went taut, but held fast. After a moment Molly slumped against the stone block, panting. The chains were too strong, and the Glamdaigyr's magic too powerful. She could not escape. Corvad would kill Mazael, and then come to her.
And he would turn her into a horror beyond imagination.
Molly closed her eyes, fighting against the hysterical screams that wanted to rise in her throat. She would not beg for mercy. Not from Corvad. She would not!
The rasp of a drawn breath caught her ears. 
Molly turned her head, saw Lucan twitching beside her. During the long journey, she had grown used to his constant muttering and thrashing. Yet now every muscle in his body went rigid, bulging beneath his gray skin. The back of his head pressed against the stone, and a high-pitched keening rose from his lips.
Like he was trying to scream.
 
###
 
Mazael fought in grim silence. Corvad, too, had stopped talking, the green fire reflecting in his eyes. Mazael had landed three more hits, and the last one would have slain a normal man. 

Yet Corvad was not a normal man.
With the Glamdaigyr in his hands, he was not even a normal Demonsouled. 
Corvad landed another blow, the edge of his sword crunching against Mazael's left elbow, and the ghastly chill spread through his arm.
 
###
 
Again Lucan made that keening noise, the muscles in his body drawing so taut that he rose like a bent bow. 
Molly stared at him, her terror momentarily forgotten. He had never done anything like this before. Was he reacting to the dark magic of Arylkrad, or perhaps the power of the Glamdaigyr? Or had the warlocks' spell already taken effect on him?
Lucan opened his mouth and screamed, his cry echoing off the domed ceiling.
Then he went limp and slumped against the stone block, so motionless that for a moment Molly wondered if he had died. 
Then he began to change before her eyes. 
 
###
 
“I am sorry, my lady,” said Timothy. “We cannot dispel the barrier. We simply do not have the strength.”
Romaria gave a nod, gazing into the flames. A heavy shield might absorb the fire long enough for her to race into the throne chamber. Or if she took the form of the great wolf, perhaps she would have the strength to jump over the fire.
She gave the flames a dubious look. If she had a sufficient running start. If she did it just right. One slip and she would...
An awful scream rang out.
 
###
 
Corvad froze as the scream rang out, looking at the dais.
“What the devil did she do?” he muttered.
Mazael seized his chance.
He drove forward, all his strength and weight aiming Lion for Corvad's throat. Corvad snarled and twisted to the side, but not before Lion's ripped a gash in his neck. Mazael kept up the attack, knocking Corvad back on his heels. He was too close for Corvad to use the massive Glamdaigyr, and Mazael scored hit after minor hit, Lion pumping azure fire into Corvad's wounds. 
Corvad snarled and raised the Glamdaigyr, fingers of green lightning erupting from the sigils. The lightning raked through Mazael, and he stumbled, trying to keep his balance through the pain. 
He failed, and fell to one knee.
Corvad attacked, the Glamdaigyr trailing ghostly flame.
 
###
 
Molly watched as Lucan...as Lucan...
Healed.
There was no better word for it.
His arms and legs shrank, straightening as their deformity vanished. His veins lost their black, corrupted tone, turning blue once more. The grayness vanished from his skin. The red glow faded from his fluttering eyelids. Within moments, he looked like a gaunt, short young man with a ragged shock of black hair, clad in the filthy remnants of a wizard's coat. 
Whatever had happened, Molly was sure it wasn't what Corvad planned.
One of the warlocks turned, all three of its eyes focused upon Lucan. 
Then Lucan's black eyes shot open. 
 
###
 
Lucan Mandragon looked around, panic flooding through his mind.
For a moment a barrage of broken memories and discordant images danced through his thoughts. A dead land and a black city atop a mountain. Monsters wearing the faces of his family. Hooded shadows stalking him through leafless trees. A dragon the color of blood wheeling over broken towers. Fire reaching out to devour him.
And through it all, the overwhelming sensation that he had just made a terrible mistake...
Then the images drained away, leaving Lucan with confusion.
Where the devil was he? The last thing he remembered was Malavost in the Garden of the Temple, laughing as the bloodstaff shattered in Lucan's hands...
He shivered and looked around.
The first thing he noticed was the black throne and the high dome arching overhead, both in the style of Old Dracaryl. But that was impossible – Deepforest Keep was far outside the ancient borders of Dracaryl. 
Unless he was somehow no longer in Deepforest Keep.
The second thing he saw the young woman lying next to him on the block of black stone. She wore the dark leathers of an assassin of the Skulls, and lay pinned by heavy steel chains. The woman glared at him with gray eyes, her expression a mixture of astonishment and fear.
The third thing he noticed was the three Malrags in robes of tattered black leather standing a short distance away. Malrag shamans, he thought, until he saw the pulsing crimson veins marking their gray hides, their third eyes flickering with red light instead of the usual green. Malrag warlocks, then - enhanced and strengthened by the presence of Demonsouled blood. 
Much as Lucan had enhanced his strength and power through his bloodstaff. 
Which, he recalled, hadn't ended well. 
As one, the warlocks faced him and began casting spells.
 
