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Description
 MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is the last hope. As castle after castle falls to the runedead horde, Mazael must lead his armies to victory...or the world shall fall into darkness forever. 

 And Mazael must stop his father's dark plans. No matter what the cost to himself.  

 LUCAN MANDRAGON wields the relics of a forgotten empire, the runedead his to command. Soon he shall destroy the Demonsouled and free the world of their curse forever. 

 No matter who he has to kill to do it. 

 SKALATAN is the strongest of the serpent priests, and soon he will become stronger still. For he shall claim the power of the Demonsouled and become the new god of the serpent people. 

 And then all men will bow before the serpent god.  

 THE OLD DEMON is ready at last. 

 For centuries he has plotted and manipulated kings and lords. Now he shall seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself, and become the new god. 

 And all the world will be his to torment.  
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Author's Note
SOUL OF SWORDS has many characters and locations. At the request of numerous readers, I have added a Glossary of Characters and a Glossary of Locations to the end of the book, providing a short, spoiler-free description of all the characters (living and dead) and locations mentioned in the book. Both Glossaries will appear in the Table of Contents, and should you need to consult them, you can use your ereader's Table of Contents function to quickly check one of the Glossaries and then return to your previous place in the book. 







Chapter 1 - An Old Enemy

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







Chapter 2 - Hunters of the Dead

Within an hour over four hundred horsemen passed through the gates of Castle Cravenlock, circled around the castle’s rocky hill, and rode west. 
Mazael rode at their head atop an ill-tempered destrier named Gauntlet. He wore armor fashioned from the carcass of the dragon he had slain in the mountains, the scales flashing like gold in the afternoon sun. Sir Aulus Hirtan, a thin, sour-faced knight, rode at Mazael’s left, carrying the Cravenlock standard, a black banner displaying three crossed silver swords. At his right rode Riothamus and Romaria and Sir Hagen Bridgebane, the black-bearded knight who served as Mazael’s armsmaster. After them came two hundred of Mazael’s sworn knights and armsmen, and fifty of the knights who had come east with Gerald.
One hundred and fifty Tervingi horsethains brought up the rear, Earnachar son of Balnachar riding proudly at their head. When the Tervingi crossed the Great Mountains and invaded the Grim Marches, the Tervingi thains had fought either on foot or upon the backs of their war mammoths. Their lack of horsemen allowed Lord Richard to defeat them at Stone Tower, and Mazael to overcome Ragnachar in the moments before Lucan unleashed the Great Rising. 
But Earnachar and Arnulf and the other Tervingi headmen had begun training horsemen of their own, swearing warriors into their service as horsethains. 
It was just as well. If Lucan had gathered a horde of runedead, Mazael would need every warrior he could find.
“Mazael,” said Romaria. “I see them.”
Mazael nodded and gave the command to halt.
To the west, he saw a dark mass coming closer.

###

Romaria stood up her stirrups and stared west.
Her senses had always been sharp. Her father had been Athaelin Greenshield, Champion of Deepforest Keep, but her mother had been Elderborn. And from her mother Romaria had inherited the keen senses of the Elderborn…and the earth magic that would eventually devour her mind and transform her into a beast.
Or so Romaria had thought. 
She had struggled against her Elderborn nature all her life, but she had faced herself in the caverns below Mount Tynagis. Now the two sides of her soul existed in harmony. When she wore the form of the beast, the form of the wolf, her senses were supernaturally keen, but even in her human form, she could clearly.
She looked at Mazael, and for an instant glimpsed the image of a pale woman in black hovering near him.
Ever since she had recovered from Skalatan’s venom, she had begun…seeing things. 
Visions. Premonitions. Flickers of the past. For a time Romaria had thought she was going mad, that Skalatan’s poison or Riothamus’s magic had damaged her brain, but she did not think so. She knew what madness felt like, and this was not it. 
Then what was happening to her?
She pushed the thought out of her mind. She could consider it later.
When there wasn’t a small army of animated corpses coming for Castle Cravenlock.
“Toric was right,” said Romaria, gazing at the dark mass. “At least a thousand of the runedead. Maybe more. Sigils of crimson fire on their foreheads.”
“Then they are Lucan’s,” said Mazael.
He remained calm, bearded face impassive, but Romaria knew her husband well enough to see his fury. He has trusted Lucan, despite Romaria and Rachel and Molly warning him against it, and Lucan had betrayed him. Mazael blamed himself for the Great Rising, for all the atrocities Lucan had worked since stealing the Glamdaigyr. 
“It’s not your fault,” she said, voice quiet enough that only he could hear it.
“No,” said Mazael, “but the consequences are still my responsibility. How far away?”
“About three miles, I think,” said Romaria. “They’ll reach us within the hour.”
“Good,” said Mazael.
“There’s something else,” said Romaria. “I think…I think one of the runedead is on fire.” 
“On fire?” Mazael frowned. “The runedead are impervious to normal steel, but fire harms them.”
Romaria shrugged. “I think one of the runedead is burning. A runedead wizard, perhaps?”
Mazael cursed. “The last thing we need. Awakened runedead are bad enough.”
“And the wizards are worse,” said Romaria, settling back into her saddle. 
“Aye,” said Mazael. “This is what we’ll do.”

###

Gerald Roland walked his horse to join the others clustered around Mazael. Romaria and Molly waited there, Molly fingering her dragon’s tooth dagger. The Tervingi wizard, the Guardian, waited at Mazael’s right, along with a short keg of a Tervingi man who had announced that his name was Earnachar son of Balnachar and that the sons of mighty Tervingar would smite the runedead. The Tervingi seemed like a wild lot, and Gerald was half-amazed that they followed Mazael at all.
But, still. If anyone could win the loyalty of a barbarian nation, it was Mazael Cravenlock.
And if anyone could defeat Lucan Mandragon, it was Mazael.
“This is my plan,” said Mazael, looking them over. “If the runedead want to get their hands on Gerald, we’ll give them a chance.” His eyes shifted to Gerald. “Form a shield wall with your men and meet the runedead.”
“We won’t last long,” said Gerald. 
“You won’t need to,” said Mazael. “I will break off to the south, and Earnachar and his horsethains to the north. Even awakened runedead are not cunning, and they’ll focus on you and your men. Once you are engaged, Earnachar and I will strike the runedead on the flanks.”
Earnachar slammed a fist against his thick chest. “Earnachar son of Balnachar will not fail you! We shall ride to victory, as mighty Tervingar did against the treacherous sons of Greuthungar!” 
“Indeed,” said Mazael.
“We don’t have much wizard’s oil with us,” said Gerald. “Not enough for that many runedead.”
“You won’t need it,” said Mazael, drawing his sword. 
The blade burst into raging azure flames, the sword’s magic awakening in response to the approaching runedead. 
The sword was older than Castle Cravenlock, older than Knightcastle, but the blade remained razor-sharp. The High Elderborn had forged the sword long ago to oppose creatures of dark magic, and Gerald had seen Mazael wield that weapon to deadly effect.
“Gods, but I wish you had been in Knightreach,” said Gerald. “That fire would have been useful against Caraster and his runedead.”
“We’ll get the chance to use it soon enough,” said Mazael. “Riothamus, Molly. Stay here and help with the shield wall. Riothamus, you’ll know what to do.”
Molly offered a smirk. “I’ve certainly had enough practice carving up dead men, Father.”
“Why, daughter,” said Mazael. “I would not want to deny you anything.”
“Mazael,” said Romaria, looking to the west. “The runedead are moving faster.”
Mazael nodded. “We had best ride.”
Gerald’s men dismounted and formed a shield wall, while Mazael and his armsmen rode away to the south and the Tervingi to the north.
Leaving the runedead to bear down upon them.

###

Molly took a deep breath, drew her sword and dragon’s tooth dagger, and prepared herself. 
Her Demonsouled blood pulsed through her veins, its dark power making her stronger and quicker. With it, she could hit harder and move faster than a normal man, and heal even serious wounds in a matter of moments. In her battle rage, few could stand against her.
And the dark power offered certain other useful abilities.
Molly watched the mass of runedead approach. She had been raised and trained as an assassin of the Skulls, as a killer, and had indulged her bloodlust for years. Now she worked to keep her rage in check, to keep herself under control.
But it was good to face a foe that deserved her rage.
Riothamus stepped to her side, one hand around the Guardian’s staff, and she smiled at him. After Nicholas Tormaud had been slain, Molly had blamed her father for his death. Later she had learned the truth, and had come to live at Castle Cravenlock, waiting for her chance to strike at the Old Demon. But she had only lived for killing.
Then she had met Riothamus.
Gods, how she loved him. Seeing Sir Commander Aidan, his features so similar to Nicholas’s, had been a shock. She would always miss Nicholas…but she loved Riothamus more than she had thought possible. 
“Are you ready?” said Riothamus, his voice low.
She grinned at him. “A row of runedead and room to swing my sword? Why, how could I be happier?” 
Riothamus squeezed her hand, and she followed him to Sir Gerald’s side. Molly could see Mazael’s influence on the man. Gerald had gotten his men into order, arranging them to meet the charging runedead. He moved among them, giving instructions and encouragements, just as Mazael did. 
“You have our aid,” said Riothamus.
“Good,” said Gerald.
Gerald looked at the advancing runedead and rubbed his hand over his face. The mass of runedead had spread into a battle line, moving at a steady pace. Some had rusted chain mail and carried battered weapons, while others only wore the crumbling clothes of farmers and peasants. Every last one was gray and gaunt, symbols of crimson fire burning upon their foreheads and reflecting in their dead eyes. 
Crimson fire. That was odd. Perhaps it was a side-effect of the spell Lucan used to control them. 
Through the gaps in the runedead Molly saw yellow-orange fire. The burning runedead Romaria had seen?
“Lord Mazael’s plan will work, my lord,” said Riothamus.
“Of course it will,” said Gerald. “Or it will get us all killed.”
“We’re not dead yet,” said Molly. 
A thin man in a long black coat stepped to Gerald’s side, his hair so blond it was almost white. He looked more tired than Molly remembered, but Circan had survived both the runedead and Lucan Mandragon since she had last seen him. He carried a copper tube capped with cork in his right hand.
“My lord,” said Circan, “shall I use my war spells?”
“Yes,” said Gerald. “We will need every advantage.”
“I can augment the spell,” said Riothamus. 
Circan gave him a suspicious look, but Gerald nodded. 
“Do it,” said Gerald.

###

Riothamus stepped in front of the shield wall, Circan at his left. 
“You know what you are doing, I trust?” said Circan.
Riothamus heard the doubt in the older man’s voice, but he did not mind. Circan only knew him as a barbarian wizard. He did not know about the Guardian’s office, about the power and the accumulated knowledge bestowed by the Guardian’s staff. 
And he would not know the burdens that came with the power.
“Circan!” said Gerald. “Now!”
Circan pointed the copper tube and began chanting a spell. Riothamus felt the power stirring, and his Sight flared to life. With the Guardian’s staff came the power of the Sight, the ability to see magical forces, to capture glimpses of the past, present, and the future. He saw the power Circan gathered, saw the necromantic power bound into the advancing runedead. 
He lifted the Guardian’s staff, and the sigils cut into the wood flared with golden light. The magic of the Guardian rushed into him, power as furious as a storm and as unyielding as a mountain. Circan’s spell reached its completion, and Riothamus loosed his own power, using his magic to augment Circan’s power.
With explosive results. 
A screaming bolt of fire of erupted from the tube. The blast howled over the field, turning the grass to ash in its passage, and slammed into the advancing runedead. The spell exploded in a raging inferno, turning scores of runedead to smoking ash, the flames spreading to the others. 
Circan blinked, his expression startled. 
“That,” he said at last, “was effective.”
The runedead broke ranks and charged, avoiding the burning corpses. 
“Guardian!” said Gerald. “The blue fire!”
Riothamus and Circan stepped back behind the shield wall, relying on the knights and armsmen to shield them. Riothamus began another spell at once, his staff flickering with golden light. Power thrummed through him, and he looked to the south, to where Mazael’s horsemen waited.
To where Lion burned in Mazael’s fist. 
The High Elderborn had wrought that sword long ago to fight against the Demonsouled, and they had also created the Guardian’s staff, the last of their wizards imbuing their magic into the staff to stand forever vigilant against the forces of darkness. 
The sword and the staff were kin, and the sword’s power came at the staff’s call.
There was a thunderclap, and Riothamus’s staff blazed with blue flame. The fire leapt from his staff to sheath the swords and spears and maces of Gerald’s men, and Riothamus saw the fire spread among the weapons of Mazael’s horsemen to the south and Earnachar’s horsemen to the north. 
“Stand fast!” yelled Gerald, raising his blazing sword, and the charging runedead crashed into the shield wall.

###

Molly watched the battle raging before her, her Demonsouled rage howling through her, her weapons ablaze with blue flame. 
Gerald’s men were veterans, and held their own against the runedead. Yet the sheer number of undead crashed against the shield wall like waves hammering against the shore. Sooner or later the undead would wear down the living men. Worse, there were so many runedead that they began to circle to the sides, flanking the shield wall. If they got behind the men it would be a slaughter. 
It was up to Molly and Riothamus to prevent that.
She took a deep breath and drew on the dark fire in within her blood. A stride forward carried her into the darkness, and shadows rose to envelop her. A heartbeat later the darkness vanished, and in that time she had traveled twenty yards to the south.
Putting her directly behind the attacking runedead.
Molly stepped into the battle, her Demonsouled blood lending her strength and power. Her sword plunged into a runedead’s neck and ripped up, severing its head. The sigil of crimson flame winked out, the corpse collapsing motionless to the ground. Her dragon’s tooth dagger, sharper and harder than steel, split the skull of another undead, blue fire drowning the red. The runedead turned to face her, and Molly jumped back into the shadows.
She reappeared before the shield wall, where a knot of runedead struggled against the knights. The knights and armsmen held the full attention of the runedead, and the creatures did not notice Molly until she stepped behind them and plunged her sword and dagger into an undead back. The runedead fell as she ripped her blades free, and Molly spun and took the head from another. The runedead turned to attack the new threat, which gave the knights and armsmen the opportunity to strike. A heartbeat later the runedead fell beneath their blades, and for a moment the battlefield was clear around Molly.
She turned in search of new foes, and a flare of yellow-orange light caught her eye. 
A burning corpse strode across the field towards her. 
For a moment sheer surprise froze Molly’s muscles. She had dealt with undead before, with Corvad’s pet zuvembies and Lucan’s runedead and others, but she had never seen a burning undead before. The creature was little more than a blackened skeleton wreathed in snarling flame, yet it moved with the same speed and strength as the runedead. 
Through the halo of flames, she glimpsed the faint glow of a crimson sigil upon the charred skull’s forehead.
The creature’s gaze fixed on her, and it lifted a hand. The flames around the skeletal fingers brightened, and Molly realized the burning runedead was casting a spell.
At her.
A fireball erupted from the creature’s hand, and Molly threw herself into the shadows. She reappeared a dozen yards away as the blast struck the ground and tore a smoking crater in the earth. The shock wave of superheated air rocked Molly, her eyes watering, and knocked a dozen armsmen to the ground. 
The runedead raced for them, and Molly strode into the shadows to intercept the attack. 

###

Riothamus felt the surge of arcane power.
He saw the burning corpse striding among the runedead and felt the magical power snarling through the undead thing. Runedead wizards rarely had the skill to match Riothamus, but they could draw much more magical power than any living wizard. 
And raw power was sometimes enough to batter down skill.
A fireball arced towards Molly, and Riothamus felt a stab of fear. But Molly disappeared in a swirl of darkness and the flames slammed into the ground. The shock wave knocked armsmen and knights to the ground, and even from a distance Riothamus felt the heat from the spell. 
The runedead raced towards the gap in the shield wall. Molly flickered through the darkness and appeared in the gap, her blades a blur of azure flame. But even she could not hold off the runedead forever.
“Circan!” shouted Gerald from his place in the shield wall, his sword crunching through a runedead skull. “Hold the line! Guardian! The wizard!” 
Riothamus hurried forward, the staff blazing with golden flames in his hand. Circan ran to the line and began hurling invisible blasts of psychokinetic force, knocking the runedead to the ground. Molly danced through them, cutting down the runedead as Circan stunned them. 
The runedead wizard focused on her, the flames around its blackened fingers brightening. 
Riothamus leveled his staff and unleashed a burst of golden fire. It struck the burning runedead, but the creature raised its hands. A shield of snarling fire appeared around it, crude but powerful, and deflected Riothamus’s spell. 
The stunned knights and armsmen scrambled to their feet, reforming the shield wall. The burning runedead turned to face Riothamus, and he felt the malevolence of the creature’s attention.
It began casting a spell, as did Riothamus.

###

Romaria stared at the melee, fascinated.
Not by the violence. She had left Deepforest Keep at the age of eighteen, and in the eighteen years since she had traveled from one end of the world to another, from the Old Kingdoms south of Knightcastle to the barbarian lands, and she had seen her share of fighting.
But she had never seen the currents of magic before.
She saw the dark masses of corrupt power pulsing in the runedead, saw the flare of clear fire in Lion’s blade and the swords of the gathered knights and armsmen. She saw the radiance of the Guardian’s power shining in Riothamus’s staff.
And she saw the raw power gathered around the burning runedead.
What was happening to her? Ever since she had awakened, ever since Riothamus had cured her of Skalatan’s poison, she had been seeing more and more strange things.
The burning runedead’s power brightened, and Romaria pushed aside her doubt. She could worry about it later. She had seen more than her share of fighting…and she knew that distractions in a battle were lethal.
“My lord,” said Sir Hagen Bridgesbane, scowling behind his black beard, “we must charge at once.”
Mazael did not answer, his gray eyes fixed on the fighting. He wore the expression he used when commanding men in battle, calm, remote, resolute. But she knew the Demonsouled fury burned just beneath the surface. 
“Soon,” said Mazael. “Wait until the runedead are engaged.”
Another flare of orange light rang out, followed by a blast of golden flame. 
“The runedead wizard might kill all of Lord Gerald’s men,” said Hagen. 
“It might,” said Mazael, “but I think Riothamus can distract it until we arrive.”
He was right. Romaria saw that the runedead wizard could summon tremendous power, more power than Riothamus could call with the Guardian’s staff, but Riothamus had the greater skill. 
“Now,” said Mazael, lifting Lion. “Sir Aulus!”
Romaria got a tighter grip on her bastard sword, blue fire flickering around the blade. 
Sir Aulus lifted his horn and blew a long blast. The knights and armsmen raised their lances with a shout, and the horsemen surged forward. Romaria rode in their midst, the Cravenlock banner flapping from Aulus’s lance, her bastard sword ready. 
Perhaps she could see the aura of magic around the runedead…but that would only make it harder to miss them.

###

The runedead wizard unleashed a fireball, a blast hot enough and powerful enough to burn the flesh from every man in Gerald’s shield wall.
Riothamus swept his staff before him. A column of white mist rose up and hardened into a pillar of glittering ice an instant before the fireball slammed into it. Both the fireball and the ice vanished in a burst of hissing steam, their magic negating each other. 
The runedead wizard began another. The sound of war horns rang over the plain, and Riothamus saw both Mazael’s and Earnachar’s horsemen surge into motion. The shield wall need only hold a little while longer, and then the horsemen would smash the runedead to pieces.
Unless the wizard first killed them all. 
Riothamus flung another burst of golden flame, but again the undead wizard conjured a shield of fire, deflecting the spell. The creature was simply too powerful. Riothamus could not hit it hard enough to destroy it, not without distracting it first.
Could he have Circan work an illusion spell? No, an illusion would not work on an undead creature. The runedead was awakened, had some semblance of the mind it had possessed in life, but awakened runedead were rarely sane. The creature would attack whatever it perceived as the greatest threat. 
Which meant Riothamus needed to find a greater threat. 
He worked another spell, golden fire striving against the runedead’s snarling halo of flames. As he did, he saw Molly dancing through the charging runedead, flickering in and out the shadows. 
He caught her eye, and she paused.
He looked at the burning runedead, and Molly nodded and disappeared into the darkness.

###

Gauntlet surged forward, steel-shod hooves tearing at the ground, and Mazael braced himself. 
An instant later his horsemen crashed into the lines of the runedead. Lion thrummed in Mazael’s fist as he swung. The blade sheared through the neck of the nearest runedead, and the creature crumpled to the ground, the sigil upon its forehead winking out. All around him the knights and armsmen drove into the runedead with practiced efficiency. They had faced the runedead many times before, and knew how to fight them.
From the north he saw Earnachar’s horsethains smash into the runedead, heard the headman’s hoarse shouts. The knights, armsmen, and horsethains hammered into the runedead, mowing them down like wheat. The Demonsouled rage thundered through Mazael, and he gave himself to it, cutting down the undead right and left. 
Then a flare of fiery light rose from the heart of the runedead. 

###

Molly stepped out of the shadows.
The runedead wizard stood before her, its attention focused on Riothamus. The heat radiating from the undead creature made her eyes water, her face sting, and she feared that the intensity of its fire would melt her sword.
So she slashed through its back with her dragon’s tooth dagger.
The runedead wizard staggered forward with a hiss of rage and spun to face her, hands hooked into claws. Its tongue and lips had burned away, but nevertheless a voice came from the grinning skull.
“Perish!” hissed the wizard. “When Caraster raises the new order, you all will perish! The old world will drown in blood, and…”
Gerald had mentioned a renegade Demonsouled named Caraster. He and all his disciples had been powerful wizards, but Lucan had killed them all.
Apparently Lucan had created some new runedead.
“The new order will rise,” shrieked the runedead, “and…”
“Oh, shut up,” said Molly, swinging her dagger at the sigil on its head. The runedead jumped back, the fires around its blackened bones brightening. 
It pointed at her, a fireball blazing to life around its hand.

###

Riothamus saw the darkness flicker near the runedead wizard, saw the undead creature turn to face Molly. 
And its attention turned from him.
An inspiration came to him. The Guardian’s staff allowed him to conjure blasts of golden flame that could destroy undead. Yet Riothamus had wielded magic for years before he took the staff, learning from Aegidia, the previous Guardian. She had taught him to command the elements of wind and storm and rain.
Including ice.
He drew on his power, calling upon the Guardian’s staff to enhance the spell, and made a chopping gesture. A column of mist swirled over the burning runedead’s head, and hardened into a massive spike of ice. Again Riothamus made a chopping gesture, and the spike of ice fell.
It speared the burning runedead, driving it to the ground.
The runedead’s flames dissolved the spear into a column of hissing steam. When the steam disappeared, all that remained was a pile of damp, blackened bones.
Molly looked at him, winked, and vanished into the shadows, throwing herself back into the fray.
Riothamus summoned the staff’s power and drove blast after blast of golden flame into the attacking runedead.

###

The battle was over soon after that. 
Mazael reined up. He saw some of his men dead upon the ground, but more runedead, far more runedead, lying strewn upon the grasses.
“It went well, my lord,” said Hagen, his face smudged with sweat and soot. “Four men dead, eight wounded, none seriously.”
“Nine of my men fell,” said Earnachar, “acquitting themselves valiantly, as did the sons of Tervingar of old.” 
Mazael nodded. “Our men fought well.”
But against only a thousand runedead. Lucan Mandragon had many, many more to command…and tens of thousands of Aegonar waited in Greycoast, coming at Skalatan’s command to claim the power of the Demonsouled.
Harder fights than this were coming soon.
He turned his head and saw Romaria riding to join them. Her expression was distant, as it often had been since Riothamus had cured her. Which was not surprising. She had almost died once before at the Old Demon’s hands, and again at Malaric’s. 
A twinge of guilt went through him. If not for him, she would never have been in danger. But she loved him and would not leave him, and he would do whatever he could to save her. 
He had already killed Malaric, put Hugh Chalsain on the throne of Barellion, and allowed Skalatan to escape to save her. 
Gerald rode to his side, shaking Mazael out of his dark thoughts. 
“A solid victory,” said Gerald. “And the easiest I’ve seen for a long time. A sword like Lion and a wizard like Riothamus to spread its power are worth ten thousand mounted knights.”
“Aye,” said Mazael, looking to where Riothamus walked with Molly. “Without his aid, we would have perished. Not just today, but on many days.”
“A good choice,” said Gerald, “to wed your daughter.”
Mazael laughed. “He told you?”
“No,” said Gerald. “But Rachel told me before we left. She took one look at them and knew.”
Mazael laughed again. “She’s good at that. Though in a Tervingi wedding ceremony the husband traditionally presents the wife with trophies taken from three slain foes. I imagine Rachel would find that rather grisly.”
“Perhaps not,” said Gerald, his smile fading. “We have seen a great deal of war. First the runedead, and then Caraster…and now Lucan.”
“Aye,” said Mazael. He wanted to bring peace and prosperity to his lands, to allow his people to live and work in safety and quiet. 
But with Lucan pursuing his mad plan to destroy the Demonsouled, with Skalatan preparing to seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself, and the Old Demon plotting in the shadows, Mazael knew peace would not come for a long time yet.
If it ever did.
“Come,” he said, turning his horse towards Castle Cravenlock. “We have a war to plan.”







Chapter 3 - Visions

Women stood on the walls of Castle Cravenlock, watching the returning horsemen.
Every time Gerald had ridden to battle, he had seen women waiting on the walls, watching to see if their sons and husbands and brothers would return from battle. 
He glimpsed Rachel standing over the gate and felt a wave of relief. He would not leave Rachel as a widow and his sons as orphans.
Oddly, he felt more relief over that than the fact of his own survival. 
Gerald reined up in the courtyard and dropped from the saddle, Castle Cravenlock’s pages hurrying forward to take his horse. He headed for the stairs to the ramparts, and Rachel met him halfway. 
They hugged, heedless of his armor. 
“I am sorry,” said Gerald, “that I kept you waiting.”
Rachel laughed, and blinked tears from her eyes. “Most inconsiderate, sir, most inconsiderate.” 
“I shall try to do better the next time,” said Gerald.
“Those runedead,” said Rachel. “Where they truly pursuing us?” 
“I fear so,” said Gerald. “They followed me, and Mazael used it to lure them into a trap. We crushed them with light losses.” He sighed. “But there was a…new sort of runedead. A burning wizard. I think it used to be one of Caraster’s disciples. Lucan must have raised it and sent it after us.”
“Gods,” said Rachel. “Will this ever end?”
“Not until we find Lucan and kill him,” said Gerald. “He worked the Great Rising. He enslaved Caraster’s runedead, corrupted my father, and murdered my mother and my brother.” He felt his voice rising, and forced it back down to control. “Lucan Mandragon is the author of all our woes. And this will not end until we find him…and bring him to account for his crimes. Only then can we rebuild.”
“Husband,” said Rachel, and he held her hands for a moment. 
“I should go,” said Gerald. “Mazael will have a council of war. I am to be the Lord of Knightcastle now…and I will do what I must to save my lands and people.” He gripped her hands tighter. “And to make a safe home for our children.” 
Rachel tried to smile. “It could be worse. The last time we came to Castle Cravenlock, we were chasing Sykhana and she had Aldane.”
“Yes,” said Gerald. “Let us hope this battle goes as well.”
“Go,” said Rachel. “I’ll see to our rooms.”
Gerald kissed her and walked towards the keep.

###

Night fell as the council of war ended, and the lords, knights, headmen, and thains settled down to eat. Master Cramton and his cooks had been laboring all day, and brought forth a feast to feed the guests. The servants carried plates of pork and bread and chicken and cheese. Long tables and benches packed the great hall, and the steady rumble of conversation filled the air, along with the constant sound of clay cups clinking against the table. The Tervingi thains could put away a tremendous amount of ale, but many of Mazael’s knights could hold their own against them.
“I wonder,” said Molly, “how many of them will sleep off hangovers under the tables tomorrow.”
“Let them,” said Mazael. “We’ll have little enough cause for levity, soon enough.”
He sat at the high table on the dais with Romaria, Molly, Riothamus, his most powerful vassals, the chief headmen of the Tervingi, and the lords and knights from Knightreach. 
“It is just as well,” said Lord Robert Highgate, taking a drink of wine, “that you already called your vassals to march against the Aegonar. We can gather all the faster.” He was stout to the point of corpulence, and when clad in chain mail looked like an armored pear. Yet he had served as a capable commander against the Malrags, the Tervingi, and the runedead, and Mazael had come to rely upon him. 
“I thought it would be harder to persuade you to march,” said Arnulf son of Kaerwulf, a grim, yellow-bearded Tervingi headman who never went anywhere without the massive axe strapped to his back. “You seemed keen to defend the Grim Marches.”
Robert shrugged. “Aye, but I know Lucan Mandragon. I saw what he did at the Great Rising. He was a madman, and that was before he became an undead monstrosity wielding relics of power looted from Old Dracaryl.” He snorted. “The man has too much of his father in him. If he thinks he’s right, he’ll burn the world to ashes to win victory. The only thing that will stop him is a crushing defeat. And death. Again.”
Molly lifted her glass. “Well, Father, I suppose you slew him once, and you’ll just have to slay him again.”
“It would have been better had I killed him before he even left Castle Cravenlock,” said Mazael.
Romaria frowned at him. “Perhaps, but you did not know what he intended. Your mercy speaks well of you, husband.”
“Speaking as a recipient of your mercy,” said Arnulf, “I am glad you possess it. I know that some of Lord Richard’s vassals wanted to wipe out the Tervingi after our defeat at Stone Tower, but you persuaded him to show mercy.”
“Aye,” said Earnachar, “and the sons of Tervingar have loyally served their new hrould.” He scowled at Lord Astor Hawking, an ascetic-looking man with a haughty expression. “Especially given that some advised Lord Richard to slay us all.”
Mazael expected Astor to take offense, but the lord only shrugged. “Clearly I was mistaken. The Tervingi have been a valuable addition to the Grim Marches, even if some of your customs are…outlandish. If we had slain you all, we would now have to face Lucan Mandragon’s dark magic alone.”
“Not to mention,” said Molly, “that many more runedead when he cast the Great Rising.” 
“Indeed,” said Mazael, and saw Morebeth staring at him.
She stood against the wall behind the dais, near the door leading to the lord’s private quarters and the chapel. Mazael stared at her for a moment, and then rose.
“Are you leaving us so soon, my lord?” said Astor.
“Not at all,” said Mazael. “I’ve drunk too much wine, and it’s rude to piss at the table.” They laughed. “A moment, my lords and headmen.” 
He rose and walked to the lord’s entrance behind the dais. The corridor beyond was dark and quiet, with stone stairs rising to Mitor Cravenlock’s old rooms and the balcony overlooking the chapel. Given that Mitor’s old rooms held a sealed entrance to the San-keth temple below Castle Cravenlock, Mazael had never slept there.
Morebeth awaited him at the foot of the stairs, her dark gown blending with the shadows. 
“The time is coming,” said Morebeth. “You will need to be ready…”
“No,” said Mazael. “Stop talking.”
She blinked, her gray eyes regarding him with surprise.
“You helped me against Skalatan and Malaric,” said Mazael, “and for that I am grateful. But Lucan Mandragon is coming with the Glamdaigyr and a hundred thousand runedead and the gods know what else. And our father has a hand in his plans, I doubt it not. But if I am to stop them, I need your help.”
“You have it,” said Morebeth. “Why do you doubt me now?”
“Because,” said Mazael, “I know you. You are a manipulator. It is simply who you are.”
Morebeth shrugged. “I cannot disagree with that.”
“When you lived,” said Mazael, “you tried to corrupt me into becoming the Destroyer so you could wield me as a weapon against our father. Now you are doing the same thing. You may not want me to become the Destroyer, true, but you are still trying to wield me as a weapon.”
“Do we not want the same thing?” said Morebeth. “The defeat of our father?”
“We do,” said Mazael, “but now the stakes are far too high. Molly and I are the last living Demonsouled, Morebeth, save for our father. We are the only ones who can stop him. You will give me the information I ask for, and everything else I might need. But no games. No manipulations.”
For a moment Morebeth said nothing, and then her mouth curled into a half-smile.
“Do you know why I picked you instead of Amalric?” she said.
“Because Amalric murdered Sir Brandon and you hated him for it,” said Mazael.
“True,” said Morebeth, “but I hate our father more, and I would have made Amalric my weapon against him. But no. I chose you instead of Amalric, my brother, because you were the stronger. You alone had the strength to defy our father. You alone have any chance of defeating him.”
“Then you will aid me as I ask?” said Mazael.
“Yes,” said Morebeth. “Though I fear I do not know everything you wish. Our father did not confide in me while I lived, and he certainly has not done so since my spirit came to Cythraul Urdvul. And…I do not see time as you do, Mazael, not any longer. I am dead.”
Mazael nodded. “Then we shall start with some questions.”
“Ask.”
“The Old Demon is behind Lucan, isn’t he?” said Mazael.
“I believe so,” said Morebeth. “Our father is skilled at manipulating mortals, and the Dragon’s Shadow may be more vulnerable than most. He used some of your blood, did he not, to augment his magic?”
“He did,” said Mazael. “A bloodstaff. The thing almost destroyed him.”
“He was foolish,” said Morebeth, “for it would have made him vulnerable to our father’s manipulations. It is entirely possible Lucan does not even realize how deeply our father has manipulated him. Just as he made your daughter into a weapon against you.”
“Aye,” said Mazael, remembering his brutal duel with Molly in the black depths of Arylkrad. She had hated him, had desired his death, and killing her would have been the only sensible thing to do. 
Yet he had spared her life…and had come to love her, despite her barbed tongue and mocking attitude. And without her, Lucan might well have prevailed at Swordgrim, or Malaric might have killed Mazael outside the walls of Cravenlock Town. 
Perhaps he was wrong to regret his mercy to Lucan …thought it was hard to see how.
Then a darker thought occurred to him.
“What is it?” said Morebeth. 
“Our father,” said Mazael. “You told me he intends to claim the gathered power of the slain Demonsouled and make himself into a god, but he had not yet found a safe way to take the power. We were wrong. He has possessed a way to take the power all along.”
“How?” said Morebeth.
“The Glamdaigyr,” said Mazael, and he saw a hint of fear go over her face. “Don’t you see? He sent Corvad into the Great Mountains to claim the damned thing. He knew where the sword was all along, and he just sent Corvad to fetch it for him.” He shook his head with a furious curse. “Then he must manipulated Lucan into casting the Great Rising. He made sure the Banurdem and the Glamdaigyr were close at hand, and he must have arranged for Lucan to find the knowledge of the Great Rising and that black crystal staff.”
For a moment Mazael remembered Tymaen Highgate flinging herself at the staff, remembered the life draining from her eyes as the shard of black crystal transfixed her heart. 
“I fear you are right, brother,” said Morebeth. “Our father once boasted to Amalric and I of how he manipulated the high lords of Old Dracaryl to their doom. Perhaps he did so by teaching them how to forge the Glamdaigyr.” 
“The Glamdaigyr drains the power from anything it strikes and transfers the power to its bearer,” said Mazael. “With it he could claim the power in Cythraul Urdvul and make himself into a god.” He cursed again. “That has been his plan all along, Morebeth. For all these centuries, all these millennia. The Great Rising and the Glamdaigyr.”
“And now,” said Morebeth, “his plan is almost finished.”
“He needs one more thing,” said Mazael. “A way to physically enter Cythraul Urdvul.” He snapped his fingers. “And that’s it, isn’t it?”
“What is it?” said Morebeth.
“That’s what Lucan is doing,” said Mazael. “He must have some method of entering the spirit world in the flesh. Some spell or relic or something. That must be why he went to Knightcastle and took control of Lord Malden and Caraster’s runedead. Somehow he needs them so he can enter Cythraul Urdvul.”
“All while acting as the instrument of our father,” said Morebeth.
Mazael nodded. “That’s also why Skalatan is leading the Aegonar to Knightcastle. He must plan to kill Lucan, take the Glamdaigyr, and seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself.”
“So he can become the new Sepharivaim,” said Morebeth. “He would be a different sort of tyrant than our father, but he would enslave the world to his vision nonetheless.” 
“Unless we stop him,” said Mazael.
“Unless you stop him,” said Morebeth. “You have puissant allies, your daughter and her betrothed most of all. But the burden lies upon you, Mazael. You are the last son of the Old Demon, the only one with strength to challenge him…and you bear the one weapon that he fears above all.”
“Lion,” said Mazael. 
“Yes,” said Morebeth. “The blade forged by the High Elderborn of old to slay Demonsouled. Like the Guardian’s staff, it has passed from bearer to bearer over the centuries, its true purpose forgotten. Not just to fight creatures of dark magic, but to slay the Demonsouled themselves. Ever has our father hunted its bearers…but ever has the Guardian’s staff and Lion opposed him, and he fears them above all else.” Her gray eyes met his. “They are destined to face him.”
“Destiny?” said Mazael. “You are a prophet now?”
“No,” said Morebeth. “The future is uncertain, and I see many different endings. But in all possible endings, Lion and the Guardian’s staff face our father before the end.”
“And in some of those possible futures,” said Mazael, “does our father prevail?”
Morebeth closed her eyes, her voice little more than a whisper.
“In most of them.” 
Mazael nodded. “Then it seems that I have work to do, do I not?”
He strode back to the great hall, deep in thought. Lucan Mandragon was the key. He held the Glamdaigyr, and if Mazael could find and kill him, he could destroy the black sword before the Old Demon had a chance to use it. 
He turned to his seat in the great hall and noticed that Romaria was gone.

###

Romaria stepped through the darkened corridor, her senses straining.
There had been…something when Mazael left the great hall. Some dark flicker that hovered at the edge of her senses, a ripple in the corner of her eye. Curious, she walked from the hall and into the courtyard. After a few moments she closed her eyes and let this strange sense guide her. When wearing the form of the wolf, she could let her nose and ears guide her without benefit of her eyes, and she did the same with this peculiar new sense, letting it move her forward. 
At last she opened her eyes, and found herself standing in a deserted corner of the courtyard.
The ghostly image of a woman in a black gown stood before her.
Romaria reached for her sword.
“You can see me,” said the woman, “can’t you?”
“Who are you?” said Romaria, releasing her sword hilt. 
“Do you not know?” said the ghostly woman.
Romaria stared at the woman, noting her blood-colored hair, the slim figure inside the black gown, the eyes the color of sword blades.
Eyes, she noted, the same color and shape as Mazael’s and Molly’s.
And the Old Demon’s.
“You’re Morebeth Galbraith,” said Romaria. 
Morebeth nodded.
“And you’re dead,” said Romaria. She rubbed a hand through her thick black hair. Was she losing her mind? 
“Mazael wondered the same thing,” said Morebeth. “Though you may take comfort, however small, in the fact that I am real.” She shrugged. “You have never seen me before. Therefore why would you hallucinate me?”
She had a point. 
“Mazael told me about Cythraul Urdvul,” said Romaria at last. “How the power of the dead Demonsouled has been gathering there for centuries. If you’re here, it means you still have enough power to manifest and appear to him.”
“And if you can see me,” said Morebeth, “it means something of your vision has become unchained from time. That you can see the world, at least partially, the way I can.”
“The Sight,” she whispered. “You mean I have the Sight.” 
She was not surprised, not entirely. The Seer of Deepforest Keep wielded the Sight, and used it to guide the Elderborn. Riothamus had the Sight as well, and Romaria knew he had used it to help save her life. Many of the Elderborn druids developed the Sight as well. Had Romaria possessed the ability, lying latent until the injuries from Malaric’s attack had awakened it?
Again Morebeth shrugged. “I understand the Elderborn call it that. It seems you have gained that power.”
“Why are you here?” said Romaria. Mazael had told her only a little about Morebeth, and she had not pressed him for details. “Trying to convince Mazael to embrace his Demonsouled blood?”
The other woman’s smile was sad. “You need not fear me as a rival. Mazael desired me, yes…but he desires you and loves you. He threw down Malaric, waged war on the Aegonar, and placed Hugh Chalsain on the throne of Barellion to save you. He would never do that for me.” The sadness did not leave her face. “And I am dead and you are not.”
“I don’t doubt Mazael,” said Romaria, “but I do doubt you. Why have you come here?”
“To defeat my father,” said Morebeth, “in whatever way I can. My story is much the same as Molly’s. My father and my brother slew a man I loved, and I decided to take revenge upon them. Molly awakened from her folly before it destroyed her. I did not.” 
“So revenge against the Old Demon, then,” said Romaria.
“You should be able to understand that,” said Morebeth. “He struck you down, and left you in a sleep like death for two years.”
“I do understand,” said Romaria, “but is that all you want? Mere revenge?”
“No,” said Morebeth. “My father must be stopped. If he claims the power of the Demonsouled, if he becomes a new god…this world will be a nightmare unlike anything your mind can imagine. Every mortal, living or dead, will be enslaved to him, playthings to torment as he will. And he will torment us, for he delights in suffering.” 
“I know his evil,” said Romaria. “He did try to kill me in this very castle.”
“He did,” said Morebeth, her eyes hooded. “But he raised me, my lady Romaria. He shaped me, molded me into his weapon. I rebelled against him, but his hand was upon me nonetheless. I did great evil in my lifetime, and I do not excuse it.” The sadness upon her face changed to weariness. “Yet how could I have done otherwise when he made me what I am?”
“Then why have you appeared to me?” said Romaria. “You could hide yourself from me, if you wished.”
“You have the Sight,” said Morebeth.
“But that wouldn’t force you to appear to me,” said Romaria. “It was Mazael’s power that summoned you, wasn’t it? You have to appear for him, but not for me. You could just have easily withdrawn to Cythraul Urdvul.”
“No,” said Morebeth. “The Sight has shown you glimpses of the future, has it not?”
“Bits and pieces,” said Romaria. “Nothing concrete.” There had been glimpses. An image of her mother, striding through the forest, staff in hand. A dozen mammoths lumbering across the plains, trumpeting war cries. A grinning shadow laughing at her. 
And droplets of blood falling upon a floor of black marble. 
“It is the same for me,” said Morebeth. “I am dead, and partially broken from the hold of time. You have seen nothing concrete because the future is not concrete, not yet. And I see multiple futures.”
“What do you see in them?” said Romaria. “In these futures?”
“In every future,” said Morebeth, “I see the death of Mazael Cravenlock.”

###

Molly walked through the ruined black temple, through the place the Elderborn had named Cythraul Urdvul. 
At last she came again to the great cylindrical chamber, the shards of the broken dome clawing at the storm-choked sky like ragged black fingers. A vast of pillar of crimson light and flame, nearly a hundred yards across, rose from the dais at the center of the chamber and stabbed into the darkness overhead. The stone floor heaved and trembled from the power writhing in the column of fire, power enough to shatter the world a dozen times over.
Power enough to transform its wielder into a god.
A lean man in a black robe stood near the dais, gazing at the flame, and turned as Molly approached. He had a hawkish face, with gray-shot brown hair and steely eyes. His bearded lips twisted in amusement as he saw her.
A crimson haze brightened in his eyes.
“Why, granddaughter,” said the creature men called the Old Demon. “What a pleasant surprise.” 
“Why do you bring me here?” said Molly.
“Me?” said the Old Demon, feigning surprise. “I did nothing of the sort.” He gestured at the pillar of flame. “I suspect the souls of your slain kin drew you here, like an iron filing to a lodestone.” He grinned, his mouth filled with ragged yellow fangs. “But just as well…since I can then devour you.”
He reached for her, and Molly snarled and drew her weapons.
She awoke in bed, dripping with sweat, and reached for Riothamus only to find him thrashing in a nightmare of his own.

###

The Sight burned through Riothamus’s mind.
Visions swirled before him, glimpses of the future. He saw images of blood and death, of armies of corpses, of a black sword ablaze with ghostly green fire.
And he saw a horror rising from the smoking rubble of Knightcastle, a thing of terror and unlimited power, a nightmare that would enslave the souls of all men forevermore.
Every path, every glimpse of the future, seemed to lead to this.
Riothamus awoke, sweating, and turned to see Molly with the same fear on her face.
They did not fall asleep again that night.

###

The next morning knights and armsmen and thains began arriving outside the walls of Castle Cravenlock, gathering for war.







Chapter 4 - To Cleanse The World

Lord Malden Roland walked to the edge of the High Court. 
He saw the sprawling mass of Knightcastle spread below him, resting within its three concentric curtain walls, the blue Roland banner with its silver greathelm flying from every tower. Beyond the outer curtain wall he saw the silver ribbon of the Riversteel wending through the valley, and Castle Town sitting within its walls by the river’s bank. Fortified camps waited between town’s walls and the castles, holding the assembled armies of Knightcastle and the Justiciar Order. 
And outside the camps waited the runedead. 
Tens of thousands of runedead, standing in orderly rows. The crimson sigils flared and pulsed upon their foreheads, making it look as if ranks of hellish candles waited for battle. More runedead stood upon the ramparts and the towers, keeping guard over Lord Malden’s more reluctant vassals. 
Once, Malden knew, the sight would have filled him with horror. He had been Lord of Knightcastle for decades, had devoted his every thought and action to the honor and prestige of his lands and House. 
But as Lucan had explained, the sight was proof of his victory. Caraster had enslaved the runedead, but the undead had in fact risen to serve the Lord of Knightcastle. 
And with the runedead host, Lord Malden could take his rightful place as defender of the entire realm. 
His mouth tightened into a scowl. When the Great Rising had come, Knightcastle had defended the realm, and Knightcastle had fought against Caraster and his mad plan to impose a new order across the world. None of the other lords had come to Malden’s aid. Only the Justiciar Order under Caldarus had stood with the lords of Knightreach. 
But now Malden had the runedead. The armies of Knightreach and the Justiciar Order would march from village to village, from town to town, from castle to castle until they had purged the world of evil forever.
Malden’s eyes turned to the east.
But only after they defeated Mazael Cravenlock.
He shook his head, bemused. He still found it hard to believe that Mazael was a son of the Old Demon. Mazael had served Malden loyally for years as a household knight, had saved the lives of Malden and his sons on multiple occasions. Yet it did explain Mazael’s skill as a warrior, his ability as a commander to inspire men and snatch victory from the jaws of defeat. 
Malden felt his lips peel back from his teeth.
And it explained the runedead. 
The runedead had arisen in response to the wickedness of the Demonsouled, to the corruption of mortal men. And if a Demonsouled was the liege lord of the Grim Marches…well, little wonder mortal men suffered such afflictions. With the aid of the runedead and the Justiciar Order, Malden would throw down Mazael and free the Grim Marches. 
His hand strayed to the black dagger at his belt, his fingers curling around its hilt.
He would rid the world of evil men...and feast upon their lives.
Malden’s eyes lingered upon the camps outside the walls, his anger growing. Ever since Lucan had cured his illness, his temper had grown worse, his outbreaks of anger had becoming more violent. At first he wondered if Lucan had done something to him, if the rage was a side-effect of the strange healing he absorbed through the black dagger.
He looked at the camps again, his rage redoubling.
But why should he not be angry? So many of his vassals had betrayed him. The craven fools could not accept his vision, and could not believe that the runedead had risen to serve the Lord of Knightcastle. Instead of fulfilling their oaths to their liege lord, they had fled east to throw their lot with the Demonsouled Mazael Cravenlock. 
Even Malden’s own sons had betrayed him.
His own wife.
For a moment he remembered Rhea’s corpse lying in that vault below Knightcastle, and a shadow of grief dimmed his anger. His own wife had betrayed him, along with his eldest surviving son and heir. Malden gripped the stone railing, his hands tightening. All of his sons were dead, save for Gerald, and…
The grief drowned in his fury.
And Gerald had betrayed him, fleeing to Mazael. Tobias would have, too, if the runedead had not cut him down. And Rhea had let the traitors out of their cells.
Both Rhea and Tobias deserved to die for betraying the Lord of Knightcastle…and Gerald would yet pay. Malden’s treacherous vassals would pay, as would the Justiciar officers who had chosen to side with a Demonsouled instead of their Grand Master.
The rage surged through Malden, and he pushed away from the railing, stalking across the High Court and towards the doors to the Hall of Triumph. He strode into the Hall, his boots clicking on the gleaming floor, the banners of long-defeated enemies hanging high overhead. The massive windows behind the dais and the high seat offered a splendid view of the valley and the Riversteel.
A dozen runedead stood motionless before the dais, awaiting his commands. 
“Bring me one of the prisoners,” he said. “Now. Immediately. Go!”
Four of the runedead moved off. Malden paced back and forth before the windows, watching his reflection in the glass. He was well into his sixties, but the translucent image in the window was that of a man of twenty, tall and muscled, with bright blue eyes and shining golden hair. 
The lives he took through the black dagger, the lives of the wicked and the corrupt, had made him young again. At first that had disturbed him. But Lucan had explained that the vitality was a gift of the gods, a reward for cleansing the world of evil. 
Malden had been sick for so long. There was no reason he shouldn’t enjoy his newfound vigor.
A short time later the runedead returned dragging a prisoner, a peasant man of about thirty. Caldarus’s Justiciars had scoured the man’s village, and declared that he was a secret worshipper of the serpent god and a supporter of Caraster. Lucan had slain Caraster, but the taint of the rebel’s evil remained.
“My lord Malden,” said the peasant, sobbing, “I’ve done nothing wrong, and they’ve taken my wife and sons. Please, my lord, please…”
Malden drew his black dagger, the sigil carved into the blade flashing with green fire. The metal felt icy cold beneath his fingers, as if the weapon had been carved from ice. Malden plunged the blade into the peasant’s chest. The man’s scream ended in a choked gurgle, and the dagger flared with green flame.
And power flooded into Malden, molten warmth that filled his limbs and chest. He closed his eyes and shivered, his anger melting beneath the torrent of power. 
Ecstasy. 
The peasant slumped as the dagger drank away his life. Malden ripped the blade free and stepped back, breathing hard. He looked at the dead man and felt a twinge of guilt, but dismissed it. The man had been evil, and deserved to die.
And why shouldn’t Malden benefit from his death?
He would throw down the Demonsouled tyrant Mazael, purge evil from the world…and then rule over the realm forever. He would bring the realm to order, end the squabbling of the petty lords, and bring harmony and plenty. 
How odd indeed that the son of his greatest enemy would help Malden bring it all about.
“Odd,” murmured Malden.
Why would Lucan help him?
No matter. Lucan had been wise enough to break with both his father and Mazael Cravenlock. Now he would help cleanse the world. 
“Dispose of that corpse,” said Malden. “My guests will arrive soon.” 
Malden crossed to the window and looked upon his lands, waiting for Lucan and Grand Master Caldarus.