###
 
Mazael caught Corvad's blow on Lion's blade, the sword's hilt in his hands. The shock of the impact sent pain down his shoulders and back, his wounded leg throbbing. Corvad raised the Glamdaigyr for another strike, and Mazael slashed, opening a cut on the side of Corvad's right leg. Corvad hissed and backed away, and Mazael surged back to his feet, ignoring the pain.
Or trying to. 
Corvad blocked every one of his swings, and once again claimed the offensive.
 
###
 
The wall of green fire sputtered.
“Your spells worked!” said Kjalmir.
Circan gave a sharp shake of his head. “No. Something else is draining power from the fire. I think...I think something's distracting the warlocks.”
The fire flickered, and Romaria glimpsed the throne chamber. She saw Mazael and Corvad locked in combat. Mazael looked haggard and exhausted as Corvad drove him back. Molly had already wounded him badly, and even Mazael's Demonsouled nature had limits. Corvad was going to wear down Mazael and kill him.
Unless Romaria could get an arrow through the flickering flames.
 
###
 
The warlocks raised their clawed hands, and Lucan responded with a spell of his own.
And power, more power than he had thought possible, rushed into him, power that burned like a river of molten iron. It reminded him of the snarling power his bloodstaff had summoned, though without the murderous rage the staff's magic inspired. Had the bloodstaff survived the battle at Deepforest Keep? No, Lucan had seen it shatter with his own eyes. Had he absorbed its power, adding its magic to his own? 
But whatever the source, he needed the power now.
Lucan unleashed a psychokinetic lance, an invisible burst of force leaping from his fist. It caught the rightmost warlock in the chest and blasted the creature from the dais. It soared through the air to smash against the dome, black blood spattering from its wounds, every bone in its body shattering at once. 
The warlock fell in a crumpled heap to the floor, far below.
The surviving two warlocks flung their spells, green lightning bursting from their hands, and Lucan cast a ward around himself, hoping it had the power to deflect their attacks.
 
###
 
Mazael backed away, trying to block Corvad’s assaults, and heard the thunderclap. A black blur shot from the top of the dais to crash into the dome, falling in a heap of pulped gray flesh and black blood. One of the Malrag warlocks.
Or what was left of it.
For a half-second Mazael gazed at the dead warlock in astoinshment.
Too late Mazael realized his mistake. 
Corvad surged into the opening created by Mazael's distraction. Mazael managed to block the attack, but the force of it staggered him. Corvad reversed the sword, the flat of the Glamdaigyr's blade hammering against Mazael's cuirass.
His wounded leg crumpled beneath him, and Mazael fell, his armor clanging. 
Corvad drew back the Glamdaigyr for the kill.
 
###
 
“The spell!” said Timothy. “It's collapsing!”
Romaria nodded. The wall of green flame sputtered, as if it had been doused in water, and suddenly she had a clear view of the throne chamber.
Of Corvad standing over Mazael, the Glamdaigyr raised for a killing blow.
Romaria didn't hesitate. Her bow snapped up and she released. Once again her arrow caught Corvad in the neck, and he fell to one knee. 
 
###
 
Molly watched as Lucan Mandragon fought the remaining two Malrag warlocks. 
The warlocks unleashed arcs of green lightning, but Lucan deflected them, the blasts rebounding to tear smoking gouges in the dome. Lucan gestured, no doubt launching a burst of psychokinetic force, but the warlocks cast shimmering wards about themselves. Again the warlocks flung lightning at Lucan, and again he blocked them, the lightning bouncing into the ceiling. 
One bolt passed so close that it blew a chunk from the stone block, hot splinters grazing Molly's arm and cheek.
Lucan beckoned, and gray mist swirled around his feet. A half-dozen misshapen, grotesque beasts, a hideous cross between a panther and a squid, emerged from the mist. Spirit creatures, summoned and bound to Lucan's will. The things raced towards the warlocks. The warlocks' next barrage of lightning destroyed three of the beasts, but the survivors sprang upon the nearest warlock, fangs and claws flashing.
The warlock collapsed in a spray of black blood. 
The remaining warlock gestured at Lucan, but Lucan was faster. Another blast of force burst from his fingers and seized the warlock, flinging it from the dais and driving it into the dome with terrific speed.
The resultant mess fell in a sloppy pile to the floor. 
Lucan took a deep breath, wiping sweat from his brow. His black eyes fell upon her, and Molly felt a chill. He had power, enough power that he could kill Malrag warlocks with ease. 
For a moment, just a moment, he reminded her of the Old Demon.
Then Lucan blinked, and he looked like a very confused, very tired young man.
“Who the devil are you?” said Lucan.
“Molly,” said Molly. And then, just to see how he would react, “Mazael Cravenlock's bastard daughter.” 
Lucan blinked. “Ah. I'm sure he'll be thrilled. And where are we?”
“Arylkrad,” said Molly, “a ruin of Old Dracaryl. My brother Corvad kidnapped you. Since you were stupid enough to use stolen Demonsouled power, he planned to use the corruption in your blood to transform me into a Malrag Queen.” 
“That would explain the chains,” said Lucan. He took a quick look over the throne chamber, and Molly saw his mind racing. “If I let you go, what will you do?”
“I'm going to kill Corvad,” said Molly. 
“An excellent idea,” said Lucan. “If you're troublesome, I can always kill you later.”
There was no boasting in his voice. A simple, calm statement of fact. It unsettled Molly.
And after watching him mow down Corvad's pet warlocks, she had no doubt that he could do it. 
“You can kill me,” said Molly, “after I kill Corvad.” 
After she made him pay for what he had done to Nicholas. And if she survived that, she would hunt down the Old Demon and kill him. Or die at his hands in the attempt, most likely. But they would pay for what they had to Nicholas. 
Lucan nodded, and gestured. A sharp crack, and the locks on the chains binding Molly shattered. She scrambled to her feet, pulling the chains away, and reached for the dark fire within her. The Glamdaigyr still blocked her from walking into the shadows. But she was free, and she knew how to fight. 
Once she laid her hands on a sword.
“Come,” said Lucan, and they walked down the stairs. 
 
###
 
Mazael struggled to stand as Corvad raised the Glamdaigyr for the kill. 
Then an arrow slammed into Corvad's neck, and he jerked to the side. Mazael staggered back to his feet, Lion raised in guard. Corvad ripped out the arrow, blood gushing from his neck and mouth, but the wound closed at once. Another arrow slammed into his elaborate cuirass, denting it, and another sprouted from his shoulder. 
Mazael risked a glance over his shoulder. The wall of green flame had disappeared, and Romaria and Osric raced into the throne chamber, bows raised. Behind them hastened Gerald and Kjalmir and the knights and armsmen, shields raised, weapons in hand, along with Timothy and Circan in their long black coats. 
Corvad's lips peeled back from his bloodstained teeth in a snarl, and he lifted the Glamdaigyr. 
“Corvad!”
Mazael looked towards the dais.
Molly ran down the steps, the crimson sword of an ancient Malrag in her hand. With her walked Lucan Mandragon, clad in the tattered remnants of his clothes. When Mazael last saw him, he had been a misshapen, twisted husk, warped by the Demonsouled power he had stolen. Now he had been restored to his old self, though he looked utterly exhausted. 
Lucan met his gaze, and then looked away, as if ashamed. 
Corvad snarled in fury. 
“You slew Nicholas,” said Molly. “You'll pay for that.” 
“The blood of the Arminiars you murdered cries out for vengeance,” said Kjalmir, pointing with his hammer. “Today they shall be satisfied!” 
“It's over, Corvad,” said Mazael. The remaining Malrags and ebony dead hastened to Corvad's side, but the knights and armsmen outnumbered them. Corvad could not possibly overcome them all. “Put down that sword. This need not end in death.” 
Corvad only laughed.
“Fool,” he said. “This can only end in death. I shall be the Destroyer. You cannot stop me. You don't know my power.” He raised the Glamdaigyr. “Let me show you!”
“So be it!” said Mazael. “Kill him!” 
Lucan, Timothy, and Circan all began casting spells. Romaria and Osric took aim with their bows, as did Kjalmir's crossbowmen. Corvad's Demonsouled healing, even aided by the Glamdaigyr, could not possibly repair that much damage all at once.
Corvad bellowed, raised the Glamdaigyr in both hands, and slammed the point into the floor. The entire castle trembled with the blow, Arylkrad ringing like a massive bell, and green fire flowed from the Glamdaigyr and into the earth.
In the walls, dozens of stone panels exploded, and the ebony dead, hundreds of them, surged forth.
 
###
 
Lucan felt the waves of cold power radiating from the black sword in Corvad's hands. The weapon was an artifact of Old Dracaryl, a thing of immense necromantic power. With that sword, Lucan could enhance his powers greatly, could...
No. He had almost destroyed himself with the bloodstaff. No more playing with artifacts of dark magic.
More of the ebony skeletons erupted from the niches on the walls, and Lucan realized he might not live out the next few hours anyway. A strange memory flickered through his mind, a ruined black city, of hooded shapes lurking in a dead forest...
Lucan shoved aside the thought. This was no time for distractions. 
He conjured more spirit creatures to fling into the melee. Mazael yelled orders, and his men formed a shield wall, knights and armsmen in the front, archers and crossbowmen behind. He hurried down the line, slapping Lion against his men's weapons, spreading Lion's azure fire. That was good – Lucan doubted normal steel could harm the black skeletons. 
Corvad himself charged at Mazael, snarling curses, the Glamdaigyr a shaft of darkness and green fire in his hands.
Besides Lucan, Molly disappeared in a swirl of darkness. 
 
###
 
Romaria loosed arrow after arrow. They were useless against the ebony dead, but she shot Malrag after Malrag, her shafts finding the gaps in their crimson armor. Then the undead were upon her, and she lifted her bastard sword, the blade crackling with pale blue flames. Two of the ebony dead attacked her, and she took the head from the first, blue flames filling its empty eye sockets. The second swung a black mace, and Romaria parried, sidestepped, and ripped her sword through the thing's ribcage. 
The ebony dead possessed strength and resilience, but lacked skill with their weapons. Romaria cut through them like a storm. Behind her the shield wall stood firm, the men striking down the waves of undead attackers.
But there were so many of them. 
For every man that fell, a dozen of the undead collapsed in ruin...but the ebony dead had more than enough numbers to make up for it. 
And still more of the black skeletons poured from the niches in the walls. 
 