###

Caldarus gazed at his reflection with annoyance. 
Age, he thought, lent a man a certain air of authority. Of gravity, of wisdom acquired through long years of experience. The peasant rabble and noble fools expected the Grand Master of the Justiciar Order to look venerable, like a man who possessed the wisdom to protect them from the darkness. 
Caldarus no longer looked the part.
He was well into his sixties, but the reflection in the glass was of a man of twenty, with eyes like chips of gray ice and thick black hair. He felt the weight of new muscle beneath his armor and surcoat, and he looked like the sort of hero the more grandiloquent sort of sculptors carved from marble. Such a man hardly looked fit to lead the Justiciar Order through its greatest crisis in centuries.
Caldarus turned from the mirror and walked to the window, still marveling at the lack of pain in his joints, the utter absence of the ache in his back.
He no longer looked the part of the Grand Master…but there were benefits. 
And his appearance hardly mattered. He was still the Grand Master.
His fingers strayed to the black dagger sheathed at his belt.
“Grand Master?”
Sir Commander Hadraine stood in the study door. A few months ago Hadraine had been a doughy man in his middle fifties. Now, like Caldarus, he looked like a man in his twenties, muscled and fit. 
And like Caldarus, he carried one of Lucan Mandragon’s black daggers at his belt.
“Yes, Hadraine?” said Caldarus.
“It is time, Grand Master,” said Hadraine with a bow. “Lord Malden awaits us.”
“Good,” said Caldarus, striding towards the door. “Assemble my escort.”
A few moments later he left the Justiciars’ preceptory and rode through the streets of Castle Town, surrounded by Justiciar knights and officers. The refugees packing the streets of Castle Town shied away from him. Caldarus look over them with disdain. How many of them, he wondered, had offered secret support and aid to Caraster? How many secretly prayed to the serpent god or the gods of the Elderborn? 
Let them cower! The reckoning would come soon enough. The wicked would perish, and the Justiciar Order would bring peace and harmony to the realm…and tame the proud ambitions of over-mighty lords. 
He looked up towards the towers of Knightcastle and smiled.
The Justiciars left Castle Town, rode through the ranks of the waiting runedead, and made their way through Knightcastle to the High Court and the Hall of Triumph. Caldarus strode alone into the Hall, his boots clicking against the gleaming floor. Malden awaited him atop the dais, flanked by a guard of runedead.
“My lord Malden,” said Caldarus. Malden, as ever, dressed richly, clad in a blue coat with silver buttons, gleaming boots, a black beret with a shining gold badge, a silver-trimmed blue cloak thrown over his shoulder.
“Grand Master,” said Malden. 
The two men regarded each other in silence. They had been allies for decades, though never friendly. Most of the nobles of the realm regarded the Justiciar Order with fear and hostility, and Caldarus had found the influential Lord Malden a useful ally. And for all his influence, Lord Malden had many enemies, and the Justiciars’ military might had been welcome. 
Perhaps they still needed each other. With Lucan’s runedead, Caldarus could purge the realm of serpent-worshippers, Demonsouled, and anyone who broke from the path of righteousness. The Justiciar Knights would be properly feared and respected among the nobility, and Lord Malden could stand first among them, could even crown himself king.
So long as he paid proper respect to the Justiciar Order and its Grand Master. 
“You are looking well,” said Malden.
“As are you, my lord of Knightcastle,” said Caldarus. “It seems cleansing the world of the wicked has its rewards.”
“Indeed,” said Malden. “Though great work lies ahead of us.”
“Yes,” said Caldarus. “The death of Mazael Cravenlock, for one.”
“As you say,” said Malden. “It galls me that he was once a sworn knight of my household. A Demonsouled, under my own roof.”
“You should have exercised greater vigilance,” said Caldarus.
Malden scoffed. “Do not to think to chide me if I were an ignorant peasant, Caldarus.” The Grand Master felt a shiver of rage, but ignored it. “Your own knights and officers were often at my court during his time here, and they failed to see anything amiss.”
Caldarus shrugged. “No matter. We shall crush the son of the Old Demon easily enough.”
“Do not be overconfident,” said Malden. “Mazael Cravenlock is a formidable foe. He utterly crushed the Dominiar Order at Tumblestone.”
Now it was Caldarus’s turn to scoff. “The Dominiar Order was corrupt and weak. My own order divided from them centuries ago due to their corruption and impurity.”
“And in all those centuries,” said Malden, “your Order never managed to defeat the Dominiars. Yet Mazael smashed them in a single battle. And he defeated the Malrag horde and brought the Tervingi barbarians to bay. He is a dangerous commander and a skilled warrior.”
“And he shall perish before the wrath of the Justiciar Order,” said Caldarus. 
Malden opened his mouth to answer, but a cold, dry voice cut him off.
“You should listen to Lord Malden, Grand Master. Lord Mazael is indeed a puissant adversary.”
Caldarus turned his head with a scowl, and saw a dark shadow standing in the entrance to the Lord of Knightcastle’s private rooms.
Lucan Mandragon had arrived.

###

Malden watched the last son of his oldest foe walk into the Hall of Triumph. 
How odd that the son of Richard Mandragon the Dragonslayer should be the savior of Knightcastle.
Lucan wore black clothing and a black cloak, the hood thrown back to reveal his pale, gaunt face and black eyes. He looked like a man in his late twenties. Save for his noticeable pallor, of course. And the way his hard black eyes never blinked. 
And the way he only drew breath to speak, and the uncanny way he went utterly motionless.
A black diadem encircled his brows, fashioned in the shape of a writhing dragon. In its claws the dragon held a green emerald, the gem flickering with light. Gerald had called that diadem the Banurdem, claiming that it was some ghastly relic of Old Dracaryl. The ancient Roland kings of Knightcastle had once warred against the dark magic of Dracaryl, though in the end the high lords had fallen to their own necromantic power.
It was only fitting that a relic of Dracaryl should now serve the Lord of Knightcastle.
“You have returned,” said Malden.
“I have,” said Lucan. “We were correct. Caraster was not as ignorant of proper strategy as we thought. He left several armies of runedead to guard key points in Mastaria. Armies that have come at my call.”
“How many of the runedead do we have?” said Caldarus. “I thought you said we had one hundred and fifty thousand of the creatures.”
“I miscounted,” said Lucan. “The sum is closer to one hundred and eighty thousand. Perhaps even one hundred and ninety.”
The number stunned Malden. The most living men he had ever been able to call to his banners totaled around twenty-five thousand, and the Justiciars had never been able to field more than twenty thousand mounted knights and foot. And the runedead required neither sleep nor rest, food nor drink. They could march all day and all night, and fight without ceasing. And they were immune to weapons of normal steel, vulnerable only to magic and flame. 
“With such a host,” said Malden, “I could force every lord in the realm to submit. I could conquer the Old Kingdoms and the Elderborn, and the heathen lands to the south. I could even cross the mountains, conquer the middle lands, and exterminate the Malrags, raise an empire unlike any seen in the history of man.” 
“And the Justiciar Order,” said Caldarus, “will safeguard and shepherd this new empire.” 
“Truly,” said Lucan without a trace of emotion. “It is well you decided to serve the cause of justice, my lord Malden, Grand Master. The runedead rose to serve you, even if Caraster usurped them. And with them, perhaps there will be a king sitting in Knightcastle again.”
Malden smiled. For all his life, he had guarded the power of his lands and house. Now he had the chance to raise Knightcastle to undreamed heights of glory.
Lucan’s voice cut into his thoughts. “But only if you stop Mazael Cravenlock before he destroys you.” 
“With such a host of runedead,” said Caldarus, “we can smash him utterly.”
“But only if you march at once,” said Lucan. “Because he will be coming for you, my lords. The traitors among your vassals and your officers will have reached him by now. He will march for you, and his sword will grant his armies the power to harm your runedead. And he is Demonsouled, and the dark power of his blood means his followers will obey him without question. Do not underestimate him, I urge you. For if you do, he will crush you…and a son of the Old Demon will hold sway over the world.”
“What do you suggest, then?” said Malden.
“Gather your hosts and march for the Grim Marches and Castle Cravenlock,” said Lucan. “You, my lord Malden, can still call fifteen thousand loyal men, and you, Grand Master, can summon at least ten thousand. Combined with the runedead you shall have an irresistible force. If you reach the Grim Marches before Mazael gathers his vassals and his barbarian allies, you can lay waste to his lands and trap him in Castle Cravenlock. Then you need only use the runedead to wear away his defenses until he lies dead at your feet.”
Caldarus frowned. “That would be our entire force. We would leave ourselves vulnerable to uprisings in Mastaria, or any petty prince among the Old Kingdoms with more ambition than sense. And the Justiciars’ enemies among the nobles might try to seize our lands…”
Lucan shrugged. “You have many enemies, my lords, but none as strong as Mazael Cravenlock. Your other foes are rats nipping at your heels. Mazael is a wolf who will rip out your throat. If you destroy Mazael, you can deal with any other foes at your leisure. But if you turn your attention to these minor foes, Mazael will march on Knightcastle and destroy you.”
“I believe Lucan speaks wisdom, Grand Master,” said Malden.
Caldarus gave a sharp nod. “Very well. I give my consent to this plan, and will summon the Order to battle.” He touched the hilt of the black dagger at his belt. “Though as we march east, we shall have to cleanse the lands of the wicked. And the Grim Marches are a nest of serpent-worship and the debased Tervingi barbarians. We shall have to exterminate them utterly.” 
Malden smiled and touched his own dagger. “Caldarus, I could not agree more.”
Lucan said nothing.

###

That night Lucan walked alone in the darkness beneath Knightcastle.
The lack of light did not hinder his eyes, and he strode through the gloomy maze of the Trysting Ways without hesitation. He noted the cold, clammy air against his face, but he did not feel it, not really. He did not feel anything, not the air against his skin, not his heart beating within his chest, not the draw of his breath, mostly because his heart did not beat and he had no need to breathe. He felt nothing at all, neither pain nor pleasure.
He felt only rage.
He remembered Tymaen’s death, the blood soaking the front of her gown. He would avenge her death.
He would finish his work and rid the world of the Demonsouled forever.
In Tymaen’s name, he would create a new and better world. 
The Trysting Ways spread before him, an endless stone maze threading its way into the darkness beneath Knightcastle. Generations of Roland kings and lords had built and rebuilt and expanded Knightcastle, slowly raising the great stone edifice. And every lord had added secret passages, creating the great stone maze of the Trysting Ways. 
Lucan stopped before an unmarked wall of white stone. 
But Knightcastle was older than the Rolands remembered, save in their myths and tales. A stronghold of the High Elderborn had once stood here, until the wars of the first Demonsouled and the Dark Elderborn had destroyed their realm. The High Elderborn citadel that had once stood here had been destroyed, Knightcastle rising over its ruins…but the ancient tunnels remained.
And a thing of power, forgotten here for millennia. 
Lucan worked a spell and the wall disappeared.
He stepped into a vast hall of gleaming white stone with a vaulted ceiling. In the precise center of the hall stood a delicate pointed arch of white stone, ten feet wide and thirty tall. Symbols and sigils had been carved into the arch, and already they glowed with a pale silver light. 
The Door of Souls. The High Elderborn had created this artifact, this thing of tremendous magical might. When open, it allowed a man to leave the mortal world and physically enter the spirit realm, and stay there so long as the Door remained open. With the Door, Lucan could enter the spirit realm and reach Cythraul Urdvul. He could find the gathered power of the Demonsouled he had slain with the Great Rising.
And he could destroy the power, and the Demonsouled, forever.
But only if he managed to get the Door open.  
It would take a tremendous amount of power to open the Door, and Lucan had devised the means of obtain that power. The black daggers he had given Malden and the Justiciars drained life and transferred it to their wielders. Part of the power remained in the wielder, true, but the daggers were linked to the Glamdaigyr, and most of the power flowed through the Glamdaigyr and into the Door of Souls. Malden and the Justiciars had gathered considerable power.
They had killed a lot of people.
But it still wasn’t enough.
Lucan walked in a circle around the Door’s arch, examining the silver sigils. The power funneled through the black daggers, while considerable, was not yet enough to activate the Door. Worse, some of the power had begun to dissipate, like water evaporating off a reservoir. Lucan needed to pull a great deal of power into the Door in a short amount of time.
His right hand closed into a fist, the leather of his glove creaking. 
Mazael Cravenlock and the armies of the Grim Marches would provide the power he needed.
It was a risk, though one necessitated by Lucan’s own mistake. He should have put Sir Gerald and Sir Tobias and Lady Rhea to death at once. Instead Gerald Roland had escaped with his wife, sons, and most loyal supporters, and they would flee right to Mazael. Lucan had dispatched a band of runedead to hunt them down, but almost certainly Sir Gerald would reach Mazael.
And then Mazael would come for Lucan. 
But Mazael’s armies could provide the raw life force Lucan needed. If enough of Mazael’s men fell beneath the black daggers in a short enough time, the power would drain into the Door of Souls and open it. 
Unless Mazael first destroyed the runedead host.
Caldarus and Malden could gloat over their invincible army all they liked, but Lucan knew better. Mazael carried an ancient sword forged by the High Elderborn, and Lion’s fire could destroy runedead with ease. Even worse, a Tervingi wizard of terrible power called the Guardian served Mazael, and the Guardian had the power to spread Lion’s fire to every sword in Mazael’s army.
The combination could be fatal to Lucan’s plans. The runedead army might well destroy the Grim Marches…but if Mazael kept his wits about him, he could turn the tables.
Lucan had seen him do it before.
But the outcome of the battle between Mazael and Malden was of no importance at all. What mattered was if the battle generated enough stolen life energy through the black daggers to empower the Door of Souls.
And if Mazael and the Guardian mowed down the runedead, Lucan doubted he could gather enough power.
But Lucan thought he had a way to negate both Mazael’s and the Guardian’s advantages.
He left the vault containing the Door, reactivating the ward behind him. A short walk took him through the Trysting Ways and to one of the secret exists from the castle. Night lay over the castle, though the crimson glow from tens of thousands of runedead filled the Riversteel’s valley with a hellish radiance. 
And the glow from the burning men.
Close to fifty runedead stood in a group away from the others, their bodies wreathed in crackling orange-yellow flames, their limbs and torsos reduced to little more than charred husks. The sigil of the runedead shone upon their foreheads, barely visible through the flames. Once they had been Caraster’s disciples, following their master as he launched his plan to overthrow the world.
Then they had made the mistake of crossing Lucan, and had perished in the inferno of their own magic. 
Their souls had fled their bodies, drawn to whatever punishment awaited them, but Lucan had raised their charred corpses as runedead. They retained their magical abilities, and some of their memories and skills. One of them would be no match for the Guardian. 
But even the Guardian might find it challenging to deal with fifty at once. 
“Caraster,” said Lucan.
One of the runedead stepped forward. Unlike the others, he was not wreathed in flame, and wore a heavy black robe. A tangled mass of gray hair and beard encircled his head, almost obscuring the sigil of crimson flame upon his pallid forehead. 
“I will set the world to burn,” hissed the runedead that had once been Caraster. “I will throw down the lords and the priests and the merchants! Then no one will go hungry, and I will make this world into a paradise!”
“No,” said Lucan, “you won’t.”
“You slew me!” shrieked Caraster. “You slew me!”
“At last you speak sense,” said Lucan. “Now, stop talking and take your disciples into the Trysting Ways. Remain there until I call for you.”
“Master,” snarled the thing that had once been Caraster. The creature had at least some of Caraster’s memories, and therefore hated him. But thanks to Lucan’s magic, and the power of the Banurdem and the Glamdaigyr, the runedead could not disobey him. 
Caraster led his burning runedead towards the Trysting Ways. 
Lucan watched them go. 
He had killed every last one of those men. He had burned Caraster’s disciples alive in their own magic, and had driven the Glamdaigyr through Caraster’s chest. Granted, those men deserved death. They had carved a trail of butchery and horror through Mastaria and Knightcastle, and Lucan had only given them their just fates.
He looked at them and felt no remorse.
He felt nothing at all.
And for some reason that made him uneasy.
Lucan had done terrible things since awakening from his stupor in Arylkrad, and his actions had caused the deaths of countless innocents. If he was successful, if he destroyed the power of the Demonsouled and freed the world of their curse, then their lives would have been well spent. He was doing what was necessary to make a better world.
Yet he had killed so many innocent people. He should have felt guilt over it. Or, at least, regret over the necessity.
But he felt nothing. Nothing but rage over Tymaen’s death, nothing but the raw certainty that his mission was vital for the good of the world. Was it a side effect of becoming a revenant?
No. He had felt this utter certainty even before his death. 
Lucan scowled and shook his head. He could not turn back now. He had gone too far, and there was too much blood on his hands. Necessary blood, to be sure, but innocent blood nonetheless. If he stopped now, it would have been shed in vain. 
Tymaen would have died in vain.
But if he succeeded, if he destroyed the Demonsouled, those men and women would have died to create a new and better world. And Lucan could not fail them now.
He strode towards Knightcastle, filled with his purpose.

###

The ancient creature stood unseen in the darkness and watched Lucan Mandragon walk to Knightcastle.
“Always so close, Lucan,” said the creature, “so very close. But never quite there. Alas.”
He walked through the shadows and reappeared next to Lucan. Lucan did not notice him. Lucan would never notice him.
Until it was too late, anyway.
The creature felt himself smile, smile has he had not smiled since he watched the cities of the High Elderborn burn so long ago.
He was old, so old, and he had so many names. 
The High Elderborn had called him the Hand of Chaos for the ruin he brought to their glittering kingdoms. The people of Northreach called him the Blightbringer, and in the kingdom of Briault (before he had arranged for its destruction) they called him the King of Ghouls. The barbarian nations of the middle lands spoke in whispers of the Urdmoloch, and some of more desperate and ruthless among them prayed to him. 
But the name he preferred was the one used among the people of the Grim Marches.
The Old Demon.
For he was the firstborn and the strongest, the oldest and the greatest. His mother had been a nameless human slave, and his father an imprisoned demon god, summoned by the wizards of the Dark Elderborn in their pride and folly. The demon god had been destroyed in the attempted summoning, the Dark Elderborn scattered, and the High Elderborn destroyed. 
But the Old Demon was still here. 
Kingdoms rose and fell and empires collapsed into dust, but he endured. His children and grandchildren rose and carved domains of their own…only to fall when he slew them and sent their strength to Cythraul Urdvul where it had all begun. 
Where it had begun…and where it would end.
“Almost there,” said the Old Demon, watching Lucan. 
For millennia the Old Demon had sired children and grandchildren and then slain them, their power gathering in Cythraul Urdvul. The death of the demon god had pushed the ruined temple into the spirit world, along with the remnants of the god’s power. That power had drawn the strength of the slain Demonsouled into Cythraul Urdvul, and after centuries of work a vast reservoir of power awaited there.
Power enough to transform any who claimed it into a new god.
The Old Demon intended to claim that power.
Unless Skalatan or Mazael stopped him first.
Skalatan did not concern the Old Demon, not greatly. Skalatan was powerful and clever, but like all his kind, the San-keth preferred plotting and working through tools rather than action. The Old Demon would deal with him when necessary. And Mazael…the Old Demon had crushed rebellious children before. He could do so again.
But none of those rebellious children had ever carried a sword forged by the High Elderborn. 
He felt a twinge of misgiving. The High Elderborn were dust and bones…but their weapons remained. Mazael carried Lion, and the Tervingi Guardian wielded that miserable staff. The High Elderborn had created those weapons to destroy the Old Demon, and even after three thousand years, they still posed a threat to him. 
But no matter. Lucan would open the Door of Souls, and his army of runedead would keep Mazael from reaching Knightcastle. And once the Door opened, the Old Demon would claim the power for himself.
He would become a god…and no weapon would ever have the power to threaten him again.
And the world would be his to do with as he pleased.
He strode into the shadows, leaving Lucan to do his work.







Chapter 5 - Raiders

Hugh Chalsain, the Prince of Barellion and liege lord of Greycoast, awoke to feel a rock digging into his back.
He sat up with a curse, stubble rasping beneath his palms as he rubbed his face. His sword and dagger lay next to his bedroll, close at hand in case the Aegonar decided to launch a night raid. Hugh pulled on his boots, wrapped his sword belt around his waist, and left the tent.
He stepped into the tangled woods that housed his camp. The woods offered concealment from any passing Aegonar scouts, though no comfortable places to lie down, alas. Hundreds of tents spread in every direction, and smoke rose from small cooking fires as the knights and armsmen of Hugh’s force awoke.
He wondered how many of them would still live come nightfall.
“My lord Prince?” A boy of twelve hurried over, clad in chain mail and a green surcoat adorned with the sigil of a broken spear. Unlike his father, the boy was whip-thin. “What are your commands?”
“Bring me some breakfast, Roger,” Hugh told his squire, “and find your father and Lord Karlam.” He did his best to keep the scowl off his face at the mention of Karlam Ganelon. “Bid them to attend me at once.”
Roger ran off into the camp.
Hugh still was not used to people jumping to obey his commands, even though he was the Prince of Barellion. But he had never expected to become the Prince. He was Prince Everard Chalsain’s youngest son, and Hugh had expected to ride in his father’s armies or wander across the realm in search of coin and battle.
But instead Malaric had butchered Hugh’s family…leaving Hugh as both the Prince and the last son of the House of Chalsain. He had never wanted to become Prince, and would have been content to ride from petty fight to petty fight.
He didn’t want to be Prince.
But, then, he hadn’t wanted the runedead to arise or the Aegonar to invade, either. He might as well wish for the sun not to rise every morning. 
Two men strode towards him. One was burly and wore a surcoat with the Prince’s colors over steel plate, his head crowned by a mop of curly brown hair. The other was tall and gaunt, with iron-gray hair, and wore a long black wizard’s coat. 
“Well, sir knight, master wizard, what news?” said Hugh.
Sir Philip Montigard grunted and scratched his beard. “The news is that it’s damned cold and damned early, and I want something hot to eat.”
The master wizard Maurus scowled, which was little different than his usual expression. “The Prince of Barellion has requested our presence, Sir Philip. You would do well to show respect.”
Montigard snorted. “Aye, he’s the Prince, and no doubt about it.” He gave a bow in Hugh’s direction. “But I remember when he was just Sir Hugh, and we’d visit the brothels together. Now we tramp through the mud and chase down serpent-worshipping madmen.” He sighed. “I miss the old days.”
“As do I,” said Hugh. 
But things were not entirely bleak. In the old days he had not yet met Adelaide…
“Ah,” said Montigard with a snort, “you’re thinking of your wife. I suggest we whip the Aegonar and go home. Then you can devote your time to planting an heir in your wife’s belly.”
“That is hardly a proper way,” said Maurus, “to speak of the Lady Consort.”
Roger returned, holding trenchers laden with bacon and a skin of wine. “From the quartermaster, my lord Prince. And Lord Bryce and Lord Karlam are on their way.”
“Thank you,” said Hugh.
“I don’t suppose you thought to bring us all food?” said Montigard, eyeing the squire.
Roger blinked. “Ah…I saw that my lord Prince had guests, so I made sure to bring enough!” He held out the trenchers.
“Capital!” said Montigard. “A fine lad. Hugh, if Adelaide has a daughter, you should marry her to this boy.”
Roger’s flush managed to get deeper.
“Go and get my horse ready,” said Hugh, “and see to my weapons and armor. We shall ride to battle soon.”
Roger bowed, handed out the food, and ran off.
Hugh took a bite of the bacon. “Well?”
“It is as you thought, my lord Prince,” said Maurus. “The Aegonar are indeed trying to construct a wooden bridge over the wreckage of the Castle Bridge.”
“Aye,” said Montigard around a mouthful of bread, “Malaric’s witchery tore down the bridge, but the piers are still there, and the Aegonar have thralls laying down planks. Another few days, and they’ll be able to march right over the River of Lords.” 
Hugh cursed. “So that’s why they threw those warbands against us. Not to cause chaos, though they stirred up enough. To distract us while they finished their damned bridge.”
Maurus nodded. “Several thousand Aegonar warriors are waiting on the northern bank, and a strong band holds the southern bank. As soon as the bridge is complete, I suspect they will cross and construct a ringfort to hold the crossing.”
Hugh sighed. “And then they’ll bring their whole host across and assail Barellion itself.”  
“Just as well,” said Montigard, taking a swig from the skin of wine, “that you sent that lad to fetch your horse.”
Armor clanked, and Hugh turned. A dozen lords and knights walked towards him. At their head strode two men in fine plate armor. One was stout and middle-aged, wearing a green surcoat identical to Roger’s. Lord Bryce Spearshore was one of the most powerful lords in Greycoast. He had sworn to Hugh after Malaric’s disastrous defeat at Castle Bridge, and Hugh trusted him.
He did not trust the man at Lord Bryce’s left.
Lord Karlam Ganelon of Rutagne was tall and lean, a wispy mustache and pointed beard covering his lip and chin. Despite his foppish appearance, his eyes were hard and cold. Hugh’s father had never trusted Lord Karlam, and Karlam had been one of the first to swear to Malaric. After Malaric’s defeat at Castle Bridge, Karlam had remained aloof, refusing to choose a side until after Hugh had prevailed.
Lord Karlam also had numerous daughters, and had suggested, more than once, that Hugh divorce Adelaide for a woman of higher birth.
That had not endeared him to Hugh any further.
“My lords,” said Hugh. “Thank you for coming. It seems our fears were correct. The Aegonar are building a temporary bridge over the wreckage of Castle Bridge.”
Lord Karlam swore. “The barbarian devils will not be content until they worship their serpent-god in the ruins of the Prince’s Keep.”
Lord Bryce shrugged. “The master of the barbarian devils wants Knightcastle, not Barellion. We are simply in their way.”
Karlam lifted a pale eyebrow. “Then perhaps we ought to permit them passage through Greycoast and let Lord Malden deal with them.”
Bryce scowled. “Then you would expose the folk of another land to these Aegonar butchers? You know the atrocities they have committed in the north.”
“I am simply saying it would be a way to get rid of them,” said Karlam.
“No, Bryce is right,” said Hugh. “If we grant the Aegonar passage, Skalatan and Ryntald would use the opportunity to attack us.” He had met both the San-keth archpriest and the Aegonar High King, and he knew neither one would hesitate to eliminate a potential threat. “And even if they marched south, they would leave a trail ruin a hundred miles wide through southern Greycoast. Perhaps even through your own lands, my lord of Rutagne.” 
Karlam’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing else.
“No, best we keep the Aegonar on the northern bank of the River of Lords,” said Hugh. “If they cross, it will be a disaster. The sooner we can gather our strength and launch an offensive, the better, but until then, we need to keep them where they are.”
“What do you propose, my lord Prince?” said Bryce.
“Master Maurus and Sir Philip have scouted the enemy,” said Hugh. “There are five hundred Aegonar warriors holding the southern bank, waiting for the thralls to finish their wooden bridge. Some ulfhednar and seidjar are among their numbers.”
A rumble went through the lords and knights. The ulfhednar, the Aegonar berserkers in their bronze serpent helms, were terrible foes. The seidjar, the priests of Sepharivaim, wielded deadly magic in battle. 
“Maurus and our court wizards can handle the seidjar,” said Hugh, and Maurus gave a curt nod. “Dealing with the warriors and the ulfhednar is up to us. The footmen will charge the foe, and once the Aegonar are pinned in place, the horsemen will strike from the flanks.”
“We have used this tactic before,” said Karlam. “The Aegonar will expect it.”
“Almost certainly,” said Hugh. “What they will not expect is that I will split our horsemen, and send half of them to circle around the battle. Once our footmen and horsemen have engaged, I will lead a charge into the enemy’s unprotected flank. We can then drive them into the river.”
“This plan is folly,” said Karlam.
Montigard scowled. “You question our Prince’s commands?” For all that he teased Hugh in private, in public he was Hugh’s most vocal supporter. 
Karlam glared at the knight. “I am the Prince’s loyal vassal. But we only have six hundred footmen and four hundred mounted men with us. We take unnecessary risk by going into battle with so few. We should send word to Barellion and summon reinforcements. Once they arrive, we can bring superior numbers to bear against the Aegonar. It is highly unlikely the Aegonar will have finished their bridge by then.”
“Forgive me, Lord Karlam, but I fear that is optimistic,” said Maurus. “The Aegonar are using thralls to build their bridge, peasants conscripted from their conquered lands. They drive the thralls day and night, and I suspect they will finish the bridge within two days.”
“And if the Aegonar host crosses the River of Lords, Karlam,” said Bryce, “we will lose the advantage of superior numbers.”
“I see.” Karlam’s face gave away nothing. “Then I bow to my Prince’s wisdom. My men are ready to march.”
“Good,” said Hugh. “Lord Bryce, take command of the footmen. I will lead the sortie around the battlefield myself. Lord Karlam, take command of the remainder of the horsemen, and attack as soon as Lord Bryce is engaged.”
Both lords bowed and went to their respective armsmen, their knights following. 
“A good plan,” said Maurus.
“Aye,” said Montigard, “we’ll whip those Aegonar. Pity there’s more of them, though.”
“It should work,” said Hugh, watching Lord Bryce and Lord Karlam walk away. Of course, no battle plan was foolproof, and once the fighting began chaos ruled instead of the commanders. But Hugh thought it should work. 
And the plan offered one other bonus. 
Lord Karlam could not ruin it by betrayal. If Karlam refused to ride to the aid of the footmen, Lord Bryce’s men would be hard-pressed. But they were veterans of the fighting against the runedead and the Aegonar, and they would hold the line until Hugh came to their aid. 
And if Karlam betrayed them …
“Well,” said Hugh. “We’ll see then, won’t we?”
“See what, lord Prince?” said Maurus.
Hugh shook himself out of his dark musings. “We’ll see the Aegonar driven back over the River.”
Montigard finished his bread and smacked his lips. “That’s the spirit.”

###

Hugh held his lance in one hand and his reins in the other.
He rode along the southern bank of the River of Lords, steering his horse around the thinning trees. Montigard rode at his right, holding the Chalsain banner, a black tower upon a field of green. Maurus rode at his left, ready to unleash his spells. The River of Lords itself lay to the north, the river itself broad and fast and far too deep to easily cross.
At least without a bridge.
Then they left the woods, and both the ruined bridge and the battle came into sight.
The Castle Bridge had once been tall and strong. A fortified tower, a keep in its own right, had risen from the center of the river, supporting the massive stone bridge. Yet after Malaric lost the battle against the Aegonar, he had unleashed the great winged spirit under his command, destroying the keep and collapsing the bridge into the river. 
The Aegonar had been hard at work building their own bridge. A wooden walkway had been built across the jutting piers and the broken stump of the tower, stretching perhaps two-thirds of the way over the river. The thing looked rickety, but could the Aegonar host could use it to cross the River of Lords in a day, maybe less. Dozens of men stood on the bridge, holding hammers and timbers and watching the battle on the shore.
A mass of five hundred Aegonar warriors stood in a shield wall, their backs to the river. Lord Bryce’s footmen strove against them, the banner of Spearshore flying overhead, while the Aegonar flew their crimson banners. Hugh glimpsed the bronze serpent helms of ulfhednar, and saw a flare of purple light as the seidjar priests unleashed their arts against the wizards. 
A wedge of horsemen had driven into the flank of the Aegonar shield wall, disrupting their formation. 
Lord Karlam had not betrayed them. At least not today.
“Sir Philip,” said Hugh, lifting his lance. “The charge.”
Montigard grinned, his face savage beneath his thick beard, and lifted his war horn. He blew a blast that echoed over the river and the battle, and for a moment the fighting came to a surprised halt. Hugh put spurs to his horse, and the beast surged forward, hooves tearing at the ground. Around him the knights gave a mighty shout and kicked their horses to a gallop. Hugh shifted his grip on his lance, holding it as he had been taught as a child. The knights lowered their lances, forming a gleaming wall of razor-edged steel. The Aegonar warriors shifted, trying to meet the new threat while keeping Lord Bryce’s footmen and Lord Karlam’s horsemen at bay.
But it was too late.
An Aegonar warrior whirled to face Hugh, red-bearded face howling in fury, and then Hugh’s lance struck home. The steel point drove through the Aegonar’s scale armor and hurled the warrior to the ground. Hugh ripped the lance free, even as another Aegonar fell beneath his horse’s steel-shod hooves. Around him the knights charged into the Aegonar, men screaming and wood splintering and horses neighing. Hugh drove his lance into another Aegonar, the momentum and weight of his horse driving the weapon forward, and the impact ripped it from his hand. He drew his sword with a steely hiss, twisted in his saddle, and swung. 
The sword crunched halfway through an Aegonar’s neck, and Hugh yanked the weapon free in a spray of crimson drops. Both his knights and Lord Karlam’s tore into the Aegonar, and the shield wall collapsed beneath the weight of Lord Bryce’s footmen. An ulfhednar dashed for Hugh, screaming curses, a broadsword raised over his head. But Hugh waited until the last minute and thrust his sword. The ulfhednar plunged onto the sword blade, face going slack with pain, and Hugh drove an armored boot into the Aegonar’s head. 
The ulfhednar crumpled motionless to the ground. Hugh wheeled his horse, saw the Aegonar retreating in disorder towards the river’s bank. Hugh looked for Montigard, intending to order another charge…
“Fight, you craven dogs!” 
An Aegonar strode through the fleeing warriors, a gaunt man clad in ragged trousers and a leather vest. Dozens of bronze rings wrought in the shape of serpents encircled his bare arms, piercing the skin. 
A seidjar, a wizard-priest of the Aegonar.
“Fight!” roared the seidjar, purple light flaring around his fingers. “Fight in the name of great Sepharivaim!”
The purple haze around his hands brightened.
Hugh cursed and spurred his horse towards the Aegonar wizard, and a dozen other men did the same. If the seidjar worked his spells, he could kill a score of men in a heartbeat. 
The seidjar gestured, and a serpent fashioned of purple flame leapt from his fingers. Hugh cursed again and urged his horse to greater speed. He had seen the seidjar use that spell before, and those magical serpents could kill dozens.
Blue light flashed, and the purple serpent dissolved in a puff of smoke. Hugh saw Maurus, black coat flying around him as his hands gestured in a spell. The seidjar whirled to face Maurus, beginning a spell of his own, and Hugh saw his chance. He galloped forward, sword raised. The Aegonar wizard realized his peril and started to turn, but too late. Hugh brought the sword hammering down, reducing the seidjar’s head to bloody ruin.
The remaining Aegonar broke and ran, sprinting for the river.

###

Smoke rose from the burning bridge.
“The Aegonar on the northern bank are going to take action,” said Lord Karlam, scowling. 
“Let them,” said Lord Bryce. “They cannot get across the river in any numbers, and we can stop them easily.”
“They could bring up bowmen or war engines,” said Karlam. 
Bryce shook his head. “Only an Elderborn bow could reach over the river.”
“Elderborn?” said Karlam with a sneer. “A myth, my lord Bryce. Perhaps you should turn your attention to reality, not to childish fancies…”
“No, he’s right,” murmured Hugh, looking past the burning timbers of the makeshift bridge to the milling Aegonar on the far bank. “There are Elderborn. Lord Mazael’s wife is half-Elderborn, and look what he did to save her.”
No one had a response to that.
“As soon as we march south,” said Bryce at last, “those Aegonar will try to cross.”
“Aye,” said Hugh, “but not in large enough numbers to threaten Barellion or any of the castles.”
“Raiding parties,” said Bryce. “As they have before.”
Hugh nodded. “We’ll keep men patrolling along the banks of the river. They’ll deal with any raiders, and if the Aegonar gather in numbers large enough to launch an assault, we’ll know and have time to prepare.” 
He only hoped Skalatan did not open a mistgate. The San-keth archpriest had used a mistgate to escape the Prince’s Keep. If Skalatan used his magic to launch a quick attack…
Hugh shook his head. If Skalatan could have used a mistgate to move the entire Aegonar host over the River of Lords, he would have done so already. 
“Then,” said Karlam with a scowl, “we will merely wait.”
“For now,” said Hugh.
“So rather than take the offensive and drive the Aegonar from Greycoast,” said Karlam, “we shall merely cower behind the River of Lords and hope the Aegonar die of old age? Or will we wait for Lord Mazael to come and save us?”
“We shall launch an offensive ourselves,” said Hugh, “when the time is right. And not a moment before. Greycoast has lost too many men to the runedead and the Aegonar. If we attack before the time is ripe, we risk disaster. Mazael’s aid will be welcome, but we will not rely on it.” Mazael had promised to return with the armies of the Grim Marches, to revenge Skalatan’s attack upon his wife. But with the chaos unleashed by the runedead, Hugh knew better than to rely on Mazael’s aid. 
Karlam sneered. “I should have known. Prince Everard sat on his hands as the runedead rose and the Aegonar conquered half of our land, and it seems his youngest son is little…”
Hugh turned, his grip on his temper slipping. “Indeed, my lord Karlam? And when my father called for aid against the Aegonar, you managed to keep your men out of the fighting. Perhaps if you had…”
Karlam’s thin face darkened, and the argument might have gone further, but a low moaning filled Hugh’s ears.
All the hair on the back of his neck stood up.
He cursed, stepped back, and drew his sword.
Karlam’s eyes widened. “What is this? You would draw steel upon your own vassals? You…”
“Karlam, shut up,” said Bryce, drawing his own sword. “Can’t you hear that? It’s happening again!”
Karlam frowned, titled his head to the side, and then his eyes widened.
Hugh’s men had encamped at the edge of the river bank, and every last one of them drew their swords. The low moaning filled the air, and a cold wind picked up, rustling the grasses and making the river ripple. 
“Wizard’s oil!” yelled Hugh. “Quickly, all of you!”
He yanked the small flask from his belt. 
Runedead were immune to normal steel, so every man in the armies of Greycoast carried a flask of wizard’s oil. When coated on a blade and set aflame, it allowed a sword to harm a runedead, if only for a few minutes. Most of the runedead had been cleared from Greycoast, but bands of the undead still lurked in lonely places, and the men carried flasks of wizard’s oil with them. 
Which was just as well, since they needed the wizard’s oil to face this new threat.
Hugh spilled a few drops upon his sword and rubbed it over his blade, and as he did, the first shadow appeared.
The creature, whatever it was, looked like a shadow fashioned of gray mist and darkness. An arcane symbol of green fire burned in the center of its chest. A constant low groaning, the moan of a man in dying agony, came from the shadow. Through the gathered men Hugh saw a dozen more of the gray shadows appear, the sigils flickering within them like pale green candles. 
“Fight!” shouted Hugh, and the camp broke into chaos.
He ignited the wizard’s oil upon his blade, and pale white flames sheathed his sword. The shadow near him flowed to the right, towards one of the armsmen in Lord Bryce’s service. The armsman backed away, eyes wide with fear. 
The shadow touched the armsman, and the man screamed. One moment he was a healthy man of about thirty. The next a withered, ancient corpse in gleaming armor collapsed to the ground, his life drained away by a single touch of the shadow. Hugh lunged, his sword a blur of white fire, and slashed the blade through the shadow’s gray form.
It dissolved like smoke upon the wind. 
Hugh turned, seeking more foes, but the fight was already over. A half-dozen men had fallen to the gray shadows, but the camp blazed with the white glow of wizard’s oil. One by one the burning swords winked out. 
Hugh sighed, let the wizard’s oil burn out from his blade, and sheathed his sword. 
Montigard and Maurus hurried over, smoke still rising from Maurus’s fingers.
“How many did we lose this time?” said Hugh.
“Seven in total, I think,” said Maurus. “Mostly wounded men and those taken off-guard when the shadows manifested.” 
“It could have been worse,” said Montigard.
“But it was still too damned many,” said Hugh.
“At least,” said Bryce, voice quiet, “they’re troubling the Aegonar, too. Whatever they are”
Hugh saw the chaos in the Aegonar warbands on the other side. 
“That’s the third attack in the last fortnight,” said Hugh. He looked at Maurus. “Do you have any idea what those things are?”
“None, my lord Prince,” said Maurus. “They are a form of undead, that is plain, but the…creatures leave no remains to study. Our best guess is that they are connected to the runedead. The symbol that glows within the shadows is similar to the one that burns upon the brows of the runedead. We suspect the shadows might be a sort of echo, perhaps, created by the destruction of a runedead.” 
“An echo?” said Karlam with disdain. “Echoes cannot kill, wizard.”
Hugh looked at the dead armsmen. “It seems that they can.” He shook his head. “Sir Philip, Lord Bryce. Tell the men to move the camp away from the river. I doubt they’ll want to sleep here, now that the shadows have appeared again. Leave sentries to guard the bank in case the Aegonar make trouble.” He looked at the chaos on the far side of the River of Lords. “But I doubt they’ll be in a festive mood.”
Montigard nodded and spat over the bank. “Damn shadows.”
“And what, might I ask,” said Karlam, “will we do tomorrow, my Prince?” 
His words were polite, but Hugh heard the challenge in them.
“We will break camp,” said Hugh, “and withdraw to Barellion, along with the other bands scattered along the river.”
Karlam’s eyes were cold. “And then we will huddle behind Barellion’s walls and wait for the Aegonar to pass?”
“No,” said Hugh, “we will resupply and prepare to cross the River of Lords ourselves. If Lord Mazael returns to join us, we will welcome his aid. But we will not wait for the lords of the Grim Marches to save us, and we will drive the Aegonar from Greycoast.”
He only hoped he would not lead his men to their destruction.

###

That night Lord Karlam Ganelon sat alone in his tent, gazing at his lantern. 
That damnable boy. 
Why couldn’t have Malaric have been more thorough? Malaric had wiped out Everard Chalsain and his sons, and then Mazael Cravenlock had killed Malaric. Everything had been in place for Karlam to seize Greycoast for himself.
But Hugh had survived, somehow, thanks to sheer dumb luck. That would not have been an insurmountable difficulty. Karlam had several daughters, and any one of them would have been capable of seducing the fool boy.
But instead Hugh had wed Alberon Stormsea’s bastard daughter. 
Karlam felt his teeth grind. It had been almost perfect. With the House of Chalsain destroyed, he could have taken Greycoast with ease.
And then he could have presented the land as a gift before the feet of the Aegonar High King.
Or, more precisely, as a gift before the coils of Skalatan, archpriest of Sepharivaim. 
For Karlam had kissed the serpent long ago in exchange for promises of immortality and power. And so far the San-keth had kept their bargain. He was one of the highest nobles in Greycoast, with lesser lords and knights at his call. 
But he wanted more. 
And he would have it. He wanted to rule Greycoast as Skalatan’s regent, to reign forever, immortal and invincible.
The tent flap rustled, and his squire entered. “A…guest for you, my lord. He said he was invited.”
Karlam straightened on his camp stool. “Send him in.”
The squire bowed and departed, and a stocky man entered the tent, clad in a heavy brown cloak.
“Show me your face,” said Karlam.
The stocky man complied and drew back his cowl, revealing the broad, ruddy face of a successful innkeeper or merchant. The man looked like a generous peasant farmer or perhaps a kindly rural priest. 
Karlam was not fooled.
“You received my invitation?” he said.
“Indeed I did,” said the guest, his voice genial and warm. “And I was so intrigued I came in person. It is not often that the First Dagger of the Skulls receives such a…bold request.”
Karlam kept the unease from his expression. The Skulls were Barellion’s brotherhood of assassins, paid killers who lurked in the shadows. Their deeds were cloaked in dark legend, and their leader was the most feared man in the city. The Skulls often accepted contracts from the proselytes of the San-keth…and the San-keth priests themselves sometimes used the Skulls to dispatch the disloyal. 
The Skulls had aided Malaric in his rise to power, and after Malaric’s fall, had disappeared back into the shadows. Some said that Mazael Cravenlock, his mad daughter, and his pet barbarian wizard had destroyed the Skulls utterly.
Karlam knew better. 
“First Dagger,” said Karlam, “I am glad you could come.”
“Please, my lord,” said the First Dagger. “I am a simple man. Do call me Souther. I assume your lordship’s time is valuable, so let us be blunt, hmm? How can I be of service to you?”
Karlam felt his throat go dry. “I wish to purchase a death.”
“Oh?” Souther lifted his thick eyebrows. “That is easily arranged.”
“Two deaths, to be precise,” said Karlam.
“A rich sacrifice of blood for your serpent god,” said Souther.
Karlam gave him a hard look. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”
Souther smiled. “Of course. Might I ask who you wish to die?”
Karlam told him.
Souther did not look in the least surprised. “Difficult, my lord, but it can be done.” His smile widened. “Let us haggle."







Chapter 6 - Sight and Shadows

Riothamus frowned. “You have been seeing glimpses of the future?”
Romaria nodded.
They stood outside the walls of Castle Cravenlock. It was a little past dawn, and already the rising sun painted the grassy plains the color of blood. Romaria preferred to rise before dawn and hunt, whether with bow and arrow or the wolf’s form. Mazael was indifferent to hunting, and usually spent the morning attending to the business of governing, so Romaria usually hunted alone.
But sometimes she hunted with Riothamus. His knack for it surprised her, but upon reflection it made sense. Riothamus had been Aegidia’s apprentice, and had spent his youth traveling from one end of the old Tervingi homeland to another with her. 
And even the Guardian needed to eat.
“And you saw this…spirit?” said Riothamus. “This Demonsouled foe of Lord Mazael’s?”
“Aye,” said Romaria. “Morebeth Galbraith.”
Riothamus sighed. “Then I fear you are correct, my lady. You have indeed developed the Sight.” 
Romaria looked at him. She could see the tremendous power of the bronze staff strapped to his back, the aura of crackling magic that waited at his command. And if she concentrated, she saw hints of his own aura – the pain from the death of his parents and Aegidia’s murder, the weight of his responsibilities, his fear for the future.
His fierce love for Molly.
She concentrated and pushed away the strange visions.
Yet the visions still shimmered at the edge of her consciousness.
“How?” said Romaria.
Riothamus shrugged. “I don’t know. I suspect we can thank your Elderborn heritage. You know more about the Elderborn that I do,” he reached back and tapped the staff, “but some of the past Guardians knew more about the Elderborn than either of us. Most of the Elderborn have a minor degree of facility with the Sight. Those who embrace the ability and train can reach heights no human could match.”
“The Seer,” said Romaria, remembering. He had set her upon the path that led her to Mazael.
Though he had not foreseen his own death at Malavost’s hands. 
“Indeed,” said Riothamus. He pointed at the grass. “A trail.”
Romaria saw the trail as easily as reading script from a page. She nodded, and they followed it.
“Why now?” said Romaria. “I’m thirty-six years old. If the Sight was going to manifest in me, I thought it would have done so by now.”
“For all we know you could be young yet,” said Riothamus. “I understood that it was…rare for Elderborn half-breeds to live past their thirtieth year, since the magic of their Elderborn souls would consume them.”
“Yes,” said Romaria, shivering as she remembered how close she had come to that fate. “That was why I left Deepforest Keep.” That, and she hated her mother. Ardanna believed the Elderborn superior to humans, and certainly superior to half-human, half-Elderborn half-breeds. “I wanted to see as much of the world as I could before I lost myself. And then I…”
“You mastered yourself?” said Riothamus.
“Not entirely,” said Romaria. “I…that was the problem. I was trying to conquer myself. But that wouldn’t work. Like an ocean trying to turn itself to sand. I was trying to keep the wolf at bay, but I was the wolf all along. I am the wolf, and the wolf is me. I had to accept it.” She shrugged. “I did…and now I have no idea how long I will live.”
“No one knows that,” said Riothamus. He carried a short hunting bow, the arrow notched. “Lucan Mandragon could kill us all tomorrow. Or I could trip and shoot myself in the throat. Or I could choke on a biscuit at breakfast.” He shrugged. “No one knows how much longer we have left.”
Romaria laughed. “You’re too young to be so wise.”
“Wisdom,” said Riothamus, “is only knowledge gained from learning something the hard way. And I have learned more things the hard way than I care to remember.” He shook his head. “But that is a digression. I think the Sight was always latent in you, and your brush with death, and the magic necessary to sustain you, awakened it.”
Romaria nodded, lifting her face to feel the direction of the wind. She changed direction, and Riothamus followed suit. She heard the rustling of the grasses and the soft whisper of the wind, and smelled wet soil and the scent of distant crops.
And the musky smell of the red deer’s fur.
“It never seems to go away,” said Romaria. “From what you’ve said, the Sight comes upon you in visions, or when you consciously summon it. But for me, it’s always there. I can ignore it, or I can go deeper into it, but it never goes away.”
“I think it will always be with you,” said Riothamus. “For me, the Sight is like a…oh, a closed window. If I choose, I can open the shutters and look outside. Or if a vision comes upon me, the vision will batter its way through the shutters and present itself to me. But either way, I must first open the window. For you, I think, the Sight is like having a third eye.”
“What do you mean?” said Romaria. The deer’s track was plain now.
“Your two eyes show you light and shadow and color,” said Riothamus. “But now you have a third eye, one that is always open. And that eye shows you the currents of magic, the flow of time, the shape and hue of auras, and perhaps glimpses of the past and the future.”
“So it seems,” said Romaria. “Will I be able to use the Sight as you do? To see far-off places, or into the past?”
“Most likely not,” said Riothamus. “I suspect your facility with the Sight isn’t as powerful as that of the Guardian. That said, it offers some advantage. You don’t need to summon it, which means it will give you better warning of danger. And it doesn’t appear to cause you any physical drain.” He looked over the plains. “Whenever I use the Sight, I feel as if I just ran ten miles while carrying a forty pound sack of flour. The Sight does not seem to exert you at all.”
“No,” said Romaria. She had not considered it that way. “No, it doesn’t exhaust me.” She shrugged. “So far, at least, it’s been no different than listening to someone speak. I might not like what I hear, but the simple act of listening isn’t tiring.” The deer’s trail shifted to the left, and Romaria followed. “Though I wish I could direct it better. I’ll look at someone and see…things, images, flashes of their aura. Or maybe the past or the future. I don’t know for certain.”
“I can help you,” said Riothamus. “You have a different level of the Sight than the Guardian, but it is still the Sight. The same principles would apply.”
“I would appreciate that,” said Romaria. “If we are to face Lucan and stop him, we will need every advantage.”
And as she thought of Lucan Mandragon, something glimmered before her Sight. A grinning shadow, a hooded form standing atop an altar and laughing, a horror rising from burning rubble.
“You see it too,” said Riothamus, voice quiet, “don’t you?”
“The grinning shadow?” said Romaria. “Yes.”
“I think it is the Urdmoloch,” said Riothamus.
“The Old Demon,” said Romaria. “He is behind Lucan, I am sure. He is our real enemy. Lucan is merely…ah.”
She held up her hand.
The red deer stood some yards upwind. It had not yet seen or scented them. Riothamus nodded and stepped to the left. Romaria took one step forward, and then another.
And as she did, she changed. Her torso swelled, fresh muscle cording her arms and legs. Black fur sprouted from her skin, her clothing and weapons vanishing as the magic of her Elderborn soul took hold. In a moment she had transformed into a great black wolf, faster and stronger than a normal man. 
Her senses sharpened, and she heard the rustling of the grass, smelled Riothamus’s sweat and the odor of the deer, saw the deer’s fur rippling in the wind. 
She circled through the grasses, moving without sound, and lunged. The deer took flight at once.
Riothamus’s arrow slammed into the center of its chest, and the animal stumbled and collapsed motionless to the ground. The scent of blood flooded Romaria’s nostrils, and she heard the deer’s heartbeat falter.
And then it stopped.
She flowed back into human form.
“Good shot,” she said. 
Riothamus nodded. “Thank you. Though it is quite simple when you drive the beast right towards me.” He knelt, tied the deer’s legs together, and heaved it over his shoulders with a grunt. “I never saw a red deer before I came to the Grim Marches.”
“They don’t like trees,” said Romaria. “They stay on the plains, on the Grim Marches and the Burning Hills, occasionally on the High Plain, but…”
A dark shape appeared behind Riothamus, and Romaria reached for her sword. Riothamus turned, one hand coming up for a spell, and Romaria saw a woman in a black gown, her blood-colored hair stirring.
“Morebeth,” said Romaria. 
“You must come at once,” said Morebeth. “There is great danger.”
“Why?” said Romaria. “What’s happening?” 
“I do not know,” said Morebeth, a hint of frustration in her cold tones. “I have never seen anything like this. A shadow…perhaps? Echoes of slain runedead. I do not know. But they are coming for Mazael.”
“She is there?” said Riothamus, voice quiet.
“Aye,” said Romaria. “If Mazael is in danger, we’ll return to the castle at once. But you must warn him.”
“I cannot,” said Morebeth. “The shadows have gathered too thickly about him. He will not be able to see me. But you must go! The shadows come for Mazael, and they will try to kill him!”
The spirit vanished.
“What did she say?” said Riothamus.
“Something is about to attack Mazael,” said Romaria. “We need to return to Castle Cravenlock at once.”
“Go,” said Riothamus. “I’ll catch up.” 
Romaria nodded and shifted back into the form of the great wolf and raced for Castle Cravenlock.

###

Mazael walked through the courtyard, a crowd at his heels.
There was so much to be done. 
The lords and knights of the Grim Marches gathered at Castle Cravenlock, their camps surrounding the base of the hill. The Tervingi headmen and holdmistresses had called their men, assembling in their own camps. Too many fighting men had perished in the chaos of the last few years, but Mazael thought he could field thirty-five thousand armsmen, militiamen, knights, and Tervingi thains to attack Lucan Mandragon’s runedead horde. 
It was just as well that Mazael had allowed refugees fleeing the Great Rising to settle in the Grim Marches. The Great Rising and the Malrags had destroyed hundreds of villages, but Mazael had resettled them with peasants fleeing the runedead in the Stormvales or the Burning Hills, even a few folk fleeing the Aegonar in Greycoast. The newcomers had worked diligently and harvested a good crop.
Otherwise Mazael doubted he could have fed his army.
“Sir Tanam Crowley arrived with his men,” said Sir Hagen, grim as ever behind his black beard.
“Good,” said Mazael. “Find a place for his riders, and invite the Old Crow to dine with me tonight. And put his men to work scouting the roads to the west. Your skythains do good work, Toric, but a man on a horse can sometimes see details a man a thousand feet up might overlook.” 
“Lord Gerald and Sir Commander Aidan sent word as well, my lord,” said a man in a black wizard’s coat, his chin and lip masked by a pointed beard and mustache. Timothy deBlanc was Mazael’s court wizard, and had become the preeminent wizard of the Grim Marches, save for the Guardian of the Tervingi. There were older and stronger wizards in the Grim Marches, but few had survived as many battles as Timothy. “More men have been found on the western road near Morsen Village, both minor knights and Justiciar armsmen who have forsaken Lord Malden and Grand Master Caldarus. Lord Gerald will return in a few days with another thousand men.”
“Good,” said Mazael. “We need every man who can swing a sword or carry a spear.” Even with every Tervingi and every man of the Grim Marches, Lucan would still have five times as many runedead. 
“Ethringa daughter of Jordanic will arrive today,” said Arnulf, “along with all her folk, to attend the war moot.”
Mazael frowned. “She’s a holdmistress, not a headman.”
“Aye, hrould,” said Arnulf, “but the headman of her hold was slain when Malaric attacked Cravenlock Town with his runedead and his changelings. The thains of her hold have not yet chosen a new headman, so Ethringa comes to speak for her hold at the war moot. Since Malaric’s runedead slew her headman, she will favor war.”
“I hope the other headmen and holdmistresses see it that way,” said Mazael. He suspected the Tervingi nation would follow him to war, but he was not sure. And some of the Tervingi headmen, Earnachar chief among them, might see his absence as an opportunity for themselves.
“Do not fear, hrould,” said Toric, his leather armor creaking as he walked. “Earnachar son of Balnachar may threaten and bluster, but he is no craven. And when Lucan Mandragon worked the Great Rising, many of the Tervingi fell to his runedead. We Tervingi thought to find a homeland safe from the Malrags, but we shall have no peace until the Dragon’s Shadow is defeated.” 
“I fear you are correct, Toric son of Torvmund,” said Mazael. “Timothy. Set the wizards to putting wards around the camps. Lucan might send more runedead after Gerald, and…is it getting colder?”
His breath steamed in the air, and he felt a cold wind blowing through the courtyard. Mazael looked around in sudden alarm. The sun still shone bright in the morning sky, yet this cold wind had come from nowhere. Was magic at work? 
He drew Lion, and the sword trembled in his hand, the blade erupting into blue fire as the sword reacted to the presence of dark magic. 
A low moaning sound filled his ears
“My lord!” said Timothy. “Look!”
Timothy pointed, and Mazael saw the shadow. 
The creature had a human shape, albeit one fashioned from gray mist and darkness. A green symbol burned in the center of its torso, similar to the ones upon the brows of the runedead. The other men drew their swords and raised their weapons, and Mazael felt the creature’s attention fix upon him. The moaning grew louder, and the shadow flowed towards him, arms reaching.
Mazael sidestepped and slashed Lion before him, the blazing blade meeting no resistance as it passed through the shadow. The creature, whatever it was, sighed and dissolved into gray smoke.
“Whatever that was,” said Sir Hagen, “it didn’t put up much of a fight.”
Mazael nodded, and saw dozens of the gray shadows appear in the courtyard, the sigils within their bodies glowing like firelight reflected off a cloudy sky. 
“To arms!” roared Mazael, turning to face the other men. “To arms! We are attacked! To arms!” 
He raced through the men, slapping Lion’s blade against their weapons. Arnulf’s massive axe blazed with azure flame, as did Toric’s short sword and Hagen’s blade, and soon the swords in the courtyard shone with blue fire. 
But Mazael was still too slow.
A shadow touched one of Arnulf’s spearthains, a skinny youth of perhaps twenty. The boy screamed, his face gaining years even as Mazael watched, and a withered corpse collapsed to the courtyard earth, the spear rolling away. Arnulf roared and swiped his axe through the shadow, and it dissolved into gray smoke. 
“Beware the shadows!” shouted Hagen, cutting through two of them. “Their touch is deadly! Beware!” 
Mazael cut through the shadows, Lion ablaze in his fist. Again and again they disintegrated beneath Lion’s touch, but it was like trying to fight fog. Scores of the creatures rose moaning from the earth, and Mazael saw more of his men fall. He cursed and struck down another, and then another…
A black blur shot over the courtyard wall and landed next to Mazael, and he glimpsed a great black wolf with icy blue eyes and fangs like ivory daggers. Then the wolf flowed away, and Romaria stood at his side, her bastard sword in hand. He struck Lion against her weapon, and the blue fire leapt to her blade. Together they carved their way through the shadows, fighting back to back. 
At Hagen’s bellowed command, the armsmen and the thains formed themselves into a square, keeping their backs to each other and their blades facing the foe. The shadows milled around them like a misty sea, but more of them rose from the earth.
A flare of golden light reached Mazael’s eye, and he saw Riothamus on the curtain wall, his bronze staff radiant with golden light. The Guardian wrapped both hands around his staff, raised it high, and slammed it against the rampart.
There was a thunderclap, and a sheet of brilliant golden flame erupted from the staff and sliced into the courtyard. It passed through the living men, leaving them unharmed. But the shadows turned into puffs of smoke at its touch. Riothamus swept the staff before him, and the golden flame devoured the shadows.
Silence fell over the courtyard, and the blue flames vanished from Lion’s blade, the air growing warmer.
The fight was over. 

###

“Runeshadows,” said Mazael with a scowl.
He stood in the courtyard, listening to the reports. In addition to the attack upon the castle, a dozen of the creatures had manifested within the walls of Cravenlock Town, Fortunately, Molly had been there, speaking with the town’s bailiff, and had kept her wits about her. Using flasks of wizard’s oil, they had ignited their blades and destroyed the shadows.
“Runeshadows?” said Riothamus, shrugging. “I don’t know what they’re called, but the name fits.”
Molly frowned. “You don’t know what these things are?”
Riothamus shook his head. “I fear not. I have never encountered undead like this before…nor have any of the other Guardians.”
Mazael looked at Romaria.
“I’ve seen more undead that I care to remember,” said Romaria. “Wraiths and shades and other things. But never undead like this.”
Molly scowled. “More of Lucan’s pets. He must have created them and sent them after Gerald.”
“Toric sent a skythain to check on Gerald,” said Mazael. “But if the runeshadows were after Gerald, why come here? Or why come to Cravenlock Town?”
“Perhaps they were following Lord Gerald?” said Timothy. “Like bloodhounds upon a trail?”
“Gerald hasn’t been to Cravenlock Town since he arrived,” said Mazael. 
“Lucan may be responsible for the runeshadows,” said Riothamus, “but not directly.”
“Then he made these things by…accident?” said Mazael, frowning. “They have the same sigil as the runedead.” 
“I think the runeshadows are a form of shade,” said Riothamus. “A shade is simply the echo left behind by a dead man, pulled into the mortal world by necromancy. But I suspect the runeshadows are created by the destruction of a runedead.”
Mazael tapped his fist against his leg. “We’ve destroyed thousands of runedead since the Great Rising. If we faced a runeshadow for every runedead we destroyed, the Grim Marches would be overrun by the things.”
“I do not have an explanation,” said Riothamus. “Perhaps runeshadows are only created when a runedead is destroyed using magic.”
Hagen growled. “The shadows are dangerous, aye…but less dangerous than the runedead, my lord. Their touch is fatal, but they are not as fast as runedead, and once they lose the element of surprise they are simple enough to dispatch.”
The air flickered, and Mazael saw Morebeth’s spirit standing next to Sir Hagen.
He looked at her, as did Romaria.
“I do not know what they are,” said Morebeth. “Some form of undead, yes. But I know not how they were created. I see a dark shadow hanging over Knightcastle…and these creatures are wisps of that greater shadow. But how they were wrought, I do not know.”
She vanished without another word. 
“Sir Hagen, Timothy,” said Mazael. “Make sure that every man has at least one flask of wizard’s oil. Lion’s fire can deal with the runeshadows easily enough, but I cannot be everywhere. If those shadows return, I want the men to be able to defend themselves.” 
“What will we do if those shadows return, hrould?” said Arnulf.
“Then we’ll fight them off,” said Mazael. His fist tightened, the Demonsouled rage simmering just beneath his thoughts. “But the runeshadows are only tools, just like the runedead. This isn’t over until we march on Knightcastle and throw down Lucan Mandragon.”
And, if Morebeth was right, stopped whatever plan the Old Demon had worked. The runedead and runeshadows were only the tools of Lucan…but it seemed that Lucan himself was just the tool of the Old Demon.
Mazael would stop his father.
Whatever the cost to himself.







Chapter 7 - Embassies

Lucan walked to the High Court. 
Lord Malden had summoned him. Malden often summoned him, usually when the Lord of Knightcastle wanted to complain how his vassals and his sons had forsaken him. Lucan played along, since Malden’s fits ended with the Lord of Knightcastle killing more victims with his black dagger.
Feeding ever more power into the Door of Souls. 
But this summons had a tone of urgency to it. Had something gone amiss? 
Could Sir Gerald and the traitorous lords had gathered allies and launched an attack sooner than Lucan had anticipated? It seemed unlikely, but if Gerald was that bold, then so be it – Lucan would crush him. 
But Lucan’s actions had gained him more dangerous enemies than Sir Gerald Roland. Malaric might have returned at Skalatan’s bidding. Or Skalatan himself might interfere with Lucan’s plans. Or one of the remaining Demonsouled might have learned of Lucan’s goals and come to stop him. If he was successful, he would destroy both the power gathered in Cythraul Urdvul and any Demonsouled who had survived the Great Rising. 
The surviving Demonsouled, perhaps even the Old Demon himself, might try to stop Lucan. 
But he had his magic, both the well of stolen Demonsouled power and the knowledge and strength he had stolen from Randur Maendrag. He had the Banurdem and the Glamdaigyr, and control over tens of thousands of runedead.
He was ready to face any attackers. 
Lucan reached the parapet. Lord Malden and Grand Master Caldarus stood there, surrounded by a ring of Justiciar knights. The Justiciars shied away as Lucan approached, and he stopped next to Malden.
“You summoned me, my lord?” said Lucan.
“Yes.” Malden pointed over the rampart. “It seems that we have guests.”
Lucan saw a band of about twenty horsemen riding hard for the gates of Knightcastle. The riders wore shirts of scale mail, their faces concealed behind bushy red beards. The lead rider carried a great crimson banner adorned with a stylized S. 
“Why are they carrying a banner with a letter on it?” said Caldarus, amused.
“It’s not a letter,” said Lucan. “It is a serpent. My lords, it seems you have received an embassy from the Aegonar.”
Caldarus and Malden looked at him.
Lucan had heard the stories carried by peasants fleeing from Greycoast, though he had not concerned himself. The Aegonar had raided the shores of Travia and Greycoast and Knightreach for centuries, but now a great host of the pirates had landed in Greycoast and seized much of the land north of the River of Lords. Some of the tales claimed that the Aegonar High King had slain the Prince and seized Barellion for himself. Others said that the bastard Malaric had butchered his family, seized the throne of Barellion, and offered up the land to the Aegonar. That did not surprise Lucan. Malaric had served him well, but Lucan knew his former ally would murder his own father for a scrap of power – and had a grudge the size of the Grim Marches against the man. 
But most of the tales claimed that the Aegonar worshipped Sepharivaim. There had always been San-keth proselytes in the realm, offering sacrifices to Sepharivaim in secret rooms and cellars and forgotten ruins. But an entire nation of proselytes was something new.
And something, Lucan had to admit, that should concern him. 
Skalatan had made him an offer of alliance, one that Malaric had taken but that Lucan had spurned. Lucan would not aid the San-keth. He wanted to free mankind from the scourge of the Demonsouled, but the San-keth were almost as great of a blight upon the world. And the fact that the Aegonar invasion had followed Skalatan’s offer was too great of a coincidence to ignore. 
Skalatan wanted something. But what? He claimed he desired to destroy the Demonsouled as well, but Lucan doubted it was so simple. 
“We should send out men,” said Caldarus, shaking Lucan out of his thoughts, “and cut these heathen savages down.”
“Why?” said Malden. “They have offered no insult, no hostility. And I suspect they have come as ambassadors.”
“All the rumors agree that these Aegonar are worshippers of the serpent god,” said Caldarus. “Such vile men are not accorded the protections of the civilized.” His gray eyes glittered with anticipation, and his hand strayed to the black dagger at his belt. “Let us slaughter them all, and march north and cleanse Greycoast of them. The mission of the Justiciar Order is to defend the realm from dark magic and the worshippers of the serpent…and the Aegonar are deserving of our wrath.”
Malden started to nod, and Lucan saw the danger. The addiction to stolen life energies had not improved Malden’s self-control, and if the Lord of Knightcastle saw the chance for conquest and glory to the north (along with the chance to feast on life energies) the temptation might overrule his thinking. He might ignore the threat of Mazael entirely…and Mazael could march on Knightcastle before Lucan opened the Door of Souls. 
“Perhaps, my lord, Grand Master,” said Lucan, “you should meet with the Aegonar ambassadors first.”
Caldarus scowled. “Why?”
“Because the realm needs the protection of the Lord of Knightcastle and the Grand Master of the Justiciars,” said Lucan, “and it is easier to protect them if they respect you. And no man respects a lord who murders ambassadors.”
Though he suspected the wanton slaughter of innocent villagers had already destroyed their reputation. But the standing of the Lord of Knightcastle and the Grand Master of the Justiciars was not Lucan’s concern. 
“But they are San-keth proselytes,” said Caldarus, “and deserve neither mercy nor respect.”
“Then show the realm,” said Lucan, “how civilized men are superior to the heathen Aegonar.”
“Very well,” said Lord Malden, turning to one of the knights. “Send word to my armsmen. We shall meet our…guests in the Hall of Triumph.”

###

Lucan stood by the dais and watched the Aegonar embassy approach Lord Malden’s seat.
The Aegonar warriors looked formidable enough. They wore shirts of scale mail and bronze helmets fashioned in the shape of serpents’ heads, the fangs forming a guard for their faces. The warriors carried axes slung over their backs and broadswords at their belts. At their head walked an older man in gilded scale armor, his red beard shot through with gray, his face a mask of cold arrogance. 
Behind the warriors came a gaunt figure in a gray robe, sparks of green light flaring around the hem and sleeves. 
Lucan stared at the robed shape.
“Come forward!” said Lord Malden’s herald, an elderly knight with a resonant voice. “You stand in the presence of Malden, Lord of Knightcastle and liege lord of Knightreach, and Caldarus, Grand Master of the Justiciar Order of Knights.”
The Aegonar in gilded armor stepped forward. “I am Skaljar.” His rough voice echoed off the ceiling, and he looked at Malden and Caldarus with ill-concealed contempt. “I am an Earl of the Aegonar nation, a sword-bearer and companion of the High King and Anointed of Sepharivaim.”
The robed figure turned its head towards Lucan. In the depths of the cowl he saw a faint green glow, saw light reflecting off yellow eyes.
The gaze of a San-keth priest.
“Then tell me, Skaljar of the Aegonar,” said Malden. “Why have you come to Knightcastle?”
“To demand your vassalage and conversion,” said Skaljar. 
Caldarus bristled with fury, but Malden raised his hand.
“This ought to be amusing,” he said, his tone that of a man indulging a spoiled child. “Please, my lord earl. Do continue.”
“Long ago the Heralds of Sepharivaim came to the Aegonar,” said Skaljar, “and spread the truth of Sepharivaim among us. We are the chosen people of Sepharivaim, and we shall bring the entire world to kneel before his altars.” He glowered at Malden. “Either you shall join us of your own will, as vassals and allies…or you shall join us at the point of the sword as slaves. The choice is yours.”
Malden raised his eyebrows. “I assume you have demands?”
“You will swear oaths of vassalage to Ryntald, High King of the Aegonar and the Anointed of Sepharivaim,” said Skaljar. “You will then aid the High King in his wars against his foes, though you will be allowed to rule over your lands as you wish, provided you supply the necessary levies and taxes for the High King. Additionally, you will command that temples to Sepharivaim be built in every town and village in your domain.”
“Preposterous!” said Caldarus, stepping forward. “I am the Grand Master of the Justiciar Order, and I will not allow this!”
“The Justiciars?” said Skaljar. “And who are they?”
“We are an Order of holy knights, sworn to defend the realm from dark magic and the vile worshippers of the serpent god,” said Caldarus. The Aegonar scowled at the insult. “And I will not permit the abominable worship of the serpent to spread into Knightreach!”
“Nor will I,” said Malden, “surrender my authority. The Lord of Knightcastle is the ruler of Knightreach, and no one else.”
“Then you invite destruction,” said Skaljar.
“Dare you to threaten the Grand Master of the Justiciar Order?” 
The hooded figure beckoned to Lucan. 
The hand reaching from the gray robe was a skeletal human hand, bound together by flickering sparks of green light. 
Lucan circled around the Aegonar as the robed figure walked towards the wall. Lucan followed, listening with half an ear as Caldarus launched in a long speech about the strength of the Justiciar Order. Gods, but that man loved the sound of his own voice. 
The robed figure stopped, and inside the cowl Lucan saw a large, wedge-shaped head covered in red and black scales, the black-slit yellow eyes watching him without blinking. A forked tongue flickered in and out of the serpent’s mouth, tasting the air. 
“Skalatan,” said Lucan.
“Lucan Mandragon,” said the San-keth archpriest in a dusty, hissing voice, like dried leaves rattling over the floor of a crypt.
“You’re not really here,” said Lucan. He waved his hand, and his fingers passed through the robed figure’s chest, the image rippling. “An illusionary projection, and nothing more.”
“It seemed,” said Skalatan, “a prudent precaution.”
“Indeed,” said Lucan. “What do you want?” He glanced at the dais, where Caldarus continued his angry speech. “I assume this mummer’s show has a purpose?” 
“Yes,” said Skalatan. “You have been busy since we last met. I expected Caraster to destroy the armies of Knightcastle and take the castle for himself. Instead I find that you have destroyed Caraster and claimed his runedead for your own.”
“And you have been just as busy,” said Lucan. “Invading Greycoast and putting Malaric upon the throne of Barellion? Quite a feat, given how…ineffective the San-keth often are.”
“Not as great of a feat as I wished,” said Skalatan. “Malaric failed to kill Mazael Cravenlock, and Mazael came to Greycoast, slew Malaric, and made Hugh Chalsain the new Prince of Barellion. My plan failed. I desired for the Aegonar to seize Greycoast and Malaric to become Prince while the runedead conquered Knightcastle. Then it would be a simple matter to destroy Caraster and claim Knightcastle.” His tongue stabbed at the air. “Instead the Aegonar hold only half of Greycoast, and you control Knightcastle.”
“And why,” said Lucan, “do you desire Knightcastle?”
“Do not prevaricate,” said Skalatan. “You know the truth as well as I do. The last remaining Door of Souls lies beneath Knightcastle.”  
“How do you know that?” said Lucan. 
“I assumed you obtained the knowledge from Randur Maendrag,” said Skalatan. “Who do you think told him about the Door?” 
“And what shall you do with the Door?” said Lucan.
“I will enter Cythraul Urdvul,” said Skalatan, “claim the power of the Demonsouled for myself, and become the new Sepharivaim.”
“Will you?” said Lucan. “Malavost tried to use the Door of Souls atop Mount Tynagis to claim the power of Sepharivaim, and look what happened to him.”
“Malavost was misinformed,” said Skalatan. “Sepharivaim is dead.”
“I see why the other San-keth consider you a heretic,” said Lucan.
“They lack vision and are enslaved to their narrow dogmas,” said Skalatan. “Sepharivaim has been dead for millennia, and my people worship the memory of a slain god. A useless folly. Instead I will become the new god and set this world to order.”
Lucan scoffed. “And you shall make yourself a tyrant as black as any of the Demonsouled.”
“Hardly,” said Skalatan. “The minds of humans are…conflicted, warring between their reason and their emotions. The mind of a San-keth is cold. Orderly. Rational. This world is a place of chaos and madness. With the power of the Demonsouled, I shall remake this world as a place of rationality and order. To the benefit of the San-keth, yes. But also to the benefit of the humans and the Elderborn and the other sapient races that live upon this world.”
“And why are you telling me this?” said Lucan. “You all but admitted that you are going to march the Aegonar south to claim Knightcastle. I assume you have a reason for explaining your entire plan to me?”
“Correct,” said Skalatan. “I wish for you to aid me.” 
For a moment Lucan was not sure he had heard the San-keth correctly.
“Aid you?” said Lucan. “Are you serious? You actually expect me to aid you?”
“I do, if you can be made to see reason,” said Skalatan. “You have seen firsthand the carnage the Demonsouled have wrought, the chaos their power has unleashed.”
“Which is why I shall destroy that power,” said Lucan.
Caldarus’s voice rang over the Hall of Triumph in outrage. “Again and again the Justiciar Order has been the shield of mortal men from the dangers of dark magic! And you expect us to simply…”
“It is unlikely that you will destroy the power,” said Skalatan. “Rather, help me take the power for myself. I shall be the god this world needs. A human can be corrupted by power. I need not cite the example of the Demonsouled. But the mind of a San-keth is cold and logical, and I shall remake this world according to logic. No more war, no more famine, no more disease. I shall do all this and more.”
“You would be wise to submit, Grand Master, Lord Malden,” said Skaljar. “Already all of Greycoast is overrun, and soon we shall move south!”
“You have seen the armies of runedead that surround my castle,” said Malden. “Your band of pirates would have little chance against them.”
Skaljar laughed. “Your army of rotting men, lordling? The Heralds of Sepharivaim are the masters of sorcery, and they shall turn your host against you.”
“You will not become a god,” said Lucan. “Nor will I, nor anyone else. I will destroy the power and free the world from its influence. 
“If you spurn my offer,” said Skalatan, “then you will make it all the easier for the Old Demon to claim the power. And I assure you that he would be a much, much crueler master than I.”
“The Old Demon?” said Lucan. “Don’t be absurd. I will not aid the Old Demon.”
Skalatan said nothing, and Lucan wondered if he had surprised the old serpent. Skaljar and Caldarus continued to shout at each other, while Malden glared at both. 
“For all your power,” said Skalatan, “I forget how young you are. How blind. Everything you have done has been at the Old Demon’s design, not your own.” 
“I am working to destroy the Demonsouled,” said Lucan. “I doubt the Old Demon would approve.”
“Approve?” said Skalatan. “He desires all the Demonsouled to perish, that he might devour their strength for his own. He gave Randur Maendrag the knowledge to create both the Great Rising and the magical instruments needed to cast it, the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem and the Wraithaldr.”
Lucan remembered descending into the black depths of Morvyrkrad, remembered fighting the revenant that had once been his ancestor Randur Maendrag. Randur had boasted of his prowess, of how he had stolen the knowledge to create the Glamdaigyr and the other instruments. 
“He stole the knowledge from the Old Demon,” said Lucan. 
“Because the Old Demon permitted him to steal it,” said Skalatan. “Just as he permitted you to find the instruments of power and work the Great Rising. And just as you now labor to open the way to Cythraul Urdvul. But you will not use it. He will, and he will travel through the Door of Souls to become a god.”
“Ridiculous!” said Lucan. 
“No,” said Skalatan. “I have fought him for centuries before you were born…and he has spun his plots for centuries before that. The San-keth are master manipulators, but the Old Demon could teach us lessons in subtlety. He never confronts his foes directly. Indeed, he is half-spirit, and bound by the rules of the spirit world, and so cannot attack unless he is first attacked.”
Something about those words stirred an unpleasant echo inside Lucan’s head. He had heard them before, he was sure of it.
But where?
“He turns others into his tools and weapons,” said Skalatan, “and he has grown most skilled at it. And you, Lucan Mandragon, you are his greatest weapon. With you, he destroyed almost all of the remaining Demonsouled and gathered their power in Cythraul Urdvul to await his coming. And you work to open the Door for him so that he might at last claim their power for himself.”
“This is impossible!” said Lucan, rage growing behind the ice of his mind. “I…”
“Ah,” said Skalatan, his head leaning closer. “You do not remember. You do not even suspect. You made a pact with him, giving him power over you…and he has completely removed the memory of the pact from your mind. Perhaps he made other alterations to your intellect as well, to make you more amenable to his wishes.”
“You are lying,” hissed Lucan, the fury threatening to break out of control.
A memory wavered at the edges of his vision, a strange black city of crumbling fortresses, a crimson dragon that breathed blood-colored fire, and a man’s mocking laughter…
“I often lie,” said Skalatan, “but with you, I have been truthful. I urge you to ally with me and aid me in gaining the power. Only with my help can you break free. For if you persist in your course, the Old Demon will either gain the power and become a god…or I will destroy you when I come to Knightcastle.”
“No,” whispered Lucan.
Again the image of the black city wavered before his eyes. 
It could not be! Lucan had been certain, utterly certain, of the rightness of his course. He would free the world of the Demonsouled curse forever! Many innocent people had died, but their sacrifice would be validated when Lucan was victorious and destroyed the power of the Demonsouled. 
But if he had been wrong…
If he had been wrong, if he had been manipulated, that meant all those people had died for nothing.
It meant that Tymaen had died for nothing. 
Again he saw the life draining from her blue eyes as the crystal shard transfixed her heart. 
Lucan’s fury erupted. 
He screamed and thrust out his hand, a sigil of crimson fire blazing to life on his palm. The blast struck Skalatan, shattering the illusionary image and digging a molten furrow into the gleaming floor. Lucan stared at the damaged stone, the fury thundering in his ears, his fingers trembling.
He was so angry that he almost felt alive again.
He looked up, saw the Aegonar and Lord Malden and Caldarus staring at him in shock.
“Get out,” hissed Lucan, gesturing at the Aegonar. “I said to get out! Did you not hear the Lord of Knightcastle and the Grand Master? They will not submit to your wretched serpent.”
Skaljar drew himself up. “Do not insult great…”
Lucan flung out his hand. Invisible force erupted from his fingers, fueled by his fury, and psychokinetic force hammered into the Aegonar embassy, driving them to their knees. 
“I said to leave!” said Lucan. “Now! If you are still within Knightcastle by the time the sun goes down, I will send you back to your precious Herald in pieces! Go!”
At last fear touched the expressions of the grim Aegonar warriors, and they all but fled from the Hall of Triumph.
Lucan stalked towards the dais, and he saw the same fear mirrored in Caldarus and Malden. He had never before lost his temper in front of them. 
A distant part of his mind supposed it must make for a terrifying sight.
“You were right to turn them away, Grand Master,” said Lucan. “They were trying to corrupt us with their lies. To pour honeyed words into our ears, to make us doubt our noble purpose.”
Skalatan’s motives were clear enough. He desired the power of the Demonsouled for himself, had hatched that ridiculous story in hopes of convincing Lucan to stop. Well, the serpent would be unsuccessful. Lucan would destroy the power of the Demonsouled, would keep anyone from claiming it.
“It seems we now face two foes,” said Lord Malden, “not just one.”
“You speak wisdom, my lord,” said Lucan, his voice quiet as his mind considered the problem.
Mazael Cravenlock was a dangerous opponent…but Skalatan was just as formidable. Worse, the San-keth archpriest commanded considerable magical power, and likely had access to spells that neither Lucan nor Randur Maendrag had ever seen. Skalatan and the Aegonar would come for Knightcastle and the Door of Souls, once they defeated whatever resistance remained in Greycoast. Lucan had never met Hugh Chalsain, but both Lord Richard and Toraine had spoken dismissively of the boy, and Lucan doubted Everard Chalsain’s youngest son would put up much of a fight.
It would not take long for Skalatan to prepare his attack.
Perhaps less time than it would take Lucan to open the Door of Souls.
He needed to delay his foes. He did not care what happened to Malden and Caldarus and Knightcastle, but if they slowed his enemies long enough for Lucan to do his work…
“We do face two dangerous foes,” said Lucan, looking back and forth between Caldarus and Malden. “Fortunately, we have more than enough runedead to destroy them both.”







Chapter 8 - The Herald of Sepharivaim

Skalatan turned his head, his tongue tasting the air.
His skeletal carrier sat within his tent at the heart of the Aegonar host, his coils wrapped around the skeleton’s spine and hip. His tongue tasted the meditative incense he used to aid certain spells, and the scent of sweat and horses and the dozens of other odors that accompanied an army on the march. 
For a moment Skalatan sat motionless, his mind turning over events, examining them as a blacksmith examined a half-finished blade. 
It seemed that Lucan Mandragon had chosen destruction. 
Skalatan had not expected to sway him. The Old Demon was most skilled at binding his servants. Still, the attempt had cost Skalatan nothing.
Now he would simply have to destroy Lucan. 
But only after he resolved the problem of Barellion. Barellion blocked the way south to Knightcastle, and Skalatan could not lead the Aegonar into Knightreach until he had dealt with the city. Fully half of Greycoast remained in the hands of the Prince of Barellion, and most of the surviving lords and knights of Greycoast had rallied to their new Prince. Hugh Chalsain had proven an unexpectedly capable leader. 
Not for the first time, he reflected that Malaric had been a poor choice of tool.
But those were merely obstacles. No matter how cautious the plan, no matter how capable the servants, setbacks were inevitable. True, Malaric had been a fool…but Skalatan had gained something useful from him. 
He reached with his carrier’s skeletal hand and opened the chest next to his chair.
Black velvet lined the box, and upon a pillow rested a yellowing human skull. Dozens of runes had been carved upon the skull’s jaw, cheekbones, and brow, flickering with bloody light. Skalatan had wielded arcane force for centuries, had delved deeper into the secrets of dark magic than all but a few of his race.
Yet the potency of the magic within the skull still surprised him. 
The skull had once belonged to Corvad, Mazael Cravenlock’s bastard son. After Mazael slew Corvad, Malaric had found the skull, and had unlocked its power with necromantic spells. The skull gave its bearer all the powers of a Demonsouled without the crippling bouts of murderous insanity. 
Skalatan knew better than to wield such dangerous tools.
And why bother with the power of a Demonsouled when he played for the power of a god?
He had another use in mind for the skull. But he had to reach Knightcastle before the skull would be of any value. In the meantime, he had to neutralize the obstacle of Barellion.
“Attend me,” said Skalatan, voice quiet.
At once the flap to his tent opened, and a lean man with red hair stepped inside. He looked like any other young Aegonar man, save that he had yellow eyes with vertical black pupils. He was a calibah, a changeling, the son of a human mother and a San-keth father. 
“Honored archpriest,” said the calibah, going to one knee. 
“Rise, Nizius,” said Skalatan. 
Nizius stood, his dark leather armor creaking, his sheathed sword tapping against his leg. 
“The messengers I sent into Barellion,” said Skalatan. “Have they returned?”
“They have, archpriest,” said Nizius. “They report that the assassins prove most…amenable to your requests.”
“I thought as much,” said Skalatan. “The assassins have performed much work for the San-keth in the past.”
“May I speak bluntly, honored archpriest?” said Nizius.
“I would prefer it,” said Skalatan. Too many of the San-keth regarded the calibah as idiotic half-breeds or as expendable fodder. Skalatan had no compunction about spending their lives to achieve his goals, but neither did he regard them with contempt.
Such wasteful emotion prevented clear thinking. The humans had a proverb that a good craftsman respected his tools, and Skalatan had come to see the wisdom in that. 
“The assassins’ brotherhood believes in no god but their own power and wealth,” said Nizius. “So long as you continue to pay them, they will remain loyal to your design. But if they find a higher bidder, they will betray you at once.”
“I thought as much,” said Skalatan. “And the other task? Did you find the tomb?”
“It is where you said it would be, honored archpriest,” said Nizius.
Skalatan’s coils tightened around the skeleton’s spine, his scales rasping against each other.
At last, he had found the final piece. 
“Near a place called Castle Rutagne on the border with the Stormvales,” said Nizius, “ruled by a lord named Karlam Ganelon, a vassal of the Prince of Barellion.”
“Good,” said Skalatan.
“The ruin is…easily accessible,” said Nizius. “Frankly, I am surprised that the humans did not plunder the tomb long ago.”
“Superstitious fear of the Dark Elderborn would have kept them at bay,” said Skalatan. “There have been no Dark Elderborn west of the Great Mountains for thousands of years, but the tales persist. The tomb itself is likely warded. I suspect after the first few fools who dared to enter failed to return, the ruin acquired an evil reputation, and only the mad or the foolish brave it now.”
Nizius nodded. “None of your messengers entered the ruin. They felt the presence of powerful magic within.”
“They acted wisely,” said Skalatan. 
“One other thing, honored archpriest,” said Nizius. His lip twisted with distaste. “The messengers discovered a hidden shrine to Sepharivaim beneath Castle Rutagne. It seems this Lord Karlam is one of the craven proselytes of this barbarous land, timidly hiding in the shadows and offering his prayers in secret, lest the worshippers of the false gods find him.”
“Yes, I know,” said Skalatan. Nizius was young, and his devotion to Sepharivaim burned like a torch in his chest. A pity the object of his zeal was long dead, but Skalatan would put Nizius’s energy to good use. “Do not disparage him. Every tool has its use…even a grasping fool like Lord Karlam Ganelon. Who has already contacted the leader of the assassins’ brotherhood, I expect.”
Nizius blinked…and then comprehension spread over his face. “Ah.”
“Very good,” said Skalatan. “One path to victory can fail. Better to have many paths. Has the High King returned?”
“Yes, archpriest,” said Nizius. “He is meeting with the High Priest Korvager and the chief earls in the center of the camp. I believe he plans to make a move against Barellion soon…with your approval, of course.”
“Of course,” said Skalatan. “Come. Let us see what the High King intends.”
He sent a mental command to his carrier, and the undead skeleton strode from the tent, Nizius following at his heels. He had never understood his people’s obsession with acquiring limbs. According to the doctrine of the San-keth priests, the gods of the Elderborn and the humans had stripped the serpent people of their limbs, condemning them to crawl in the dust for all time. 
He stepped from the tent, and a hundred Aegonar warriors fell to their knees, gazing at him with reverence.
Why bother with limbs? 
It was so easy to turn the humans into willing, even eager, servants, something his brethren had never grasped. Once Skalatan claimed the power of the Demonsouled, in his new world the San-keth would rule, of course, but the humans and the Elderborn would serve joyfully, grateful for their place in the new order, free from war and famine as their masters saw to their needs. In his new order all humans and Elderborn would live in harmony, content to serve their San-keth rulers.
He dismissed the thought as his undead servant carried him through the camp. His plans had already been laid. Now he must see them to fruition. 
A short time later he came to the center of the camp. Dozens of Aegonar earls stood outside the High King’s tent, speaking in low voices. They bowed and made way as Skalatan walked past them. A score of seidjar stood outside the tent, surrounding their High Priest. Korvager wore only a pair of ragged trousers, his chest exposed, and dozens of swirling serpent tattoos covered his skin. The bronze rings piercing his arms had developed a patina, and his bloodshot eyes shone with zeal. 
And power. Even for a human, Korvager was a capable wizard. 
“Great Herald,” said Korvager, bowing. “How might we serve the will of Sepharivaim?” 
“I understand the High King plans to cross the river?” said Skalatan.
“He does,” said Korvager, “though I doubt the crude stratagem of a simple warrior will gain the Herald’s approval.”
“That,” said a quiet voice, “is for the Herald to decide, High Priest.”
Ryntald, the High King of the Aegonar, stepped from his tent and bowed before Skalatan. He was tall and lean, and unlike most Aegonar men, he preferred to keep his red hair and beard close-cropped. He wore the gold-edged scale armor of the other earls, but upon his brow sat the golden serpent diadem of the High King of the Aegonar and the Anointed of Sepharivaim. 
Skalatan had put Ryntald on the throne of the Aegonar nation after Agantyr had fallen. Agantyr had been a vicious warrior and a formidable commander, but a man of simple tastes and intellect. Ryntald was of a more philosophical bent, and smarter than his predecessor. Which meant he would be a more effective leader in the short term, but in the long term, it might prove difficult to control him. And Ryntald, perhaps, was one of the few among the Aegonar capable of guessing Skalatan’s true intentions.
No matter. If his plans succeeded, Skalatan would have no need to control Ryntald. And if Ryntald discerned Skalatan’s true intentions, perhaps he would be wise enough to support them.
Willing servants made for better tools than duped slaves. 
“Great Herald,” said Ryntald, straightening from his bow.
“High King,” said Skalatan.
“Has Earl Skaljar’s embassy returned yet?” said Ryntald.
“No,” said Skalatan, recalling his conversation with Lucan. “I fear they shall be unsuccessful. Though the effort cost us little enough.” 
“Earl Skaljar’s efforts would have been needed here,” said Ryntald. “Still, you know best, Herald.” Skalatan felt a flicker of amusement. Agantyr would never have questioned him. “But since I doubt this Malden son of Roland will surrender Knightcastle to us without a fight, I suggest we make plans for an attack.” 
“You speak wisely,” said Skalatan. “How shall you proceed?”
“Korvager,” said Ryntald. “Fetch Hjalsk.” 
Ryntald and Korvager utterly detested each other, but Ryntald was the High King, and the two men would not quarrel in front of the Herald of Sepharivaim. 
“High Priest,” said Ryntald. “The Herald is waiting.”
Korvager glared for a moment longer, and then stalked away. He returned a short time later with a stocky, gray-haired man in scale armor, his eyes wide as he saw Skalatan. He knelt at once, bowing his head.
“This is Hjalsk,” said Ryntald, “a freeholder and a carpenter from the hill country of the Aegonath Isles, and a warrior in Earl Skaljar’s retinue. I believe he can get us across the river.”
“You may rise,” said Skalatan, and Hjalsk climbed to his feet, his eyes still wide. “Tell me of your plan.”
“Pontoons, great Herald,” said Hjalsk.
“You mean rafts?” said Skalatan.
“Forgive me, great Herald, but not quite,” said Hjalsk, his manner relaxing as his mind turned to his field of expertise. “Rafts float, aye, but I’ve in mind something sturdier, something able to bear a great weight and remain afloat. We build dozens of boats, ensure they are airtight, and atop them mount planks to create a walkway. If we lash them together with stout ropes, we can create a bridge across the River of Lords that will permit the entire host to cross within a day.”
“You are sure of this?” said Skalatan. 
“Yes, great Herald,” said Hjalsk. “We did much the same in the hill country of the Aegonath Isles. When the snow melts and the rivers flood in the spring, any wooden bridge would be swept away. So we build the pontoon bridges as we need them, and take them down once the rivers freeze in the winter.”
“Can you build sufficient pontoons to create the bridge?” said Ryntald.
“I believe so, High King,” said Hjalsk. “There are many skilled carpenters among the thralls…and fear of our warriors makes them work diligently. And we have much cut lumber left over from the attempt to cross at Castle Bridge.” Korvager scowled. The plan to cross over the ruins of the Castle Bridge had been his idea, and Hugh Chalsain had thwarted it. “We could assemble the necessary pontoons within ten, perhaps twelve, days. More, if we had unskilled labor to do some of the carrying.”
“You shall have all the men you require,” said Ryntald. 
“I do not doubt the carpenter’s skill,” said Korvager, glaring at Ryntald, “but that level of activity will be noticed from the southern bank of the river. Our foes will see our preparations, and make ready to hold the bank against us.”
“The preparations can be done out of sight,” said Ryntald. “Prince Hugh has so far kept all his forces across the river.”
“But his men patrol the southern bank,” said Korvager, “and will notice the minute we assemble this floating bridge. Even if the plan proceeds flawlessly, it will take at least a day to assemble the bridge, and another day for the bulk of the army to cross. If Prince Hugh strikes us while we are vulnerable, we could lose thousands of warriors.”
“Which is why,” said Ryntald, voice quiet, “we shall ask the Herald of Sepharivaim for aid.” He turned to Skalatan and bowed again. “If you can fashion a mistgate…”
“Did you not listen to the wisdom of the Herald?” snarled Korvager, stalking closer to Ryntald. “We cannot use a mistgate to move our forces again! There is too much disruption in the spirit world! Using a mistgate at best will fail, and at worst will lead to utter disaster.”
He was not wrong. Save for the Door of Souls, it was impossible for a mortal to physically enter the spirit realm. A mistgate took advantage of that fact by forcibly joining a portion of the material world and the spiritual realm. A mortal who stepped through a mistgate entered the spirit world…and was instantly expelled to a location of the caster’s choosing, the distance limited only by the caster’s power. 
But Lucan Mandragon was opening the Door of Souls, and the Door generated a tremendous amount of magical turbulence. Several weeks ago Skalatan had used a mistgate to bring a few thousand Aegonar warriors to Barellion. But Lucan had fed more power into the Door of Souls since then, and now Skalatan doubted he could open a mistgate large enough and powerful enough to transport even one man to Barellion. 
“I know this,” said Ryntald. “I, too, heed the wisdom of the Herald. You seidjar are not the only ones who have ears.” Korvager scowled at that, but the High King kept speaking. “Herald, I ask only for a small mistgate. One large enough to transport a few hundred men and the finished pontoons across the River of Lords. If they work quickly, they can assemble half of the bridge on the southern bank of the river, and the rest of the men can work from the north. If we act with haste, we can have half of the army across the river before the lords of Greycoast even realize their peril.”
“It is too great of a risk!” said Korvager. 
“We could do it, High Priest,” said Hjalsk. “If we assemble the pontoons, and then move them through a mistgate to the far bank, my lads and I could assemble them quickly enough. So long as the heathens do not interfere, it…” Korvager glared, and the carpenter fell silent beneath the High Priest’s venomous stare. 
“Yes, this is a risk,” said Ryntald. “But this is war, and every choice in battle offers no certainties, only different risks. A warrior would know this.” He turned away from the sneering Korvager and bowed in Skalatan’s direction. “Great Herald, I believe this is our best chance for success. We may indeed fail. But if we are to take Knightcastle as you commanded, then we must cross the River.”
Skalatan considered the High King’s words. A mistgate capable of crossing the River of Lords would likely have to transport the men a mile, perhaps a mile and a half. To maintain a stable mistgate over that distance through the Door's turbulence would be difficult, but within Skalatan’s capabilities. And Ryntald was correct. Skalatan had to reach Knightcastle as soon as possible. Lucan was aware of the threat to the north, and the revenant would take steps to prepare himself.
“I give my blessing,” said Skalatan, “to your plan, High King.”
Korvager’s face went still, and Ryntald bowed. 
“Proceed at once,” said Ryntald to Hjalsk. “The sooner we are across the river, the better.”
“It shall be as you command, High King,” said Hjalsk with a nervous glance at Korvager. The High Priest scowled, but made no objection. For all his power and authority, Korvager would not cross Skalatan’s will. Korvager had considerable magical might for a human, but Skalatan far exceeded his strength.
And Korvager truly believed in the glory of Sepharivaim.
“As we wait for the bridge,” said Ryntald, raising his voice to address the earls, “we shall tighten our hold on what we have already conquered. Hugh Chalsain is our foe for now, but this realm has many lords, and they may seek to test their steel against ours. Therefore our men shall raise earthen ringforts along the northern bank of the River of Lords, to be manned by trustworthy warriors.” 
Skalatan listened, his mind turning over his plans. Ryntald had the strategy well in hand, and there was no need for interference. Agantyr would have charged across the river at once and made straight for Barellion, determined to crush the remaining lords of Greycoast, but Ryntald was more cautious. He almost had the cold, logical mind of a San-keth.
A ghostly tingle brushed against his magical senses, and Skalatan turned his head back and forth, his tongue tasting the air.
“Great Herald?” said Nizius, reaching for his weapons. The other Aegonar backed away from him. The Aegonar loathed the changelings as half-breeds, yet feared them as servants of the San-keth. “Is something amiss?” 
“Yes,” said Skalatan, and he hissed a spell. His magical senses sharpened, and he detected a sudden pulse of necromantic force. “Prepare yourselves! The shadows come!”
Every man standing before the High King’s tent drew his sword, and Korvager and his seidjar cast spells. A cold wind blew through the Aegonar camp, carrying the sounds of alarm. Skalatan lifted his carrier’s hands and worked a spell of his own, green fire flaring around the skeletal fingers.
A moment later the first shadow rose out of the ground, moaning. 
The undead thing looked like a man fashioned out of gray mist and pulsing shadow. A symbol of pale green flame flickered in its chest, and Skalatan felt the necromantic force gathered within it. One touch from the creature could drain the life from any living thing, reducing a healthy young man to a withered husk in less than a heartbeat.
Korvager snarled and made a chopping motion, and a writhing serpent fashioned of purple flame burst from his fingers. The serpent stabbed through the heart of the shadow, and the creature dissolved in a puff of smoke.
The shadows were potent…but not that potent.
Dozens of them rose from the ground, filling the air with a baleful chorus of moans. Korvager and the other seidjar lifted their hands, sending blast after blast of dark magic into the undead shades. The touch of their magic reduced the shadows to wispy shreds, but still more of the creatures rose from the ground. Skalatan saw a dozen Aegonar warriors fall dead, transformed into withered corpses in a mere instant.
He hissed in annoyance. He needed these men alive to take Knightcastle.
Skalatan summoned more power, the air around his carrier rippling and snarling with green sparks. A few of the seidjar sent uneasy glances his way, but Skalatan ignored them and drew more power into his spell.
He disliked taking a direct hand himself. As much as he disagreed with the other San-keth clerics, he understood their preference for using servants rather than risking themselves in direction confrontation. Indeed, Skhath, Straganis, and Szegan had all sought to defeat Mazael Cravenlock themselves…and had paid the price for their pride. Skalatan suffered from no such delusions.
But he commanded magic greater than the power of every seidjar in the host combined…and despite the skills of his servants, sometimes the master had to take action himself. 
His spell reached its climax, and Skalatan thrust out his carrier’s hands, the skeletal fingers ablaze with green fire. A ring of emerald flame burst from him and exploded in all directions, destroying every shadow it touched. The fire passed through the living men without harm, but lingered around their swords and axes, sheathing the blades in ghostly fire. The necromantic fire was harmless to living men, but potent against the undead. A mighty cheer went up from the Aegonar warriors, and they attacked the shadows with glee. Steel sheathed in emerald fire sliced the shadows to wispy ribbons.
A few moments later the cold wind ended, and the attack was over.
Cries of victory came from the Aegonar camp, and Skalatan heard the warriors shouting his name. Korvager led his seidjar in a rumbling chant of praise to the serpent god. Only Ryntald remained quiet, his eyes troubled. 
“A victory, is it not?” said Skalatan. 
“Aye, great Herald,” said Ryntald, “but it is the fifth attack of these…creatures within the last fortnight. They are as chaff on the threshing floor beneath the might of your magic, but even you, great Herald, cannot be everywhere at once. We shall lose men if these attacks continue.”
“Indeed,” said Skalatan. “I urge you to vigilance, High King. I shall instruct Korvager to keep the seidjar dispersed throughout the camp, ready to respond should the shadows return. Sepharivaim’s priests must look over Sepharivaim’s chosen people.” And dispersing the seidjar would keep Korvager and Ryntald from each other’s throats, at least for a time. 
“Do you know what these shadows are, Herald?” said Ryntald. “And why they attack us?”
“I do,” said Skalatan. “Lucan Mandragon created them, though he knows it not.”
“The necromancer,” said Ryntald. “The one holding Knightcastle, and preventing Sepharivaim’s return through the Door of Souls.”
“Yes.” In a manner of speaking.
“Is there a more permanent way to defeat the shadows?” said Ryntald.
“The only way to stop them is to defeat Lucan Mandragon and return Sepharivaim to the mortal world,” said Skalatan. “Urge Hjalsk’s men to diligent labor, High King. We must reach Knightcastle as soon as possible. For these shadows are just a taste of the disaster that awaits if Lucan triumphs.”
And that, at least, was no lie.