###
 
Molly reappeared at the base of the dais, some distance from the raging melee.
Her ability to walk through the shadows had returned. Apparently the Glamdaigyr didn’t have enough power to simultaneously summon the ebony dead and to keep her from walking the shadows.
She saw the blue fire struggling against green as Mazael dueled Corvad. Without the Glamdaigyr, Mazael might have been able to take Corvad. But with it, Corvad's strength exceeded his own. Molly saw him faltering as Corvad landed hit after hit with the Glamdaigyr. 
Mostly likely Corvad would kill everyone in this chamber.
Unless Molly slew him first.
Her sword, still wet with her brother's blood, lay where Corvad had dropped it. Molly scooped it up, the crimson Malrag blade in her left hand, her own sword in her right. She could not take Corvad in a straight fight, even without the Glamdaigyr's strength enhancing him. But with Mazael distracting him, with the chaos of battle raging around them...
And her own life would be coin well-spent, if she avenged Nicholas.
Molly took a deep breath and stepped back into the shadows.
 
###
 
Corvad focused his wrath on Mazael. 
The battle raged around them, waves of ebony dead flinging themselves at Mazael's men. But the dead ignored Mazael. 
Which was just as well, because Corvad occupied his full attention.
He parried and dodged, backing away, but Corvad kept up the pursuit, never slowing, never tiring. Mazael even managed to land a few minor hits, but Corvad no longer seemed to notice or care. Mazael could not say the same. His left leg blazed with agony, and his arms trembled with effort. His wounds were healing, but not fast enough, and he barely could hold Lion. 
He saw the end of their fight approaching with grim certainty. None of the others could reach him – Romaria, Gerald, and Kjalmir all struggled against the ebony dead. Even Lucan, with all his power, could not fight his way through the undead. 
If Mazael fell again, he lacked the strength to get up again. 
Darkness flickered behind Corvad.
And then Molly was there, her sword in her right hand, a Malrag blade in her left. She plunged both swords into Corvad's back, in the gap between the armor plates, and wrenched them free. Corvad snarled and spun to face her, the Glamdaigyr arcing for her head, but Molly disappeared, reappearing a dozen yards away. Mazael lunged and opened a cut on Corvad's leg.
Corvad backed away, face twisted with fury.
“That was for Nicholas!” shouted Molly, circling to her left. 
“You'll pay for this!” snarled Corvad. “You'll scream and beg for your life, the way your precious Nicholas did!” His eyes flicked to Mazael. “You'll both scream, before I'm done!”
Mazael charged, throwing his remaining strength into an attack. Corvad held his ground, beating aside Mazael's slashes. Yet Molly flickered into the shadows and reappeared behind him, stabbing Corvad in the back once again. The wounds did not slow him, did not even seem to hurt him very much. Yet they did distract him. And if Mazael landed a telling blow while Corvad was distracted...
Corvad spun, bellowing curses, and again Molly vanished. Mazael swung Lion, the tip cutting across Corvad's neck. Corvad's bellow became a scream, and he punched, the Glamdaigyr's pommel clanging off Mazael's helmet. His left leg seized up, and Corvad drew back his sword for the kill.
Again Molly appeared behind Corvad, swords angled to stab. Too late Mazael realized that Corvad had not been aiming for him, had only been maneuvering to catch Molly unaware. Molly lunged for him, and Corvad grinned. 
He buried the Glamdaigyr her chest, the point of the blade erupting from her back. 
Her mouth dropped open in shock and pain, the swords falling from her hands. 
“Die!” said Corvad, “you useless...”
It was Mazael's last chance. 
He flung himself at Corvad, tackling the younger man. Corvad roared in fury, and tried to bring the Glamdaigyr around, but the weapon was buried in Molly's chest. She fell backward in a limp heap, pulling the greatsword with her.
And from Corvad's hands. 
“No!” shrieked Corvad, and he fell, Mazael's weight driving him to the floor. Mazael landed atop Corvad, his knees pinning the younger man's arms. Pain burned up Mazael's wounded leg, but he stabbed Lion with all the remaining strength he could muster.
The sword sank into Corvad's throat, blazing with azure flame. Corvad's howls of rage choked off, and he thrashed, trying to tear free. But Mazael leaned on Lion, pinning it in place, and the sword sent pulse after pulse of blue fire into Corvad's wound. 
Corvad's thrashing slowed, and his gray eyes, filled with rage and pain, met Mazael's. 
“I am sorry,” said Mazael. “For what you've become. For what I must do.”
He held Lion in place until Corvad stopped moving.
 
###
 
When Corvad fell, the ebony dead went motionless. Romaria hacked her way through them, hastening to Mazael's side.
She saw Molly first.
The young woman lay on her side, the Glamdaigyr jutting from her chest. The heart, the brain, or the throat, Romaria knew. Inflict enough damage there, and even Demonsouled healing could not overcome it. And Corvad had almost certainly driven the Glamdaigyr through Molly's heart. 
Yet if she removed the sword in time...
Romaria hesitated. Perhaps it would be better if Molly died. She was Demonsouled, had been trained as an assassin. The gods alone knew what she might do, if she lived. 
But she had fought against Corvad, at the end. Even at the cost of her life. 
Romaria looked at Mazael, leaning on Lion. He had not wanted to kill either of his children. Now his son lay dead at his hand.
Romaria made up her mind. 
She knelt and wrenched the Glamdaigyr from Molly's chest, the blade slick with blood. Immediately a cold chill shot up her arms, and she heard a voice whispering inside her skull. Romaria flung the vile sword aside in disgust and looked at Molly's wound. It was undoubtedly mortal.
And yet, bit by bit, it was starting to close. 



Chapter 34 – The Bastard of Castle Cravenlock
 
The day after the battle, Molly stood on the ramparts of Arylkrad. Her wounds had ruined her leather armor, so she wove an oversized wool shirt and a heavy cloak to keep the chill at bay. Her sword and daggers hung at her belt, within easy reach.
Not that she needed them. 
Her chest and back ached, and drawing breath too deeply sent spasms of pain down her sides. The wound Corvad inflicted had healed, more or less. But she suspected she would always carry a scar between her breasts and upon her back. 
Along with the other scars Corvad had left upon her heart and soul.
Corvad, and her thrice-damned grandfather. 
She watched the activity in the valley. Some of Mazael's men and the Arminiars swarmed over the carcass of the golden-scaled dragon, butchering it. The great beast's fangs would make excellent daggers, its talons superb swords, and its scales armor without equal. Mazael had dealt the killing blow, but he insisted that every man take a share, and that the widows and orphans of the men slain in the fighting receive a double portion. Many of the knights and armsmen would go home wealthy men.
No wonder his men followed him with such devotion. 
She turned her gaze to the courtyard. More men walked from the castle's great black gates, piling sacks against the curtain wall. With the castle's wards destroyed, Arylkrad lay open for the taking. The gold and gems from the treasury, Mazael would take back to Castle Cravenlock to distribute among his vassals and followers. The books and scrolls of dark magic from the library burned in a corner of the courtyard. And the enchanted weapons and objects of power, he would keep locked in Castle Cravenlock.
Not that Molly cared about that. Gold and gems and enchanted baubles meant nothing. She only cared about avenging Nicholas, about...
A tremor went through her hands. For almost a year, she had thought that she would kill Mazael to avenge Nicholas. But Corvad and the Old Demon had lied to her all along, had intended to transform her into a monster. They had killed Nicholas, and filled her head with lies. 
Yet Corvad had paid, and now Molly cared about nothing.
And had no reason left to live.
She peered over the edge of the ramparts. It was a fall of at least a hundred feet from the ramparts to the courtyard. Surely that would kill her. Or if she took a running leap over the wall, she would plummet at least a thousand feet to the valley floor. Could she kill herself that way? Or would she panic at the last minute, and walk the shadows to safety? 
Nicholas was gone. No reason to live. Why even keep going?
Molly took a deep breath, gazing into the valley.
She heard the rasp of leather on stone, and saw Mazael Cravenlock and Romaria Greenshield walking toward her. 
Her father still moved with a limp, though the worst of his wounds had faded. He had removed his battered armor, and now only wore a mail shirt and his enchanted sword – Lion, he called it, hanging at his belt. Romaria seemed none the worse the wear, though her hands never strayed far from her bow or sword. 
“They don't know, do they?” said Molly. 
Mazael frowned. “Know what?” 
“What you really are,” said Molly. “What we really are.”
“No,” said Mazael. “Romaria knows. Lucan figured it out, years ago. A Cirstarican monk knew, but I haven't seen him since Mitor was killed. And you. No one else knows.” 
Molly let out a bitter little laugh. “I doubt they'd care. They love you. Lord Mazael, their mighty champion, who has led them to victory after victory.”
Mazael scowled. “Not enough of them. Too many have fallen, and will never see the Grim Marches again.” 
Molly blinked. Corvad had never shown the slightest hint of remorse for those who had died in his schemes. And she couldn't imagine the Old Demon ever would. 
“You aren't like them,” said Romaria, voice quiet. “Are you?”
“What do you mean?” said Molly.
“You were thinking of your brother and the Old Demon,” said Romaria. “How you do not enjoy slaughter, not the way they do.”
Molly sniffed. “I have seen you shoot a Malrag dead at a hundred yards and change into a wolf. Can you read minds as well, my lady Romaria?”
“Hardly,” said Romaria. “But I can guess what you are thinking, plain enough. I've fought you, and my father always said you never truly knew anyone until you fought them. And you never killed any of Mazael's men, not even when it would be convenient. And you left Corvad and the Old Demon.”
Molly gave a slow nod.