Chapter 9 - Past and Present

As the sun set Mazael climbed to the walls of Castle Cravenlock and looked at the surrounding plains.
At the armies that filled those plains. 
Campfires sprang up here and there as the darkness fell. Almost all the lords and knights of the Grim Marches had come, and a city of tents encircled the castle. Mazael saw the banners of his vassals floating the wind. Men hurried back and forth, repairing arms and armor, making arrows, driving carts loaded with sacks of grain, and tending horses. The air smelled of too many men packed into too small of a location. 
North of the camp of the Grim Marches stood the encampment of the renegade lords and Justiciars from Knightreach. Five thousand knights, armsmen, Justiciar sergeants, and minor lords had fled from Lord Malden and Caldarus, and had gathered together under Gerald and Aidan. Mazael welcomed their aid. 
He needed every man who could wield a weapon.
Further north of the exiles lay the sprawling mass of the Tervingi encampment. Every headman and holdmistress had come at Mazael’s call, and thousands of thains awaited the war moot. Griffins circled overhead, exercised by their skythains, and shaggy brown shapes lumbered through the Tervingi camp. Mazael had seen firsthand the effectiveness of war mammoths in combat, and he intended to put them to better use than Ragnachar had ever done. 
“Riothamus will soon call the war moot,” said Mazael.
Romaria stood at his side, gazing at the assembled armies. “It seems like a formality. The Tervingi viewed Malaric’s attack as an insult to their hrould, and they will follow you into battle.”
“It is a necessary formality,” said Mazael. “Assuming Lucan does not kill us all, the Tervingi and the people of the Grim Marches will have to live together. Easy enough to do when facing Malrags and runedead. Harder in a time of peace. And it will be all the harder if we scorn the customs of the Tervingi.” 
“Some of their customs do not sit well with the people of the Grim Marches,” said Romaria. “The way they sacrifice animals to tell the omens, or build shrines to their ancestors, or how a headman can keep concubines in addition to his wife.”
“I know this,” said Mazael, “but we must start somewhere.”
To his surprise, she laughed and touched his arm. 
“You still plan for the future, for the welfare of your lands,” she said, “even in the face of a dire threat.”
“What else can I do?” said Mazael. “I did not seek to become the Lord of Castle Cravenlock, or the liege lord of the Grim Marches, but it happened nonetheless. These lands are in my care, and I must defend them, whether from the runedead or the Malrags or from strife between the Tervingi and the lords.” He gripped the battlements, the worn stone rough beneath his palms. “And from whatever the Old Demon intends to unleash with Lucan.” 
“We will face him together,” said Romaria. “As we have before.”
They had faced the Old Demon together once before, years ago, in this very castle. The confrontation had left Romaria dead upon the floor, and only the strange magic of her Elderborn soul had returned her to the world of the living. What would happen if they faced the Old Demon a second time?
“This time,” said Romaria, “you need not fear that you will fall to your father’s lies.”
Mazael frowned. “What do you mean?”
“You know the Old Demon for what he is,” said Romaria. “And more, you know who and what you are. He cannot lie to you about that, not any longer. He cannot twist you into a monster like he did to Corvad and Ragnachar.”
“Or Morebeth,” said Mazael.
“Or Morebeth,” agreed Romaria.
“Have you seen her again?” said Mazael. “Since the day she warned you of the shadows? I have not seen her since.”
“No,” said Romaria.
Mazael shook his head. “I wonder if the Old Demon destroyed her. He would not be pleased that she shared secrets with us. Or perhaps the runeshadows found her.”
“Perhaps,” said Romaria. “Or maybe she is gathering her strength until she can manifest again. Or seeking out more of the Old Demon’s secrets in Cythraul Urdvul.”
“I am surprised that you believed her so readily,” said Mazael.
Romaria shrugged. “Why? Because you once shared a bed?”
Mazael blinked. “Well…yes.”
Romaria laughed. “You thought I was dead at the time. I can hardly blame you for that, can I? But I think I understand. There is something about Demonsouled blood that gives you a…charisma that is most hard to resist.”
She stepped closer, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him.
“And,” she said once they broke apart, “why should a woman of flesh and blood fear a woman of spirit?” She leaned closer and whispered into his ear. “A spirit cannot warm your bed as I can, Mazael Cravenlock.”
“You always speak wisdom,” said Mazael, smiling as he took her hands.   
He led her from the battlements to their chambers in the King’s Tower.

###

Romaria’s eyes shot open.
She sat up, the blankets falling away, her eyes roving over the bedchamber. The first hints of dawn leaked through the balcony door. Mazael lay motionless next to her, his breathing slow and steady. Romaria stood, the stone floor cold against her bare feet, her heart pounding beneath her breasts.
Nothing was wrong. 
And yet…
“The Sight,” she whispered. 
Something buzzed at the corner of her Sight.
“Eh?” said Mazael, blinking. Despite her fear, Romaria smiled. After their exertions last night, little wonder Mazael was groggy.
“Something’s coming,” said Romaria. “Something from the south.” She shook her head, unbound black hair sliding against her shoulders. “I don’t know what it is. I think…”
Someone pounded at the door. Romaria snatched up a blanket from the bed and wrapped it around her shoulders, while Mazael stood and pulled on his clothing.
“Who is it?” he said.
“Rufus, my lord,” said Mazael’s squire. “Sir Tanam Crowley sends word. There are Elderborn coming from the south.”
“The banner,” Romaria heard herself say. “What banner do they fly?”
“A green shield upon a field of black, my lady,” said Rufus.
The banner of Deepforest Keep, the home she had left long ago.

###

A short time later Mazael rode south, Romaria at his side, surrounded by Sir Tanam Crowley’s scouts.
“Did the skythains find them?” said Mazael.
“I fear not, my lord,” said Tanam, a lean, wiry man with a nose that had been broken often. The Old Crow was the finest scout and commander of light horse in the Grim Marches. “The Elderborn were too stealthy for that. One of my lads spotted them, and came with the news at once.”
“Good work,” said Mazael.
“There haven’t been Elderborn seen north of the Great Southern Forest since Ultorin and his Malrags attacked,” said Tanam. “And before that, when Mitor ruled in Castle Cravenlock.” 
Mazael nodded. The first time, the Elderborn ardmorgan of the Tribe of the Wolf, Sil Tarithyn, had come north in response to the Old Demon’s zuvembies. The second time a band of Elderborn led by Lord Athaelin Greenshield, Romaria’s father, had hunted Mazael during Ultorin’s attack. Athaelin had believed Mazael responsible for Romaria’s death, but had been convinced otherwise after Lucan’s spell repaired her damaged soul…
Lucan had helped save Romaria, repulse the Malrags, and defeat Morebeth. He had been a faithful friend through many dark battles, even as he stole Mazael’s blood to enhance his magic. Was that when Lucan’s fall had begun? Could Mazael have saved him, if he had paid closer attention?
“My lord?” said Tanam, shaking Mazael out of his dark thoughts. 
Mazael looked at Romaria, but she remained silent, her face a calm mask. 
“How many are there?” said Mazael.
“Five hundred Elderborn hunters, my lord,” said Tanam.
“An impressive number,” said Mazael. “There cannot be more than two or three thousand Elderborn scattered throughout the Great Southern Forest.” It was all that remained, Romaria had told him, of the Elderborn who had remained faithful, who had renounced the Dark Elderborn when the Demonsouled arose. 
“And a thousand men are with them,” said Tanam. “Spearmen of Deepforest Keep, I think.”
“If they come to join us,” said Mazael, “then they are welcome.” 
He did not know what had drawn them north, but he could guess. The Great Rising would have touched the Great Southern Forest and Deepforest Keep. Perhaps the Sight of the Elderborn druids had revealed the darkness to the west, had seen that the Old Demon planned to seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself. Certainly Ardanna, Romaria’s mother and the High Druid of the Elderborn, would have the Sight…
Mazael realized why Romaria looked so grim.
“Here they are, my lord,” said Tanam, reining up his horse.
Mazael stopped and looked at the Elderborn host across the plains.
Five hundred Elderborn archers, clad in fur and leather, stood watching him. Every last one carried a tall composite bow. Mazael had seen the skill of those archers at Deepforest Keep, and he knew they could have killed him in a heartbeat if they wished. Besides the archers waited the militia spearmen of Deepforest Keep, armored in leather, spears and shields in hand. 
Between the two groups stood a dozen men and women clad in robes of ragged fur adorned with amulets of bone, staffs of oak in their right hands. In their midst waited a young man in chain mail, a bastard sword slung over his shoulder, a round bronze shield with a greenish patina upon his arm. 
“Tanam,” said Mazael, voice quiet. “Wait here for us.” 
He spurred his horse forward, Romaria following. 
The man in chain mail strode forward with a grin. He was in his late twenties, with the same thick black hair and glacial blue eyes as Romaria. A bronze diadem carved with sigils rested upon his black hair. When Mazael had last seen that diadem, it had been upon Romaria’s head, the sigils flaring with light as she awoke the traigs from their long slumber and saved Deepforest Keep from Ultorin’s Malrag horde.
“Sister,” said Rhodemar Greenshield, the Champion of Deepforest Keep. “You’re looking well.” 
Romaria laughed, slipped from the saddle, and caught her half-brother in an embrace. “As are you, Rhodemar. The diadem suits you.”
“Gods of the old world!” said Rhodemar. “If I had known how much work was involved, I would have glued the damn thing to your head. I do nothing but listen to complaints all day, and…”
One of the druids walked forward, her staff tapping against the ground. She had the ageless face of the Elderborn, but her golden eyes and pointed ears gave her an alien aspect. Her bone amulets rattled as she walked, and her strange eyes fixed upon them. 
“You see,” said Rhodemar, voice quiet, “what I mean.”
“Rhodemar,” said Ardanna, the High Druid of the Elderborn of the Great Southern Forest. “See to your men. I must have words with the Lord of the Grim Marches.” The golden eyes shifted to Romaria. “And with my daughter.”
“As you will, High Druid,” said Rhodemar with a bow.
He walked to the spearmen, leaving Mazael alone with his wife and her mother. 
“Mother,” said Romaria, voice flat.
“When last we spoke,” said Ardanna, “you told me to shut up, that you were sick of my voice. I will say that it is mutual. I am sick of the sight of you, and I am weary of your voice. You are an abomination, and you should have never been born.”
“Even though,” said Mazael, “she saved Deepforest Keep? Given that your head is not impaled upon a Malrag spear, High Druid, your words seem a touch ungrateful.”
Ardanna bristled, but to Mazael’s surprise, Romaria burst out laughing. 
“You find me funny?” said Ardanna.
“Quite,” said Romaria. “Mother, we detest each other, but it is a long journey from Deepforest Keep, and you did not come all this way simply to repeat facts we already know.” 
“Then you know why I am here?” said Ardanna.
“Yes,” said Romaria. “You have come because of the Old Demon, have you not?” 
Ardanna closed her eyes and sighed.
“It is so,” said the High Druid. “Malavost murdered the Seer, but all druids of the Elderborn possess some degree of the Sight. And with our Sight, we have seen the same thing. The ancient evil that you call the Old Demon, that we name the Hand of Chaos, victorious at last. We see the world enslaved to his will, the living and the dead both, his victims and playthings forevermore. We see this coming to pass, unless we aid the only one who can defeat him.”
“Who?” said Mazael.
“You,” said Ardanna. “The last son of the Old Demon. Yes, Lord of the Grim Marches, I see you for what you truly are. You alone stand between the Hand of Chaos and eternal victory. I see you facing him with a sword of blue fire through your heart.”
“Through my heart?” said Mazael. That made no sense.
“Visions are often symbolic,” said Romaria.
“Do not presume to instruct me in the Sight,” said Ardanna. “The future is unknown. Yet the Sight reveals many potential futures, and all the potential futures converge upon you, Mazael Cravenlock. If the Old Demon succeeds, he shall become a horror beyond imagination, with power unlike anything seen in the history of this world. He will inflict an endless night of torment upon every generation, both those living and dead. Unless you stop him.” 
“Because I am his son,” said Mazael, voice quiet.
“You are,” said Ardanna. She lifted her staff and pointed it at his belt. “And because of the weapon you bear. My ancestors forged that weapon long ago, imbued it with the last of their power. It is a blade created to destroy the Old Demon.” She lowered her staff and shook her head. “We are the descendants of the High Elderborn, my kin and I, but we are not their equals in learning or skill or magic. So much knowledge and power was lost through their folly. But those who remained faithful, those who did not turn to the worship of the darkness, imbued the last of their power in artifacts to fight the Demonsouled.”
“The Guardian’s staff,” said Mazael.
Ardanna nodded. “And your sword.” She drew herself up. “The tribes of the Elderborn and the men of Deepforest Keep have come to aid you. Because you stand opposed to the Hand of Chaos, and without aid, you will surely fail. Therefore we shall place ourselves at your disposal.”
Mazael had not expected that. 
“I am surprised, Mother,” said Romaria. “That is…more reasonable than I expected.”
“Some of us are not as foolish as you,” said Ardanna. “If the Hand of Chaos transforms himself into a new demon god, the entire world shall be enslaved, Elderborn, human, and half-breed abominations alike. If we do not set aside our differences to fight him, we shall regret it for all time.” 
“I will be glad for your aid,” said Mazael. “Every sword is needed.” He pointed at the High Druid. “But you will do as I command. Do you understand? Nor will I have you vex Romaria. If these terms are not acceptable to you, you are free to do as you wish, but I will not have you and your followers in my host.”
Ardanna’s unearthly face scowled as if she had taken a bite out of a lemon, but she managed a curt nod. “It shall be as you say, child of the Old Demon. Our foe is dire enough that we must set aside our differences.”
“I assume Rhodemar agrees with all of this?” said Romaria.
“Of course, child,” said Ardanna. “Unlike your father, unlike you, Rhodemar is wise enough to heed the counsel of his elders.” She beckoned, and the Champion of Deepforest Keep returned to their side. “Will you follow Lord Mazael into battle against the runedead, Champion?”
“Without question,” said Rhodemar. “You and my sister saved Deepforest Keep, Lord Mazael. The Great Rising hit us hard, though with the magic of the druids we managed to fight off the runedead. The High Druid says that you go to war against the Old Demon’s puppet, the necromancer responsible for raising the runedead. If we are to rid ourselves of the runedead once and for all, then we shall gladly follow you.”
“Then we are grateful for your presence,” said Mazael, his mind turning over the new possibilities. He could, indeed, make good use of five hundred Elderborn archers and a dozen powerful druids. “Let us return to Castle Cravenlock. We will find a place for you and your men in the camp, and include you in our councils. I hope to march for the west within the week.”
Rhodemar grinned and clapped Mazael on the shoulder. “Lead on, my lord. We shall be glad of your hospitality. And since we are now brothers by marriage, I suppose we ought to get drunk together.” 
Mazael laughed. “I have no objections.” 
“Brother by marriage?” said Ardanna, blinking her golden eyes. “I do not understand.”
They looked at her, and her eyes widened.
“You wed him?” said Ardanna, astonished. “You know what he is…and you wed him?” 
“Why, Mother,” said Romaria. “Mazael took me as wife before the Great Rising. Did you not know?”
“Surely the Sight must have revealed it to you, High Druid,” said Rhodemar. 
For the first time, Mazael saw Ardanna stunned into silence. 
Alas, he suspected it would not last.
“Come, High Druid, my lord Champion,” said Mazael. “We have work before us.”
They rejoined Tanam’s men and headed back to Castle Cravenlock.

###

“I am afraid,” said Sir Commander Aidan Tormaud, “that you are going to have to kill him.”
“No,” said Gerald.
He walked with the other exile lords and knights through their camp. Dozens of banners flew over the tents, displaying the sigils of the lords who had fled from Lord Malden. Gerald also saw the blue banners of the Justiciar Order. Many of the Justiciar Knights had rallied to Aidan’s side, though most of the Order still remained loyal to the Grand Master.
Those damned black daggers had corrupted them.
“I fear that the Sir Commander is correct,” said Lord Agravain, standing stern and erect despite his age. “Lord Malden has violated his oaths as liege lord of Knightreach, and waged war against both his vassals and his subjects.” 
“I know this,” said Gerald. He stopped to check some of the horses. The squires and knights had tended them well. The men knew their lives might depend upon their mounts in battle. “I intend to remove him, yes…and replace him.” Men would say that Gerald had overthrown his father to claim Knightcastle for himself, the way they whispered that Mazael had murdered both Mitor and Richard Mandragon to claim Castle Cravenlock and the Grim Marches for himself. But if Mazael could endure the calumnies, then Gerald supposed he could, too. “But there’s no need to kill him. He can remain imprisoned for the rest of his days.”
“After everything he has done?” said Adalar Greatheart, scowling. “He has murdered his own peasants, betrayed his vassals…and permitted Lucan Mandragon to run amok with an army of runedead in his lands.”
“You are right,” said Gerald. “But I have no wish to kill him.”
Because Gerald had no family left. One of his brothers had perished in the Grim Marches fighting Richard Mandragon, and still another had died in the war against the Dominiars in Mastaria. Garain had been murdered by the San-keth. Tobias and his mother had both perished in Knightcastle, killed by Lucan’s runedead. Lucan Mandragon bore the responsibility for their deaths, Gerald knew.
But Lord Malden also carried some blame.
Yet Gerald could bring himself to do it. 
“You may not have a choice,” said Lord Tancred, grunting.
“What do you mean?” said Gerald. “Of course I have a choice.”
“I think what Lord Tancred means,” said Agravain, “is that Malden may not yield. I am an old man, Gerald, even if my health holds. But the temptation to be young again…I am glad Lucan did not approach me. Even at the risk of damning my soul, I am not sure I would have the strength to refuse his offer. Even if you offer your father his life, Lucan’s defeat means that Lord Malden will become a sick old man once more. He may not accept that.”
“Perhaps he will,” said Gerald. “Maybe he will see reason.” 
“Or not,” said Adalar. “My lord, forgive me for being frank…but you have your wife and sons to consider, in addition to your vassals and peasants. If Lord Malden would not scruple from killing his own wife and son, I doubt yours mean anything to him.”
“I know,” said Gerald. “We will do what we must to take back our homes and free our lands from the blight of the runedead.”
And Gerald would do what he had to do to keep his family safe.
Even if it meant killing the creature his father had become.







Chapter 10 - Grinning Skulls

“Nizius,” said Skalatan. “Prepare yourself. The time has come.” 
“I shall gather the others, great Herald,” said the changeling, “and meet you at the appointed place.”
Nizius departed the tent, and Skalatan reached up with skeletal hands and drew the cowl of his ragged robe over his head. Such an odd affectation, clothing. Still, he saw why the humans required it. Their skins were soft and weak, lacking the protection offered by San-keth scales. An unclothed human was at a crippling disadvantage. And Skalatan’s robe concealed his carrier, since the humans found the sight of a serpent riding an animated skeleton disquieting.
The humans were his tools…but one had to understand a tool to make effective use of it. 
Skalatan cast a spell, summoning power. He wrapped himself in a spell of illusion, one that would make him invisible to mortal eyes. Another spell shifted both his body and his carrier partway into the spirit world, transforming him into a wraith of mist and shadow.
He strode through the camp, unnoticed by the Aegonar warriors. Here and there fires burned, the warriors talking and eating, but most of them had retired to sleep. Sentries patrolled the edge of the camp, watching for both raiders and deserters. Skalatan left the camp unseen and came to a patch of woods overlooking the River of Lords. The moonlight rippled on the river, the only sound the water lapping at the bank.
Had he not been looking for them, even Skalatan would not have seen the seven calibah waiting in the woods. He released his spells, making his form visible and material once more, and the changelings glided to his side without sound.
“Great Herald,” said Nizius with a bow. “We are ready.”
“Good,” said Skalatan. “Remain vigilant. I do not expect treachery, but only a fool lowers his guard.” It was unlikely he would face serious threats, but he could only spilt his attention in so many directions, and the calibah were vigilant. 
Skalatan summoned power, gray mist and blue light swirling around him. He focused his will, fighting against the turbulence in the spirit world. But Skalatan had centuries of experience, and he forced his will through the turbulence. A column of mist rose from the forest floor a few yards away. It shaped itself into a gray sheet the size of a doorway. Through the rippling mist he glimpsed rocky hills cloaked in pine trees.
The mistgate had opened.
“Are we unobserved?” said Skalatan.
“Yes, great Herald,” said Nizius. 
“Good.” There was no need for Ryntald and Korvager to know about Skalatan’s plan. Their pontoon bridge might succeed, or it might not. In the meantime Skalatan would pursue his own objectives.
A wise commander left open many paths to victory. 
“Proceed,” said Skalatan. 
Nizius strode without hesitation through the mistgate. Skalatan saw him through the rippling mist, wavering and indistinct, and the changeling beckoned. Three more calibah moved through the gate, and Skalatan followed them.
He felt a moment’s spinning disorientation as he stepped through the mistgate, and then he found himself…elsewhere.
Specifically, on the eastern edge of Greycoast, not far from the border of the Stormvales. The land here was hilly, pine trees studding the hills’ rocky slopes. It was the sort of country that lent itself to bandits, to robber lords setting up strongholds and terrorizing travelers. The San-keth had many temples hidden throughout the Stormvales, though Skalatan had neither the need nor the wish to turn to his brethren for aid. 
They would not understand his vision.
A large castle with thick walls and squat towers stood atop a hill, torchlight flickering in the narrow windows. A village lay below the hill, surrounded by a strong stone wall. Militiamen patrolled the ramparts, crossbows in hand, but they were too far away to see Skalatan or the changelings. Dozens of small farms and vineyards surrounded the village.
A mile to the north stood another hill, taller than the one holding the castle. A cluster of ruined walls and tower of pale white stone crowned the hill, eerie and gleaming in the moonlight. 
None of the farms came anywhere near the hill with the pale ruin. 
“Welcome, honored archpriest,” said a man’s voice, deep and jovial, “to Castle Rutagne.” 
A fat human man stepped from the shadows beneath a pine tree, clad in the simple clothing of a shopkeeper. He looked calm, but Skalatan tasted the tension of his scent, saw the hidden weapons beneath his coat. 
“First Dagger,” said Skalatan. 
Souther bowed. “May I introduce the honorable Karlam of House Ganelon, Lord of Castle Rutagne?” 
A second man stepped from the shadows. He had a thin, ascetic look to his face, but Skalatan tasted ambition in his scent. The man was a San-keth proselyte, but like many proselytes, he served the serpent god out of ambition, not devotion. 
Still, every tool had its use.
Lord Karlam went to one knee. “Great archpriest. I am a loyal servant of Sepharivaim, and I await your command.”
“Rise,” said Skalatan, beckoning with his carrier’s skeletal hand.
Karlam got to his feet. His face was calm, but the muscles in his temples kept twitching. 
“Have you made the arrangements?” said Skalatan.
“I have,” said Karlam, looking at Souther.
The First Dagger smiled. “We are prepared, noble archpriest. Many servants fled the Prince’s Keep after Malaric’s massacre…but now that Hugh has taken the throne, the Lady Consort Adelaide has hired many new servants.”
“And your assassins,” said Skalatan, “have disguised themselves as servants and infiltrated the castle.”
Souther smiled. “It is delightful to have a patron who appreciates the…subtleties of our work.”
Skalatan cared nothing for Souther’s thoughts, but the Skulls of Barellion were useful tools. “I will trust to your servants’ competence.” He rotated his head to gaze at Karlam. “And once Hugh Chalsain and his wife are dead, you will be able to take control of Greycoast?” 
“I am certain,” said Karlam. “The House of Ganelon is an ancient and as noble as the House of Chalsain, more so than any other House in Greycoast. I will be able to claim the Prince’s Keep and assert my right to the Prince’s diadem.”
“Good,” said Skalatan. “And in exchange for becoming the Prince, do you know what Sepharivaim requires of you?”
Karlam swallowed, but he nodded. “I will swear vassalage to High King Ryntald of the Aegonar, and allow the seidjar to build temples to Sepharivaim in every town and village in Greycoast. Additionally, I will allow the host of the Aegonar to march to Knightreach, and accompany them in battle against Lord Malden.”
“Then you understand,” said Skalatan. He doubted that Karlam could take control of Greycoast that easily. Most likely, Hugh’s assassination and Karlam’s seizure of the throne would touch off a vicious civil war between the lords of Greycoast, allowing Ryntald to smash his way through to Knightreach. Or perhaps Karlam was stronger than Skalatan thought, and would gain control of Greycoast. Either way, Skalatan would have a clear path to Knightcastle.
“Good,” said Skalatan. “First Dagger, you have been paid well, and should you be successful, you will receive additional rewards. Lord Karlam, you have been loyal, and should you maintain your fealty to Sepharivaim, you will be the Prince of Greycoast for the remainder of your life.” 
“Thank you, honored archpriest,” said Karlam. “How else may I be of service?”
“Wait here,” said Skalatan, looking towards the pale ruin. “I will return shortly.”
“Archpriest,” said Karlam with alarm. “You mean to enter the old ruin?”
“Do you question the decisions of the Herald of Sepharivaim?” said Nizius.
“Of course not,” said Karlam, “but that ruin is dangerous. The wizards say it was once a stronghold of the Dark Elderborn. In my grandfather’s time robbers braved the ruin in search of treasure. And again in my father’s time, and in my own time since I became lord. Not a single one of those men ever returned. Not one.”
“I would have been surprised,” said Skalatan, “had any of those men returned. The guardians within Urdbaen Tor are potent.”
Souther blinked. “Urdbaen…Tor? You know the name of this place, noble archpriest?”
“Indeed,” said Skalatan. “I have been seeking Urdbaen Tor for a long time. Wait here. I shall return presently.”
Or the guardians within the ruin would kill him. 
Entering the place was a risk. But Lucan Mandragon had grown powerful, and now wielded mighty relics of Old Dracaryl. Skalatan’s power matched Lucan’s, but if it came to a direct confrontation, he did not want to risk a fair battle. He needed an edge against Lucan.
And that edge lay within Urdbaen Tor.
Skalatan cast a spell, transforming his physical form into a misty wraith, and headed for the ruin.

###

A short time later Skalatan stood atop the hill, gazing at the pale ruin. 
It had once been a citadel, though with aesthetics alien to both human and San-keth eyes. A human looking at the ruin, Skalatan knew, would feel a headache from the strange angles of the towers and the walls, from the peculiar arches of the doorways and windows. No doubt it contributed to the ruin’s dark reputation among the humans who dwelled nearby. 
Of course, most of the bloody legends about the Dark Elderborn were true.
Skalatan felt the tremendous dark magic radiating from the vaults beneath the ruin.
He strode through the gate in the outer wall and towards the jagged white shell that had once been the citadel’s central keep. Pale rubble and weeds filled the keep’s interior, but at its base Skalatan saw a stairwell descending into darkness. 
As he approached, he felt the wraiths draw near. 
He worked a spell, focusing his magic upon them.
Thirteen of the undead guardians approached, far more powerful than normal shades or even Lucan Mandragon’s runeshadows. Skalatan knew of such creatures, though he had never encountered one before. The Dark Elderborn had created them through the murder of their human slaves, binding a demon spirit into the resultant shade. The wraiths were impervious to normal steel and all but the most powerful spells. Skalatan could have destroyed two or even three, but thirteen would overwhelm him quickly. 
The wraiths drifted closer, and he commanded his carrier to reach into the leather bag hanging at the belt of his robe. He drew out Corvad’s skull, careful not to let it come into contact with his skin, and lifted it high.
The skull began to glow with crimson light. Skalatan saw the wraiths moving around him, columns of blood-colored fire wrapped in veils of sooty shadow.
“I command you,” said Skalatan, “to let me pass.”
The wraiths hesitated. They were demon spirits, but Skalatan held Corvad’s skull…and the skull contained the power of a grandson of the Old Demon. Demonsouled could command Malrags, and the wraiths were essentially Malrag spirits housed within undead shades. 
The wraiths sank into the earth, permitting Skalatan to pass.
He took the spiral stairs. Darkness swallowed him as he descended and Skalatan lifted his carrier’s free hand, conjuring a ball of blue light. The stairs ended in a large pillared hall carved from the rock of the hill. Scenes upon the pillars and walls displayed the otherworldly yet gruesome art of the Dark Elderborn. 
Human bones carpeted the floor, interspersed here and there with rusted swords and broken armor, no doubt the remains of the robbers foolish enough to enter Urdbaen Tor. Perhaps the wraiths had lured them down here before draining away their lives. Though many of the bones bore claw marks, and several of the skulls had been smashed. The wraiths killed by draining away life energy through their touch.
They certainly wouldn’t rend and kill with tooth and claw.
Skalatan looked up and saw the horror clinging to the hall’s ceiling. 
It was a ghastly hybrid of man and insect, all claws and talons and gleaming carapace. The Dark Elderborn had created it with their sorcery, fusing living men and beasts to create this monstrosity. Such a creature would be immortal, and all but impervious to most forms of attack. Even with the full force of his magic, Skalatan could only slow down the creature.
Fortunately, he did not need to fight it.
Skalatan cast a spell, purple flame dancing around his carrier’s hands. The creature on the ceiling shuddered, a keening sound coming from its various fang-filled mouths. Then it went motionless and fell to the floor with a thump. 
The spell would not last long, but long enough for Skalatan to take what he had come to claim.
He walked around the sleeping guardian and made his way deeper into the ruin.   
Another set of stairs ended in a second hall, larger than the first. It had once been the seat the Dark Elderborn lord that ruled Urdbaen Tor, and a stone throne sat upon the dais at the end of the hall. Before the throne stood a stone pedestal, and atop the pedestal rested a scepter fashioned out of something like white gold. It looked like an elaborate, stylized dragon, the creature’s mouth open in a yawning roar.
Which made sense, given that the scepter was wrought not of white gold but dragon bone. 
Skalatan felt the tremendous magic imbued within the ancient bone. He had spent centuries searching for it, knowing that would need it before his final confrontation with the Old Demon. The greatest of the Dark Elderborn wizards had created it long ago, before the Dark Elderborn kingdoms west of the Great Mountains had been destroyed by internecine warfare or the swords of humans. 
But the Dark Elderborn had left behind their ruins and their legends.
And this, the most potent of their artifacts.
Skalatan took a step forward, and a robed figure appeared from behind a pillar. 
The creature had once been a Dark Elderborn, its pale skin dried into cracked leather, wisps of white hair fringing its skull. Green flames burned in empty eye sockets, and its hands had withered into sharp claws. Its robe was patterned in silver and gold, shining and radiant.
“One of the serpents,” hissed the robed undead. “Yes. Our allies. Or were you foes? I do not remember…it has been so long, and the centuries have worn the memories into mist.”
“So I see,” said Skalatan. “Might I ask who you are?”
“I am the Lord of Urdbaen Tor,” said the creature.
“And I am an archpriest of the San-keth nation,” said Skalatan. His mind calculated the possibilities. The most powerful of the high lords of Old Dracaryl had transformed themselves into undead revenants, but the high lords had gleaned that spell from the lost lore of the Dark Elderborn. This creature, this Dark Elderborn revenant, would wield tremendous power. 
“Have you come to celebrate our victory?” said the revenant. “For the foe has been destroyed, the humans slaughtered, and the fools who call themselves the High Elderborn butchered. The promise has been fulfilled, and the demon god freed from its prison. All the world shall be ours forever!”
Three thousand years had not been good for the revenant’s sanity. 
Though its delusions explained why the undead thing had not destroyed Castle Rutagne or the nearby human villages. 
“My task is simple,” said Skalatan. “I simply wish to borrow your scepter.”
The burning green eyes fixed upon him. “Why?”
“One last pocket of resistance remains before the final triumph of the demon god,” said Skalatan. “The scepter’s power shall crush them utterly.”
“No!” rasped the revenant. “Urdbaen Tor is mine! And those who come here are my subjects, my slaves forevermore.” The creature tottered forward, cackling. “And you, serpent, are now my slave! Bow before me!”
“A ridiculous request,” said Skalatan. “I will not kneel to you.”
The revenant’s withered lips peeled back from its yellowing teeth. “You will kneel to me!” 
“As I do not possess knees,” Skalatan said, “I fail to see how I shall accomplish this.”
The revenant titled its head and stared at him.
“The San-keth do not have limbs,” said Skalatan. “Surely a wizard of your wisdom knows this.”
Skalatan did not possess much of a sense of humor, but he nonetheless enjoyed the twitch of irritation that went through the revenant’s frame. 
“Then perish!” it shrieked at last, casting a spell. 
Skalatan cast a warding spell of his own, and an instant latter a volley of purple flame blasted from the Dark Elderborn’s fingers. The blast slammed into Skalatan’s wards, the chamber resounding with a howling scream as the spells strained against each other.
But Skalatan’s defenses held, and he flung a spell of his own, a shaft of emerald fire designed to shatter the spells upon undead flesh. The Lord of Urdbaen Tor’s withered hands moved an intricate gesture, and a ward of his own flashed around him. Skalatan’s blast rebounded from the spell, the green flame splashing across the stone floor. 
“You dare to strike me?” screamed the revenant, the flames in its eye sockets brightening. “You crawling worm! Perish! Perish!”
The air crackled with power as the revenant unleashed its full strength at Skalatan. Blasts of invisible force shot towards him, powerful enough to reduce flesh and bone to bloody pulp. Waves of purple flame washed over him, a single touch enough to rend the spirit from his body. The revenant conjured up packs of spirit creatures, misshapen beasts that flung themselves at Skalatan, attacking with fang and talon.
But he answered every spell with one of his own. He deflected the blasts of psychokinetic force, redirecting them to slam into the walls with enough power to make the hall ring. His wards resisted the blasts of purple fire, and he responded with volleys of green flame, hammering at the revenant’s defenses. He broke the spells upon the spirit creatures, banishing them back to the spirit realm. The hill groaned and shuddered around them, the air flashing with light as powerful magic blazed through the hall. The light and noise would be visible even from Castle Rutagne, and Skalatan supposed the villagers would have more dark tales about the ruin after tonight.
Assuming the entire hill did not come crashing down. 
“Aid me!” screamed the revenant, flinging out its hands. “Your master commands you! Aid me!”
For a moment Skalatan wondered if the revenant had awakened the misshapen creature from the outer hall, but then he heard the clattering noise.
Bones tapping against each other.
When the revenant had said that all who fell in Urdbaen Tor rose against as its servants, the creature had not been lying. 
Dozens of animated skeletons charged down the stairs, green fire shining in their empty eye sockets, rusted swords and axes in their bony hands. They rushed at him, and Skalatan’s carrier thrust out his hands at the direction of his will. Psychokinetic force erupted from the carrier’s hands and tore the skeletons apart, their bones rattling across the stone floor. 
But the skeletons reassembled themselves. Skalatan cast another spell, probing the necromantic enchantments upon their bones. He felt the potent spell binding the skeletons, and felt the controlling spell the revenant had placed upon them…
The simple, primitive controlling spell. 
The spell was the sort any apprentice necromancer might use to control an animated corpse. The revenant was a wizard of great power and skill. Why use such a crude spell? 
Because the creature didn’t know a more sophisticated spell. It had lurked in the ruins for three thousand years, undead and immortal…but learning nothing new. Both the high lords of Old Dracaryl and the San-keth had discovered new uses for necromantic magic, uses the revenant would never know.
Such as how to subvert the controlling spells upon undead creatures.
Skalatan summoned power and gestured. The skeletons froze, going motionless as Skalatan disrupted the binding spell upon them.
“Kill him!” shrieked the revenant. 
Skalatan reknit the controlling spell, chaining the skeletons to his will, and commanded them to attack their master.
The undead rushed at the revenant, and the Lord of Urdbaen Tor responded at once, screaming with rage. The skeletons stood no chance against the undead Dark Elderborn, and blast after blast of green flame reduced the skeletons to piles of crumbling dust. In the space of three heartbeats the revenant had destroyed all of its rebellious servitors. 
But that gave Skalatan the time he needed to work a spell of his own.
He thrust out his carrier’s hands, unleashing a column of emerald fire as thick as a grown human. It slammed into the revenant, drilled through its wards, and sank into the undead creature. The Lord of Urdbaen Tor screamed in fury, trying to cast a spell of its own. But it was too late. Skalatan’s spell plunged through it and sliced through the magic binding its spirit to the undead flesh.
The revenant collapsed in a pile of dust and bones. 
Silence fell over the hall. 
Skalatan crossed the floor, ascended the dais, and lifted the scepter of dragon bone from its pedestal. Even through his carrier’s undead grip, he felt the tremendous magical power within the thing. The Dark Elderborn had often used such weapons in their wars against the High Elderborn, though almost all of them had been destroyed over the centuries.
This one remained.
And with it Skalatan had the last piece he needed, the final tool he needed to crush the Old Demon and claim the power of the Demonsouled for himself.







Chapter 11 - The Prince of Barellion

Hugh rode south from the River of Lords, accompanied by Lord Bryce’s men. A day south from the river, Lord Karlam headed for his own lands further east, though he promised to return as soon as possible with fresh levies. Hugh did not trust the older man, not even a little, but the other lords had withdrawn to their lands to resupply, and Hugh had no good reason to deny Karlam.
“He is working some mischief, I am sure of it,” said Hugh.
“Perhaps,” said Bryce, “but it is most likely a small mischief. The lords of Greycoast must unite beneath the Prince’s banner, or else the Aegonar shall destroy us one by one. Even Karlam is not so great a fool as to ignore that.”
Montigard snorted. “No, he is a not a large fool. He is a skinny one. More dangerous by far.”
The road turned southwest. The lands south of the River of Lords had been left untouched by the war, and Hugh saw peasants hard at work in their fields. Thankfully, it had been a good harvest. Keeping so many men under arms and in the field was draining his treasury dry, and he had already raised taxes on the city and extracted as much from the lords as he dared. More than one Prince of Barellion had met his end at an assassin’s dagger after demanding too much money from the city’s merchants. 
Or by crossing the Skulls, for that matter. They had supported Malaric, though the assassins had faded away even before Malaric had been killed. Would they try to take vengeance upon Hugh? Or would one of his enemies hire them to arrange his death? The gods knew that if Skalatan wanted him dead, the Skulls were the easiest way to accomplish it.
The prospect of his own death did not daunt Hugh. 
But what would happen to Adelaide if he died? Princes had been assassinated before…and a Prince’s Lady Consort rarely survived her husband’s fall. 
He would survive, and he would defeat the Aegonar, if only to keep Adelaide safe.
Now he just had to figure out a way to do it. 
Four days after the battle at the Castle Bridge, Hugh and his men came within sight of Barellion’s walls.
The Prince’s city was the greatest in the realm, home to over fifty thousand men, women, and children, its population now swollen by refugees fleeing the Aegonar. A strong wall of stone, the Outer Wall, encircled the city, thirty feet high and fortified with towers, their turrets crowned with war engines. Inside the city stood the towers and battlements of the older Inner Wall, the spires of the Prince’s Keep itself, and the steeples of the city’s cathedral. The Inner Wall divided the New City from the Old City, the merchants and poorer commoners from the nobles. Beyond the city lay its fortified harbor, guarded by twin castle-lighthouses, and the vast blue expanse of the western sea. A canal flowed from the harbor to the River of Lords, allowing goods to travel inland to the High Plain and the Stormvales.
Though the canal would permit the Aegonar to assail the harbor. Teams of peasants labored alongside the canal, raising fresh earthwork forts to guard the city. It would help defend Barellion if the Aegonar put warships upon the River of Lords…and it gave the hordes of refugees surrounding the city something to do.
Barellion was Hugh’s home, though he had never thought to live there. Hugh had six older brothers, and he had assumed that one of them would become Prince, while Hugh took service at the court of some lord or another. But Malaric had butchered the Prince of Barellion and his sons, and Hugh had been left to take the throne.
His hand clenched into a fist, the leather of his glove squealing against his reins. 
He would save Barellion. He would save Adelaide. 
If he could. And even then the work of reclaiming Greycoast and driving back the Aegonar might take a lifetime, if not longer.
“Well,” murmured Hugh, “best to get on with it, then.”
“Lord Prince?” said Maurus. “Is something amiss?”
Hugh laughed. “Amiss? Save for the war, would could possibly amiss? Come, my friends. Let us go home…and prepare to defend that home.”
He rode towards the city, his lords, knights, and armsmen following.

###

“I expected,” said Bryce, frowning, “old Alberon to make a bigger mess of things.” He blinked. “Though I mean no disrespect to the Lady Consort’s father, of course.” 
“I confess,” said Hugh, “that I share your surprise.”
He rode through the streets of the New City, trailed by his men. Cheers rose up from the townsmen and the peasants as he passed, and Hugh wondered if they were feigned. Yet Barellion was in less disorder than he had expected. While no looked well-fed, no one was starving, either. The various churches were filled to overflowing, yet Hugh did not see anyone sleeping on the street.
Someone had taken the city well in hand. 
“Lord Alberon is a…surprisingly effective administrator,” said Maurus.
Montigard laughed. “You mean Lord Alberon is wise enough to listen to his daughter.” 
Lord Bryce grunted. “It is…difficult to resist the Lady Consort Adelaide’s charms.” 
“As you ought to know, my lord Prince,” said Montigard.
Both Maurus and Bryce looked offended, but Hugh only laughed.
He did, indeed, know that well.
Hugh and his party rode through the New City, though the gate in the Inner Wall, past the mansions and stately churches of the Inner City, and at last reined up in the courtyard of the Prince’s Keep. It was his castle now, though it seemed odd to think of it. A group of men and women waited to greet him, armsmen wearing Chalsain tabards, the chief seneschal of the Prince’s Keep, the archbishop of the city, and other dignitaries. 
Two figures waited at the head of the crowd. One was a skinny older man in a fur-lined robe, his bald head and overlarge nose giving him the look of a plucked vulture. The second was a slender young woman in her early twenties, her long brown hair bound with a golden circlet, and brown eyes that sparkled as they looked at Hugh.
He found himself smiling back.
“My lord Prince,” said the old man, stepping forward. “I, Lord Alberon Stormsea, the Lord Lieutenant of Barellion, welcome you to your Keep and city.” 
Hugh nodded. “Thank you, Lord Alberon.” He looked at his wife and smiled. “I must say, the city is more orderly than I expected.”
Alberon puffed up like a rooster preparing to crow. “Thank you, lord Prince. I have been working night and day in your behalf, laboring without rest…”
“Father,” said Adelaide Chalsain, once the bastard daughter of Lord Alberon, now the Lady Consort of Barellion. “Our Prince and his men have journeyed far and have returned from battle, and need food and rest.”
“Eh?” said Alberon, losing his train of thought. “What? Oh, yes. Food and rest. Of course.”
“If you will forgive me,” said Adelaide, lowering her eyes, “I have taken the liberty of preparing a meal for the men in the great hall, and refreshment for the Prince in the new solar.” 
“Of course,” said Alberon. “My lord Prince, refreshment has been prepared for you.”
He saw Adelaide look away to hide her smile.
“Thank you, Lord Lieutenant,” said Hugh. “Your diligence does you credit.”
To his surprise, Alberon beamed. Once the Lord of Castle Stormsea had regarded him as an annoyance, or as a potential suitor to take his bastard daughter off his hands. 
But then the Aegonar had taken Castle Stormsea.
Squires and pages hurried forward to take the horses, and Hugh dropped from the saddle. 
“Sir Philip,” said Hugh to Montigard. “See that the horses are stabled, and that men get some hot food. I will join you in the great hall shortly.” 
Montigard’s grin was just short of leering, but he nodded and began shouting orders. The knights and armsmen went about their tasks, and Lord Alberon stood in their midst, attempting to look solemn and dignified while doing absolutely no work at all. Hugh walked to Adelaide and took her hand, and one of the pages led them across the courtyard and around the great stone mass of the keep. A shiver went through Hugh as he remembered his desperate fight with Malaric in the great hall, remembered the bloody fighting through the streets of Barellion.
Adelaide squeezed his hand, and the shivers went away.
The page led them to a new solar constructed behind the great hall. The Princes of Barellion had once kept a study atop a slender tower, but Malaric had transformed the study a sanctuary for his Demonsouled relic, and Hugh had ordered the tower torn down and the new solar constructed. It had wiped away some dark memories.
And it had kept at least some of the refugees busy.
The page led them up a flight of stairs to the new solar. It only had a view of the curtain wall, but the windows admitted sunlight, and a long table held food and drink. The page bowed and departed, closing the door behind him.
“I…” said Adelaide.
Hugh caught her in his arms and kissed her long and hard. Her arms wrapped around him, her fingers sinking into his back. 
At last they broke apart, breathing hard. 
Adelaide gave a little laugh, running her fingers over his chest. “You missed me.”
“I did,” said Hugh. 
Adelaide grinned. “I noticed.” 
Hugh had intended to only spend a few moments with her before returning to the great hall, but the sight and feel of her drove all other thoughts from his mind. A moment later they were undressed, and then on the floor together. Vaguely Hugh hoped no one on the curtain wall could see them, and then he had no thoughts left at all.
After they finished he rolled onto his back, breathing hard, the sweat cooling on his skin. Adelaide curled against him, her head nestled on his chest.
“The next time,” she said, “in the bed.”
Hugh managed to laugh. “Aye. I spend weeks sleeping upon the ground, and the first thing I do back in the city is sleep on the floor.”
“You weren’t sleeping,” said Adelaide.
“I suppose I wasn’t,” said Hugh. He took a moment to enjoy the feel of her against his skin, and then looked up at skylight and sighed. “We really ought to get dressed.”
“Regrettably,” said Adelaide.  
He stood and pulled on his trousers and tunic, and helped Adelaide into her more elaborate clothing. 
“You’ve done well,” said Hugh. “The city is in much better shape than I thought.”
Adelaide shrugged as she tugged on her gown. “The credit goes to my father, the Lord Lieutenant of the city.”
“I gave him that position as a sop to his pride,” said Hugh. “You’ve done all the real work, I am sure.” 
“It is no less than I have done before,” said Adelaide. “I tended the refugees at Castle Stormsea after the Great Rising.” She sighed. “I have more experience at it than I would like. And now I am the Lady Consort of Barellion. While my husband is at war, it is my duty to tend to the people of his lands.”
“And you have never shirked your duties,” said Hugh, watching as she adjusted her belt. It was one of the things that had drawn to her. He had enjoyed numerous romantic conquests before leaving Barellion, and he had intended Adelaide to be simply one more. But she had been different from the minor noblewomen and wealthy merchant’s daughters infesting his father’s court. There was steel in her, mixed with compassion, and she would not yield. 
He loved her…and he would need such a woman at his side in the dark days to come. 
“Nor have you shirked yours,” said Adelaide, and he saw the strain on her face. “Every day I feared a messenger would come to the Keep with news of your death.” 
He took her in his arms again. “I’m not dead yet.”
He felt her smile against his chest. “I noticed.”
They stood in silence for a moment. 
“I should rejoin the others,” said Hugh at last, reluctant to go. 
“A moment,” said Adelaide, stepping away from him. “You should eat and drink first.” She ran a critical eye over him. “I swear you have lost ten pounds since I saw you last.”
Hugh sat and laughed. “If you had to eat Montigard’s cooking, you would lose weight too.” 
“Everyone has had to tighten their belts,” said Adelaide. “No one is starving, though it has been a close thing.” 
Hugh nodded as he ate. Gods, but it tasted good. “I hope to change that soon, and gain aid from the other liege lords.” He sighed. “Perhaps Greycoast will yet be as it was when my father ruled, before the runedead and the Aegonar came.”
Adelaide looked away. “I had hoped to gain some weight, as it were, but…”
“But you are not with child,” said Hugh.
She nodded. 
“It’s still early,” said Hugh. “The gods know I have not been here much.” He smiled at her. “And I shall be here at Barellion for at least a week, before we gather for the march.”
“You must have an heir,” said Adelaide, her voice deadly serious. “You are the last of the House of Chalsain, Hugh. I’m sure it has occurred to more than one of your vassals that if you were slain in battle, the Prince’s diadem would go to any lord strong enough to seize it.”
“It is a risk, aye,” said Hugh, “but if I am killed and the lords turn on each other, the Aegonar will swallow up Greycoast in one great bite. Even the most ambitious of my lords knows that.”
“Ambition and stupidity,” said Adelaide, “often overlap.” She looked away. “And, Hugh, if you are slain…I do not know what I will do. I do not know.”
He pushed aside his plate and grabbed her hands. “Then I will do my best to see that I am not slain.”
She managed a little laugh. “I would lock you up in the Keep if I could, but even that would not help, not with the Aegonar coming.” She took a deep breath. “But the sooner you get me great with child, the less reason anyone has to kill you.”
“Yes,” said Hugh. But he knew that an unborn child would only lessen the risk slightly. If he was killed while Adelaide was pregnant with his heir, then a bold lord might seize Barellion and reign as the child’s regent, thus holding the lords of Greycoast together against the Aegonar. 
Or his foes simply might have both Hugh and Adelaide killed at the same time.
It was the sort of thing Malaric would have done. 
“I wish,” said Adelaide, “that the Aegonar had never come. Then we could have wed, and your father would still rule Barellion.” 
“Aye,” said Hugh. “Though there is still one dark spot in all that.”
“What is it?”
“I would have had to take commands from your father.”
Adelaide laughed. “Father means well. He is a handful to manage, but he truly means well.”
“Of course,” said Hugh, though he was certain Adelaide was the only person in all of Greycoast who thought that. 
“But these duties have fallen to us,” said Adelaide, “and we will not shirk from them.”
“Regrettably not,” said Hugh. “Though if you want to ride east with me, pretend to be a landless knight and his wife, it’s not too late. I can have my horse saddled, and we can be twenty miles from Barellion by dawn.”
“Do not tempt me,” said Adelaide with a laugh. “And if we ride all day, you will be too tired to get me with child tonight.” 
Hugh smiled. “I look forward to it.” He stood “I need to go to the great hall. The lords in the city will have gathered by now, and they’ll want to know what I have in mind for dealing with the Aegonar.”
He hoped they did not take it too badly. 
“I will join you as soon as I can,” said Adelaide. “Have one of the pages send up my maids when you go, will you?”
“Why?” said Hugh.
She smiled. “You left my hair a frightful mess. The Lady Consort must comport herself with dignity.”

###

An hour later Hugh sat at the high table in the great hall of the Prince’s Keep, his mind churning with memories. 
Adelaide had been bound to the chair here when he had cut his way into the hall with Mazael Cravenlock and Molly. Malaric had died there, a few yards away, ripped to shreds by the terrible winged spirit he had tried to enslave. 
He took a deep breath and shook aside the memories. 
The future had to concern him now, not the past. 
He squeezed Adelaide’s hand under the table, stood, and silence fell over the hall.
News of his return had spread through the city, and most of the prominent merchants and local knights and lords had arrived. The lords that had accompanied him from the River of Lords had arrived as well. Every eye turned to Hugh as he stood, and he stared at a sea of gleaming armor and fine coats and robes.  
“My lords,” said Hugh, raising his voice. “Thank you for coming. As you know, Greycoast has faced many dangers in the last year. First the runedead and the chaos of the Great Rising, and then the brutality of the Aegonar invasion. Even now the Aegonar hold the northern half of Greycoast.”
He stepped around the table, standing at the edge of the dais.
“We have just returned from our first campaign against the Aegonar,” said Hugh, “and we have stopped them from crossing the River and assailing the southern half of Greycoast. But we shall not have peace until the Aegonar are driven from our lands forever!”
Some of the lords cheered. Others remained silent, their faces grim. Those who had faced the Aegonar in battle knew how difficult it would be to dislodge them. 
“But reclaiming Greycoast will not be the work of a single battle,” said Hugh. “The Aegonar are too many, and have entrenched themselves too strongly in their stolen lands. Therefore our first task is to establish a strong point on the northern bank of the River of Lords, a castle we can use as a base for the reconquest.”
The lords rumbled agreement to that. Hugh took a deep breath and kept talking.
“But we need men, far more men,” said Hugh. “The Aegonar match our numbers, and may even exceed them. Mazael Cravenlock promised to aid us, but mischance and ill fortune may keep him from riding to battle alongside our banners. And if Greycoast is to be freed, better that we do it with our own hands. And welcome new hands to aid us.” 
One of the lords narrowed his eyes. “You mean to say…”
“I shall send a call to every corner of the realm,” said Hugh, “asking for knights and armsmen to join our fight against the Aegonar. Many lords of northern Greycoast fell in the fighting, along with all their heirs, and their lands are now held by the foe. Or some lords betrayed their oaths and swore allegiance to the High King of the Aegonar. Their lands are now forfeit…and shall instead go to those who serve loyally.”
Some of the lords, mostly those who had escaped from the north, shouted in outrage. Others nodded in approval. With northern Greycoast in chaos, lands and manors would go to whoever was bold enough to seize them, whether the Aegonar, the returning northern lords…or the southern lords. 
Hugh had just made himself some new friends and new enemies. Though every decision he had made since becoming Prince had done the same. 
“That is all,” he said. “Within one week, my vassals shall have gathered with their retainers, and we will launch the campaign to seize a strong spot on the northern bank of the River of Lords. My messengers shall carry word of my offer to every corner of the realm, and come next spring, we shall have a far larger force to oppose the Aegonar.” 
He saw the plotting and the scheming break out among the nobles and the merchants at once, and kept the annoyed contempt from his face. Already they plotted to divide the lands between them, without first attending to the minor detail of defeating the Aegonar. Skalatan claimed that he wanted to take Knightcastle, but to get to Knightcastle, the Aegonar had to go through Barellion and southern Greycoast.
And once Ryntald had Barellion, Hugh doubted the Aegonar would give it back. 
He sat back down with a quiet sigh.
“You did well, my lord Prince,” said Lord Bryce on his left, his voice quiet. “For now, they’ll all be too busy bickering and claiming the lost lands rather than uniting against you.”
“For now,” said Hugh, glancing at Adelaide, who sat speaking with some of the lords’ wives. He had seen many corpses since the Great Rising and the Aegonar invasion, and for a horrid instant he saw Adelaide’s face among them, her chest torn by a dagger. 
Or her corpse lying motionless and pale, slain by the poison of the Skulls.
“Lord Prince?”
Hugh shook away the grisly thoughts. “And soon enough, the lords won’t have time to scheme. We are moving against the Aegonar, and I doubt Skalatan and the Aegonar have been idle.”
“Where do you hope to force a crossing?” said Bryce.
“Perhaps the Castle Bridge,” said Hugh. “The piers are still there, and the Aegonar might not expect that after we burned their bridge. Or perhaps where the canal enters the River of Lords. If we raise a stronghold at the river’s mouth, we can keep the Aegonar from sailing warships up the river, and perhaps even harry the northern coasts with ships of our own.”
Bryce nodded. “I fear that you are right. It will be the work of generations to dislodge the Aegonar, or even to come to terms with them, much as Lord Mazael did with his barbarians.”
“Aye,” said Hugh. “The work of generations. Well, we had best get started then, hadn’t we?”

###

Lord Karlam Ganelon rode through the Gate of Knights, Barellion’s southern gate, surrounded by his knights and armsmen.
And by a dozen assassins of the Skulls disguised as his armsmen. The fat First Dagger rode in their midst, a placid smile on his calm face. 
“When will you take action?” said Karlam.
“Oh, soon, my lord, very soon,” said Souther. “My brethren in the city report that the new Prince has made himself unpopular with some of the surviving northern lords.” He smiled. “I fear one of them will soon lift his finger against our lawful Prince, alas.”
“Which one?” said Karlam, curious which lord would take the blame for Hugh’s murder.
“Why, Lord Alberon Stormsea, of course,” said Souther. 
Karlam blinked. “But the old fool is one of the brat’s strongest supporters. He…”
Souther’s gentle smile did not waver, but he raised a hand. Karlam fell silent, cursing himself for his cowardice. He was the Lord of Castle Rutagne, not some peasant cowering in fear of the Skulls.
Yet the light in Souther’s eyes chilled him. 
“Lord Alberon is notoriously prickly,” said Souther, “and the blacker the lie, the more likely men are to believe it. You shall need to prepare yourself to seize the diadem quickly. Once the Prince and the Lady Consort have fallen, chaos will reign…and my patron and your master will not brook any delay.”
Karlam lifted his chin. “I am no man’s servant.”
The look Souther gave him was almost pitying. “Indeed, my lord.”
But that wasn’t true, was it? He had sworn himself to the San-keth, had sold his soul to the serpent god, though he had received great power and wealth in return. He looked at the mansions and towers of Barellion, the greatest city in the realm, and smiled. 
In exchange for his obedience, the city would be his.

###

Someone hammered at the door.
Hugh opened one eye, lifting his head from the pillow. Adelaide lay sleeping at his side, snoring softly. Only a few faint rays of sunlight leaked through the closed shutters over the windows. 
“My lord Prince!” came the voice of his squire Roger through the door. “My lord Prince!”
Adelaide blinked. “Hugh? What’s happening?”
“Nothing good, I fear,” said Hugh, pushing aside the blankets and getting to his feet. Had the Aegonar launched an attack? Had one of the lords risen in rebellion? He pulled on a robe, picking up the sword he always kept by his bed. 
He had not forgotten how the Skulls had tried to kill him in the Aegonar camp.
Hand on sword hilt, he opened the door. Roger Spearshore stood there, fear on his face.
“What is it, lad?” said Hugh.
“Lord Bryce requests your presence in the great hall at once,” said Roger. “The foe…”
“The Aegonar,” said Hugh. “They come from the north.”
“No, my lord Prince,” said Roger. “The south.”
“The south?” said Hugh, surprised. “How did the Aegonar get to the south?”
“Not the Aegonar,” said Roger. “The runedead.”
A chill went down Hugh’s spine. “Runedead?”
“Yes, my lord Prince,” said Roger. “Tens upon tens of thousands of runedead march north from Knightreach, flying the banners of Lord Malden Roland.” 







Chapter 12 - Warmoot

The fighting men of the Tervingi nation filled the plain below Castle Cravenlock.
Mazael waited atop the boulder that had once concealed the secret passage leading to the San-keth temple beneath the castle. Thousands upon thousands of spearthains and swordthains stood with their headmen and holdmistresses, holding their weapons with the easy grip of long experience. Earnachar stood with his proud new horsethains, the beasts groomed and brushed. Nearby the skythains waited with their griffins. 
The last time the entire Tervingi nation had assembled for war, Athanaric’s followers had faced Ragnachar’s men in the bloody battle outside the walls of Swordgrim. Mazael had cut down Ragnachar in the chaos, and Toraine Mandragon had planned to come forth and butcher the Tervingi and his disloyal vassals alike.
Only the Great Rising had united the Tervingi headmen and the lords of the Grim Marches. The House of Mandragon had been destroyed, and Mazael had become both the liege lord of the Grim Marches and the new hrould of the Tervingi nation. 
But Lucan had returned, and Mazael hoped that threat would keep the Tervingi united.
He climbed down from the boulder to where Romaria awaited him.
“They’ve all come,” she said. 
“Aye,” said Mazael. “They saw what Lucan did the first time at Swordgrim. They know what he’ll do unless he is stopped.”
“They will follow you.”
Mazael looked to the side, and he saw Morebeth’s spirit standing in the shadows of the boulder. 
“The lords and the Tervingi hate each other,” said Morebeth, voice quiet, “but they will follow you, and no one else. It is in your blood.”
“Is this what you do?” said Romaria. “Appear to Mazael and whisper words of power and glory into his ear?”
Morebeth scowled. “I only speak the truth. Mazael is ever at war with himself. That is necessary to keep him from falling to the blandishments of our father…or being consumed by his own power, as I was. But they will follow you, Mazael, if you lead them. But beware. Lucan may move against you before you can move against him. Our father will see to it.”
She vanished.
Romaria snorted. “If she appeared and said such nonsense to you, I can see why you thought you were going mad.”
“But she is telling the truth,” said Mazael. “The lords of the Grim Marches, the lords of Knightreach, the Justiciars, the Tervingi headmen…they will follow me, and no one else.” He took a deep breath. “And I may lead to them to their deaths. But you and Riothamus and Morebeth are right. It is me against the Old Demon. It always has been.”
She took his hand. “Perhaps. But you will not go alone.”
Mazael smiled, but wondered about Morebeth’s warning.
Would Lucan act first?
The others approached. 
Riothamus came at their head, carrying the staff of the Guardian, Molly at his side, a shadow in her dark clothing. Gerald and Rachel came after, Gerald’s face grave beneath his blond mustache. Arnulf and Toric and Earnachar and the other chief headmen of the Tervingi followed, stern and proud in their chain mail. Ardanna the High Druid and Rhodemar the Champion of Deepforest Keep walked after them, along with most of Mazael’s vassals and knights.  
“Hrould,” said Riothamus. “We are ready.”
Mazael nodded. “Begin.”
Riothamus climbed atop the boulder and lifted his staff, the sigils flickering with golden light. He struck the staff against the boulder once, twice, three times, and the sound of a thunderclap rolled over the plain. 
Silence fell over the Tervingi. 
“Hear me!” said Riothamus, his magic carrying his voice. “Hear me, headmen steeped in renown! Hear me, holdmistresses wise and prudent! Hear me, ye valiant thains of sword and spear! Hear me, swift thains of the horse! Hear me, ye daring thains of the sky! Hear me, freeborn warriors bold and freeborn women valiant! Hear me, sons of Tervingar! I am Riothamus, the Guardian of the Tervingi nation, the bearer of the bronze staff, a trust that extends back to the dawn of ages! By my office, by my rights as Guardian, I call the Tervingi nation to moot!”
The echoes died away, and Mazael felt the weight of thousands of eyes turned in his direction. 
“Mazael of the House of Cravenlock has called for this moot of the Tervingi nation,” said Riothamus, “and wishes to address the assembled thains and headmen.”
He beckoned, and Mazael climbed atop the boulder. 
“I am Mazael Cravenlock,” said Mazael, Riothamus’s magic making his voice boom over the moot, “and you chose me as your hrould after the Battle of Swordgrim and the Great Rising. You chose me as your hrould for my renown, for I had led the horsemen against your nation at the Battle of Stone Tower. I have slain a dragon in the icy peaks of the Great Mountains.” The golden scales of his armor flashed in the torchlight. “I have twice defeated the Dominiar Order in battle, and I broke the siege of the Malrags at Deepforest Keep. Yet I have always wished for peace and prosperity for my lands…and that is why you chose me as your hrould. For I wished you to live in peace upon my lands, that the Grim Marches might grow strong and prosperous again.”
No one spoke. 
“I was almost slain,” said Mazael, “at the hands of Malaric son of Everard of the House of Chalsain. My wife Romaria was almost slain, dying of a vile poison. For Malaric attacked us at the command of Skalatan, an archpriest of the San-keth. Skalatan provided the poison, and I went west in pursuit of him, aided by the magic of your Guardian.”
“For since the days of Tervingar,” said Riothamus, “the headmen and thains of a hrould have pledged to protect him with their lives. An attack upon him is an attack upon them.”
“I went west,” said Mazael, “and found that Skalatan has control of the Aegonar, a nation of fierce warriors from the western isles. With the Aegonar he has conquered most of Greycoast, and the Prince of that land, Hugh Chalsain, aided me against Malaric. I promised to return with aid, to bring the armies of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi with me to honor my debt and to avenge the insult Skalatan offered to the Tervingi nation.”
A murmur of approval went up from the Tervingi thains.
“I learned,” said Mazael, “that Skalatan desired to conquer Knightcastle for some nefarious purpose of his own, that Greycoast was simply in his way. He sent Malaric to kill me, lest I interfere with his plans. This concerned me, for my sister, her husband, and my nephews resided at Knightcastle. But if I joined Hugh and defeated the Aegonar, I thought, no harm would come to my kin. Then I received grave news from Knightcastle. Lucan Mandragon, the man who worked the Great Rising, the man who raised the corpses of Tervingi thains slain in battle as runedead, had come to Knightcastle. There he has corrupted the mind of the Lord of Knightcastle, and gathered a host of runedead to attack us.” 
The sound of alarm came from the Tervingi host. They all knew what had happened at the Battle of Swordgrim and the Great Rising. They knew how close the runedead had come to wiping out the Tervingi.
“How is Lucan Mandragon even still alive?” shouted a woman towards the front of the assembly. Mazael recognized Ethringa daughter of Jordanic, a holdmistress and a woman held in terror by half of the Tervingi. “You drove your sword through his heart, and his father’s castle burned around him. How does he still live?”
“He doesn’t,” said Mazael. “He rose as an undead creature, a revenant, as the high lords of Old Dracaryl once did.”
“A tomb-wight!” said Earnachar. “He has become a tomb-wight, the sort of horror our ancestors once faced! Even mighty Tervingar struggled to overcome a tomb-wight!” 
Gerald stepped forward. “I would address the moot, if I may, Guardian.”
Riothamus struck his staff against the boulder. “Gerald, the son of Malden of the House of Roland, and the wife of our hrould’s sister Rachel, wishes to address the moot.”
Gerald climbed atop the boulder and stood before Riothamus, gazing at the assembled Tervingi warriors. Once, Mazael knew, the prospect of addressing so many men at once would have daunted him, just as the prospective of becoming the new Lord of Knightcastle would have been overwhelming. 
But he had changed, had grown beyond the boy Mazael had first met outside the gates of Knightport. The wars with the Dominiars and the Malrags and the runedead had hardened him, and his wife and children had given him someone to protect. Mazael looked at Rachel, watching her husband from the boulder’s shadow, and was glad that she had wed Gerald.
“I am Gerald, son of Lord Malden of Knightcastle of the House of Roland,” said Gerald, Riothamus’s magic amplifying his voice. “When the Great Rising came, my brother Tobias and I led our father’s armies against the runedead. My father’s health failed, and we prepared for Tobias to become the new lord.” Gerald shook his head. “But Lucan Mandragon arrived, wearing a false face, and used black sorcery to heal my father. He twisted the minds of my father and the Grand Master of the Justiciars, bending their wills to his. He gave them black daggers that drain the lives of their victims, making their wielders stronger and younger.” 
Much like the Glamdaigyr. Mazael wished that cursed sword still lay in the black depths of Arylkrad, that Corvad had never found the damned thing. Then the Great Rising would never have happened, and Lucan would not have brought the darkness to Knightcastle.
“My father has betrayed his oaths to his vassals and peasants,” said Gerald. “His men and the Justiciars rampage through villages, claiming to seek the wicked, but murdering to feed themselves with those black daggers. Lucan has gathered a vast host of runedead under his command, and my father and the Grand Master plan to lead those runedead on a war of conquest. You know, men of the Tervingi, you know better than most the power of the runedead. None will stand before them for long, and sooner or later my father and Lucan’s runedead will come to the Grim Marches.”
The Tervingi stared at him, rapt. Gerald, Mazael noted, had developed quite the flair for oratory. 
“They will come for you, one day, if you do not first smash them,” said Gerald. “Men of the Tervingi, sons of great Tervingar of old, I ask for you aid. I ask as the husband of your hrould’s sister. I ask to defend my people and my lands from the darkness that has swallowed them. But more, I ask for your sake. For if Lucan and the runedead are not defeated, they will come for you, come for your wives and children and homes the way they have come for those of my folk.” 
The moot shouted their approval of him, the spearthains and swordthains banging their weapons against their shields in a thunderous, rhythmic roar.
“Guardian!” said Molly when the sounds faded away. “I would address the moot.” 
Riothamus smiled at her. “Molly, the daughter of our hrould, will address the moot.”
Gerald and Mazael had climbed atop the boulder, but Molly simply walked through the shadows and reappeared next to Riothamus in a swirl of darkness. A ripple of surprise went through some of the Tervingi, but not very many. Most of them had seen Molly in battle against the runedead.
“You all know me!” said Molly, pointing at the moot. “You’ve seen me fight, whether against you or Lucan’s rotting corpses. I know you called me the Lady of Shadows when I led Arnulf’s and Toric’s men against Ragnachar and his lot!” She grinned. “And you know I lured your Guardian into betrothing himself to me.”
Many of the Tervingi laughed. 
“I have as much blood on my hands as any of you,” said Molly, “and I’ve seen my share of battle. So when I tell you that Lucan Mandragon is a monster, that I should have killed him the moment I first laid eyes on him, that turning into a...revenant or a tomb-wight has only made him worse, then you should believe me. I’ve seen the kind of man he is, and I’ve seen the power he wields. The Great Rising was dire, aye, but he’ll work worse unless we stop him.” She pointed at them. “Unless the men of the Tervingi stop him. I may not be one of you, but I will wed your Guardian…and he has told me about you. How the Tervingi stood against the Dark Elderborn, the Malrags, the San-keth, the princes of the east, and a host of other foes! You did not yield to any of them, and you will never yield to the runedead!”
Again the Tervingi roared their approval, drumming their weapons against their shields.
“Good speech,” murmured Mazael.
“Why, thank you, father,” said Molly. “Sometimes I surprise myself.”
“Men of the Tervingi!” said Mazael, once the clamor had died away. “Behold!” He gestured to the side, where Ardanna stood with Rhodemar and a guard of Elderborn hunters. She gazed at the Tervingi with aloof disdain. “The Elderborn of the Great Southern Forest have come to aid us. They, too, have seen the threat rising in the west, the dark power gathering in Knightcastle. In this hour the legends of the Tervingi come to war.”
“Thains and headmen,” said Riothamus, “headmistresses and freemen, as Guardian of the Tervingi I put this question before you. Will the Tervingi nation follow its hrould to war? Will we make war against Lucan Mandragon and his runedead, against Skalatan and his Aegonar?”
“Aye!” thundered the Tervingi. “Aye! Aye!” The cries thundered over the plains, so loud that Mazael wondered if they were audible in Knightcastle itself. He looked at the men and felt a pang. He would lead many of them to their deaths, he knew. 
“But if you do nothing,” Morebeth’s voice murmured in his ear, “then our father will destroy them anyway.”
“The moot has spoken,” said Riothamus. “So be it.” 

###

Mazael walked with the others to Castle Cravenlock.
“My lord!”
Rufus ran across the courtyard. The boy looked alarmed, and that put Mazael on his guard at once. Rufus had been his squire since the first Malrag attacks, and the boy’s arrogance had been tempered with steel. 
If he was alarmed, something must have truly gone amiss. 
“What is it?” said Mazael. “What’s wrong?” The lords and headmen behind him began to murmur.
“Sir Tanam says you must come at once, my lord,” said Rufus. “He says the runedead are here. They’ve come for us.” 

###

“I thought it prudent to send some men to the western edge of the Grim Marches,” said Sir Tanam Crowley, rubbing his jaw, “in case the enemy decide to steal a march upon us.”
“It seems that was the course of wisdom,” said Mazael.
His vassals and the Tervingi headmen gathered in the great hall of Castle Cravenlock. The castle rang with activity as pages and squires ran back and forth, and the captains of the armsmen bellowed orders as arms and armor were gathered. 
They had been preparing for war…but war had come to them. 
“Three of my best men killed their horses getting here,” said Taman, “but they survived. They say a great host of runedead marches through the wilderness west of the Grim Marches and north of the Great Southern Forest.”
“How many?” said Mazael.
“At least eighty thousand,” said Tanam. “Perhaps as many as a hundred thousand.”
An alarmed murmur went through the gathered lords and headmen.
“And they have sigils of crimson fire upon their foreheads,” said Tanam, “not green. These aren’t any random runedead, my lords.”
“Lucan’s,” said Gerald. “Those runedead are Lucan’s, and he’s sent them in pursuit of us.” He shook his head. “I have brought this evil upon you, my friends.”
Arnulf shrugged. “He would have come for us sooner or later.”
“Aye,” said Earnachar. “If Lucan has transformed himself into a tomb-wight, then his devilry will know no end. Such pestilence must be stamped out.” 
“It gets worse,” said Tanam. “There are at least fifteen thousand men marching with the runedead, heavy footmen and knights.”
“Lord Malden?” said Mazael. If Lucan controlled Malden, he might have sent the Lord of Knightcastle to invade the Grim Marches.
Tanam shook his head. “Their banners are blue with a silver star.”
“The Justiciars,” said Gerald. “Lucan has sent the Justiciars to deal with us.”
Sir Commander Aidan stepped to Gerald’s side. “Caldarus never forgave Lord Richard for seizing the Order’s estates in the Grim Marches. With the runedead under his control, Caldarus has his chance to reclaim the lost lands.”
“That is what he is telling himself, I am sure,” said Gerald, “but Lucan is the one controlling him.”
“He is acting as he did in Knightreach, Lord Gerald,” said Tanam. “There are a few villages in the wilderness, and the Justiciars and the runedead have gone through all of them. The Justiciar officers slaughtered hundreds with those black daggers, claiming they were worshippers of the San-keth or secret supporters of Caraster.”
Why was Lucan unleashing the black daggers upon innocent people? Skalatan had claimed that Mazael and Molly were the last of the Demonsouled. Did Lucan need to murder innocent people in order to reach Cythraul Urdvul? Some spell that required spilled blood?
“He will do the same,” said Gerald, “when he reaches the Grim Marches.” 
Mazael saw the fear in the room. Every man here had faced the runedead before…but never so many at once. The lords of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi headmen between them had mustered thirty-five thousand men, and those thirty-five thousand would have to face the runedead horde and the might of the Justiciar Order. 
“We will march at dawn,” said Mazael, “and teach Caldarus that no one commits such atrocities and the Grim Marches and lives.”
Or Caldarus would simply crush them.

###

The next morning, Rachel Roland hurried through the courtyard of Castle Cravenlock.
Gods, but how she hated this place. 
She had grown up here, miserable and alone. Mitor had slowly corrupted her to the worship of the San-keth here, and Skhath had so twisted her thinking that she had been ready to wed him and give birth to San-keth changelings. 
She thought of Aldane and Belifane with the black-slit yellow eyes of calibah and shuddered. 
Gerald had rescued her from all that, but time and time again she had returned to Castle Cravenlock. When Malavost had stolen Aldane, they had followed him here. When Gerald had ridden with Mazael in pursuit of Corvad and Molly, Rachel had remained here with Aldane.
And now she would remain here with Belifane and Aldane as Gerald rode to war again. 
Gods, but she was tired of that, too. Would they ever have peace?
She found Gerald by the stables, clad in his armor and surcoat, his helmet tucked under one arm. 
“Husband,” said Rachel.
“Rachel,” said Gerald, catching her hands. “It is early yet. I thought you would sleep…”
She smiled. “And miss the chance to say farewell? No.” She gestured at the keep. “Elsie is with the children. Though the poor woman is afraid the Tervingi will go berserk and cut our throats in our sleep.”
Gerald laughed. “Not likely. Those are the nephews of their hrould. The Tervingi would have to go to war against themselves.” His smile faded. “And the gods know we have foes enough without warring against ourselves.”
“Do you think we can win?” said Rachel.
“Perhaps,” said Gerald with a shrug. “Mazael has won great battles against tremendous odds before. There were as many Malrags at Deepforest Keep as Caldarus has runedead, and we still won the day.”
“Because Romaria woke the traigs,” said Rachel.
“I know,” said Gerald. He took a deep breath. “Rachel…if the battle goes ill…”
“Don’t say that,” she said.
“If the battle goes ill,” said Gerald, “I have spoken to Rhodemar Greenshield. The Elderborn and the men of Deepforest Keep have not forgotten how you slew Malavost atop Mount Tynagis. If the battle goes ill, the men of Deepforest Keep will give you refuge. The Keep is isolated, and even if Lucan’s runedead overrun the rest of the world, they may never enter that far into the Great Southern Forest.”
“No,” said Rachel. “Lucan is too much like his father. He will not stop this mad quest to kill the Demonsouled until he has butchered everyone he can find. If the battle goes ill…we shall all perish together, I fear.”
“Perhaps,” said Gerald. “But perhaps not. Promise me, Rachel, that…that if the worst happens, you will flee with the children to Deepforest Keep.”
“I promise,” said Rachel, squeezing his hands, though she knew that if the runedead prevailed, there would be no place of safety anywhere. “But only if you promise me that you shall return.”
Gerald hesitated. “That is…”
“Promise me!” said Rachel. “I know you want to reclaim Knightcastle, to make your father and Lucan pay for what they have done. But you are more important than any of that. We have been through so much, Gerald. The San-keth, Malavost, the Malrags, the runedead and Caraster…and you are still my husband and I am your wife. Promise me that you will return to me.”
“I promise,” said Gerald, “if I can.”
He would return, Rachel told herself. Mazael would break the runedead, and the combined host of the Grim Marches, the Tervingi, the exiled lords, and the Elderborn would throw down Lord Malden and put an end to Lucan’s evil. And then they could at last live in peace.
Rachel could almost make herself believe it.
“I love you,” she whispered. 
“I love you, too,” he said, and kissed her.
Then he swung up into his saddle and rode to join the others.
Rachel climbed to the curtain wall and watched the army leave. Thousands of Tervingi spearthains and swordthains, of militia spearmen and archers, of armsmen in chain mail and plate. Wings of horsemen, both knights and armsmen in heavy armor, and Tervingi horsethains with their spears and javelins. The huge, brown-furred shape of the Tervingi war mammoths, their backs topped with platforms for archers and spearmen, their tusks bound with jutting blades of razor steel. Skythains circled overhead on their griffins, and mounted scouts screened the sides of the army.
Rachel had never seen so many fighting men gathered in one place.
Yet Lucan had so many more runedead. 
She watched the great army march away to the west until it vanished from sight, and wondered how many of them would return.
Or if her husband and brother would return.
She closed her eyes and wept in silence. At last she mastered herself and left the wall. A lord wife’s had duties to his people in time of war, and she would not neglect them.







Chapter 13 - Gray Shadows

The village was called Blueholt, and its men decided to fight.
Lucan watched the confrontation from a safe distance. Blueholt sat atop a hill, encircled by a stout stone wall of recent construction. The village had learned from the Great Rising, and no doubt fear of the Aegonar to the north had inspired the peasants to greater vigilance. The militiamen standing atop the wall looked like they knew how to use their spears and short bows.
It would not save them from what was to come.
“Bugger off!” roared one of the militiamen, brandishing his spear at Lord Malden’s herald. “Lord Malden wants us to surrender, does he? We’re sworn to Lord Bryce Spearshore, and he’s sworn to the Prince in Barellion. You take your surrender back to Lord Malden and tell him to shove it up his wrinkled old arse!”
A cheer went up from the village, and a militiaman made a rude gesture at the herald.
“Tell him,” said the peasant, “to shove it up sideways!”
Again the militiamen cheered.
“I suspect,” said Lucan, looking at Lord Malden, “that the villagers would prefer to fight.”
Malden’s nostrils flared, his face reddening. The addiction to stolen life energies had further eroded his temper. For a moment Lucan wondered if Malden would go berserk, would start striking down the terrified lords and knights that surrounded him. 
“They dare,” hissed Malden, “to defy the rightful Lord of Knightcastle? Once a Roland king ruled these lands, before that upstart raised his craven banner in Barellion! And I defended these lands! If not for me, Caraster would have come north and butchered everyone living within those walls. And those vermin have the temerity to defy me?” 
“Perhaps,” said Lucan, “they deserve chastisement.” 
“Indeed,” said Malden, spurring his horse from the trees. He stopped out of bowshot of Blueholt’s walls. “I am Malden Roland!” His enraged voice boomed off the walls. “And you shall pay for your disrespect.”
The militiamen laughed at him, but their laughter stopped when the runedead boiled out of the trees. 
Thousands of runedead, the crimson sigils upon their foreheads blazing, their weapons ready in their hands. 
The laughter turned to shouts of alarm, and volleys of arrows and spears, their heads ablaze with wizard’s oil, fell from the walls. The weapons found their mark, and a dozen runedead fell.
But more drew closer to the village.
Blueholt’s walls had been warded, which meant the runedead could not become immaterial and walk through the stone. Instead they slammed into the gates, tearing at the timbers and the bolts with unnatural strength. Others climbed up the rough rock wall and heaved themselves onto the ramparts. Screams rang out as the runedead swarmed over the ramparts, killing everyone in sight. 
A moment later the gate shattered in ruin and the runedead swarmed into Blueholt. 
The battle did not last very long after that. 

###

An hour later Lucan stood beneath Malden’s banner in the center of Blueholt’s square. A small church occupied one end of the square, and a stout tower keep the other. With the defenses broken, the runedead had withdrawn, and Malden’s living armsmen had moved through the village, rounding up the surviving militiamen and dragging them to the square. Malden paced back and forth before the prisoners, hand on the hilt of his black dagger, a dozen of his household knights accompanying him. 
All of them carried black daggers. 
“You are the bailiff?” said Malden, stopping before a stout, gray-bearded man.
“Aye,” said the man, glaring up at Malden. “Name’s Ardiff.” 
“Who is lord here?” said Malden.
“Sir Oswald the Blue,” said Ardiff. “He’s at Barellion for the Prince’s great muster. He’s riding to fight the heathen Aegonar, not making war on peasants and women like you.”
Malden sneered at him. “I am the rightful lord of these lands, not Sir Oswald the Blue…and certainly not your fool of a Prince.”
“You’re the rightful lord of nothing,” said Ardiff. “You’ve taken up with dark powers, if you have an army of dead men to do your bidding.”
“Do you not see?” said Malden. “I am the rightful Lord of Knightcastle, it is my task to cleanse the realm of evil…and the runedead follow me for that reason. Only the evil have anything to fear from my justice.”
Ardiff laughed, and Malden’s face darkened. 
“Your justice?” said Ardiff. He jerked his bearded chin in Lucan’s direction. “You’ve got a pet necromancer who bound the runedead for you. We’ve heard the stories from the peasants fleeing your bloody-handed justice, my lord Malden. Lucan Mandragon the Dragon’s Shadow murdered your wife and son, and you just laughed. He’s got his strings on your arms and legs…”
“Silence!” thundered Malden.
“And he makes you dance like a puppet!” said Ardiff. “The great Lord Malden, a necromancer’s…”
“Silence!” roared Malden again.
The black dagger flashed in his hand, its sigil blazing with green fire, and the blade plunged into Ardiff’s neck. The bailiff collapsed to the ground, blood pouring from his wound, and Lucan felt the tingle of power as the murdered man’s stolen life force poured into Malden.
And most of it drained away into the Door of Souls. 
Malden plunged his dagger into another man. “Kill them! Kill them all!”
The knights fell upon the bound peasants in a frenzy, their black daggers rising and falling. It reminded Lucan of wild dogs savaging a wounded deer. The dying men screamed and tried to pull away, and Lucan heard more screams from the women and children watching in the surrounding streets. 
And Lucan felt the power flow through the waiting Glamdaigyr and into the Door of Souls. 
“Shall we kill them all, my lord?” shouted one of the knights, eyes wide and wild.
Malden hesitated. Lucan saw the lust in his eyes, the hunger for fresh life force. Yet the remaining villagers were old men and weeping women and screaming children. A spasm went through Malden’s face, and he turned away.
“No,” he said.
“No, my lord?” said Lucan, surprised. “They insulted and defied you, their lawful lord. Surely they deserve death.”
“I said no!” said Malden. “The point has been made. They will not disobey me in the future, and the wicked have been cleansed from their midst.” He waved the dagger at the corpses lying on the ground. “The wicked have been cleansed, and we face greater foes.”
“If you are not stern,” said Lucan, “the wicked and the corrupt will never fear you.”
“I have done enough,” said Malden. “The Aegonar will come south, led by their foul serpent priests, and I would array my host and my runedead to face them, not these feeble villagers. Time enough to deal with them once the Aegonar are broken.” 
It was a damnably inconvenient time for Lord Malden’s conscience to reassert itself. A little more power, just a little more, and Lucan would have enough to open the Door of Souls.
He looked at the terrified, weeping peasants, intending to persuade Malden to kill them all…and hesitated. He needed to harvest their lives to rid the world of the Demonsouled forever. Then a new world could arise. The lives of those peasants would be spent in pursuit of the greater good.
And yet…they were no threat to Lucan or Malden. They were beaten, broken, weeping, staring at their slain husbands and brothers and sons. Malden was right not to kill them. Yet Lucan felt no hesitation about killing every one of them in pursuit of his goal.
And that bothered him.
Why didn’t he feel any doubt? His brother Toraine, Lucan remembered, had been the sort of man to butcher peasants without mercy. Lucan had always hated him. 
Yet he had killed far more people than Toraine.
More people than he could possibly count. 
Why did this not trouble him? Why did he feel no doubt? No guilt? 
He turned away, shaking his head. His mission was necessary for the good of the world. 
Yet was it truly worth such cost?
For a moment a strange image shimmered before his eyes, a ruined black city atop a dark mountain, a dragon circling overhead, the laughter of an ancient evil…
Lucan shook his head.
“Lucan?” said Malden.
Lucan had gone too far to turn back now. If he failed, all those people would have died in vain. Tymaen would have died in vain. In their names Lucan would rid the world of the Demonsouled. A new world would flower, one free of…
“Lucan! Damn it, Lucan, what is happening?”
Lucan shook off his strange mood, turned…and felt the cold wind blowing through Blueholt.
He looked around as the wind tugged at his cloak and coat. The armsmen and knights stepped back in fear, swords and black daggers raised. Lucan raised his right hand and worked a quick spell. At once he felt the power of necromancy covering Blueholt in a ragged shroud. Was Skalatan casting a spell? No, this spell was too wild and unfocused. Were the lesser San-keth clerics launching an attack? If so, Lucan would crush them utterly…
Then the wind strengthened, and gray shadows rose from the corpses of the slain men.
The shadows were man-shaped, fashioned of mist and darkness. A sigil of pale green flame burned within their chests, and with a shock Lucan realized it was the same symbol that burned upon the blades of the black daggers. 
Had he accidentally created these things? 
One of the women screamed, and the shadows attacked. 
They struck both the knights and the villagers, and their merest touch reduced living men and women to withered husks, like ancient, sun-dried corpses. One of the knights slashed at a shadow with a black dagger. The dagger glowed white-hot in the knight’s hand and then shattered, snarling green flames engulfing the knight’s body. The knight fell with a wail of agony, the flames melting his flesh. 
Lord Malden backed away, his sword raised. “Lucan! Damn you, do something!”
Lucan stepped away from the banner, watching as more of the strange shadows rose from the earth. The creatures were most likely a form of shade, an undead created by the echo of a death. They were dangerous enough to the unprepared, but to a wizard of Lucan’s power, they were minor foes. 
But he had no wish to destroy them. The creatures might prove useful in the battle against Skalatan. Enslaving them would be easy enough. The Banurdem rested upon Lucan’s brow, and the high lords of Old Dracaryl had created the diadem to dominate undead creatures. 
Lucan focused his will upon the Banurdem, drawing upon its powers, and projected his thoughts at the shadows. He commanded them to obey, to remain motionless. He could convince Malden that the shadows had chosen to serve the Lord of Knightcastle or some such rubbish. Then he need only discover who had created the shadows and why…
The shadows went motionless, the sigils within their chests shining brighter. 
As one they whirled and flowed towards Lucan, their arms outstretched.
Lucan frowned in annoyance, focusing the power of the Banurdem. “Halt! I command you to halt!” 
The shadows kept coming. Why wasn’t the Banurdem dominating them? Lucan lifted his hands, green fire glowing around his fingers. If he had to destroy the creatures, that was no great difficulty. He was already undead, and their touch would not harm him. Lucan pointed, beginning a spell, and one of the shadows touched him.
A shock of pain went through him, and he stumbled. He had not felt physical pain since his transformation into a revenant. But how could the shadows cause him pain? They attacked by draining life energy, and Lucan had no life energy to steal.
Another shadow touched his arm, pain stabbing through him…and a vision flashed through his mind.
He saw a woman kneeling over a dead man, a dagger wound in his chest. The woman sobbed, her face distorted with grief, and screamed as she sprang to her feet. Lucan saw a black dagger plunge into her neck, the blade shining with green fire, and the woman collapsed to the ground besides her husband.  
He staggered from the shadow’s touch and the vision vanished.
But another shadow’s icy hand brushed his shoulder, and a second vision burned through his thoughts.
Lucan saw a man on his knees, pleading for mercy, claiming that he would never worship the San-keth or the Demonsouled, that the honorable Justiciars were mistaken, that he was just a shopkeeper, a simple shopkeeper…
Then a mailed arm drove a black dagger into the simple shopkeeper, and the man died.
Lucan wrenched away from the shadow, and the realization struck him. The shadows were not creatures of Skalatan.
Lucan himself had created them.
A violent death sometimes created a shade, an undead echo of a living man. Thousands of men had fallen to the black daggers Lucan had created, their lives stolen to fuel the Door of Souls. 
The necromancy in the daggers had created the gray shadows.
And they hated Lucan.
A dozen shadows flowed into him, and a chaos of broken images danced before his eyes. He saw a woman die as her children screamed. He saw a red-faced man bellow curses as he tried to fight back. Men and women perished begging for mercy, pleading that they did not worship the serpent god, that they had not supported the rebel Caraster.
But they died anyway.
Dozens of shadows flowed around Lucan, their touch filling him with visions of their deaths.
The deaths he had caused.
He screamed, summoned power, and flung out his hands.
Green fire sprayed in all directions, ripping through the shadows. The touch of the ghostly flames reduced the shadows to tatters of dissolving mist. Yet more of the creatures rose from the ground, and Lucan growled, redoubling the power of his spell. A ring of emerald fire erupted from him and consumed the entire square, passing through living flesh and wood and stone and leaving them untouched, but burning away the shadows and their glowing sigils.
The flames winked out, the cold wind dying away.
Silence fell over the village, both the armsmen and the villagers staring at him with fear. 
“I suggest, my lord,” said Lucan, “that we leave and continue north. Our foes will not wait on our pleasure.” 
He left without another word, not bothering to see if Lord Malden and his knights followed. They would, eventually, he knew. They were addicted to the stolen life energies drained through the daggers, and they needed him.
But at the moment he was too shaken to care. 
The shadows’ visions of death did not trouble him, though he knew that they should. He had been responsible for those deaths, and they ought to weight upon his conscience. Yet he felt nothing, nothing at all.
Save for a growing, uneasy fear. He had failed to foresee the accidental creation of the shadows. They were a minor problem, and could not threaten Lucan or his plans.
But what other things had he failed to foresee? What other consequences?
The unforeseen consequences, his father had often said, were the deadliest. And since he had been murdered by the Tervingi barbarians he had permitted to settle in Grim Marches, Lord Richard Mandragon had proven the truthfulness of that particular proverb. 
Could Lucan’s entire plan to destroy the Demonsouled have been flawed from the beginning? 
Lucan stopped at the ruined gate, gazing at the thousands of runedead waiting outside the walls. Behind him Lord Malden shouted commands, preparing to leave the village, but Lucan ignored them.
He needed to think.
Yes, there had been complications. He had not foreseen the interference of the Tervingi Guardian, or Caraster’s ability to control the runedead. He had not anticipated the danger that Skalatan and the Aegonar posed. 
His hand curled into a fist.
He had not intended for Tymaen to die.
For that matter, he had certainly not planned for Mazael to kill him atop Swordgrim.
Yet his plan was sound. The runedead had destroyed most of the Demonsouled, their power gathered in Cythraul Urdvul. Lucan could destroy that power, using it to kill the remaining Demonsouled in the process. Yes, he had experienced…setbacks. Complications.
Losses.
But his father had also said that every battle unfolded as it willed, regardless of the opposing commanders’ wishes. 
Lucan recalled the visions he had seen, the echoes of those who had perished upon the black daggers. Their deaths were his responsibility…and only by destroying the Demonsouled forever could he make sure their deaths had not been in vain. 
He would not fail them.
He would not fail Tymaen.
And as he made the promise to himself, an idea occurred to him. Lord Malden and Grand Master Caldarus believed they had launched a war to rid the world of the wicked, but Lucan knew better. He only needed enough stolen life force to open the Door of Souls. Once the Door was ready, Lucan had no further interest in Lord Malden and Grand Master Caldarus. 
The sooner he gathered the necessary power, the better. 
And perhaps there was a way to gather the power and deal with Skalatan simultaneously.