“You didn't want anything more to do with them,” said Romaria. “You wanted a quiet life with Nicholas. You only returned to your brother and the Old Demon because they murdered Nicholas and cast the blame on Mazael.” 
Molly said nothing.
“And for what it's worth,” said Romaria, “I'm glad I never managed to kill you.”
Molly snorted laughter. “I imagine you are.”
“And I, as well,” said Mazael. “Corvad would have slain me, and all my men, if not for your aid.” 
“I didn't do it for you or your men,” said Molly.
“I know,” said Mazael. “But I am grateful for it, all the same.”
They stood in silence for a moment, the hot wind rising from the valley fighting with the chill descending from the mountains. 
“What will you do now?” said Romaria.
“I think I will kill myself,” said Molly. “All I wanted, all that was left for me, was to avenge Nicholas. And now that's done.” 
“You needn't do that,” said Mazael.
“And what shall I do instead?” said Molly. “Go back to the Skulls? Become an assassin once more? I am weary of that life. Or shall I find some rich merchant and seduce him? Riches are meaningless. And I am Demonsouled. We are monsters, father, you and I. Perhaps it is better if we both are slain.”
“We have the Old Demon's blood,” said Mazael. “But that doesn't mean we have to follow in his footsteps. I did not, though it cost me and those I love dearly. And you didn't.” 
Molly said nothing.
“Don't kill yourself,” said Mazael. “Come back to Castle Cravenlock with me.”
Molly laughed, long and loud. She had dreamed of killing this man for so long, and the thought of living in his castle was simply absurd. “To do what, pray?” 
“To live there,” said Mazael. “I will acknowledge you as my daughter.” 
“And what shall I do there, father?” said Molly. “Dote on you? Bring you your wine at table? Wed some powerful lord you need to befriend?”
“Whatever you wish, I imagine,” said Mazael. He snorted. “And I doubt you would listen to me, in any case. But my lands and people have many enemies – the San-keth, the Malrags, the Demonsouled. Your skills and talents would be useful against them.”
“Too many of your men have seen me walk the shadows,” said Molly. “They'll know I'm Demonsouled.”
“They won't,” said Mazael. “We'll tell them that you have some magical ability. Not enough to join the brotherhood of wizards, but enough to cast some spells. One that allows you to stride through the darkness, for instance.”
“That would hardly pass muster,” said Molly.
“In Barellion or one of the free cities, it might not,” said Romaria. “But the Grim Marches are a rougher place. Especially since the Malrags came.”
“That is...more than I expected,” said Molly. “This offer, I mean. Especially since I tried to kill you.”
Mazael nodded. 
“But...I have no reason to go on. No reason to live. Nicholas is dead,” said Molly, “and avenged. What other purpose is there?”
“You've haven't avenged Nicholas,” said Romaria. “Not completely.”
“What do you mean?” said Molly, scowling. “You saw Mazael kill Corvad.”
“I killed Corvad,” said Mazael, “but I did not kill the Old Demon.”
Molly said nothing. She knew that he spoke the truth. The Old Demon bore as much responsibility for Nicholas's death as had Corvad. 
But her grandfather was power made flesh. She could not possibly kill him.
“He is the author of all your pain, in the end,” said Mazael. “Corvad was only his tool. And I know he hasn't forgotten me. I dared to defy him. He will come for me again, one day. And I intend to be ready for him.”
“Corvad paid for what he did,” said Romaria, “but the Old Demon has not. And he'll do it again and again to others, make them suffer the way you suffered. You can kill yourself now, if you want...but if you do, you'll never have the chance to bring him to account.” 
Molly stared at her father and his lover for a long time. She wanted to make the Old Demon pay, wanted that very badly. Perhaps with the aid of others, she might have a chance. 
But something else tugged at her. She had grown up with her mother, with the Skulls, with Corvad. None of them had felt like a home. The time with Nicholas, that had felt like a home. 
Could she have that again?
Mazael was her father. She felt nothing for him. But...she did not hate him. He had never known of her existence, and she could not hate him for that. And she respected Romaria, respected her a great deal. Could Castle Cravenlock become a home for her?
Molly had no idea.
But she wanted to find out.
She needed to find out.
Molly stared at Romaria for a moment longer, and then nodded.
 