###

That night, Lord Malden returned to his tent, surrounded by his household knights. Sentries stood outside the tent, but they were hardly necessary. Tens of thousands of runedead surrounded the camp, and only a mad foe would launch an attack upon such a force. 
“My lord,” said Lucan, “I have finished my spells, and discovered the source of the gray shadows that attacked this morning.”
Malden frowned, putting down his goblet of wine. He sat in a camp chair at a wooden table, flanked by his knights. Only a few of his minor vassals remained. Most of his vassals had fled east to join Gerald Roland and Mazael Cravenlock. Lucan knew that Mazael would march for Knightcastle, only to find Caldarus and his advancing runedead. 
Caldarus might destroy Mazael. Or he might not. The outcome of the battle did not matter. But Caldarus would delay Mazael long enough for Lucan to activate the Door.
Especially if Malden agreed to Lucan’s plan.
“Where?” said Malden, his youthful face grim. “Where did they come from? Who has the temerity to assail the Lord of Knightcastle? The Aegonar and Skalatan, I assume?”
“Neither, my lord,” said Lucan. “Barellion.”
“Barellion?” said Malden, surprised. “Then the Aegonar have already taken the city? The scouts reported that Hugh Chalsain still held it.”
“He does,” said Lucan, “but Hugh Chalsain has turned to wickedness.”
“How so?” said Malden. “I met him once at a tournament. A pleasant enough young knight, if not overly clever.” 
“You have heard the stories,” said Lucan. “Hugh took the throne after his bastard half-brother Malaric murdered Prince Everard and his sons. I know how Malaric gained the power for such a feat. A talisman of Demonsouled power, dug from a ruin of Old Dracaryl in the Great Mountains.” 
Of course, Malaric had found that skull when Lucan had gone in search of Morvyrkrad, but Malden didn’t need to know that.
Vaguely, he wondered what had happened to the skull after Malaric’s death. Mazael must have destroyed the thing. 
“And now this talisman,” said Malden, “is in the hands of Prince Hugh?” 
“Aye,” said Lucan. “And with it, he created the shadows and set them upon us.”
Malden’s frown deepened. “Then Prince Hugh and the lords of Greycoast have become our enemies.”
“I fear so,” said Lucan. “Worse, they have spread their corruption to the people of Barellion.”
A distant smile came over Malden’s face. “When I was a boy, the priests of Knightcastle’s chapel used to say that Barellion was a den of wickedness, a cistern into which all the vileness of the realm drained.” His smile vanished. “Caldarus says the same. Presumably because the Princes would never grant the Justiciars wide estates in Greycoast.” 
“But I fear that both Caldarus and the priests spoke truly,” said Lucan. “Barellion has become a place of evil. I suspect Hugh has converted the people to the worship of the Demonsouled, perhaps even of the Old Demon himself.”
“They shall have to be cleansed,” said Malden, his hand straying to his black dagger.
And Lucan knew that he had won the argument.
Fifty thousand people lived within Barellion’s walls. Malden and his knights would go berserk once the city fell, gorging themselves on stolen life force.
And once they did, Lucan would have the power to open the Door of Souls and rid the world of the Demonsouled forever. 







Chapter 14 - Black Daggers

Mazael rode to the west, pushing the army as hard as he dared. 
The sooner they found the Justiciars, the better. Gerald and Aidan and the others had told him what the Justiciars had done in Knightreach, how they had murdered innocent peasants with false accusations of rebellion and serpent worship. 
He vowed they would not do the same in the Grim Marches.
He also wanted to reach the Northwater before Caldarus. The Northwater lay three days’ march west of Castle Cravenlock and three days’ march east of the outer boundaries of the Grim Marches. If Mazael reached the river before the foe, he could hold Caldarus and his runedead trapped on the other side of the river. And even if the Justiciars crossed the river first, Mazael could force Caldarus to fight with his back against the river. 
Though that might not hinder the runedead. But not even the undead could not fight while submerged in water. If Mazael’s army was to defeat the runedead and Justiciar force, he needed every advantage, and favorable terrain was chief among them. 
The skill of his scouts was another.
He had never commanded an army with such scouting abilities. Sir Tanam Crowley’s raiders rode ahead, watching the land and selecting the best route for the march. Toric and the skythains circled overhead, watching for any sign of the runedead and the Justiciars. The Elderborn moved with stealth and speed, and Romaria took the form of the wolf and ranged ahead, her sharp nose and ears detecting things no human would notice. And Riothamus worked the Sight, seeking for any trace of hostile magic. Mazael had often commanded armies in battle, but he had never enjoyed so much information.
He only hoped he could put it to good use.

###

“We’ve found them, my lord,” said Sir Tanam, two days after they left Castle Cravenlock. 
“Where?” said Mazael.
They marched through the hilly country west of Castle Cravenlock. Mazael was grateful for the presence of Toric and the other skythains. The watchful eyes of the griffin riders made it hard for the Justiciars to prepare an ambush in the hill country’s narrow roads and valleys.
“A day’s march west of the Northwater,” said Tanam. “I fear they shall reach the bridge before we do.” 
Mazael nodded. “Did you get a good look at their numbers?”
“Aye, hrould,” said Toric. “There are at least ninety thousand runedead and fifteen thousand heavy footmen and cavalry. The foe, living and undead, outnumber us by over three to one.”
“Well,” said Rhodemar, “that will make it all the harder for the archers to miss.”
“The Elderborn archers do not miss, whether the foe is few or many,” said Mazael. He rode in silence for a moment, thinking. “They’ll march only as fast as the heavy footmen, but a runedead can move as fast as a cantering horse. Have they sent out any raiding parties?”
“I fear so,” said Taman. “Mixed groups of Justiciar knights and runedead.” He scowled. “They are moving from village to village on the western side of the Northwater.”
“Seeking victims to murder with those black daggers Lucan gave them,” said Gerald, scowling. 
“But to what purpose, I wonder?” said Riothamus. The Guardian of the Tervingi had become a better rider since their journey to Greycoast, though he still looked ill at ease in a saddle. “The Justiciars might believe themselves to be cleansing the world of evil, but I doubt that is Lucan’s true purpose.”
Molly snorted, swaying in the saddle. Unlike Riothamus, her riding had not improved very much, and she still preferred to fight on foot. “Does Lucan need a reason? I suppose a revenant would kill simply for the joy of it”.
“No,” said Mazael. A Demonsouled would kill for the joy of it, as Mazael knew all too well…but Lucan was not Demonsouled. “Everything he did always had a purpose, one he believed justified. He claimed to work the Great Rising to destroy the Demonsouled, and he must have something similar in mind now. Did you see any sign of Lucan with them?”
“I fear not, my lord,” said Sir Tanam. “We only saw the Justiciars, and no trace of Lucan or Lord Malden.”
“Perhaps he remains at Knightcastle with my father,” said Gerald. “He sent Caldarus and the runedead to delay us…and kept my father and his men at Knightcastle to guard whatever devilry he plans.” 
“That seems likely,” said Mazael. “Lucan must know about the Aegonar, and he has to realize that Skalatan is a threat to him. He…”
A thought occurred to him. 
“The Northwater bridge,” he said. “The main bulk of the foe is a day’s march from it…but horsemen and runedead could have crossed it by now. Did any of the raiding parties cross the river?”
“We saw at least one on the eastern side, hrould,” said Toric. 
“And the Northwater is not a formidable river, my lord,” said Tanam. “It’s deep enough to keep an army from crossing, aye…but a determined band can make their way across. And I suppose the runedead could simply turn themselves into wraiths and walk through the waters.”
Mazael nodded. “Then they could raid on this side of the river, all while scouting for the location of our host.” He looked northwest. “The nearest settlement is the inn by the Northwater bridge.”
“The people there have already fled,” said Tanam.
“Then the village of Lord’s Stump,” said Mazael. “Northeast of the inn, a short ride from the Northwater, and the obvious target for any raiders on this side of the river.” 
“You have something in mind?” said Gerald.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “We’re going to catch the raiders and teach them a stern lesson.” 
“If we deny the Grand Master his scouts,” said Sir Commander Aidan, “he will be more hesitant to make a move. Caldarus is a conservative commander, and will not make a decisive move unless he is certain of his enemy’s disposition. 
Arnulf grunted. “Wise of him.”
“Only to a point,” said Mazael. “I fear battles are not won through caution. Arnulf. Lord Gerald. Lord Robert. You will share command of the host until I return.” 
“You’re going yourself?” said Lord Astor Hawking. “Is that not too great a risk? If you are slain,” he glanced at the Tervingi headmen, “I fear we shall tear ourselves apart.”
Earnachar grinned. “You speak truly.” 
“If we do not defeat the runedead,” said Mazael, “then we are all dead anyway. And we shall not defeat the runedead without taking the fight to them. Sir Hagen! I want five hundred men ready to ride for Lord’s Stump within the hour. Knights and mounted armsmen, no archers. Romaria, Riothamus, Molly, come with me. We might have need of your particular gifts.”
“And if the Justiciars have brought more of those burning wizards with them,” said Riothamus, “you will indeed need my aid.” 
“Gerald, Arnulf, Robert,” said Mazael. “Take the army to the Northwater bridge and hold it against the foe. If you arrive to find them already on the eastern side of the river, position yourselves in battle array and await my return. If all goes well, I should rejoin you before then.”
“Why should things start going well now?” said Molly.
“No reason at all,” said Mazael. “Sir Tanam, with me. Choose some of your men to screen our approach.”
Mazael turned his horse, and his vassals and knights went about their tasks.

###

By noon Mazael and his men had left the hill country and rode hard for the village of Lord’s Stump. Sir Aulus Hirtan rode at Mazael’s side, carrying the black Cravenlock banner with its three crossed silver swords. Behind him came five hundred mounted knights and armsmen, the earth trembling beneath the rhythmic drumbeat of hooves. Romaria, Riothamus, and Molly rode near Mazael, their weapons close at hand. 
Sir Tanam and two of his scouts galloped over.
“You were right, my lord,” said Tanam. “They’ve taken Lord’s Stump.”
“They’ve burned it?” said Mazael. If they had, he vowed, the raiding party would not live to return to their Grand Master.
“No,” said Taman. “It looks as if they’re doing a…tribunal, of sorts, in the village square. The Justiciar knights are rounding up the villagers, questioning them, and then pronouncing the sentence.”
“Death by black dagger?” said Molly.
“Aye, my lady,” said Tanam. “We didn’t stay long enough to see more. We saw only a dozen Justiciar knights, but they have at least six hundred runedead with them, maybe more.”
Mazael nodded and drew Lion. “Then let us explain what happens to brigands in the Grim Marches.”
A short time later the village of Lord’s Stump came into sight. It stood at the base of a low, rounded hill, surrounded by a stout wall of earth and stone, but the village’s gate had been smashed and torn down. The village’s name came from the worn stump of a castle tower that crowned the hill, once the stronghold of some long-forgotten robber knight. 
And even from a distance, Mazael saw the dark shapes of the runedead. A ripple went through the runedead, and Mazael knew that they had been detected. 
“Hold!” shouted Mazael. “Form up! Prepare to charge.” He looked at Riothamus. “Are you ready?”
Riothamus nodded.
“And you?” said Mazael to Molly.
His daughter smirked. “You know how good I am at killing, father.”  
Mazael pointed Lion, and his men formed themselves into a battle line. Lion trembled in his grasp, reacting to the dark magic within the runedead, and shimmered with blue flames. The runedead poured from the village like ants from the earth, arranging themselves before the ruined gate. A trio of armored men strode through the undead, clad in gleaming steel plate and the crisp blue surcoats of Justiciar knights. All three looked young and hale, and carried the black daggers Gerald had described. The man in the center had both the ornate armor and proud air of a Justiciar commander, though he looked no older than twenty.
For a moment Mazael wondered again why Lucan had bothered to create the daggers, and then the Justiciars held his attention. 
“Well,” said the commander with a sneer. “Mazael Cravenlock himself. I ought to feel honored.”
“You should,” said Mazael. “It is customary for the guest to name himself first, and you are on my land.”
“Kadarius,” said the Justiciar with a sneer, “a commander of the Order of the Knights Justiciar.”
“So I see,” said Mazael. “Why are you terrorizing my peasants with your pet corpses? I trust you have an answer for that. And I hope it is a good one, because my patience is very short.” 
Kadarius spat. “The runedead have risen to serve the Grand Master of the Order in his righteous task, his holy mission to rid the world of evil. You ought to thank us, my lord Mazael.” His hand stroked the black dagger at his belt. “The village was full of the wicked…and we cleansed them.”
“So you admit to murdering peasants under my protection?” said Mazael, pointing Lion at the Justiciar.
Kadarius flinched from the sword’s blue fire, but the commander’s contemptuous arrogance returned. “Do not claim the rights of a just man, Mazael Cravenlock. We know what you are. You gave shelter to Gerald Roland and his malcontents, traitors who spurned the lawful rule of Lord Malden. You took Aidan Tormaud and his traitors under your wing.” Kadarius’s voice rose with rage. “Your sister was a San-keth proselyte! And rumors claim that you, my lord Mazael, are a child of the Old Demon.”
Mazael said nothing. Only Romaria, Molly, and Riothamus knew the truth about his heritage. 
But Lucan had known. 
“Surrender yourself to us and face the justice of the Grand Master,” said Kadarius. “Surrender Gerald Roland and Aidan Tormaud and their rabble. Then, perhaps, your lands may be spared the horrors of war…”
“Shut up,” said Mazael.
“You dare to use that tone with me?” said Kadarius. 
“I know what you are,” said Mazael. “Lucan Mandragon’s puppet. Talk all you wish about justice, but I know that black dagger sucks away your victims’ lives. You are little better than a cannibal.” Kadarius’s youthful face turned crimson with rage. “I will give you once chance Run as fast and as far from the Grim Marches as you can, and tell your Grand Master to do the same. Otherwise I will kill you here and now…and I will break the Justiciars as I broke the Dominiars.”
Kadarius snarled, his hand wrapping around the hilt of his black dagger. For a moment no one spoke.
Then Molly snickered. “Do all Justiciars look so comical when enraged? If he falls to the ground and throws a tantrum, I shall not be surprised.”
Kadarius roared in rage and drew his sword and dagger. “Kill them! Kill them all!”
The runedead surged forward, and green light and mist swirled around the village’s wall as the runedead within turned immaterial. 

###

Riothamus gripped the Guardian’s staff, its power rising at his call.
“Riothamus! Molly!” said Mazael, standing up in his stirrups. “Now!”
Riothamus lifted his staff and tapped it against the flat of Mazael’s blade. A shudder of power went through Riothamus, and Lion’s fire sheathed his staff in a crackling azure halo. Both the Guardian’s staff and Lion had been forged by the High Elderborn, and their powers complemented each other.
Making it all the easier for Riothamus to magnify that power.
He raised the staff and slammed its butt against the earth.
There was a thunderclap, and a ring of blue light erupted in all directions. The light passed through man and horse without touching them, but when it touched the riders' weapons, their blades erupted into crackling blue flames. The knights and armsmen shouted, the horses whinnying, and met the runedead attack with vigor, blue-blazing swords tearing through undead flesh.
From the corner of his eye Riothamus saw a flicker of darkness as Molly disappeared into the shadows. 

###

Molly jumped from her horse.
She still preferred fighting on her feet. She had survived the great battles at Stone Tower and Swordgrim and Barellion, but she was not a soldier. She was an assassin, not a knight on a horse or a mailed armsman. Her Demonsouled blood made her stronger than most men, but stealth and speed were her chief weapons.
And one could hardly move unnoticed on a horse. 
The blue fire washed over her and set her sword and dragon’s tooth dagger ablaze. Molly grinned, called on the dark fire in her blood, and strode into the shadows. Darkness swallowed her, and a moment later she appeared in the mass of milling runedead.
Directly behind Sir Commander Kadarius and his two escorts. 
Molly’s sword and dagger tore across the commander’s neck, opening his throat to the air. Crimson blood sprayed into the runedead, and the Justiciar fell to his knees. The other two knights whirled in shock, drawing their swords and black daggers.
Molly grinned and jumped back into the shadows. She reappeared twenty yards away, in the midst of a fight between a group of knights and a knot of runedead. Molly attacked, her sword and dagger a blur as she cut down one runedead, and then another. The undead turned to face her, and Molly flung herself back into the shadows as the knights charged.
She moved up and down the battle line. Again and again she attacked clusters of runedead, disrupting their attack, and the knights and armsmen charged as she drew the attention of the runedead. With Kadarius dead, the runedead had lost their coordination, and attacked in waves of disconnected mobs rather than a single overwhelming front. 
Molly laughed as she fought, her Demonsouled blood burning within her, and hunted the runedead.

###

Mazael put spurs to Gauntlet’s side, and the big destrier surged forward with a snort. The horse crashed into a runedead, and Mazael brought Lion down with all his strength. The burning blade split the undead creature’s skull, and the crimson fire of its sigil winked out. Around him his knights joined in the charge, striking down the runedead with every blow.
The runedead did not try to flank them, did not try to maneuver. They simply charged, and Mazael’s men cut them down. He had feared that the runedead might attempt to encircle them. But Molly had killed Kadarius, and apparently Lucan or Caldarus had not delegated authority over this group of runedead to any of the other Justiciar knights. Mazael cut down runedead after runedead, the Demonsouled battle rage thrumming through his mind. Romaria fought next to him, wielding her bastard sword from horseback with the graceful skill of an Elderborn-trained fighter. 
They were winning.
Then he saw the flare of fire atop the roof of a house.

###

Riothamus felt the surge of magical power.
He saw a hooded shape in a ragged black robe standing atop one of the village’s houses. Even as he watched, the robe smoldered, wisps of black smoke rising from the sleeves. The black cloth took flame, burning away to revealed a charred husk of a corpse wreathed in snarling flames.
Another of the burning wizards, one of Caraster’s runedead disciples. 
Riothamus leveled his staff, but the burning wizard struck first. The creature thrust a clawed hand and a ball of shimmering flame leapt from its palm. It struck the battlefield with a flash and a roar, a dozen men and their horses going up in flames, both knights and beasts screaming in agony. The burning wizard flung another ball of flame, but Riothamus worked a spell of his own. A curtain of mist rose in the midst of the struggling runedead, hardening into a wall of glittering ice.
The fireball slammed into it, and both the flames and the ice vanished in a plume of steam. 
Riothamus sent a blast of golden fire at the runedead wizard. The creature raised its blackened hands in a warding spell, and its snarling halo of flame absorbed Riothamus’s attack. For a moment Riothamus considered calling the lightning and blasting the house upon which the runedead stood, but dismissed the thought. The villagers might be hiding within the house.
And the Guardian was sworn never to take human life. 
The creature flung a bolt of white-hot flame at him. Riothamus slammed his staff against the ground, and a shimmering sphere of golden light appeared around him. The bolt of fire struck the sphere and rebounded back towards the runedead wizard. The blast slammed into the undead, and disappeared back into its blazing aura. 
Again the creature began a spell, and Riothamus summoned more power for a ward. 

###

Mazael cut down another runedead, the creature’s head exploding beneath Lion’s blue fury. Most of the undead outside of the village’s wall had been cut down, but more poured through the ruined gate. How many more remained inside Lord’s Stump?
Another flare of fiery light caught his eye, and he saw one of the burning wizards perched atop a house inside the wall. The undead wizard flung a blast of fire, and Riothamus deflected it with his staff. 
Riothamus’s skill exceeded the crude magic of Caraster’s former disciples, but the undead wizards could overmatch him for sheer strength. He could dispatch the creature, but he would need a distraction.
Something, preferably, other than the deaths of Mazael’s men.
A runedead lunged at Gauntlet, and the horse reared, lashing with steel-shod hooves. The undead stumbled, and Mazael whipped Lion around in a backhand and took off the runedead’s head. 
“Romaria!” he shouted.
He caught her eyes and she nodded. She jumped from her horse, and as she did, her body flowed and changed, swelling into the muscled form of the great black wolf. Without her sword and Lion’s fire, she could not destroy the runedead.
But with her speed and strength, she hardly needed to destroy them.
The great black wolf vanished into the press of the runedead.

###

Romaria darted through the gate, slid past a trio of runedead that reached for her with cold hands, and found herself inside Lord’s Stump. 
It looked similar to dozens of other villages she had seen scattered across the Grim Marches. Houses built of fieldstone lined the street, supporting thatched roofs, and a fortified manor house and a domed stone church overlooked the central square. More runedead clogged the street, the crimson glow of their sigils painting the stone walls with harsh light. 
But Romaria saw the runedead wizard atop a nearby house, the thatch smoldering around it as it cast spells Riothamus.
She raced into an alley between the houses and saw a rain barrel standing against a wall. Romaria shoved herself against the barrel and knocked it over. The water within smelled vile, but it soaked her black fur. She sprang forward, landed on a window sill, and then jumped onto the rooftop.
The runedead wizard stood before her, flames blazing around its clawed fingers. Romaria slammed into the creature’s legs. The runedead stumbled with an angry hiss, the spell vanishing. The terrible heat washed over her, but her drenched fur protected her.
She jumped away, and the runedead began casting a spell.
“Perish!” shrieked the creature. “When the new order arises, all lords and their pets shall…”
White mist swirled between them hardened into a half-dozen enormous icicles. The razor-edged shards slammed into the runedead, quenched its flames, and ripped the creature to smoking shreds of blackened bone. 
Romaria turned as Mazael forced his way through the gate, Lion an inferno of blue flame in his fist. 

###

The battle ended soon after the fall of the runedead wizard. 
Mazael pulled off his helmet and raked a hand through his sweaty hair. The destroyed runedead carpeted the plain outside of the village’s wall, the corpses crumbling into dust. His men moved through the fields, tending to the wounded and finding the dead. He had lost men in this fight, more than he would have liked.
But less than he had expected. 
Still, this had been an easy battle. 
Caldarus and his runedead would prove a far more formidable foe. 
“It was good you came when you did, my lord,” said the village’s bailiff, a squat, bearded man named Edmund. “They accused us of all sorts of vile crimes, and murdered three of the elders before you arrived.” He spat on the corpse of a nearby Justiciar knight. “As if the folk of Lord’s Stump would kiss the serpent!” 
Mazael nodded. “Get your people out of the village and head for Castle Cravenlock. Lady Rachel Roland is overseeing the castle in my absence, and she will find a place for your people. Once the invaders are destroyed, you can return to your homes in safety.”
Assuming Caldarus did not sweep them away. 
“Aye, my lord,” said Edmund, and went to gather his surviving people.
Mazael found Riothamus standing over the corpse of Kadarius, gazing at the dead man. Molly waited at his side, hands resting on the hilts of her weapons, and Mazael saw Romaria walking to join them. 
“You did well,” said Mazael, looking at Molly. “When you killed him, the runedead lost their coordination.”
Molly shrugged. “Men like him never think to look over their shoulders. I have grown tired of killing, father…but I do not think I will regret his death overly much.” 
“Nor will I,” said Mazael.
“He had one of those black daggers,” said Riothamus, voice quiet.
The weapon lay near the dead Justiciar’s left hand, the blade flickering with a sigil of pale green fire.
“Ugly thing,” said Molly, bending down to reach for it.
“Don’t!” said Riothamus and Romaria in unison.
Molly froze, blinked, and straightened up. “Touching the thing might be a very poor idea?”
“Likely,” said Riothamus, still staring at the weapon. “Don’t let one of those touch your skin.” 
“What do you see?” said Molly.
Riothamus took a deep breath. “It’s like…a web. A spider’s web. The dagger is only the end of one thread. The blade is linked to something. The dagger will drain the life force of a victim and bestow it upon the wielder, aye. But most of the power would follow that thread and go elsewhere.”
“Elsewhere?” said Mazael.
“To whatever is at the center of the web,” said Riothamus.
“It’s…hungry,” said Romaria. “My Sight is not as keen as Riothamus’s. But the dagger is hungry. The Glamdaigyr.” She blinked, looking away from the weapon as if it pained her. “I never saw the Glamdaigyr with the Sight, Mazael…but this dagger reminds me of the Glamdaigyr.” 
“Could it be linked to the Glamdaigyr somehow?” said Mazael. “The Glamdaigyr drained the life energies of its victims.”
“Perhaps,” said Riothamus.
Molly snorted. “Or maybe Lucan just copied the thing and gave the daggers to the Justiciars to keep them in line. That excess life energy likely flows back to him.”
Mazael nodded. Most likely Lucan was using the daggers to harvest stolen life to empower a spell. But why? Did he intend to batter his way into Cythraul Urdvul using raw force?
And what did the Old Demon have in mind?
Riothamus knelt, ripped a strip from Kadarius’s cloak, and wrapped up the black dagger. “I will take this with me and examine it. Perhaps we can glean some secrets.” 
Mazael hoped so. He did not have a clear idea of Lucan’s intentions, and certainly not the Old Demon’s. He knew his father desired to transform himself into a god. But how would he enter Cythraul Urdvul? 
And why did he need Lucan to do it?
They left Lord’s Stump a few hours later, riding hard to the southeast to rejoin the army.







Chapter 15 - Besieged

Hugh led the assembled army of Greycoast south. 
Once Greycoast could muster nearly thirty-five thousand men beneath the Prince’s banner. The Great Rising and the Aegonar invasion had taken their toll, and only twenty-five thousand followed Hugh when he took Barellion from Malaric. Many of the lords had returned home to tend to their lands, and had not returned in time to join Hugh. 
So Hugh marched south with only eighteen thousand men to face ninety thousand runedead and the gathered host of Knightreach. 
Not all of his lords thought that a wise decision.
“I must again say that this is folly,” said Lord Karlam Ganelon. The man had not stopped carping since they had ridden through the Gate of Knights. “We have left Barellion completely undefended…”
“We have not,” said Lord Bryce Spearshore, his irritation barely concealed. “The city’s militia remains, and they are veterans of the fighting against the runedead. And if the Aegonar put Barellion to siege while we are gone, the city will not fall in a day. We will have more than enough time to return and catch the Aegonar against the walls.”
“Assuming the runedead do not butcher us all,” said Karlam. 
“Anything can happen in war,” said Hugh, his hands tightening against his horse’s reins. 
But Karlam had a point. Hugh did not see how his men could defeat ninety thousand runedead and fifteen thousand living men. Nor could he imagine how Lord Malden controlled so many runedead. Mazael had said that Skalatan wanted Knightcastle. Perhaps Lord Malden had some sort of magical relic that allowed him to command so many runedead, a relic that Skalatan coveted. 
His one hope was that Malden had come north to deal with Skalatan instead of Barellion. If so, the runedead and the Aegonar could fight it out while Hugh watched. 
But from the reports that had come north, the stories of Malden’s household knights butchering innocent villagers, Hugh doubted that Malden would overlook Barellion. 
He looked at the southward road, his hands curling into fists. In truth, he saw no path to victory. Perhaps the Aegonar would fall upon the runedead and destroy them, and then lay siege to Barellion. Or, more likely, the runedead would destroy Hugh’s army, seize Barellion, and then turn north to face Skalatan and the Aegonar. 
But Hugh could not sit back and do nothing. The people of Greycoast needed a defender, and who would defend them if not their Prince? Yet of the three armies now in Greycoast, Hugh’s was the weakest. He could only hope to hang back until the Aegonar and the runedead came to battle, and then fall upon the victor.
A slim hope. 
He could not give up. He could not fail Adelaide. 
“We need a better plan,” said Karlam, “rather than this desperate gamble…”
Hugh turned in the saddle and glared at the Lord of Castle Rutagne. “Have you a better plan, my lord? Have you? Then for the love of all the gods, share it immediately." 
Karlam blinked, opened his mouth, closed it again. “I…was merely suggesting…”
“I welcome suggestions,” said Hugh. “Useful suggestions. If you want to weary my ears with complaints, then find a different audience.”
“At the very least,” said Karlam, “you ought to remain in Barellion. You are the Prince of Barellion and the liege lord of Greycoast, and you have no heir.” He gestured at the army marching behind them. “If you are slain, Greycoast will be divided between a dozen warring lords…and the Aegonar and the runedead will devour us one by one. My lord Prince, I urge you to return at once to Barellion, and leave the war in the hands of more experienced men.”
Hugh snorted. “Fine counsel, my lord. A Prince who cowers behind castle walls while his men and lords march to war is no Prince at all. If we are defeated, I will die as a Prince and as a man, not as a craven hiding in the cellars of his castle.” 
“Well spoken, my lord Prince,” said Bryce. “Your father would be proud.”
Karlam fell into sullen silence after that, much to Hugh’s relief. Gods, but he was sick of that man. For a spiteful moment he considered sending Lord Karlam with the scouts. Perhaps the runedead would do him a favor and kill the truculent Lord of Castle Rutagne…
Hugh rebuked himself. Karlam was an obnoxious fool, but he was still Hugh’s vassal, and therefore entitled to the Prince’s protection. 
Assuming Hugh found a way to protect his people and lands from the foes that threatened to consume them.
Well, if he failed, he was still their Prince…and if they fell, he would die with them.
He rode on, wrapped in that grim thought.

###

Two days later, the host of Greycoast reached the valley of the Mistwater. 
“You see them?” said Montigard, squinting. “All those crimson lights?”
Maurus frowned. “The runedead we have previously faced all had green sigils upon their foreheads. Perhaps it is a side effect of whatever device or spell Lord Malden used to control them.” 
Hugh nodded. “Could you break the spell?”
Maurus shook his head. “Regrettably, my lord, no.”
Hugh said nothing and gazed across the valley. 
The Mistwater was a small river that flowed from the low mountains of Knightreach, wending north until it reached the River of Lords some distance west of Castle Bridge. Here the river passed through a shallow, broad valley four miles across. Hugh’s army stood on the northwestern lip of the valley, their banners flying in the breeze.
On the southeastern edge of the valley waited the runedead host.
Hugh had fought undead before, and his father had sent him hunting bands of runedead near Castle Stormsea after the Great Rising. Yet Hugh had never seen so many of the damned things in once place. Nor had he seen them move with such eerie precision. The runedead he had faced before had attacked in ragged mobs, acting with either mindless fury or under the insanity of whatever awakened runedead controlled them.
He had never seen an army of runedead before.
A man with a runedead army could likely conquer the world. 
“We cannot possibly prevail against such numbers,” said Karlam, his voice urgent. “The runedead are dangerous enough in small numbers. When arrayed in a host like this, with a proper battle formation…my lord, we will be overrun easily.” 
“I agree,” Hugh found himself forced to answer. He had hoped that the runedead would break into smaller bands to ravage the countryside, allowing him to defeat them one by one. Instead, it seemed as if both Lord Malden’s host and the runedead horde were marching straight north.
Coming straight for Barellion. 
“I am forced to agree with Lord Karlam,” said Bryce. “We ought to retreat for Barellion at once, and hold the city until we can obtain aid from the other liege lords.”
“Yes,” said Hugh. “But first, we’ll talk.” 
“Talk?” said Karlam. “What is there to possibly talk about?” 
“I am inclined to agree with Lord Karlam, as much as it pains me to admit it,” said Bryce. “Lord Malden has invaded your lands with fire and sword and undead. He has come to destroy us. What is there to be gained by talk?”
“Time,” said Hugh, “and knowledge. Why has Malden invaded Greycoast? And how the devil does he control those runedead?” Mazael had said that knowledge of one’s foe was deadlier than any sword. “And perhaps we can win some sort of delay. The longer we stall, the greater the chance of aid arriving from the other liege lords.” And with a greater delay, maybe he could lure the runedead into a battle with the Aegonar.
“Maurus, Montigard, with me,” said Hugh. “Lord Bryce, you have the command until I return. Montigard, pick a hundred knights for our escort, and make sure they all have flasks of wizard’s oil.”
“What do you have in mind?” said Bryce.
“I am going to meet Lord Malden Roland,” said Hugh, “and I am going to tell him to leave Greycoast at once.” 
Karlam scowled, but thankfully did not say anything. 
Bryce sighed. “As you think best, my lord Prince. We shall be ready for battle, if it comes to it.”
Hugh nodded and rode to join Montigard. A short time later Montigard had assembled the escort, and they rode down the gentle slope of the valley and to the bank of the Mistwater. The Chalsain banner, the black tower on green, flapped from Montigard’s lance. The Mistwater was shallow here, little more than a wide creek, and Hugh saw stones jutting from the water. The river would slow a cavalry charge…but it would do nothing to stop infantry, and would not slow the runedead at all.
Hugh stared at the southeastern edge of the valley, at the massed force of runedead. He saw living men there, spearmen in chain mail, knights in plate sitting atop their horses. Nearly fifteen thousand men stood with the runedead. How could any man follow a lord who commanded undead? An army of runedead – it was like something from the dark days of Old Dracaryl.
Hugh shook aside the thought. “Maurus. Now.”
The master wizard cast a spell. The air in front of Hugh’s face rippled, a buzzing rang in his ears, and then Maurus nodded.
Hugh stood up in his stirrups and spoke, Maurus’s magic amplifying his words to thunderous volume.
“I am Hugh of the House of Chalsain, Prince of Barellion and liege lord of Greycoast!” The echoes rang over the valley. “I demand that Malden of the House of Roland, Lord of Knightcastle and liege lord of Knightreach, present himself to me! His armies have unjustly invaded my land. His soldiers have ravaged my villages and spilled the blood of my peasants. I demand that he present himself to me, answer for his crimes, and send his host from my lands!”
He fell silent, and the runedead and the living soldiers remained motionless. 
Perhaps this had been a bad idea.
Then Hugh saw a band of horsemen making their way down the slope, the Roland banner flying overhead.

###

Lucan rode behind Lord Malden’s horse. 
He was not entirely certain how to handle this. 
He had convinced Malden to send his runedead host in a single vast wave to destroy the armies of Greycoast. The runedead would smash Hugh Chalsain’s army, and perhaps the battle would generate enough stolen life force to open the Door of Souls. Lucan could then return to Knightcastle and leave Lord Malden to do as he wished. 
And then Prince Hugh had issued that damned challenge. 
“Are you certain this is wise, my lord?” said Lucan. 
“I am the Lord of Knightcastle,” said Malden, “not a common brigand or a ravening warlord. If I am to deal justice to this false Prince, then I will accuse him of his crimes to his face. Perhaps some of his vassals will repent of their crimes and join my righteous mission.” 
“These men are corrupt and wicked,” said Lucan. “They will oppose you to the bitter end.”
Malden remained unmoved. “Perhaps. Or I may convince Hugh Chalsain to give up his Demonsouled talisman and return to the path of justice. His father was a…not quite a friend, but a friendly enemy of mine, and the House of Chalsain was once a vassal of the Lords of Knightcastle. Perhaps this can be again.”
And that was that. The black dagger had corrupted Malden…but not even Lucan could push him far enough to kill Hugh Chalsain without first offering parley. And if he pushed too hard, Malden might turn on him, and Lucan needed him until the Door of Souls opened. 
So they rode to the edge of the Mistwater, gazing at the horsemen on the far bank. Prince Hugh sat surrounded by a hundred of his knights, the Chalsain banner flying from his standardbearer’s lance. The Prince had the same curly blond hair and bright green eyes as Malaric, though Hugh did not look nearly as cold and angry as his late half-brother. Yet there was hardness in the young man’s expression, and Lucan realized that Hugh might make a formidable foe.
But not formidable enough to stop ninety thousand runedead.
“Lord Malden,” called Hugh. “Thank you for accepting my invitation.”
“How could I refuse so gracious a request?” said Malden. “Perhaps you might ride here, that we might have a civilized discussion?”
Hugh’s smile held not a hint of mirth. “Or you could join us?”
“I propose,” said Malden, “that we meet in the center of the river. We may each choose one escort.”
“Agreed,” said Hugh, gesturing to a black-coated master wizard at his side.
“Lucan,” said Malden, and Lucan followed the Lord of Knightcastle into the Mistwater.
He gathered power, preparing to cast a spell. If need be, he would kill Hugh and start a battle. The resultant slaughter would gather enough power to open the Door of Souls.

###

Hugh reined up in the center of the Mistwater, the water foaming around his horse’s legs. Maurus settled alongside him, his fingers flexing as he prepared spells in case of any treachery. 
Lord Malden rode into the river. After him trailed another rider, a man wrapped in a heavy black cloak. Hugh caught a glimpse of green light from within the cloak’s hood. Had Malden put a runedead on a horse for some reason?
Malden stopped a dozen paces away, and Hugh stared at the older man. While he had never spoken with the Lord of Knightcastle, he had seen Malden at tournaments before.
And, somehow, Malden looked younger. The man was in his late sixties, but he looked about Hugh’s age.
Gods, he even looked younger than Hugh. 
“My lord Malden,” said Hugh. “You are looking surprisingly well.” 
Malden made a dismissive gesture. “The path of righteousness has rich rewards.”
“Including renewed youth?” said Hugh.
Malden offered a thin smile. “So it would seem.” 
“That is curious,” said Hugh, “given that your actions have no trace of justice in them.”
Malden’s blue eyes narrowed. “You had best explain your impudence. The Lord of Knightcastle does not suffer insults from his inferiors.” 
“Inferiors?” said Hugh. “Is that what gives you the right to invade my lands? Did that give you the right to slaughter my people? I have heard the reports.” He waved a hand at the undead army above the valley. “I know what your pet runedead have done. You have brought fire and war to my lands, and you have do so without right or cause.”
“I have every right!” Malden drew himself up, his armor flashing in the sun. “I am the Lord of Knightcastle, and the realm is in chaos. Runedead ravage the land, serpent-worshippers creep through the shadows, and Demonsouled lords raise armies and march to war. Only I stand against them.”
“If you truly want to wage war against the worshippers of the serpent,” said Hugh, “I suggest you keep marching north. You’ll find more servants of Sepharivaim than you’ll know how to handle.” 
“That is why I left Knightreach,” said Malden. “Word reached my ears that Mazael Cravenlock is of the blood of the Old Demon, and Grand Master Caldarus of the Justiciar Order marched east to destroy his evil.” 
“A likely story,” said Hugh. “Knowing the Justiciars, they thought up the lie to justify reclaiming their old estates in the Grim Marches.”
The cloaked figure turned his head. The face within was gaunt and pale, with unblinking black eyes. The cloaked man wore a black diadem in the shape of a curled dragon upon his brow, the dragon cradling a glowing emerald in its claws. 
Something about that diadem, and that face, scratched at Hugh’s memory. He had seen that man before. But where? 
“I would have marched with Caldarus,” said Malden, “but the Aegonar sent an embassy to Knightcastle, demanding my submission. I threw them out, and my advisor,” he nodded at the cloaked man, “discovered that the Aegonar were under the command of Skalatan. An entire nation of San-keth proselytes cannot be left unchallenged. I gathered my army and marched north at once.”
“And quite an army it is, too,” said Hugh, looking at the cloaked man. The man’s black eyes returned his gaze without flinching, without even blinking, and something in his stare made Hugh’s skin crawl. It was like gazing into the eyes of a dead man. “And what sort of necromancy did you use to bind the runedead to you?”
“Nothing of the sort,” said Malden. “The runedead were enslaved by Caraster, a rebel and a madman. Once Caraster was defeated, the runedead submitted to me, due to the justice of my cause and my rightful position as liege lord.”
Maurus snorted, once, and fell silent. 
“So you came with a host of runedead,” said Hugh, “to make war upon the Aegonar. Well and good. I will be blunt with you, my lord Malden. Greycoast is in dire peril, and we would welcome your assistance. We were already weakened from the chaos of the Great Rising, and the Aegonar invasion caught us with my father’s armies scattered. Before he could respond, the Aegonar had seized the northwestern quarter of Greycoast. Then Malaric murdered my father and brothers and claimed the diadem for himself. His ambition and bloodlust were equaled only by his incompetence as a commander, and thanks to his folly, fully half of Greycoast now lies under the control of the High King of the Aegonar.” 
A strange look went over Malden’s youthful face. Regret, perhaps? No – it was sympathy, and Hugh felt a flicker of hope. 
The cloaked man turned his head to look at Malden. 
“The runedead are a blight and a scourge upon the land, but I will not lie to you,” said Hugh. “If you have come to aid us against Skalatan and the Aegonar, then I will not turn away even this…this army of abominations.”
“Yes,” said Malden, voice quiet. “You are the Prince of Greycoast, and you must do what is necessary to defend your lands and people.”
“I must,” said Hugh. “And I must also ask you why you have come north to make war upon the lords of Greycoast. Why? We have not made war upon you, or even insulted you. We did not come to your aid against the runedead or Caraster, that is so…but the Aegonar pressed us hard and we had no aid to spare.”
An instant of confusion flickered across Malden’s face, and then his expression hardened. 
“The shadows are your doing,” said Malden.
“Shadows? What shadows?” said Hugh. “It’s almost noon. There are no…”
“The gray shadows, the creatures some have named runeshadows,” said Malden. “They rise from the earth and attack the living, and can only be destroyed through magic. They are your doing.”
Hugh burst out laughing. 
Malden blinked in surprise.
“Truly?” said Hugh. “You think I created those shadows? How, pray? I am no necromancer. I am not even a wizard, and none of the wizards in my service practice necromancy.” 
“You created them with your Demonsouled talisman,” said Malden. 
“My what?” said Hugh. “I have no magical talismans, Demonsouled or otherwise.” 
“The skull you took from Malaric,” said Malden. “You allied with the Demonsouled Mazael, slew Malaric, and took the skull of a powerful Demonsouled from Malaric. The skull gave Malaric the powers of a Demonsouled…and now you wield the skull yourself.” 
“For the love of the gods!” said Hugh. “Malaric had such a skull, yes. But when Malaric was slain, Skalatan took it and fled to the Aegonar. I never touched it. Gods, I never even saw the thing. Malaric kept it warded in my father’s old study.” 
He expected rage from Malden, expected a sneering denial.
Instead he only looked confused, and for an instant Hugh caught a glimpse of a puzzled old man in the youthful face. 
“You…don’t?” said Malden. “But…then where did the shadows come from?”
“I don’t know,” said Hugh. “Perhaps you could tell me.”
“The Demonsouled talisman created them,” said Malden. “It has to be.” He shook his head. “It has to be.” 
“My lord,” said Hugh, “I swear to you, I have never seen or used that skull. You have come north for a fight, aye…but you are fighting the wrong foe! The lords of Greycoast have not harmed you or made war upon you. In truth, my lord, we have been so occupied with our own troubles that we have never spared you a thought.”
Malden’s frown deepened.
“If you want to rid the world of evil, to fight with the cause of justice,” said Hugh, “then aid us! Ride to war with us against the Aegonar, and help us drive them back into the sea. If that Demonsouled skull is indeed summoning the shadows, Skalatan has it, and only with his defeat will we be free.” He held out a hand. “My lord, please…the world needs you to do this.”
Malden wavered, and Hugh felt a sudden wild hope. That cloaked advisor had some sort of baleful influence over Lord Malden, that was plain, but if Hugh could gain Malden’s aid…he would not turn it away.
He would not even turn away an army of runedead. Not when the plight of Greycoast was so desperate. 
Malden wavered, and Hugh held his breath.

###

Lucan realized that he had made a serious error.
He should not have let Malden agree to this parley. The young Prince of Barellion had proven eloquent, and Lucan saw that his arguments had reached Malden. Another few moments, and Malden would agree to aid Hugh against the Aegonar.
Lucan could not allow that.
But could he use it to his advantage?
For a moment he considered the idea. The Aegonar could not stand against the runedead, and the knights and the black daggers would slaughter thousands of Aegonar warriors. That alone might draw enough life energy to open the Door of Souls. 
Unless Skalatan chose to interfere. 
That possibility concerned Lucan. Skalatan was powerful and subtle, and Lucan did not want to risk a confrontation with him. The archpriest had undoubtedly made plans to stop Lucan and reach the Door of Souls for himself, and Lucan could not permit that. If Skalatan transformed himself into a new god, he would be worse than any of the Demonsouled.
No, better to destroy the armies of Greycoast and sack Barellion. The runedead could destroy the Prince’s host and take Barellion before Skalatan stirred himself, and then Lucan could unleash the knights with their black daggers. The knights would feast, the Door of Souls could open…and Lucan would return to Knightcastle and enter Cythraul Urdvul before Skalatan could stop him.
How best to arrange that? Perhaps he should allow Malden and Hugh to reach an alliance, and then stage an act of treachery during the march north. That would turn Malden against Hugh. Lucan’s eyes wandered over Hugh’s party on the riverbank, contemplating various plans…
He found himself looking at Hugh’s standardbearer, a vigorous-looking knight with curly brown hair and a bushy beard.
And with a shock, Lucan recognized the man. 
It was Philip Montigard. Years ago, before Mazael had even returned to the Grim Marches, Caldarus had tried to have Lucan assassinated to spite Lord Richard. The assassins had almost overwhelmed Lucan, but Montigard had intervened, and Lucan had used his magic to overcome the Justiciars. After that, Montigard had gone on his way…and apparently had ended up in service to the Prince of Barellion. 
Even as the thought crossed Lucan’s eyes, Montigard’s gaze met his. 
The knight’s eyes narrowed in thought…and then widened in surprise.

###

“My lord!” 
Hugh turned, alarmed, and saw Montigard riding forward, pointing at the black-cloaked figure. 
“My lord, beware!” said Montigard. “It is Lucan Mandragon!”
“Lucan Mandragon?” said Hugh. “No. Lucan Mandragon is dead. Mazael killed him at…”
Two facts clicked together in his mind with terrible force.
Suddenly he remembered where he had seen the cloaked man’s face before. It had been in at a tournament in the Grim Marches, years ago, when Hugh had still been a squire. He had seen Lucan Mandragon with Lord Richard. It was the same face, though older and harder now.
The second fact was that Lucan was utterly motionless.
He was not even breathing. 
“My lord Malden!” said Hugh. “Get away from him, quickly!”
“What are you talking about?” said Malden.
“That is Lucan Mandragon!” said Hugh.
“Yes, I know,” said Malden. 
“You know?” said Hugh. “Do you know what that man has done?”
“He healed me from a dire illness,” said Malden, “and defeated the rebel Caraster. And with Caraster dead, the runedead now follow me and…”
“He created the runedead!” said Hugh.
“I know,” said Malden. “He told me. He raised the runedead to cleanse the world of the Demonsouled.”
“And what has been the result?” said Hugh, gesturing at the undead atop the valley. “You are at the head of an army of rotting corpses, of horrors raised by necromancy! How many people have died, my lord Malden? How many people have suffered, how many people have seen sons die, daughters die, at the hands of the runedead?”
Malden flinched, a shadow of grief crossing his face, and Hugh saw that his words had struck home. 
Hugh pointed at Lucan. “What has he made you do? He might have healed you and made you young again…but what has been the cost? My lord, I beg you, ask yourself this. Five years ago, could you have seen yourself doing the things Lucan Mandragon had made you do? Or would you have denounced yourself as a monster?” 
“Silence!” said Malden, yet Hugh saw the grief there. “Silence! I…”
“My lord, do not listen to him.” Lucan’s voice was cold and dead. “Have I not healed you? Have I not defeated the rebel Caraster in your name? Yes, I worked the Great Rising and raised the runedead to rid the world of the Demonsouled. Yes, there have been…losses, I deny it not. But it will be worth the price. We will rid the world of evil, and you will bring the realm to order…”
Hugh took a gamble. “Who did he kill, my lord? Who in your family? Your sons? Your wife? My lord, why do you countenance this?” 
Malden hesitated, and Hugh saw the terrible doubt on the older man’s face.
Lucan’s mouth thinned into a hard, bloodless line, and his right hand moved in a small gesture. 
“My lord Prince!” shouted Maurus. “Beware! He’s…”
A sheet of gray mist swirled over the surface of the water, and dozens of misshapen, translucent beasts appeared. The creatures looked like wolves with scorpion tails and manes of barbed tentacles. Hugh cursed and drew his sword, bracing himself for the attack…
But the spirit creatures turned and attacked Lord Malden’s men. Screams and shouts rang from the knights as they fought against the beasts, and Hugh lowered his sword in confusion. Lucan had conjured the creatures, he was sure of it. But why attack Malden’s men? 
“We are betrayed!” shouted Lucan. He gestured, blue light flashing from his fingers, and one of the beasts vanished an instant before it would have sprang upon Malden. “My lord, we are betrayed! Hugh’s wizards have conjured the beasts! Defend yourself!” 
“What?” said Hugh. “That is a lie! We…”
Malden roared, his face twisting with mad rage. “You betray me? You dare, Hugh of Barellion? You will regret this!” He drew his sword and raised it over his head. “Kill them! Kill them all!”
A ripple went through the massed runedead, and the vast host began to march forward. 
Hugh cursed, his mind racing as Malden’s knights struggled against the spirit creatures. He had been so close! Perhaps he could yet convince Malden to…
“My lord Prince!” said Maurus, grabbing his sleeve. “My lord, we must go. We shall be overrun!” 
Hugh hesitated, nodded, and galloped back to join the others.

###

As the sun set, the armies of Knightreach climbed the northwestern side of the Mistwater valley.
“I still cannot believe,” said Malden, shaking his head, “that Hugh would attack me during a parley. Everard Chalsain would never have been so dishonorable.” 
He turned his horse and watched his footmen and knights climb the slope. The runedead had reached the far edge of the valley first, leaving the living men to cross the river with their horses and carts laden with supplies. 
“It is clear,” said Lucan, “that the Demonsouled talisman has corrupted him utterly.” 
“So it would seem,” said Malden.
“I fear, my lord,” said Lucan, “that you have no choice but to defeat him and take Barellion for yourself.”
“Your counsel is sound,” said Malden, looking to the north.
Yet the doubts remained. Hugh’s words lingered in his mind. 
Could Malden have been so mistaken?

###

Three days later Hugh sat atop his horse in the square below the Gate of Knights, watching the last of his host move into the city.
Barellion prepared for the coming siege. 
Every peasant and every last scrap of food had been gathered from the surrounding countryside. Supplies had been laid in, and barricades constructed across the streets, in case the foe broke in through the walls. Crews manned the war engines atop the walls, ready to rain death upon the enemy. Only magic and fire could harm the runedead…and Hugh’s catapults were ready to give the runedead a taste of fire.
“Then you truly knew Lucan Mandragon?” said Hugh. 
“Oh, aye, my lord,” said Montigard. “I’ve told you that story a dozen times. Before I took service with your father, when I still wandered the realm looking for coin and excitement.”
“We all thought,” said Maurus, “that is was another of your tall tales.”
Montigard thumped his chest. “I am wounded. I did indeed save Lucan Mandragon’s life before I came to Greycoast.” He snorted. “Though, given subsequent events, it was perhaps not the wisest choice I have made. Almost as foolhardy as the time I seduced the both the Prince of Travia’s wife and his favorite daughter.” 
“After this,” said Hugh, “I half-expect the Prince of Travia himself to turn up at the head of an army seeking your head.”
“I hope not,” said Montigard. “We have enough foes.” 
Hugh made a fist. “I almost reached him. If I only I could have gotten him to listen…”
“You did what you could, my lord,” said Lord Bryce. “I fear that necromancer has too strong a hold over him. He wavered, we all saw it…and then Lucan conjured those spirits and blamed us.”
“So obvious a lie,” said Hugh.
“Yet Lord Malden is too deep in Lucan’s thrall to see it,” said Bryce. 
“So be it,” said Hugh. “Then it shall come down to swords in the end.”
Barellion’s walls were strong and well-manned. They could hold out against the runedead, at least for a while. But there were too many variables in play. What would Lucan do next? What would Skalatan do? Would the Aegonar attack Lucan, or hang back until the runedead had taken Barellion?
Would aid come from Mazael and the other lords?
Hugh didn’t know.
He only hoped that he would not be the last Prince of Barellion.

###

Skalatan stood on the southern bank of the River of Lords, flanked by Nizius and his calibah bodyguards. 
The Aegonar host poured over the pontoon bridge.
Hjalsk’s plan had worked flawlessly. Skalatan had opened the mistgate, and Hjalsk and his carpenters poured out, thralls carrying lumber and equipment. For all his deferential manner around the High King and the Herald of Sepharivaim, Hjalsk ruled his workers with an iron fist even as he toiled at their side, and within a day the bridge had been completed.
Now the warriors crossed. 
The bridge bobbed alarmingly with their stride, but Hjalsk swore that it would remain intact. Quite a few of the warriors looked a bit green, but none would show fear in front of his fellows, and the crossing continued. Fully half of the Aegonar force had crossed, and Skalatan suspected the entire army would be on the southern bank by nightfall.
Ryntald approached and bowed. “Great Herald.”
“High King,” said Skalatan. “Our foes?”
“Nothing,” said Ryntald. “No trace of them. Their patrols along the bank have been withdrawn.”
“Perhaps the Prince hopes to lure us into a trap,” said Skalatan.
“That is a possibility,” said Ryntald. “There is another, however. The peasants we’ve interrogated claim the lords of Greycoast withdrew in haste to face another foe.”
“Another?” said Skalatan, the suspicion forming in his mind.
“One they fear even more than us,” said Ryntald.
“Lord Malden Roland,” said Skalatan.
Ryntald nodded. “Which means that necromancer you described, the one that trained that rascal Malaric, has come north to make war upon us.”
“Lucan Mandragon,” said Skalatan. 
His coils shifted, pressing against the vertebrae of his undead carrier.
Against the scepter of dragon bone concealed beneath his carrier’s ragged gray robe. 
“Great Herald,” said Ryntald, “I shall speak frankly. Against disorganized bands of runedead, we have been successful. If my warriors must face an entire army of runedead, organized and competently led, we might prevail. Or, more likely, it will be a bloody slaughter. If we are to overcome the necromancer and his runedead, we shall need your aid.”
“Fear not, High King,” said Skalatan, the dragon bone scepter cold against his scales. “I am prepared to deal with Lucan Mandragon.”

###

Lord Karlam Ganelon stood on the ramparts of the Outer Wall and watched the knights and armsmen and militia hurrying through Barellion. The city was well-equipped for a siege, with ample supplies of food and armaments. Lord Alberon had done well to prepare the city, which Karlam suspected meant that his competent daughter had done all the work. 
But the fact that the preparations were necessary at all was appalling.
How had matters become so dire? A year ago Greycoast had been at peace, and Prince Everard had ruled his vassals with a firm hand. Now the northern half of Greycoast had fallen to the Aegonar, the runedead horde had overrun the southern half…and the Prince of Barellion was an untested boy.
An untested boy who had led them to the edge of disaster.
Karlam had to kill him now. Not just for his own ambition, he realized, though he did want the diadem for himself. Barellion needed a strong man to lead it, a man who could rule with a firm hand in these dark times. 
And a man who could deal with the Aegonar and the San-keth. 
With the High King’s friendship, Greycoast could prosper and thrive, could drive back Lord Malden’s runedead. But Hugh would never consent to an alliance with a nation of San-keth proselytes, let alone submit to Ryntald as a vassal. 
Greycoast needed Karlam’s leadership, his foresight, his wisdom.
Which meant he had to kill Hugh Chalsain as soon as possible.







Chapter 16 - Liege Lords

Gerald Roland waited atop his mount. 
“Nearly two hundred men, my lord,” said Adalar Greatheart, walking alongside Gerald’s horse. “Footmen, mostly. But they’re led by a Justiciar knight.”
Gerald nodded. “Have they cooperated?” 
“So far,” said Adalar. “They laid down their weapons, and haven’t made any threats.” 
“Good,” said Gerald. “Have one of the squires fetch Sir Commander Aidan. We’ll need him for this.” 
“Shall we send for Lord Mazael, as well?” said Adalar.
Gerald opened his mouth to agree…and stopped himself. Mazael would say that Gerald was now the liege lord of Knightcastle, that he would need to rule over his vassals with a firm hand. That once Malden and Lucan were defeated, Gerald would need to deal with such concerns on his own.
If they defeated Malden and Lucan.
“No,” said Gerald, “no, there’s no need to trouble him with this. Have the squires bring Sir Commander Aidan.”
Adalar nodded and hurried off.
Gerald rode through the sprawling camp, nodding to his lords and armsmen. He came to the edge of the camp, exchanged greetings with the sentries, and kept riding. Caldarus had sent a dozen minor raiding parties across the Northwater, and while all had been driven back, Gerald would not put it past the Grand Master to attempt a night raid on the camp. 
The defectors waited outside the camp, a group of Tervingi spearthains standing guard over them. Gerald counted two hundred men wearing the blue-and-silver tabards of Justiciar footmen. A middle-aged man in the surcoat of a Justiciar knight stood at their head. His expression was calm, but Gerald saw the tension on his face as he looked at the spearthains. No doubt he had heard all sorts of terrifying tales about the Tervingi. 
“Hrould of Knightcastle,” said one of the spearthains with a nod. 
“Spearthain,” said Gerald, reining up before the defectors. 
The Justiciar knight looked up at him. “Sir Gerald Roland?”
“Aye,” said Gerald.
“I am Sir Cormane,” said the Justiciar. “I had hoped to join your banners. I…”
“You can present your case to Sir Commander Aidan,” said Gerald, turning his head, “at once.”
Aidan approached the defectors, flanked by a troop of Justiciar armsmen.
“Sir Commander!” said Cormane, stepping forward. 
The Tervingi spearthains growled and pointed their weapons at him.
“No, leave him be,” said Gerald. 
The spearthains relaxed, and Cormane swallowed.
“Sir Commander,” said Cormane again. “It is good to see you alive and well. The Grand Master…the Grand Master was most wroth when you escaped Knightcastle.”
“Well, I am still alive, at least for now,” said Aidan. “As is Lord Gerald.”
Cormane frowned. “Lord Gerald?”
“I will be blunt, Sir Cormane,” said Gerald. “You have come to join us, correct?” 
Cormane nodded. “As have the men under my command. Two hundred footmen, all veterans of the war against Caraster.” 
“We would welcome aid,” said Gerald, “but have no illusions about what we intend. We are marching west to conquer Knightcastle. We intend to destroy Lucan Mandragon, and overthrow my father and Grand Master Caldarus.” He took a deep breath. “If you are unable to follow us to that end, then…”
“Return to Caldarus?” said Cormane. “Or you’ll have me executed?”
“No,” said Gerald. “Simply take oaths not to take part in the coming battles, and leave. You can go anywhere you wish, so long as you do not return to Caldarus’s side.”
“Which I would not recommend,” said Aidan. “The Grand Master has rather a short temper where loyalty is concerned.”
“No,” said Cormane. “We will not return to the Grand Master. Not after…not after the things we have seen.” He gave a sharp shake of his head. “All the commanders and preceptors have those damned black daggers now, and many of the knights, as well. I fear nearly the entire Justiciar Order has been corrupted. We go from village to village, round up the men, and interrogate them…and then the knights with black daggers strike down the peasants for any reason. Any provocation. They claim the peasants are worshippers of Sepharivaim, or that they secretly supported Caraster. But that is absurd! What does it matter when Caraster has been dead for months? And why would a villager in the Grim Marches have supported Caraster? Why would they even have known about him? It is madness, cruel folly and madness!” There was anguish in Cormane’s tone and eyes.
“The daggers have nothing to do with either the San-keth or Caraster,” said Gerald. “Lucan Mandragon is using them to harvest the stolen lives of his victims. You’ve seen how the wielders of the daggers grow younger?” Cormane nodded. “Some of the life energy rejuvenates them, yes. But most of it goes to Lucan to work some vile necromantic spell.”
“The wizards think the stolen life energy is addictive,” said Aidan. “Most of the men killed by the black daggers were likely innocent, murdered simply to steal their life force.”
“Gods.” Cormane rubbed his face. “And I have been a party to this evil. Gods forgive me.”
“It is not too late to turn from that path,” said Gerald.
“And you have taken the first step by joining us,” said Aidan. 
“Aye,” said Cormane. “I see what the Grand Master and Lord Malden have become. I will join you, Sir Commander, Lord Gerald, and help you stop them.”
“I will not lie to you,” said Gerald. “We face powerful foes, and defeat is likely.”
“Then let us die with honor, as men,” said Cormane, “and not as these…these leeches the knights with the black daggers have become.”
“Well-spoken,” said one of the Tervingi spearthains. “Better to die as a man than to exist as a tomb-wight.” 
“Ah…thank you,” said Cormane. “I see you have some strange allies, my lord.”
“The Tervingi have outlandish customs, but they are valiant warriors,” said Gerald, and the spearthains snickered. “And against such foes as the runedead, all men of good will must set aside their differences.” 
“You are correct, my lord,” said Cormane, turning to face Aidan. “And I will gladly swear to follow you in battle, Sir Commander.”
“Good,” said Aidan. “I shall find a place for your men in the camp…”
Gerald left them to their work.

###

Later Gerald walked through the heart of the camp, the bonfires throwing back the darkness.
A familiar tension charged the air. The men knew that battle would come soon, and Gerald saw them prepare. Armsmen from the Grim Marches checked their armor and sharpened their swords and daggers. Tervingi spearthains tended to their weapons, and the Elderborn hunters checked their arrows and bowstrings one by one. 
He wondered how many of them would survive the coming battle.
He wondered if he would survive the coming battle, if he would ever see Rachel and his sons again. Mazael had thirty-five thousand battle-hardened men. Yet Caldarus had ninety thousand runedead, immune to pain and fear…and the fifteen thousand veteran men of the Order who had remained loyal. And even if they defeated Caldarus, they still had to face Lucan…and Gerald had seen the might of Lucan’s magic with his own eyes.
How could they prevail against such foes?
Gerald forced aside his doubts, keeping his face calm. It would not do to show doubt before the men. If he gave up now, he would be doing Caldarus’s work for him. 
He came to Mazael’s tent, the Cravenlock banner hanging overhead from a lance. He intended to speak with Mazael about tomorrow’s march, but the tent was dark. Not surprising. The gods knew Mazael had enough work to do. Gerald circled around the tent, intending to find his bed.
“You’re up late.”
Mazael sat atop a barrel behind his tent, a clay cup of wine in his hand. He wore the armor fashioned from the golden scales he had taken from that dragon in the Great Mountains. Lion waited at his belt, the golden pommel shaped like a roaring lion’s head. The knights and lords of Greycoast had called Mazael the Golden Knight when he waged war against the Aegonar, and Gerald could see why. Mazael looked older than he was, with gray in his beard and hair…but in that armor, he looked like some hero out of legend. 
“More Justiciars arrived,” said Gerald, “tired of Caldarus and his butchery. Aidan is swearing them to service now.”
Mazael grunted, took a drink from his cup, and passed Gerald a wineskin. “More men of conscience among the Justiciars. I never would have guessed it.” 
Gerald took a drink from the skin and sat on another barrel. The wine was not very good, but it was better than nothing. “We’ll need every man able to hold a spear.”
“Man or Elderborn,” said Mazael. “It wouldn’t surprise me if Caldarus had a few spies hidden among the defectors.”
“That makes sense,” said Gerald. “I will have Aidan keep close watch over the defectors.”
Mazael nodded. “Just keep them separate from the others. But it’s not a grave concern. Caldarus outnumbers us three to one. He doesn’t need to be clever. He just needs to roll right over us. Like a man pushing his way through a hedge, really.” 
Gerald said nothing as Mazael took another drink. If he had despaired…
“Do you think we can win?” said Gerald.
Mazael blinked, took another drink, and grinned. “Maybe.” He shrugged. “No matter how well you prepare, no matter how many men you put into the field, no matter how favorable the land…a battle is a gamble. Throw the dice and see what happens.” He gazed at the fires scattered throughout the camp. “Though I prefer to the load the dice.”
Gerald laughed. “Dishonest, but I approve.”
“Caldarus has the superior force,” said Mazael. “We’ll need to be a bit dishonest. And that’s our advantage. Caldarus has so many runedead he doesn’t need to be clever. Oh, I doubt he’ll turn into an idiot, but he’ll try to overwhelm us with force. Simply roll over us and have done with it.”
“You think overconfidence will be his weakness,” said Gerald.
“I know it will,” said Mazael. Suddenly he laughed.
“What is it?” said Gerald. 
“We always seem to find ourselves in these one-sided battles,” said Mazael. “The runedead.”
“That dragon outside of Arylkrad,” said Gerald, gesturing at Mazael’s armor. 
“Or the Malrags,” said Mazael. “Both at the battle at Castle Cravenlock and the siege of Deepforest Keep.” 
“And the Dominiars,” said Gerald.
Mazael laughed. “Which time? When we faced Amalric outside the walls of Tumblestone?”
“That was almost as desperate as when we fought Sir Commander Aeternis in Mastaria,” said Gerald. 
“Or when we fought Skhath and the San-keth, or Straganis at Tristgard,” said Mazael. 
Gerald found himself grinning. “Or when we outwitted that bandit chief when I was a boy. What was his name again?”
Mazael barked a laugh. “Recarred the Fist. Gods, I haven’t thought about that in years.” He shook his head. “That was fifteen years ago. I hadn’t a coin to my name. I had my horse, my sword, my boots, and that was all. And those damned boots were in bad shape.” He shook his head again and waved a hand at the vast camp around them. “And now…this. Thirty-five thousand men ready to follow me into battle. Where did I go wrong?”
“Perhaps you went right,” said Gerald. 
“How so?” said Mazael. “If I had killed Lucan when I had the chance, none of this would have happened.”
“If you hadn’t come to Knightreach, the Dominiars would have conquered Knightcastle. Rachel would have remained a San-keth proselyte, the Malrags would have destroyed the Grim Marches and Deepforest Keep, and Skalatan would have turned himself into a god,” said Gerald. “That Lucan did such grievous evil was his fault, not yours.”
“Perhaps,” said Mazael.
He stared into the camp, face distant. 
“When you left the Grim Marches, twenty years ago,” said Gerald, “did you ever think that you would return? That you would be the liege lord, one day?” 
Mazael laughed. “Gods, no. I thought I would end up knifed in some Barellion whorehouse. Or dead on a battlefield somewhere. Then I happened to save your father from Recarred the Fist, and I thought I would die as one of his household knights.”
“Then,” said Gerald, “you met Romaria.”
A smile came to the older man’s hard face. “That I did.” He took another drink of wine. “And I met Rachel again…and now instead of a violent vagabond, I am the liege lord of the Grim Marches. I suppose a man can change.”
“Instead of dying upon the floor of a brothel,” said Gerald, “you can die upon the field of battle in a few days.”
He regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth, but Mazael only laughed. “Perhaps. We might well die in two days. Or I might die when this miserable wine poisons me.” He took another drink. “Or we might not. All men die, Gerald. I suppose we can choose to flee from it, and have it overtake us anyway…or to face it as men, and perhaps win another day.” 
“Or die,” said Gerald.
“Or die,” agreed Mazael. He sighed. “I suppose it is harder to face death now, when we have more to lose.”
“Romaria and…Molly, I suppose,” said Gerald. 
“She is…spirited,” said Mazael. He held out a hand, and Gerald passed him the wineskin. “But I love her. And Romaria. I have already lost her once…and almost lost her a second time to Malaric’s poison. And if I live long enough, I suppose I will lose her again. Perhaps the priests are right, and those who are righteous and put their trust in the gods will be reunited in the next life.”
“They are right,” said Gerald. “I believe this. It is a comfort, in these dark times.”
“Nor one I would deny you,” said Mazael. “But even if nothing but oblivion awaits us after death, I will not turn back. The lands and people of the Grim Marches are under my protection. I will not suffer Caldarus to harm them…and I certainly will not allow Lucan to harm them again. And if I have to take Knightcastle and make you the liege lord of Knightreach to do it, then so be it.”
“As you did with Hugh Chalsain,” said Gerald.
“Do you know him?” said Mazael, refilling his cup and passing the skin back.
“I met him as a boy, when we were both squires,” said Gerald. “Some tournament or another at Knightcastle, I forget which one. Not since then.”
“You would get on well, I think,” said Mazael. “He was a youngest son, too, and never expected to become the Prince of Barellion. Then the Aegonar came…and Malaric did, too. His wife is a steely young woman. She’ll do well as the Lady Consort, I think.” He rubbed his jaw. “Once we settle with Lucan, I intended to march for Barellion and aid Hugh. The lords of Greycoast are hard-pressed against the Aegonar, and I owe Skalatan a debt for his crimes.”
“Then you are certain,” said Gerald, “that we will prevail against Caldarus?”
“I am certain of nothing,” said Mazael, “Save that if we do nothing, then our foes will prevail. So we shall fight them to the end of our strength.” He blinked. “And speaking of that…”
Two figures approached, and as they drew closer Gerald saw Romaria and the Guardian of the Tervingi. Romaria wore her usual leather armor and green cloak, bastard sword and composite bow slung over her back. The Guardian wore chain mail and leather, the staff of bronze-colored wood in his right hand. The sigils cut into the staff were dark now, but Gerald had seen the raw power of the barbarian wizard.
It heartened him. Perhaps the Guardian could stand against Lucan Mandragon’s dark magic. 
“Is it done?” said Mazael.
“Aye,” said Romaria, “I found a good path.”
“And the mammoths have moved away,” said the Guardian. 
Gerald frowned. “You sent the mammoths away? I thought the Tervingi war mammoths would be our greatest advantage.”
“Only if used properly,” said Mazael. “They spook too easily, and once they’re frightened, they’re impossible to control. A terrified mammoth is more dangerous to us than it is to the enemy.”
“I hope you are right,” said Gerald.
“As do I,” said Mazael. He finished the wine and stood. “I suggest we get some sleep. Soon we’ll reach the Northwater…and I suspect we shall find Caldarus and the runedead awaiting us.”







Chapter 17 - The Guardian and the Swordbearer

“Are you ready?” said Riothamus.
Romaria nodded, watching Mazael walk away. She saw the coiled power of the Demonsouled within him, the same dark power all the Demonsouled wielded. Yet he had it under control. When she had first met him, the dark power had threatened to consume him, to turn him into either a bloodthirsty maniac like Corvad or a ruthless tyrant like Amalric. 
He had become something more now.
“You see it,” murmured Morebeth’s voice in her ear. The spirit had not appeared to her in some time, but Romaria heard her voice nonetheless. “The power, the strength. You see why men will follow him to death.”
“My lady?” said Riothamus. 
Romaria shook her head, dismissing Morebeth’s voice. “Nothing.” She needed to concentrate on the task at hand. 
The dangerous task at hand.
“I am ready,” said Romaria. 
“Are you sure you don’t want to tell Mazael?” said Riothamus.
“He has put himself into enough peril at my account,” said Romaria. “It is time I returned the favor.”
“Very well. This way,” said Riothamus.
He led her through the vast camp to the tents of the Tervingi thains. Riothamus walked to his tent and opened the flap. For all his status and influence among the Tervingi, the Guardian kept austere quarters. Romaria saw only a bedroll, a low table, and a rack for Molly’s weapons and armor. The only light came from a lantern in the corner. 
“Where’s Molly?” said Romaria.
“Cheating at dice and cards with the knights, I assume,” said Riothamus. He shook his head in amusement. “Had I betrothed a normal Tervingi woman, I would dread the thought of her walking alone through so many soldiers. Instead I am concerned about what she might do should someone annoy her.” 
“Fear not,” said Romaria. “They are far too frightened of her to annoy her.” 
“That will serve them well, come the battle,” said Riothamus.
Romaria nodded. “Better that she is on our side than the foe’s.”
“And speaking of the foe,” said Riothamus, reaching under the table. He gestured, and Romaria sat cross-legged on the ground. The Guardian sat at the other end, and drew out a cloth-wrapped bundle. 
He unwrapped it, and Kadarius’s black dagger clattered against the table.
Romaria stared at the weapon. The sigil carved into the base of the blade flickered with green fire, growing brighter as she gazed at it. Her Sight plunged into the weapon, and she saw the infinite darkness and the endless cold at its core, an icy void that yearned to devour all the warmth and life in the world.
And her Sight also revealed the thin black thread that stretched from the dagger, presumably to wherever Lucan Mandragon was.
“It’s like a piece of the Glamdaigyr,” said Romaria. 
Riothamus nodded. “That was my thought. Lucan has linked this weapon, and all the ones like it, to the Glamdaigyr. From what you and Mazael have described, the Glamdaigyr drains the life force of its victims and bestows the stolen power upon its wielder. But killing one man at a time to harvest power is inefficient. With those black daggers in the hands of the Justiciars and Lord Malden’s household knights, he has the means to harvest the lives of hundreds or even thousands of people at once.” 
“Why?” said Romaria.
“Ah,” said Riothamus. “That is a good question.” He drummed his fingers on the table, staring at the dagger. “Almost every man in this camp thinks the battle to come is about Caldarus and Lord Malden, about Lucan and runedead. You and I and Mazael and Molly know the truth. This is about the Old Demon and the Demonsouled.”
“About the Old Demon killing the Demonsouled for all these centuries,” said Romaria, “and preparing to make himself into a god.”
Riothamus nodded and lifted his staff. “This, I believe, is the ultimate purpose of the Guardian’s office. To fight against the Demonsouled, yes…but in the end, to stop the Old Demon from becoming a demon god. It is why he seduced Aegidia and fathered Ragnachar upon her, an attempt to keep the Guardian from threatening him.” He lowered to staff. “And to become a god…he apparently needs these daggers. Somehow.”
“And that,” said Romaria, “is what we need to discover.”
Riothamus nodded. 
“Perhaps he needs to harvest additional life force to become a god,” said Romaria, “and so set Lucan to creating the daggers.”
“I doubt it,” said Riothamus. “More than enough power has been gathered in Cythraul Urdvul for the Old Demon to ascend. So why hasn’t he claimed it already? Something must be blocking him, keeping him from accessing the power. This,” he pointed at the dagger, “must be what he needs.”
“That makes sense,” said Romaria, watching the cold aura flicker around the dagger. “Maybe he needs to gather enough power to work a spell that will allow him to claim the strength of the Demonsouled.”
Riothamus nodded. “And we need to discover what he intends to do.”
“Which, I assume,” said Romaria, “is why you need my help.”
“My Sight is stronger than yours,” said Riothamus, “but yours is far more…focused. I suspect it is an aspect of the Elderborn half of your soul, of the magic that gives you the ability to take the shape of a wolf. You are a hunter, and your Sight gives you the ability to seek, to find.”
“And you want me,” said Romaria, “to try and find what Lucan is doing with those daggers.”
“Yes,” said Riothamus. “Neither one of us could do it by ourselves. But if we combine our Sight, and I guide the vision …we might be able to trace the spells upon the dagger to their source. And if we are fortunate, we will learn what the Old Demon intends.”
“Is this dangerous?” said Romaria.
“Considerably,” said Riothamus. 
Romaria nodded. “Then let’s begin at once. What do you need me to do?”

###

Riothamus laid the staff of the Guardian across his knees.
“Focus your Sight upon the dagger,” he said.
Romaria gazed at the black blade, her face going still, the green sigil reflecting in her eyes. 
“Keep looking at it,” said Riothamus, and summoned his own Sight. 
The tent rippled around him, and visions flashed before his eyes. He saw the black shadow surrounding the dagger. He saw the aura of power within Romaria, the strength of her Elderborn soul, magic as wild and uncontrollable as a rushing river. Once she had sought to suppress and control that half of her soul, but now she was at one with it.
He saw the faint image of her wolf form superimposed over her like a veil of gauze. 
Riothamus focused upon her, reaching for her Sight.
Romaria stiffened, and the image of the wolf around her grew more solid. 
“It is only me,” said Riothamus. “There is no need to struggle.”
She relaxed…but the image of the wolf remained tense. Had he threatened her, he knew, the wolf would have become real and torn him to shreds.
Fortunately, he intended her no harm. 
Riothamus focused, reaching with his Sight and his magic…and all at once he could see through Romaria’s eyes.
Could see through her Sight.
It was…different than his own, more primal. His was disciplined and trained, intended to seek out distant locations and give warning of future dangers. Hers was the Sight of a predator, a hunter, watching the auras and moods of those around her for weakness. 
“That…is a most peculiar feeling,” said Romaria.
“Indeed,” said Riothamus. Seeing through his eyes, his Sight, and her Sight at the same time was giving him a sharp headache. But the discomfort was necessary. “Let us see what we can learn.”
He turned Romaria’s Sight upon the dagger, his experience and knowledge guiding her vision.

###

Lucan sat atop his horse and stared at the walls of Barellion. 
It was almost midnight, but the darkness did not trouble his undead eyes. No lights shone in the towers and battlements of Barellion’s massive Outer Wall, but that was to the defenders’ advantage. Torchlight would spoil their night vision, and with the crimson sigils upon their foreheads, the runedead could hardly sneak up to the wall. 
No, the fighting would not begin in earnest until daybreak. 
Malden had sent forces of runedead to seal off each of Barellion’s three gates. The sounds of hammering and sawing rose from the camp as Lord Malden’s men went to work assembling ladders, siege towers, and war machines. The men approached their work with enthusiasm – they might build the towers and the ladders, but the runedead would use them. 
Better to build a siege ladder than to die upon it.
Tomorrow, the probing attacks would begin, and then the battle would start in earnest. Lucan expected the city to fall within a few days. Then Malden and his knights would break into Barellion, and the slaughter of its citizens and defenders could begin.
And the sooner it was over, the better.
Lucan looked to the north, considering.
Malden’s scouts had not reported any sign of the Aegonar army, but Lucan had no doubt that the serpent-worshippers were coming. The entire host of Greycoast had withdrawn into the walls of Barellion, leaving the River of Lords unguarded. The Aegonar could cross at will, and Skalatan would make directly for Barellion. Worse, Skalatan could travel faster than his army. If the archpriest surprised and destroyed Lucan, the San-keth would have a far easier time claiming Knightcastle and the Door of Souls for himself. 
Lucan would need to be on his guard. Best to take Barellion, gather the necessary life force, and return to Knightcastle as soon as possible…
Even as the thought crossed his mind, he felt the faint tingle of a spell.
Lucan spun his horse around, raising his fingers and beginning a warding spell. Yet he saw no one nearby, no sign of any threat. He worked the spell to sense the presence of magic, and detected the old wards upon the Outer Wall, the few minor spells raised by the wizards accompanying Lord Malden’s host.
And nothing else.
Yet the tingle continued, and Lucan realized that he was being watched.

###

Romaria felt her Sight lift from her body, felt as if she was floating in the tent. 
It was a peculiar sensation, but not an unpleasant one. Her Sight seemed clearer, far clearer, and she saw the potency of the dark magic bound within the black dagger.
And she saw the black thread flowing away to the northwest.
“You see it.” Riothamus’s voice echoed inside her head. She saw him sitting at the end of the table, eyes closed, sweat dripping down his face. “You see the link. Follow it with your Sight.”
Romaria focused, following the dark cord…and shot from the tent with tremendous speed. For a terrifying instant she thought she had been thrown into the air, but realized it was a vision. She hurtled through the army, out of the camp, and over the plains of the Grim Marches. She saw the Justiciar host and the runedead at the Northwater, crossing the bridge and preparing for battle.
Still she followed the dark cord, flying northwest. Plains and forests and hills and mountains blurred past her in a storm of shadows. At last she slowed, and she found herself staring at a great city of stone, ringed by strong walls that shone with the pale light of ancient wards. 
“Barellion,” said Riothamus.
Darkness surrounded the city, and Romaria saw runedead, tens of thousands of runedead, in siege position around the walls. Living men labored in camps out of bowshot, building ladders and towers and catapults, and Romaria knew that soon the runedead would use the war engines to assail Barellion.
And through the camp she saw hundreds of the black threads, each terminating in a black dagger carried by a proud-faced knight or armsman. Romaria glimpsed the stolen life force within the men, like vultures gorged on carrion flesh. She followed the threads to the center of their web.
“There,” said Riothamus.
For the first time since he fled Castle Cravenlock with the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem, Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock beheld Lucan Mandragon.
Or, rather, the thing that Lucan Mandragon had become. 
Mighty necromantic spells bound his flesh, rendering him immortal and invincible, undead and unfeeling. The Banurdem rested upon his head, and dark magic swirled around it like a shadow. The thousands of dark threads centered upon Lucan, feeing the stolen power to him like a spider lurking in the center of its web.
No, not to him – to the ghostly image of a black sword that hovered near him. Romaria recognized the Glamdaigyr, wrapped unseen in Lucan’s magic, ready to respond to its master’s call. 
“Look deeper,” said Riothamus.
She did, and saw the final cord. A huge black cord rose from the Glamdaigyr, like a river of darkness, and headed to the south.
“Knightcastle,” said Romaria, “it’s going to Knightcastle. All those people he has killed, all the power he has stolen, he’s sending it to Knightcastle for some reason.”
“We need to follow it,” said Riothamus. “If we can see where he has sent the power…”
Romaria stared at Lucan. Even with his undead state, even with the dark magic that blazed from him like a torch, there was something…else wrong with him.
Something even worse than what she had already seen.
Then she saw it.
“He has a second shadow,” said Romaria.
She could just see it. It flowed from Lucan like a ragged cloak, like a tattered funeral shroud. Yet at the same time it curled around him like armor. And as Romaria stared, she saw the shadow reaching into Lucan’s mind.
As if it had removed something.
Lucan turned, his dark eyes fixing on her, and the shadow hissed at her.

###

Lucan felt the presence.
He cast the spell again, and detected faint wisps of power. The Sight, he realized, the ability to see into the spirit world. He had never learned it, and as he searched Randur Maendrag’s memories, he realized the high lords of Old Dracaryl had never possessed any skill with it. Lucan could work wards against it, but a clever wielder of the Sight could find ways around it.
Then he remembered where he had last sensed this power.
“So,” he said. “The Guardian of the Tervingi.” He remembered his battle with the Guardian atop Swordgrim’s Night Sword Tower. “You think to spy upon me? It will do…”
“No.”
The voice did not reach his ears, but echoed inside his mind.
The woman’s voice.
“Who are you?” said Lucan. The Guardian of the Tervingi had been a woman, but she had died with Lord Richard at Stone Tower. Her successor had been a man, but had he perished in battle?
“You know me, Lucan Mandragon,” said the woman, her voice full of rage and loathing. “You remember me.”
A stirring of memory went through Lucan, accompanied by sudden horror.
“Tymaen?” he whispered. No, no, that couldn’t be. And the voice was wrong, too strong, too confident…
“Ah,” he said, straightening up in his saddle. “Romaria Cravenlock. I did not expect you to have the Sight.” Some of Randur’s memories flashed through his thoughts. “The Elderborn half of your soul, of course. And I assume the Guardian is guiding you at Mazael’s bidding? They failed to stop me before, and they will not stop me now.”
“They did stop you,” said Romaria, “before you finished the Great Rising.”
Lucan opened his mouth to rebut her…and then paused. Why was he even arguing with her? She could not stop him. 
Yet it had been a long time since he had conversed with anyone but dupes and fools. 
“If they had understood my purpose,” said Lucan, “then they would not have stopped me. They would have aided me.”
“To kill all the Demonsouled,” said Romaria. 
“You ought to aid me,” said Lucan.
She laughed. “Don’t be absurd.”
“You know the suffering a Demonsouled can unleash,” said Lucan. “You fell in love with Mazael Cravenlock…and what has that brought you? The Old Demon struck you down, and from what I have heard, that idiot Malaric almost slew you when he tried to kill Mazael.”
“The Old Demon killed me, not Mazael,” said Romaria, “and Malaric poisoned me, not Mazael." 
“Even if they are not his doing, he caused them,” said Lucan, “simply by virtue of the dark power in his blood.”
“By that logic,” said Romaria, “you should have never gone anywhere near Tymaen Highgate.”
A shiver of rage went through the black ice of Lucan’s mind. “You know nothing of that.”
“Oh?” said Romaria. “You took her on your mad quest to work the Great Rising, and she died because of it.”
“Be silent,” said Lucan.
“Wait, that’s wrong,” said Romaria. “She didn’t die because of you. She died trying to stop you. Mazael told me what happened atop Swordgrim. She broke that black staff and unraveled the Great Rising. She died to stop you, Lucan, died to keep more innocents from perishing in your idiotic plans…”
“I said to be silent!” said Lucan. “You are too blind to see the truth! You all are! The Demonsouled are the source of all the evil in this world. Of all my suffering! The Old Demon trained Marstan, and Marstan made me into what I am. That cost me Tymaen. I will destroy the Demonsouled forever, I shall rid the world of their blight…”
“Marstan might have cost you Tymaen’s hand in marriage,” said Romaria, “but you took her life, Lucan. She died trying to stop you.”
Lucan shivered with fury…but found that he did not have an answer for her.
She was right.
“Yes,” he whispered. “Yes. She died because of me. I deny it not. It was my fault. I should…I should have explained, I should not have let Mazael interfere, I…”
He found that he could not speak.
“You can still finish her work,” said Romaria, and her voice was not quite as hard as it had been. 
“What work?” said Lucan. 
“She stopped the Great Rising,” said Romaria. “She saw that it was evil, and she acted to stop it.”
“She stopped it because she could not see what I was doing,” said Lucan, “because I failed to explain to her what was at stake.” He shuddered with anger. “Because Mazael interfered.”
“Even if Mazael hadn’t interfered,” said Romaria, “would Tymaen have done nothing?”
Again Lucan fell silent.
“I don’t know,” he said at last. 
“You do,” said Romaria. “She would have turned against you, even if Mazael had never confronted you. And you know what you’re doing now is madness. Stop it.”
“It’s far too late for that,” said Lucan.
“It’s not,” said Romaria. “Look at what you’ve done. You unleashed the runedead. You’ve turned Lord Malden and the Justiciar Order into monsters, and you’ve sent armies of the runedead to invade Greycoast and the Grim Marches! What good can come from this?”
“You don’t understand,” said Lucan. “I have to do this. Yes, I have killed innocent people, more than I could count.” Tymaen’s face floated before his eyes. “But they will not have died in vain. I am going to destroy the Demonsouled, now and forever. There will be a new world, free of the Demonsouled, and countless generations yet unborn will never suffer at their hands.”
“You will have slaughtered thousands in pursuit of a phantasm,” said Romaria. 
“Not a phantasm!” said Lucan. “It can be done. I will rid the world of the Demonsouled, Tymaen will not have died in vain, I…”
“Do you not see,” said Romaria, “how you have been manipulated?”
Lucan froze. For a moment her words did not make sense, as if she had started spouting gibberish. 
“Manipulated?” said Lucan. “I…no, that’s impossible. I did this of my own free will.”
For some reason the image of a ruined city of black stone flickered through his mind.
“Maybe you’re sincere,” said Romaria. “Maybe you truly do want to kill the Demonsouled and make a better world. But you’re trying to find a way into Cythraul Urdvul to reach the power of the Demonsouled, aren’t you?”
Part of Lucan’s mind informed him that giving her any information was a very bad idea. She would tell Mazael, and Mazael was the sort of man who could turn any advantage into a dangerous weapon. 
But the rest of his mind was frozen.
Manipulated…
“No,” he said.
“If you open a way into Cythraul Urdvul,” said Romaria, “others can follow.”
Lucan managed a laugh. “Who, then? Skalatan? You think I am Skalatan’s puppet? I do not dance on the serpent’s strings.”
“Not the serpent’s strings.” Was that pity he heard in her voice? Contempt? Both? “The demon’s.”
His laughter died in his throat. “What?”
“The Old Demon,” said Romaria. “Mazael’s father.”
“I have never seen the Old Demon,” said Lucan.
Again the black city flashed through his thoughts, a dragon circling overhead, blood-colored fire pouring from its maw…
“He’s been manipulating you,” said Romaria. “The San-keth dislike direct confrontation and prefer to use puppets…but the Old Demon makes them look like clumsy children. He wants to go to Cythraul Urdvul and transform himself into a god.”
“That’s impossible,” said Lucan. “I would know if I was manipulated on that level.”
“Would you?” said Romaria. “Can you see the shadow wrapped around you?”
“The shadow?” said Lucan. He ought to be angry, he knew, at her clumsy attempt to manipulate him. Yet he felt nothing but a tremendous unease, as if he had forgotten some vital fact of grave importance. “What shadow?”
“Can’t you see it?” said Romaria. “It’s…taken something out of you, cut away something, and…”
Lucan opened his mouth to answer, but no sound came out. 
A wave of darkness swallowed him.

###

Romaria watched as Lucan fell from his horse and collapsed motionless to the ground. 
“What just happened?” she said.
“I don’t know,” said Riothamus. The web of black threads still centered on Lucan, the vast black cord stretching from the Glamdaigyr to Knightcastle. The strange shadow curled around Lucan, its tendrils sinking into his head…
“Go!” Morebeth’s voice rang inside Romaria’s skull, and for the first time Romaria heard fear in those cold tones. “Go, before he sees you! He’ll…”
And then, suddenly, Romaria saw the man that cast the shadow around Lucan.
The creature.
A man of middle years appeared a short distance away, clad in a simple black robe belted around the waist. He had a lean, hawkish face, with gray-shot brown hair and a close-cropped beard. His eyes were like sheets of hammered steel, and they were the same shape and color as Mazael’s and Molly’s eyes.
Save for the deep crimson glow in their depths. 
A frisson of fear went through Romaria, and she reached for her weapons, only to remember that it was only a vision.
“You,” said Romaria.
“Ah,” said the Old Demon. “You do remember me. How delightful!” 
“You killed me,” said Romaria.
“A technicality,” said the Old Demon, “given that you are standing before me now. In a sense.” He titled his head and grinned at her, the crimson glow in his eyes flashing brighter, his teeth like jagged, crooked fangs. “My fault, really. I should have been more thorough. I have killed more humans and Elderborn than I can remember. Still, I had never killed a half-breed Elderborn before. I should have foreseen the possibility that you would come back.” 
“What did you do to Lucan?” said Romaria. Every fiber of her body screamed for her to flee, to put as much distance between herself and the ancient horror the Tervingi called the Urdmoloch. She had faced him once before, and he had broken her. 
Yet he was their real enemy, and if Romaria could glean any useful information…
“What did I do to Lucan?” said the Old Demon. “I didn’t do anything to Lucan. He did this to himself, all of it, by his own free will.”
“I saw that…shadow wrapped around him,” said Romaria. 
“Oh, I might have made the path a touch…easier for Lucan, perhaps,” said the Old Demon. “But he did it to himself. Every bit of it. The Great Rising, the black daggers, all of it. Do you think he is my puppet, dancing on my strings? How trite! I shall share a secret with you, my dear. The key to victory is not to win the game. The key, my daughter, is to arrange the game so you are victorious no matter who wins.”
“I am not your daughter,” said Romaria.
The Old Demon shrugged. “You married my son, did you not? My wayward, troublesome son.” His grin widened, the fires in his eyes flashing. “The last time I killed you, it turned him against me. Since he’s already my foe, I have nothing left to lose. And killing you would bring him pain…which I would find most enjoyable.”
“It would be difficult to kill me,” said Romaria, “since I’m not really here.” 
“Neither am I,” said the Old Demon, “but that won’t stop me.”
He lifted his hand, and a sigil of blood-colored fire blazed to life on his palm.
Agony hammered through Romaria, and she screamed. 

###

Riothamus cursed and summoned his own power.
He had not thought the Urdmoloch could harm Romaria. The Old Demon was powerful, but he was bound by the rules of the spirit world, and he could not attack a mortal unless he was first attacked. But Romaria must have attacked him at some point in the past.
Through his Sight he saw the Old Demon summon power.
In the tent, through his eyes of flesh, he saw Romaria stiffen, her mouth open in a silent scream. 
Riothamus cast a spell, golden fire flaring around his fingers, and disrupted the flow of power around Romaria. The Old Demon’s dark magic was like a river of molten iron, a sea of blazing flame, and Riothamus barely had the strength to sever it.
The blazing sigil flared and went out, and the Old Demon’s glowing eyes shifted to Riothamus.
“The Guardian of the Tervingi,” said the Old Demon. “Do you really think you can challenge me? That staff you bear? I remember the civilization that created it. I remember the great wizards of the High Elderborn, their spells that could turn the seas to land and flatten mountains into valleys. I saw their cities of glass and crystal, their towers that climbed into the sky. I saw this, Guardian…and I set their kingdoms to burn, and now all that remains of them is dust, rubble, and a few tribes of painted savages lurking in the trees. Dust…and that little carved stick you bear. And you think to overcome me?”
“I don’t need to overcome you,” said Riothamus. “I need only to get Mazael close enough to run you through with Lion. You see, Urdmoloch…the High Elderborn wrought that sword, too, but you forgot to mention that, didn’t you?”
The Old Demon snarled in fury, crimson fire erupting from his fingers, hammering at the wards Riothamus had worked around Romaria. 
The vision shimmered, and shattered into nothingness.

###

Romaria’s eyes popped open, the pain fading from her limbs. For a wild moment of disorientation she could not remember where she was or what had happened.
“The dagger!” shouted Riothamus. 
Romaria looked at the table. 
The dagger’s sigil glowed white hot, fingers of green lightning crawling up and down the blade. The table caught fire, and the dagger itself began to melt. Her Sight saw power flowing through the weapon, too much power. The dagger’s link to the Glamdaigyr had not been designed to handle the competing magic of the Old Demon and the Guardian…
“Run!” said Riothamus, grabbing her arm in one hand and his staff in the other.
They made it out of the tent an instant before the dagger exploded. A pillar of green flame devoured the tent, and the canvas vanished in a spray of glowing embers. Riothamus swept his staff before him, and white mist coated the burning wreckage, drowning the flames in a thick layer of frost. Men ran from the nearby tents, gaping at the spectacle. 
For a moment Romaria and Riothamus stood in silence, breathing hard.
“So,” said Riothamus at last. “That went well.”

###

“Here,” said Mazael, handing Romaria a cup. “This will help settle your nerves.”
She swallowed the wine in one gulp. “Gods, I hope so.” 
Romaria sat on a bench in Mazael’s tent. Riothamus stood nearby, his face drawn. Molly waited in the corner, arms folded across her chest, while Mazael paced back and forth, face grave.
“The power Lucan is stealing,” said Riothamus. “It is going to Knightcastle, just as we suspected.”
“It’s the Old Demon’s doing, I’m sure of it,” said Romaria. “He all but admitted it. He tricked Lucan into finding a way to enter Cythraul Urdvul, and whatever that way is, it’s at Knightcastle.”
“Which explains,” murmured Mazael, “why Skalatan wants to get to Knightcastle so badly.” 
“And why Lucan has taken Lord Malden and his runedead to Barellion,” said Riothamus. “It allows him to harvest the life force he needs while slowing Skalatan.”
“Hugh needs our aid,” said Mazael. He closed his eyes and sighed. “But I cannot bring it to him, not yet. We must get to Knightcastle as soon as possible. If we do not, the world will fall to the Old Demon.”
“I doubt Caldarus,” said Molly, “will let us pass if we ask nicely.”
“No,” said Mazael. “He will not. We will have to defeat him, and march in haste for Knightcastle.”
He sounded so confident, but Romaria knew her husband too well to be fooled. He was not sure they could defeat Caldarus’s runedead in battle. 
She hoped they found a way.
Because the Old Demon had seemed confident, so utterly confident, of his ultimate victory.

###

Lucan awoke, blinking.
He stood, unsure of what had just happened.
“An attack,” he muttered. Romaria must have been a distraction, holding him in place while the Guardian unleashed the full might of his magic.
But the attack had failed. Romaria’s transparent attempt to manipulate him had failed, and his wards had been strong enough to disrupt the Guardian’s attack.
He would take greater caution against such assaults in the future. 