###
 
Mazael walked into the throne chamber.
Time to get this over with.
It was deserted, save for the corpses of the slain Malrags and the crumbling bones of the ebony dead. The bodies of Mazael's men had been removed to a pyre in Red Valley. Corvad's corpse still lay where it had fallen, clad in the armor of Old Dracaryl. It could lie there until Arylkrad crumbled into dust, for all Mazael cared.
Lucan stood over the corpse, staring at it.
Mazael joined him. 
Lucan had cast aside his rags for the wool and leather of an armsman. All traces of his deformities had vanished, and now he looked little different than Mazael remembered. Save for his black eyes. They looked wearier, older, than Mazael recalled.
And, perhaps, much colder.
“What,” said Lucan after a moment, “are you going to do with the Glamdaigyr?”
“I can't destroy it,” said Mazael. He had hoped that Lion could shatter the black sword the way it had Ultorin's bloodsword, but the Glamdaigyr was too powerful. “I even tried dipping it in the lava, but it remained untouched. I cannot leave it here. Arylkrad's wards are gone, and the sword is too powerful to lie about unprotected. I'll have to take it with me to Castle Cravenlock, and guard the thing as best I can.” 
“It is a weapon of immense power,” said Lucan. “Corvad barely used a tenth of its potential. Keeping the sword under guard will draw...unwelcome attention from those who wish to claim it.”
“From you, perhaps?” said Mazael.
Lucan ignored that. “You should take Corvad's diadem as well.” He nudged Corvad's corpse with the toe of his boot. 
“You recognize it?”
“Aye. It's another relic of Old Dracaryl, one called the Banurdem. It bestows upon its bearer the power to command both the undead and the dragons. Not the sort of thing you want to fall into the wrong hands.” 
“Much like the Glamdaigyr,” said Mazael, “or the blood of a child of the Old Demon?”
Lucan did not answer.
“When did it begin?” said Mazael. 
“Before we left for Knightcastle to wed your sister to Sir Gerald,” said Lucan. “I suspected you were Demonsouled, even then. I took some of your blood and tested it, and had my proof. The blood held great power...power which I needed. You remember when Morebeth Galbraith wounded me?”
Mazael nodded.
“The wound was mortal, but I kept a vial of your blood. It gave me the power to heal the wound, and to strike back against her. We face terrible enemies. The San-keth, the Demonsouled, others. I needed power to defeat them. But I could hardly store a vial of your blood for every emergency. So I created the bloodstaff. That preserved and enhanced the power of your blood, and gave me the strength I needed.”
“And it almost destroyed you,” said Mazael.
Lucan sighed. “It did.”
“You mad fool,” said Mazael. “Romaria and Rachel both told me not to trust you.”
“Perhaps it was not the best decision,” said Lucan. “But I did what I had to do.”
“What you had to do!” Mazael said. “It almost killed you. It was turning you into a monster like Ultorin! I didn't see it at the time, but it became clear in hindsight. You had trouble controlling the rage, didn’t you?”
Lucan did not meet his eye, but he nodded.
“Did you kill anyone?” said Mazael.
“One,” said Lucan, voice quiet. “An Elderborn druid, during that skirmish north of Deepforest Keep. I...got carried away.” 
“Fool,” said Mazael. “You know how hard I've fought to keep my blood under control. How I've struggled to keep it from turning me into a monster. And you...you took that power into yourself of your own will?”
“I thought I could control it,” said Lucan. “It seemed safe enough.”
“Plainly it was not!” said Mazael.
Lucan scowled. “I did what was necessary! If I had not taken your blood, Morebeth Galbraith would have killed us both. If I had not forged the bloodstaff, Ultorin and his Malrag shamans would have defeated us, the Grim Marches would have been laid waste, and Malavost would have become a living god. Yes, I used the evil power of the Demonsouled, just as you do. But I used it to a good end. Just as you do.”
“It is not the same!” said Mazael. “I was born this way. Do you think I want the kind of power I have? The responsibility? The fight to keep it from devouring me? I've had to live with it as best I can. But you...you stole the power. And it turned you into a monster.” 
“Power belongs to those strong enough to claim it,” said Lucan. He closed his eyes. “But...perhaps you are right. Good ends may have come of it. But using your blood was a terrible risk. And I...I have paid for it. Dearly.” This time he met Mazael's eyes. “I will not do it again.” 
Mazael hesitated. Some part of his mind, the darker part, the Demonsouled part, wanted to kill Lucan then and there. Maybe Rachel and Romaria were right. But Lucan’s aid had saved Mazael's life a dozen times during the war against Ultorin. 
And if not for Lucan’s help, Corvad would have killed Mazael.
“Very well,” said Mazael. 
“And I will not use the Glamdaigyr or the Banurdem either,” said Lucan. “I know you suspect I wish to claim them. And you suspect justly, I might add. But...I have seen the dangers of using power beyond my capacity. I will not make the same mistake twice.”
“Good,” said Mazael. “It would be a better world, if we Demonsouled did not exist. But we do. And we must make the best of it.”
“I know,” said Lucan.
 
###
 
Lucan watched Mazael walk away.
He had not told the entire truth. Lucan had no intention of stealing any more Demonsouled blood, or of using the Glamdaigyr or the Banurdem. All were too dangerous.
But the well of power from the bloodstaff remained within him. Somehow it had fused with his soul, granting him its power permanently. He suspected it had healed him, had awakened him from his coma. Nor did the power seem to inflict any negative side effects. When he tapped into it, the power inspired neither murderous rage nor corrupted his flesh.
Lucan intended to put it to good use.
He let out a deep breath. Mazael was right about one thing. Using the bloodstaff had been terrible folly, an insane risk. Yet it had worked out in the end. Lucan was still alive. Malavost and Ultorin were dead, and Corvad's plan to create a Malrag Queen stopped.
Everything had worked out.
Hadn’t it?
For a brief instant the hazy recollection of a black city swam before Lucan's eyes. A memory of a dream from his coma, he suspected. No doubt he had glimpsed Arylkrad as Corvad and Molly carried him inside, and his mind had constructed a dream from the half-seen images.
Just a dream. He was still alive, and his enemies had been defeated.
Yet why did he feel as if he had made some terrible mistake?



Chapter 35 – Beginnings
 
Nine days later, Mazael and his men returned to Castle Highgate.
Lord Robert hosted them in a great feast, celebrating the defeat of both Corvad and the dragon. Osric told the tale, and the grizzled knight had quite a talent for storytelling. Soon the entire hall laughed and cheered to the tale. 
Tymaen sat at Robert's side, quiet and still.
Lucan did not attend the feast.
The next day, Mazael retrieved his horses and departed Castle Highgate.
“Good journeys to you, my lord,” said Osric. “Or should I call you Dragonslayer?”
“Don't,” said Mazael with a laugh. “Lord Richard will be wroth.”
“Aye,” said Osric, grinning. “If you ever want to go through the mountains, find me. I'll follow you again.”
 
###
 
They rode south through the Grim Marches.
Autumn had fallen during their mountain journey, and everywhere Mazael rode, he saw peasants harvesting fields, rebuilding villages damaged during Ultorin's invasion. He spoke with the peasants as they passed, and heard the news. There were a few reports of Malrag attacks, but not many. Most of the surviving Malrag warbands had escaped to the caverns of the Great Mountains, or retreated into the Great Southern Forest. With both Corvad and Ultorin dead, the Malrags had turned to fighting each other once more.
The war was finally over.
 
###
 
At last, Mazael returned victorious to Castle Cravenlock. Ultorin and Corvad were slain, the harvest had been brought in, and Mazael's knights, vassals, and peasants wanted to celebrate.
A great feast was held, both in Castle Cravenlock and the town's square. Commoners and knights alike celebrated the victory and praised the gods for delivering them from the wrath of the Malrags. Perhaps Mazael could rebuild the Grim Marches now. Perhaps he could bring peace, could let his people grow fat and rich and happy. 
Though the Old Demon would come for him one day, he knew.
And when that day came, he intended to be ready.
 
###
 
The day after the feast, Mazael saw his guests off.
Gerald and his surviving men mounted their horses in the courtyard. Rachel's belly had swollen with pregnancy, and Gerald attended her with devoted solicitousness. Aldane was bigger than Mazael remembered, but Rachel still carried him constantly. 
“We're bound for Knightcastle,” said Gerald. “Winter's coming, and I want Rachel safe at home before the snows close the roads.”
“Thank you, Mazael,” said Rachel. “You promised to get Aldane back, and you did.”
Mazael laughed. “You slew Malavost, sister, not I.” 
She grinned, but then her smile faded. “That bastard daughter of yours, Mazael. I spoke with her.”
“And?” said Mazael.
“I...like her. More than I thought,” said Rachel. “We have nothing in common, of course...but she has suffered so much.” As Rachel had. “Be kind to her, Mazael.”
“I shall,” said Mazael. 
He gripped Gerald's hand, and the party rode through the gates, the Roland banner with its silver greathelm sigil flapping overhead. Mazael crossed the courtyard, to where the red-cloaked Arminiars prepared their horses. 
“I must return to Northreach and Castle Arminus,” said Kjalmir. “Your hospitality has been grand, my lord Mazael, but I must return to my duties, and my order needs me.”
“I understand,” said Mazael. “Your aid was invaluable.”
Kjalmir grinned. “And you brought down that dog Corvad. If you ever come to Northreach, my lord, we shall give you a grand welcome.” He craned his neck. “Where is Lady Romaria? I would give her my farewells, too.”
Mazael smiled. “She's attending to something important.”
 
###
 
Molly blinked. “Where are we going?”
She sat atop a horse, following Romaria around the base of Castle Cravenlock's craggy hill.
“You're good with a sword, and better with a dagger,” said Romaria. “But you've no skill with a bow.” 
Molly shook her head. “The Skulls never taught it.”
“Then you'll need to learn to hunt,” said Romaria. “Winter is coming, and there's little else to do when the snows come. You'll have to learn to shoot.”
Molly stared at the other woman for a long moment, and then felt herself smile. “Yes. Yes. I would like that.”
Romaria nodded, and steered her horse for the plains, Molly following. 
Perhaps the future would not be as dark as Molly feared. 



Epilogue
Lucan opened the door to his tower room.

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

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

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

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




About the Author
Standing over six feet tall, Jonathan Moeller has the piercing blue eyes of a Conan of Cimmeria, the bronze-colored hair a Visigothic warrior-king, and the stern visage of a captain of men, none of which are useful in his career as a computer repairman, alas.

He has written the DEMONSOULED series of sword-and-sorcery novels, and continues to write THE GHOSTS sequence about assassin and spy Caina Amalas, the COMPUTER BEGINNER'S GUIDE series of computer books, and numerous other works.

Visit his website at:

http://www.jonathanmoeller.com
Visit his technology blog at:

http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/screed
Contact him at:
jmcontact@jonathanmoeller.com
You can sign up for his email newsletter here, or watch for news on his Facebook page.



Table of Contents
Description
Other books by the author
Chapter 1 - The Dead Walk
Chapter 2 – Shadow Walk
Chapter 3 - Wolf Hunt
Chapter 4 – Ruins
Chapter 5 – Crawling Shadows
Chapter 6 – Raiders
Chapter 7 – Red Knights
Chapter 8 - A Vial of Blood
Chapter 9 – Shades
Chapter 10 – Vengeance
Chapter 11 – Duel
Chapter 12 – Blood Ties
Chapter 13 – Mirrors
Chapter 14 – Secrets
Chapter 15 – Beneath the Mask
Chapter 16 – False Oaths
Chapter 17 – The Battle of Morsen Village
Chapter 18 – Ruined Temple
Chapter 19 – The Cleric of Sepharivaim
Chapter 20 – Master of Shadows
Chapter 21 – Children of the Old Demon
Chapter 22 - Castle Highgate
Chapter 23 – Crown of Dracaryl
Chapter 24 – The Dead City
Chapter 25 – Dragon Fire
Chapter 26 – Guardians
Chapter 27 – Oracles
Chapter 28 – The Glamdaigyr
Chapter 29 – Only Blood Can Pay For Blood
Chapter 30 – The Malrag Queen
Chapter 31- The Soul of the Dragon
Chapter 32 – Father and Son
Chapter 33 – Brother and Sister
Chapter 34 – The Bastard of Castle Cravenlock
Chapter 35 – Beginnings
Epilogue
SOUL OF SORCERY Bonus Chapter
About the Author


cover.jpeg