Chapter 18 - An Alliance

“Stand fast!” shouted Hugh. 
He stood atop the Gate of Bishops, Barellion’s northern gate. Armsmen and city militia stood around him, long spears in hand and short swords at their belts, their faces tense and frightened beneath their helms. Before him the land stretched away in rolling plains, covered with farms and cultivated fields.
Though now runedead, countless runedead, covered the fields. 
Lord Malden’s runedead had sealed off the city. Divisions of runedead guarded the northern, southern, and eastern gates, and besieged the castle lighthouses overlooking the harbor, cutting off the city. During the past several days, Hugh had watched as Lord Malden’s men assembled siege towers and ladders, catapults and ballistas. 
Malden’s strategy was plain enough. He would build his siege machines, and then overwhelm the defenders in one massive attack on all three gates at once. Or Lucan’s strategy, Hugh guessed, given that Lucan was likely the one in control.
But before the final assault came the probing attacks. 
“Brace yourselves!” roared the knight in command of the gate. “Spears in front, crossbows behind! Any man who lights his oil before the foe is upon us, I’ll have his head!”
Hugh had set every wizard in the city to making as much wizard’s oil as they could manage. So far their supplies had held, allowing them to resist the probing attacks Malden had launched against the Outer Wall. But once the main attack came, once the runedead threw their full weight at all three gates at once, the defenders might well run out of wizard’s oil in short order.
And then the city would fall.
Six groups of runedead strode towards the Gate of Bishops, each carrying a sturdy wooden siege ladder. 
“Catapults!” Hugh said.
The knight gave the order.
The catapults atop the Gate’s towers released, twin balls of burning pitch soaring overhead. The engineers manning the war engines knew their business, and the burning missiles slammed into two different groups of runedead. A score of the undead went up in flames, as did their ladders. Yet four ladders remained, carried by the surviving runedead. 
“Spears ready,” said Hugh. The knight and his sergeants relayed Hugh’s commands, and the spearmen reformed themselves, preparing to meet the charge of the runedead. The undead reached the base of the wall and raised their siege ladders, the heavy wood slamming against the stone battlements. Steel hooks topped the ladders, gripping into the rough stone. 
The runedead swarmed up the wide ladders, ascending rung by rung.
“Crossbows!” shouted a sergeant. The militiamen with crossbows stepped forward, dipped their quarrels in burning pitch, and fired their weapons. A storm of flaming bolts shot towards the runedead. Fire and magic were the only things that could harm the creatures, and while wizard’s oil was in short supply, they had no shortage of flammable crossbow quarrels. A dozen runedead went up in flames, the fire chewing into their undead flesh, and fell blazing from the ladders. 
But still the runedead climbed.
“Now!” shouted Hugh, pointing with his sword. “Ignite!”
The squads of spearmen standing before the four ladders ignited the wizard’s oil on their weapons. At once eerie white flames sheathed the spearheads, and the men attacked as the runedead crested the battlements. Spears pierced the runedead, the white fire quenching the sigils upon their brows, the corpses tumbling back to the ground below the Outer Wall. 
One of the runedead threw itself from the ladder and landed upon a spearman, driving the man to the ground. The spearman just had time to scream before the runedead tore out his throat. Hugh darted forward, white fire flickering around his sword, and took off the runedead’s head. The corpse fell atop the dead man, and another militiaman hurried to take the slain spearman’s place in the line. 
The fighting went on, the spearmen struggling to hold back the runedead. Hugh threw himself into the fray, fighting wherever the men wavered, shouting exhortations as he swung and stabbed. The crossbowmen hurried to the Gate’s towers, and fired down at the ladders, setting the runedead afire as they climbed. 
Then the white fire on the spears began to dim.
“Rotate!” roared the knight in command, waving his sword over his head. “Rotate now, damn you! Relief squads forward! Rotate!”
The spearmen fell back, and the relief companies stepped forward, igniting the wizard’s oil on their weapons. They plunged into the melee, stabbing with their spears, their shields presenting a solid wall. But one of the companies stumbled as they fell back, and the runedead surged into the gap.
“To me!” shouted Hugh, attacking as the line threatened to waver. “To me! Reserves to me!” 
A reserve company rushed to the call of their Prince, rescuing the retreating squad, and the sheer weight of numbers pushed the runedead back. Hugh hacked the hand from one runedead, and the head from another, and the spearmen drove the runedead back over the ladder. 
And then the attack was over, the runedead scrambling back down the ladder. The undead tried to pull the ladders after them, and Hugh’s men leapt to stop them. They pulled two of the ladders over the ramparts, while the runedead claimed the other two. 
A ragged, tired cheer went up from the defenders. 
“You have fought well!” Hugh bellowed. “Barellion yet stands, thanks to your valor!”
The men cheered again, louder this time, but Hugh looked at the thousands of runedead waiting beyond the reach of the catapults and shivered.
The battle had not yet truly begun.
He left the Gate of Bishops and descended from the ramparts, accompanied by a guard of armsmen. Horses waited below, and Hugh rode through the streets, inspecting the efforts of his people. Despite the siege, Barellion seethed with activity, and every able-bodied man, woman, and child had been put to work. Children hurried with loads of food and arrows. Women prepared bandages, while old men made crossbow quarrels and repaired armor. 
Again he marveled at Adelaide’s organizational skills. Without her to oversee the logistical efforts, the battle would have been twice as hard. When he had met her, he had never dreamed of becoming the Prince of Barellion, but he could not have chosen a more capable Lady Consort.
Hugh rode to the plaza below the Gate of Knights, Barellion’s southern gate. Armsmen waited there, along with horses to carry messages. Montigard stood below the lance flying the Prince’s banner, scratching his beard and scowling at the wall.
“Sir Philip!” said Hugh, swinging out of the saddle. “What news?”
“One attack since dawn,” said Montigard. “Nine dead and fifteen wounded in exchange for fifty or sixty runedead. Lord Bryce reports two attacks at the Gate of Merchants, and he managed to repulse them without too much difficulty.” 
“Malden is poking us with needles,” said Hugh, “seeing where we’ll flinch.” He shook his head. “All he needs to do is to roll over us with one massive assault.”
“We know that,” said Montigard, “but he might not know that.” He snorted. “Malden might look young, but he’s still an old man. Old men are cautious commanders. He knows he can squeeze us like a fruit…but he’s still cautious, in case we have a trick up our sleeve.”
Alas, Hugh had not been able to think up any tricks.
“Keep me informed,” said Hugh. “I’m going to the Knights’ Inn for a few moments to visit the wounded. If the runedead launch a major attack…”
Montigard nodded. “Send for you at once, I know.”
Hugh strode across the square. The Knights’ Inn stood at the other end of the plaza, a tall, impressive building constructed of cut stone and polished timber. The Inn catered to wealthy merchants and minor lords visiting the city, and more than once Hugh had bedded a romantic conquest in its opulent rooms. Adelaide had commandeered the Inn and put it to use as a hospital for the wounded. Hugh had expected the Inn’s owner to put up a fight, but the man seemed eager to surrender his establishment. 
Perhaps he recognized Barellion’s danger, or perhaps he wanted to curry favor with the new Prince. Either way, Adelaide had put the building to good use.
Hugh entered the common room. Cots lined the walls, wounded men lying upon them. Women worked throughout the room, cleaning wounds, stitching cuts, and giving strong drink to ease the pain. Hugh greeted the nurses and the wounded, thanked them for the valor, and found Adelaide near the stairs leading to the second floor. The Lady Consort wore a simple gray dress, her sleeves and the hem spotted with blood from the wounded. She looked stern and confident, but Hugh saw the dark circles under her eyes. 
“Hugh,” said Adelaide, taking his hands. “You’re alive. Thank the gods.”
“It will take more than a pack of rotting corpses to defeat the Prince of Barellion,” said Hugh, trying to keep his tone light. 
Her mouth curled. “Certainly not, my Prince.” The smile faded. “Many wounded have been coming in. I fear we shall not have beds for them all. Those with minor wounds, we patch up and send back to the Outer Wall. Those with more serious wounds we treat, and pray they recover. And those beyond hope…we ease their pain and wait for the end.” She took a ragged breath. “It is bad, Hugh. It reminds me of the first hours of the Great Rising, when we thought the gods had forsaken us and the Destroyer had come to bring the end of days.” 
“It’s going to get worse,” said Hugh. “The attacks we’ve seen so far have been probes. Malden and Lucan have yet to throw the full weight of their runedead against the walls.” He took a deep breath. “When they do, it…will be very bad, Adelaide. You must be ready to fall back to the Inner City, if the battle goes against us.”
“Lucan Mandragon,” said Adelaide, her voice bitter. “The Dragon’s Shadow is too kind a name for him. He inflicted so much suffering with the Great Rising, and now he must make war upon Greycoast. The evil he has worked, the widows and orphans he has made…there is no answer for it. A noble lord like Malden Roland should know better than to listen to such a villain.”
“He should,” said Hugh, “but evidently he did not. I am needed at the walls. I…”
A flicker of motion caught his eye, and Hugh turned.
A figure in a gray robe stood atop the stairs, face shrouded in the darkness of a heavy cowl. The figure lifted its head, and Hugh glimpsed the black-slit yellow eyes of a serpent in the hood’s depths. It raised an arm, and Hugh saw a skeletal hand at the end of the sleeve, the bones bound together by flickering green sparks.
A surge of fear and alarm went through him.
Skalatan.
Had the archpriest come here to kill him?
“Hugh?” said Adelaide, looking up the stairs. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
She could not see the San-keth archpriest, he realized.
Skalatan crooked a finger, beckoning. 
“What is it?” said Adelaide again.
Hugh thought about lying, but he was likely going to die in the next few moments. He would not end his life with a lie to his wife upon his lips.
“Skalatan,” he said, voice hoarse. “I see Skalatan. But you don’t see him. Which means…which means he is projecting an illusion from some distance away.”
“Well reasoned, Lord Prince,” hissed Skalatan. Adelaide flinched, her eyes growing wide, and Hugh realized she could now see the image of the archpriest. “Come. We should speak, you and I.”
“This is a trap to lead me to my death, I assume,” said Hugh. 
Skalatan made the hissing San-keth equivalent to laughter. “If I wanted you to die, Prince of Barellion, I need only wait until Malden Roland spears you upon his black dagger. Come. I merely wish to speak.” 
Speaking with Skalatan seemed like a remarkably poor idea. Yet Skalatan was right. If the Skalatan wanted him dead, he need only stand back and let the Malden take the city. And Hugh was desperate. Unless he did something, Malden and Lucan were going to conquer Barellion. 
He would use any tool he could reach to save his city…even if it meant speaking with Skalatan. 
“Adelaide,” said Hugh, voice quiet, “don’t let anyone disturb me.”
She hesitated, nodded, and then squeezed his hand.
Hugh climbed the stairs, and Skalatan gestured at one of the doors. Hugh opened it, and stepped into a lavish bedroom that had been converted to a sickroom with six cots. The cots were empty at the moment. Hugh closed the door, and Skalatan stepped through the wall, his illusion rippling for a moment.
They stared at each other. 
“You have risen in the world,” said Skalatan, “since last we met.” 
“When we last met,” said Hugh, “you had taken me prisoner, and offered to make me Prince in exchange for vassalage and offering my soul to the serpent god.”
“Indeed,” said Skalatan. “Yet you have become Prince without our aid. You have a gift for choosing powerful allies.”
“Now I assume you’ve come to make the same offer?” said Hugh. “Shall you repeat it now, or should I merely laugh in your face and save us some time?”
The San-keth had no human expressions, but Hugh sensed a distinct note of irritation in the flicker of Skalatan’s forked tongue. 
“You humans,” he said. “So ruled by your emotions, and so distant from the clarity of logic. Yes, I would have made you Prince, and bound you to both the Aegonar and Sepharivaim. But of what relevance is that to your current woes?” 
“Little enough,” Hugh admitted. “I assume you have come to make another offer?”
“I have,” said Skalatan. “I see that your city is threatened by Lucan Mandragon and his runedead. Without aid, you will almost certainly be defeated, and Lucan will unleash his servants in a rampage of slaughter, as he has done in the other villages and towns he conquered.” 
“We will fight,” said Hugh.
“And you will lose.”
Hugh could not deny that. “And why is our fate a concern of yours?”
“It is not,” said Skalatan. “But the fate of your foe is of great concern to me.”
“Lucan Mandragon,” said Hugh.
“Indeed.” Skalatan’s tongue flickered back and forth within the darkness of the cowl. “He has grown powerful, and his runedead army is strong. Facing the lords of Greycoast was one matter. Facing a necromancer of Lucan’s power and an army of runedead is quite another.” 
“You don’t think you can win against him,” said Hugh. “That’s why you’re here. If he takes Barellion, he’ll control southern Greycoast…and you’ll have to go through him to reach Knightcastle.” 
“I am sure you can agree that would be an undesirable outcome,” Skalatan.
“I do,” said Hugh, “especially since it means Lucan will take Barellion.”
“There is a way to avert that fate, Prince of Barellion,” said Skalatan.
Hugh braced himself. “And just what is that?” 
“This,” said Skalatan, gesturing with his carrier’s skeletal hand.
The air rippled next to him, and an image of Ryntald, High King of the Aegonar, appeared besides the archpriest.
Hugh had not expected that. Ryntald looked much as Hugh remembered, with the same lean build, the same close-cropped red beard and hair, the same armor of steel scales. But now a diadem of red gold rested upon his head…the diadem of the High King of the Aegonar and the Anointed of Sepharivaim. 
“You have risen to higher rank than we last met, Prince of Barellion,” said Ryntald, his quiet voice a deep rumble.
“As have you,” said Hugh. “Were you able to recover Agantyr’s diadem from Barellion, or did you have to forge a new one?” 
“The diadem is merely a symbol,” said Ryntald. “What we offer you is something more concrete.”
“An alliance,” said Skalatan.
Hugh laughed. “Truly? You offered Malaric an alliance as well. That did not end well for him, as I recall.”
“Malaric,” said Skalatan, “was simply a fool.”
“Had he commanded his army with greater skill at Castle Bridge,” said Ryntald, “he could well have smashed our host, and would reign supreme in Greycoast today. Instead he betrayed the Herald of Sepharivaim, and threw away both his army and the loyalty of the lords of Greycoast. The great Herald offered to make him Prince of Barellion even before he returned to Greycoast, and Malaric still betrayed him. The man was incapable of abstaining from treachery in the face of even the slightest chance of greater power, and brought ruin upon his own head. Had Malaric accepted Agantyr’s suzerainty, he would still rule in Barellion.”
“And that is what you offer me?” said Hugh. “The chance to become your vassal?” 
“Not my vassal,” said Ryntald, “but my ally. The High King of the Aegonar and the Prince of Barellion, setting aside their differences in the face of a far greater foe.”
“Lucan Mandragon,” said Hugh.
Ryntald nodded. “You understand, then.”
“He cannot be allowed to reach Knightcastle,” said Skalatan. “If he does, he will unleash a disaster beyond your capacity to comprehend, a catastrophe that will make even the Great Rising seem like a tavern brawl. Worse, even with all my magic, even with the power of the seidjar, I doubt the assembled army of the Aegonar could defeat his runedead in direct battle. Therefore I must use any tool necessary to defeat him.”
“Including,” said Hugh, “making an alliance with your enemies.” 
Ryntald rubbed his jaw. “When the lion and the wolf face the dragon, they must lay aside their differences or burn.”
“How poetic,” said Hugh. “But a waste of breath. I will not swear to become your vassal, and I will not convert to the worship of Sepharivaim.”
“I already said that I have no wish for you to become my vassal,” said Ryntald, “and no desire to force you to become a follower of Sepharivaim.”
“You…don’t?” said Hugh.
He had not expected that, either. 
“Lucan Mandragon is the greater threat,” said Skalatan. “All other considerations can wait until he is defeated. Furthermore, the runedead host is vulnerable to attack while arrayed around the walls of your city. If we strike at once, we can break the siege and drive the enemy back into Knightreach.” 
“Your army is at least two days away from the city,” said Hugh. “Even if you leave immediately, I doubt you will arrive in time to alter the outcome of the siege.” 
“I will come to aid you myself,” said Skalatan. The robe rippled as the serpent within shifted. “I have means of rapid travel…and magic to match the might of Lucan Mandragon.”
Hugh felt the hair on the back of his neck stand up. Lucan possessed power, tremendous power. The man had worked the Great Rising. But if Skalatan could match him, and the two of them fought…
This might be the chance Hugh needed to save Barellion. A slim chance.
But better than nothing. 
“What guarantee do I have,” said Hugh, “that you simply won’t turn on us at the first chance?”
Ryntald drew himself up. “I, Ryntald, High King of the Aegonar, swear on the name of great Sepharivaim that the Aegonar nation shall fight faithfully and honorably at the side of the Prince of Barellion. There shall be no hostilities between us until Lucan Mandragon is defeated, or we are both slain and our heirs take our titles.”
“Until Lucan is defeated, eh?” said Hugh. “The wolf and the lion kill the dragon, and then kill each other?”
Ryntald grinned. It was not a pleasant expression. “I am glad you understand, Prince of Barellion.” 
Hugh turned away, paced across the room, and found himself at the window. He looked at the plaza, at the armsmen and militiamen hurrying about their business. At the wounded men, carried to the Knights’ Inn. At the women and children laboring in the hope that their efforts would keep their husbands and fathers and sons and brothers alive.
All those people, looking to him for protection. 
Hugh closed his eyes.
“You know,” he said, not turning around, “I think there are proverbs about the dangers of picking up a poisonous snake to use as a weapon against your enemies.” 
“Wise words.” Skalatan’s voice hissed like dry leaves rattling across the floor of a tomb. “But when a dragon is about to devour your people…a serpent’s venom may be the only thing to save them.” 
The damned San-keth was right. Hugh’s people were going to die if the runedead breached the gates. 
And Lucan might simply kill Skalatan, and Hugh would still have no way to save them.
“Gods save me,” said Hugh, turning around. “So be it. You shall have your alliance against Lucan.”
“Good,” said Ryntald. “You were a clever opponent. I look forward to fighting at your side.”
“Look to the north, Prince of Barellion,” said Skalatan. “Aid shall come from there.”
The air rippled, and the images of the archpriest and the High King vanished. 
Hugh let out a long breath and hoped that he had not just made a terrible mistake.

###

Lord Karlam Ganelon leaned back from the wall, cursing under his breath.
“No,” he whispered.
“Problems?” murmured the man at his side. Mather was in his middle twenties, with the broad muscles and rough, smiling face of a good-natured farmhand. 
He also wore the dark leather armor of a master assassin of the Skulls. Several other men in the armor of the Skulls waited nearby, motionless as spiders in their webs.
“Keep your voice down!” hissed Karlam. “And, yes, we have a problem.” 
Or, at least, Karlam had a serious problem.
When Hugh had slipped into the Knights’ Inn, Karlam had seen his chance come at last. The Skulls secretly owned the Knights’ Inn, used it to lure unsuspecting targets to their doom, and the Lady Consort had left the servants in place. It would be simple to kill both Hugh and Adelaide and cast the blame on the Aegonar or the San-keth or anyone Karlam chose.
Instead, the Skalatan had appeared to Hugh…and offered to ally with him.
Karlam could not believe the betrayal. He had been loyal to the San-keth for years, had kept their secrets, had disposed of their enemies. And then Skalatan had cast him aside in favor of Hugh, a man who did not even worship Sepharivaim…
Karlam stiffened, his resolve returning. 
This was a test. Karlam had delayed too long, leaving Skalatan with no other choice but to act. Or Skalatan was testing Karlam, seeing if he was bold enough to serve Sepharivaim well. 
Or, more likely, Skalatan had set up multiple plots to gain control of Barellion, and now would step back to see which one succeeded. 
Regardless of his reasons, Karlam had only one choice.
“Hugh Chalsain must die immediately, before he leaves this Inn,” he told Mather and the other Skulls. “Lady Adelaide as well. Kill any witnesses. We’ll lay blame for the murders on…oh, someone or another.”
“As you wish, my lord Prince,” said Mather with a bow that held an edge of mockery. Karlam set his teeth. Someday, he would make Mather regret that. Someday, anyone who had ever crossed him would regret it. 
But first, he had work to do.
Karlam strode for the door.

###

Hugh stepped into the hall, thinking.
The best plan, he decided, was to hold until Skalatan and the Aegonar host arrived. Once they assailed the runedead, he could lead the men of Greycoast from the city in a sortie. If their combined armies broke the runedead, well and good. If Ryntald and Skalatan proved treacherous, then Hugh could retreat to Barellion and let his foes fight it out while he watched.
He stopped, blinking.
Karlam Ganelon stood in the doorway of the next bedroom, his face hard, his surcoat crisp and immaculate over his gleaming armor.
“Lord Karlam?” said Hugh. “Are you injured?”
Karlam opened his mouth to answer.
And as he did, the sound of horns filled the Inn, horns blowing from every rampart and tower in the Outer Wall.
The runedead had launched their assault.







Chapter 19 - The Grand Master

Mazael stared at the army of dead men.
Caldarus’s host had crossed the Northwater before the men of the Grim Marches could arrive, and now stood in battle array on the river’s eastern bank. Tens of thousands of runedead waited in rows, the crimson sigils upon their foreheads shining like a field of blood-colored candles. Ten thousand living footmen in chain mail waited behind the runedead, and mounted Justiciar knights held position on the wings of the runedead line.
“His tactics are plain enough,” said Lord Robert Highgate, squinting at the enemy ranks. “The runedead will attack in a single massive wave and pin us in place. While we try to hold, he’ll send his horsemen to circle and hit us from behind. Our lines will shatter like glass, and the runedead shall hunt us down for the rest of the day.” 
“And I fear the burning wizards will harass us the entire time,” said Riothamus. “I sense their presence.”
“How many?” said Mazael. Even one of the undead wizards had proven a challenge for Riothamus.
“At least fifty,” said Riothamus. “Maybe more.”
“Caraster had about seventy-five disciples,” said Gerald. His armor gleamed, his blue surcoat crisp and clean, but dark rings encircled his eyes. “Lucan likely raised most of them as runedead.” 
“Agreed,” said Mazael. “I suspect Caldarus will pin us in place with the runedead, let his wizards hammer at us, and then unleash his knights to finish us off. The infantry will wait as a reserve or to deal a final blow.”
“A fairly simple strategy,” said Lord Tancred, scowling.
“Yes,” said Mazael. “Simple, but effective.”
Caldarus had ninety thousand runedead and fifteen thousand living men. Mazael had thirty-five thousand living men. With those kind of numbers, Caldarus didn’t need to be subtle or clever. He simply needed to pound his foes into submission. 
“Array the cavalry on our wings,” said Mazael. “Knights, horsethains, and mounted armsmen alike. Spearthains, swordthains, and footmen, I want formed into a half-circle shield wall facing the foe, with a second line in reserve. The runedead will try to envelop us, and a curved line will help us meet them.”
“But it will break all the easier,” said Lord Robert.
“I know,” said Mazael, keeping the doubt from his voice. “Rhodemar, I want your spearmen in the shield wall, and the remaining Elderborn archers behind the footmen. Their arrows can harass the runedead, once Lion’s fire is spread to them, and they’ll be useful against the living men.” 
Rhodemar frowned. It struck Mazael how much he looked like Romaria. “They will be useful there…but it seems inevitable that the runedead will break through the shield wall. The Elderborn will not be as effective then. Especially since you sent half their numbers away.”
“Nevertheless,” said Mazael.
“What of the wizards and the Elderborn druids?” said Lord Astor Hawking. “Their powers might be useful against the runedead wizards.”
“They will wait behind the archers,” said Mazael, “with the skythains, until the burning wizards reveal themselves.”
“The skythains?” said Lord Robert. “You have a plan for them?”
“Of course,” said Mazael. “It will either bring us victory, or get us all killed.”
Robert snorted. “Reassuring.” 
“Have Sir Hagen give the commands,” said Mazael. “I…”
A blast of trumpets rang out. The runedead ranks stirred, the Justiciar horsemen shifting. For a moment Mazael thought that Caldarus had ordered the attack, that the vast front of undead would advance. 
But instead a group of riders emerged from the runedead lines, clad in shining steel armor and blue surcoats. The leader carried a lance with the blue banner and eight-pointed star sigil of the Justiciar Order. The horsemen reined up halfway between the two armies.
“Ah,” said Mazael. 
“What is this?” said Riothamus. 
“He’s going to invite us to a parley,” said Mazael. 
Riothamus nodded. “Like two champions exchanging boasts before a battle.”
“Or,” said Romaria, “like two wolves circling each other before a fight.”
“Or two drunkards bellowing at each other before passing out,” said Molly.
Mazael laughed.
That sounded more pleasant than was what to come.
“Hear me!” boomed a herald from the Justiciar horsemen. “I speak in the name of Caldarus, Grand Master of the Justiciar Order! People of the Grim Marches, the Justiciar Order has come to purge your land of tyranny and cleanse your homes of wickedness!”
A harsh laugh came from the lords and knights of Knightreach.
“Let the Demonsouled tyrant Mazael Cravenlock lay down his title and submit himself to the judgment of the Grand Master!” said the herald. “Let the lords and knights lay down their arms and return home! Open your castles and towns to the knights of the Justiciar Order, and they shall ferret out any wickedness that lurks within! Let Mazael Cravenlock approach the Grand Master to discuss terms for surrender!”
“Is he serious?” demanded Earnachar son of Balnachar. “Truly he cannot think that we will submit to such insulting demands.”
“Men terrified by the runedead might do so, in hopes of gaining peace,” said Mazael. He noted the calculating gleam in Earnachar’s eye. “But I would not recommend it. I doubt Caldarus has a high opinion of an invading nation from the far side of the Great Mountains. If we submit to him, he will scour the towns and villages of the Grim Marches…and he will kill every Tervingi he can catch.”  
Earnachar spat and thumped his chest. “The Tervingi will never submit! And certainly not to these wielders of the black daggers, these fools who use sorcery to transform themselves into living tomb-wights.”
“I’m glad we agree,” said Mazael.
The Justiciar herald repeated his challenge. 
“Gerald,” said Mazael. “Is that Caldarus with the herald? I haven’t seen him since he grew…younger.”
“Aye,” said Gerald. “There, surrounded by knights.”
“Let’s go talk to him,” said Mazael.
“Why?” said Romaria. “What would you possibly gain by speaking with that butcher?” 
“A few moments of delay,” said Mazael, and she nodded as she understood. Both she and Riothamus were the only ones who knew Mazael’s entire plan for the coming battle. “And, who knows? Perhaps I can make him see reason, make him realize that he’s become Lucan’s puppet.”
And, in turn, the Old Demon’s puppet.
“I doubt that, my lord,” said Aidan Tormaud. “Once the Grand…once Caldarus sets his mind to something, he does not change it. And the power of the black dagger is addictive. It would be difficult for a pure-minded man to give it up, and I fear that Caldarus was ever too interested in the acquisition of land and power.”
“Nevertheless,” said Mazael, “the attempt must be made.” And it would gain at least a few moments of delay. “Lord Gerald, Sir Commander Aidan, with me. Lucan unleashed the runedead on your father’s lands and corrupted your Order, so you should have a part in this. Lord Robert, Lord Astor, Sir Tanam, accompany us – you will represent the lords of the Grim Marches. Riothamus, as well, for the Tervingi nation, and to warn us if the burning wizards attempt anything.” Earnachar muttered something under his breath, and Mazael realized he would need at least one Tervingi headman with him. “Earnachar as well, to speak for the headmen and holdmistresses of the Tervingi nation.” Earnachar grunted, seeming to inflate with pride. “And Rhodemar to represent the folk of Deepforest Keep.”
“Are the Elderborn to have no voice at this meeting?” said Ardanna, her voice imperious and aloof. 
“Lady Romaria is half-Elderborn,” said Mazael. Ardanna’s golden eyes narrowed. “And you, High Druid, will be needed with the skythains, along with the other druids. You said you came north to fight the evil that infests our lands…well, the hour has come. Prepare yourself.” Ardanna’s sour expression did not change, but the Elderborn woman nodded. “Sir Hagen! Array the host for battle as I have commanded. The rest of you, proceed to your commands.”
“What if this is a trap, my lord?” said Adalar Greatheart, clad in chain mail and plate. “Caldarus has cast aside all honor and…and sanity, even. He might have invited you to a parley simply to murder you.”
“I doubt that,” said Mazael. “Caldarus thinks of himself as an honorable man, and honorable men do not murder their foes at parleys.” He shrugged and adjusted Gauntlet’s reins. “And if he attacks us at the parley…then we’ll just kill him then and there. Come!”
Mazael rode from the lines of the army and made for Caldarus’s embassy, the others clustered around him. Sir Aulus Hirtan rode at his side, the Cravenlock banner flying overhead. Romaria and Riothamus and Molly followed, while the other lords and knights fanned after them.
Mazael reined up a dozen paces from the Justiciar party and scanned the waiting knights. The men looked young and healthy and strong…and carried the black daggers at their belts. The Justiciars glared at Mazael, contempt on their faces…but just a hint of fear, as well.
They knew his reputation.
“Good morning, sir knights,” said Mazael, smiling. “I heard your Grand Master wishes to exchange words with me. Well, here I am. What would he like to say?”
The knights parted, and a horseman in elaborate steel plate armor rode forward. A crisp blue surcoat covered his gleaming steel armor, and a flowing blue cloak hung from his shoulders. He looked strong and vigorous and no more than twenty years old, but had the cold gray eyes of a much older man. 
“Mazael Cravenlock,” said Grand Master Caldarus.
“Caldarus,” said Mazael. “You look younger.”
“You look older,” said Caldarus. “But not surprising, given that you murdered your brother and Richard Mandragon to claim Castle Cravenlock and the liege lordship of the Grim Marches.” 
“Nor is it surprising that you look younger,” said Mazael, “given that you carry a dagger designed to reave stolen life force from innocent victims.”
Caldarus’s eyes narrowed. “They were guilty. Our realm has been torn by runedead and war and strife. The Justiciar Order shall launch a great war to cleanse the realm of the wicked, to hunt down every last evildoer.” His eyes glittered. “Beginning with the traitorous Sir Gerald Roland and Sir Commander Aidan Tormaud. Yes, I see you there, cringing behind Mazael Cravenlock as if he could save you.” 
“I have no need to cringe behind anyone, Grand Master,” said Gerald. “You have murdered innocent men and women of Knightreach, men and women guilty of no crime. I will see you brought to account for that.”
“You have been corrupted by that necromancer,” said Aidan. “You have forsaken your oaths and become a madman and a monster. You would not be out of place among the high lords of Old Dracaryl.” 
“Silence, dog,” said Caldarus. “You will pay for your treason soon enough.” His gaze turned back to Gerald. “But you, Sir Gerald. You betrayed your own father. Your brother and mother perished for your folly. You…”
“Be silent,” said Gerald. “My mother and brother turned against my father because he had fallen into wickedness and folly, just as you have. They died because my father has become a tyrant and embraced dark magic. You both have sold your souls for eternal youth.”
“Fool,” said Caldarus. “Our vigor is a gift of the gods, for we are doing that gods’ work.”
“That is unlikely,” said Riothamus.
“And who is this?” said Caldarus. “Some barbarian wizard and his yapping followers?” 
Earnachar sneered. “Take your shiny armor and stuff…”
“I am Riothamus son of Rigotharic, Guardian of the Tervingi nation,” said Riothamus.
“In other words,” said Caldarus, “a barbarian sorcerer with a few petty spells and a stick.”
“Essentially,” said Riothamus, unruffled, “though I fear you overlooked a few details. Such as that dagger on your belt, for on example. Yes, it does bestow stolen life force upon you. But only a portion from every victim. The rest travels on a link back to Knightcastle, where Lucan Mandragon is using it to construct a necromantic spell of fell power.”
Caldarus laughed. “A fine tale. Most likely you are…”
“Did you ever wonder,” said Riothamus, “why Lucan is helping you?”
“He recognizes the evil that infests this realm,” said Caldarus, “and…”
“He came to my father’s court disguised as a High Elderborn wizard,” said Gerald, “because he knew my father would never accept his aid without deception.”
“Lucan is a man of vision,” said Caldarus, “and he…”
“Lucan?” said Riothamus. “You mean the man who worked the Great Rising? The man who was willing to raise hordes of runedead to slaughter his father’s lords and vassals and peasants? The man who has the blood of thousands upon his hands? That man, Grand Master? You truly believe that he wants to rid the world of evil? Or is it more likely that he is using you to further goals of his own?”
“Be silent!” said Caldarus. “I…”
“And that once he has reached that goal,” said Riothamus, “he will discard you.”
“Enough!” said Caldarus, and for a moment Mazael saw a flicker of fear on the unnaturally youthful face. 
“Give this up,” said Mazael. “You are the Grand Master of the Justiciar Order, and I always thought you were a grasping miser. But you were not the sort of man to lead an army of undead on a rampage across the realm. Do you truly believe Lucan has good intentions in mind? Give this up before it is too late.”
“I have heard enough of this nonsense,” said Caldarus, drawing himself up. “You will tell any lies, any lies at all, to disguise your wickedness.”
“Perhaps you ought to heed your own counsel,” said Romaria.
“Silence, woman,” said Caldarus. “This is not a negotiation, but a surrender.”
“Very well,” said Mazael. “I accept your surrender.”
Earnachar and Rhodemar snickered.
“Do not think to mock the wrath of the Justiciar Order,” said Caldarus. “I will make this offer once, Mazael Cravenlock. Disband your army, command your lords and knights to return to their castles, and surrender yourself to my custody. Then my armies shall move from village to village through the Grim Marches, hunting down the worshippers of Sepharivaim and the Old Demon and the followers of Caraster.”
“And the Tervingi?” said Mazael.
“I will not suffer the barbarian dogs to live,” said Caldarus, glaring at Riothamus and Earnachar. “Our realm already has too many…impurities. They must be cleansed, as well.” 
Earnachar spat. “The Dark Elderborn and the San-keth and the Malrags have all tried to defeat us, and yet the sons of Tervingar still stand! Try, tomb-wight, and we shall cast you into the dust of history.”
“Such generous terms, Grand Master,” said Mazael. “I will offer terms of my own. Leave, now, and return to your Order's lands at Swordor. I have business with Lucan Mandragon, not with you. You may go, while you still can…but if you do not, I will destroy you utterly.”
He hoped.
Caldarus laughed, long and loud. “Truly? Such madness! Do you not see my runedead?” He flung an arm back at the undead host. “My runedead alone outnumber your men three to one. Do you think you can face them?”
“We shall find out, won’t we?” said Mazael.
Caldarus’s lips pulled back in a snarl. “Would you throw away the lives of your men so thoughtlessly?” 
“Considering that you plan to kill them anyway,” said Mazael, “it hardly seems thoughtless.”
“So be it,” said Caldarus, turning his horse. “I will not be so merciful when next we meet, Mazael Cravenlock.”
He rode back to the lines of the runedead, his escorts following.
“That was a waste of time,” said Lord Robert, glaring at Caldarus’s retreating party.
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. “Or perhaps not.”
“I suppose bluster before battle is traditional,” said Rhodemar. 
“Aye,” said Mazael, turning Gauntlet around, “and now the time for bluster has passed.”    
He rode to the waiting men of the Grim Marches, the Tervingi nation, and Deepforest Keep, the knights and armsmen and thains and archers waiting in orderly ranks. Sir Hagen waited before the curved shield wall, his face grim behind his black beard.
“My lord,” he said, “the host is arrayed as you commanded. Did the parley go well?”
“Not particularly,” said Mazael. “It…”
A blast of trumpets rang out. A cheer rose from the Justiciar knights and infantry, and a ripple went through the ranks of the runedead. They began to move forward, a vast wave of rotting flesh and crimson flame.
The battle had begun.
Mazael stared at the advancing foe and drew Lion, the blade snarling to life with azure fire. And in the next hour either they would prevail…or he would fail, and Caldarus would unleash an orgy of slaughter and carnage upon the Grim Marches. 
“To your commands!” said Mazael. “Men of the Grim Marches and sons of Tervingar, ready yourselves!”







Chapter 20 - Cloaks of Flame

Lucan Mandragon stood next to Malden Roland’s horse and gazed at Barellion’s Outer Wall. 
The ramparts seethed with militiamen, armsmen, and archers. Ballistas dotted the battlements, and catapults waited atop the towers of the Gate of Merchants, the city’s eastern gate. Between the fortifications, the war engines, and the veteran defenders, Barellion was nearly impregnable, and any army would have quailed at the thought of seizing the city. 
Any army of living men. 
The first wave of runedead marched towards the Outer Wall. Some of them carried wide ladders, while others pushed massive siege towers. The ladders would reach the wall first, allowing the runedead to assail the ramparts. Then the towers would reach the wall, permitting the second wave of runedead to strike. After that it was only a matter of time. The defenders would destroy thousands of runedead, but sooner or later the undead would overwhelm them. Then Malden’s men would seize the gates and storm the Outer City…and the harvest of stolen life force could begin. 
“Taking the Inner City and the Prince’s Keep,” said Malden, “is still a concern.”
“Indeed,” said Lucan. Though he did not care what happened to the Inner City or to Lord Malden after the Outer City fell. If his calculations were correct, the slaughter in the Outer City would generate more than enough life force to open the Door of Souls. Once the Door opened, Lucan would return to Knightcastle with all haste…and leave Malden, Hugh Chalsain, and the Aegonar to fight for control of Greycoast. 
“Your magic would be useful,” said Malden.
“Aye, my lord,” said Lucan. “But fear not. The Outer Wall will fall easily enough. I need to conserve my powers for the final assault upon the Inner Wall and the Prince’s Keep.”
But Lucan intended to conserve his strength not for the attack on the city, but in case Skalatan intervened. The Aegonar host was still at least a day away, maybe even two days. But Skalatan could open mistgates, and Lucan suspected the archpriest could still do so despite the magical turbulence the Door of Souls had generated. And Skalatan might well guess what Lucan intended to do with Barellion.
If he did, Lucan was ready. As a revenant, he could summon far more magical power than a living man…but even he had limits, and Skalatan might catch him off guard. Better instead to wait, and to let the runedead do the work of taking the city. 
“So be it,” said Malden. He turned to his household knights. “Make sure the footmen are ready to charge. As soon as one of the gates is taken, I will send the runedead into the city…but I need living men to hold the gates.”
The knight grinned. “And then, my lord…we shall cull the city of the wicked?”
Malden touched the hilt of the black dagger at his belt. “Oh, yes.”
The catapults atop the gate flung balls of blazing pitch. The soldiers manning the war engines were skilled, and the fireballs each fell upon a ladder. Both ladders shattered in a spray of burning splinters, shredding dozens of runedead. The ballistas atop the ramparts creaked as they flung giant iron spears coated in burning tar. The spears tore through a half-dozen runedead with ease, setting them aflame. 
But the losses were mere pinpricks.
The siege ladders reached the walls, the runedead raising them to the ramparts. The undead scaled the ladders, and Lucan watched the fighting begin. From here, it was simply a matter of attrition. No matter how skillfully and valiantly the defenders fought, the runedead would outlast them.
The city would fall within a day.

###

Hugh stared at Lord Karlam Ganelon.
Karlam looked surprised, even desperate. Not surprising, given that the runedead had just launched their final assault upon the city. Still, Hugh wondered what Karlam was doing in the Knights’ Inn. He wasn’t wounded, and he did not seem the sort of visit wounded men to lift their spirits…
Ah, of course. He had slipped off with a whore, no doubt, to calm his nerves. Hugh could hardly blame him for that, though it annoyed him that Karlam had used a bed intended for a wounded man. 
But there were more important problems just now.
“Never mind why you’re here,” said Hugh. “Get to your men, and get them to the walls. Malden will attack all three gates at once, and if we do not…”
“No,” said Karlam, his hands curling into fists.
Hugh blinked. “No? Why not? Every man is needed at the Outer Wall, Karlam!”
“I mean,” said Karlam, stepping forward, “that I will not follow your orders, you weakling brat.”
Hugh scowled. “By all the gods, Karlam! Get to the walls, now! If the city falls, the runedead will butcher you alongside everyone else.”
“You led us to this ruin,” said Karlam, pointing at Hugh. “A stronger Prince, a better Prince, would have driven out the runedead and repulsed the Aegonar! Instead we cower behind the walls of the city, waiting for our enemies to take us! This is your fault!”
His words stung. A more rational part of Hugh's mind remembered that the dire situation was Malaric’s fault, that Prince Everard might well have defeated the Aegonar if not for Malaric’s treachery and stupidity. 
But most of Hugh’s mind blazed with anger.
“Damn it!” said Hugh. “We do not have bloody time to listen to your damned whining, Karlam! Get to the Outer Wall, now, or by all the gods I swear I’ll have you hanged!” 
Karlam sneered, stepped back, and drew his sword.
“Traitor!” roared Hugh. “You would draw steel against your Prince?”
He heard noise from downstairs. His shouting would draw alarm. Well, let it! Hugh would cut down the traitorous Lord of Castle Rutagne…and then he could go to the walls and deal with his true foes.
“I will prove to Skalatan that I am the stronger!” hissed Karlam. “I will prove that I am the worthy instrument of Sepharivaim, not you!”
“Sepharivaim?” said Hugh. “Gods! You’re a San-keth proselyte!”
He drew his sword.
“Mather!” shouted Karlam.
The door behind him burst open, and a half-dozen men hurried into the hallway. They carried short swords and daggers and wore dark leather armor.
The sort of leather armor favored by the Skulls.

###

“With respect, great Herald,” said Korvager, striding after Skalatan and Ryntald, “I must object to this plan.”
Skalatan ignored the seidjar’s objections.
Ryntald glanced over his shoulder. “Do you question the wisdom of the Herald of Sepharivaim, High Priest?”
“Of course not!” said Korvager, aghast. “But…but we are the chosen people of Sepharivaim, his instruments to spread his glory to every corner of the world. Why should we ally ourselves with these…these infidels, these fools who worship false gods and hunt the followers of great Sepharivaim?”
“Because,” said Ryntald, “it is a sound strategy.”
Korvager sneered. “And shall the strategy of mere men come before the laws of Sepharivaim? Prince Hugh and his rabble are infidels! We…”
“There are,” said Skalatan, and Korvager fell silent, “degrees of infidels. Hugh Chalsain does not know the glory of Sepharivaim, true. But Lucan Mandragon is a greater foe. Should he be allowed to complete his work, he will inflict a horror beyond anything in the history of mortal men upon the world. If he does, the people of Greycoast, the Aegonar nation, and even the San-keth shall suffer equally. For now, it is better that we set aside our differences and unite to destroy Lucan. Once he is defeated, we can turn our attention to our lesser foes.”
That was as much of the truth as they could handle. Both men believed that Sepharivaim still lived, that their mission was to bring him back to the physical world, though Skalatan suspected that Ryntald had puzzled out at least some of the truth. 
Once Skalatan became the new god and both men took their place in the new order, they would understand.
“I would like to discuss more practical concerns, if I may,” said Ryntald as they reached the center of the camp. A large open space stood before an altar of Sepharivaim, where the earls and their chief warriors gathered every morning to offer a sacrificial victim to the serpent god. “Even if we set out at once, we are a day’s march away from Barellion. The city will fall before we arrive.”
“It shall not,” said Skalatan, his head rotating as he took in the surrounding camp. There was enough space for what he had in mind, and from here almost every warrior in the camp would see the magic. Today the Aegonar held him in awe and reverence. Tomorrow they would regard him as little short of Sepharivaim himself. “As I said, High King, I myself shall go to Barellion, and I will deliver the city from its foes.”
“By yourself?” said Ryntald. “Forgive my ignorance, great Herald, but while your magic is mighty, surely it is not mighty enough to destroy a host of runedead by yourself.” 
“Do not question the Herald of Sepharivaim,” said Korvager, but there was doubt in his voice, too. 
“It is only rational that you question,” said Skalatan. “But pay heed, High King and High Priest. The bards of the Aegonar will sing of the wonders you shall see today. Nizius!” The calibah stepped forward with a discreet bow. “Clear the area around the altar, but do not drive them away. I wish the warriors to see what happens next.”
“Great Herald?” said Ryntald, and there was unease in his voice. “If you wish the warriors to see your magic…why not have them gather?”
“Because,” said Skalatan, “I have no wish to see them trampled underfoot.”
He reached into his carrier’s ragged robe, the skeletal hands lifting the Dark Elderborn scepter of carved dragonbone. 

###

The first siege tower slammed against the Outer Wall’s ramparts.
The wooden ramp fell with a groan, steel hooks digging into the battlements. A wave of runedead surged down the ramp and into the defenders. Lucan saw the white flare of wizard’s oil as the men ignited their weapons. He could not help but admire their discipline and courage. The men formed a solid wall of spears, stabbing and thrusting. Behind them reserves waited, and crossbowmen sent steady volleys of flaming quarrels at the runedead climbing the ladders. The defenders would have been able to repulse any living army.
But the runedead would not relent.
“They fight well,” said Malden, watching from atop his horse.
“Indeed,” said Lucan.
“Had I such an army as a young man,” said Malden, “I would have swept the realm of my foes. Everard Chalsain would have become a vassal of Knightcastle. I would have conquered the Grim Marches and killed your father in vengeance for my son’s death.” He snorted. “I would have killed you with your father, I suppose.”
A shadow came over Malden’s face, and Lucan saw his thoughts moving in the wrong direction. 
“You are a young man again, my lord, but with the wisdom of experience,” said Lucan, “and now you do have such an army. You can bring the realm to order, hunt down the unjust, and rule as Lord of Knightcastle for centuries.”
“Yes,” said Malden, nodding. His hand drifted back to the handle of his black dagger. “Yes, you are right.”
A second siege tower reached the ramparts. 
“We’ve received words from the other two gates, my lord,” said one of the household knights. “The assaults have begun.”
“Good,” said Malden. “Continue until we seize control of a gate. Then send in the runedead reserves…and we shall follow.”

###

“Karlam, you idiot,” said Hugh, “this is madness! You’ll kill me in the middle of the battle? What do you think will happen when Malden breaks into the city?” He backed away, sword held out before him. He had to delay. He had commanded Montigard to send men to fetch him once the assault began. “Do you think he’ll simply accept you as Prince and leave Barellion in peace?” 
“Skalatan will recognize me as Prince and as the High King’s vassal,” said Karlam.
“Skalatan isn’t here,” said Hugh. “Malden is.”
“The archpriest will deliver us!” said Karlam, his voice rising to a shout. “He will break the lines of the runedead, and I will rule Greycoast in the name of Sepharivaim!”
“Hugh!” came Adelaide’s voice from the bottom of the stairs. “Hugh, what’s happening?”
“Lord Karlam,” said the assassin Karlam had called Mather, “far be it from me to advise you, but I suggest you stop talking and let us kill the Prince…given that the wounded men below just heard you praising Sepharivaim.”
Karlam blinked in chagrin.
Hugh took a step back and began shouting at the top of his lungs. 
“Assassins!” he bellowed. “Assassins! The Skulls have attacked the Inn. To arms! To arms! Assassins!”
“Oh, for the gods’ sake,” said one of the Skulls.
“Kill him,” said Mather.
The Skulls shoved aside Lord Karlam and charged.

###

Skalatan lifted the scepter.
It flickered with ghostly white light, a breeze blowing around him, tugging at the tents and rustling the banners flying over the camp.
“Great Herald,” said Korvager, “may I ask what that is?”
“You may,” said Skalatan. “It is a relic wrought by the Dark Elderborn in the deeps of time, long before the ancestors of the Aegonar ever settled upon the Aegonath Isles.”
“Similar to that dagger Malaric carried?” said Ryntald.
“Indeed,” said Skalatan, surprised at the High King’s perceptiveness. “The dagger was a caethweisyr, a weapon designed to enslave spirit creatures and wielders of magic. A dangerous weapon, given its potential to create enemies.” A lesson Malaric had learned in the final seconds of life. “This tool is far narrower in its application, and therefore much more effective. The Dark Elderborn called it a drachweisyr.” 
The scepter shone with white light as Skalatan called its power, and Korvager took an alarmed step back. The wind grew sharper, and Skalatan saw both warriors and seidjar gathered around the altar, expressions of sudden fear on the seidjar’s faces as they sensed the building magic. 
“The caethweisyr was built to enslave any spirit creature,” said Skalatan, raising the scepter over his head. “This was built to enslave and bind the spirit of one creature. One precise creature, to be exact.”
A sphere of white light appeared before the altar, spinning and throbbing.
“One creature,” said Skalatan, “that you shall soon behold.”
The sphere of light grew larger.
And larger.

###

The Skulls rushed at Hugh, and he yanked his shield over his shoulder. 
They came at him in a blur of steel, short swords and daggers flying. Fortunately, the corridor was only wide enough to allow two of them to come at him at once. Otherwise they would have overwhelmed him. Hugh stumbled back, cursing, his shield raised. He lashed out with his sword, hoping to keep his foes off balance. The assassins jumped back, away from his sword’s longer reach, but attacked as soon as he drew back his sword for another strike. Hugh backed away, daggers and short swords rebounding from the thick wood of his shield.
“Kill him!” screeched Karlam, waving his sword over his head. “Stop playing and kill him!” 
The assassins lunged, and Hugh dodged again. He heard the sound of shouting from downstairs, of boots thumping against the floorboards. Mather drew a throwing knife and flung the weapon. At the last minute Hugh twisted aside, the blade missing him to bounce off the wall. 
As he dodged, his foot came down on empty air.
Too late he realized that he had reached the stairs.
Hugh fell, rolling and bouncing down the stairs to the Inn’s common room. 

###

A third siege tower reached the ramparts. 
Lucan flexed his gloved fingers, watching the carnage. The engineers manning the gate’s catapults had destroyed three more siege towers, but they had been unable to do anything about the towers already at battlements. The lines of spearmen still held, but Lucan saw them wavering.
“It won’t be long now,” said Malden. He pointed at the Outer Wall. “That company has already rotated twice now. With the assaults upon the other two gates, Prince Hugh cannot have much left in the way of reserves.”
“No,” said Lucan, looking north.
Still no sign of any interference from Skalatan. So many things had gone wrong since he had begun his quest to rid the world of the Demonsouled…but perhaps for once he had stolen a march upon his foes. 
A ripple went through the spearmen on the wall. The line shifted, starting to buckle beneath the weight of the attacking runedead, but still held.
But not, Lucan thought, for very much longer. 

###

The sphere of light before the altar grew larger, ten feet across, twenty feet across, thirty, forty, until it filled most of the space, blazing like a fallen star. 
Korvager backed away, his hands raised in the beginnings of a warding spell. Ryntald stood his ground, hand lifted to shield his eyes from the glare. 
“The ancient Dark Elderborn,” said Skalatan, “bound the spirit of a single creature within the drachweisyr. If a wizard of sufficient power and skill wields the scepter, the creature within can be called forth.”
The massive globe of light flattened and elongated, taking shape and form. The Aegonar warriors backed away, many of them lifting spears and swords. 
“And if the wizard is of sufficient skill,” said Skalatan, sweeping the dragonbone scepter before him, “then creature bound to the drachweisyr may be commanded.”
The image of light brightened…and then went dim.
In its place stood a colossal dragon with black and gold scales, two hundred and fifty feet long from the tip of its tail to the top of its horn-crowned head. Talons the length of a knight’s lance dug into the earth, and black fangs like greatswords lined its mouth. Its vast bat-like wings, folded across its back, could blot out the sun when unfurled. The dragon roared in fury, the ground trembling with its cry, and spat a blast of white-hot flame into the sky. 
Panic went through the Aegonar camp, and Ryntald shouted commands, preparing his men to assault the dragon.
“Be still!” said Skalatan, a spell amplifying his voice to tremendous volume. 
The Aegonar froze…but so did the dragon.
The great beast rotated its enormous head to face him, its black-slit golden eyes the size of a mortal man.
“Long I have slept,” said the dragon, its basso voice making the bones of Skalatan’s carrier vibrate, “and I have forgotten the waking world. But you are no wizard of the Dark Elderborn! Who are you to call me forth?” 
“I am Skalatan, an archpriest of the San-keth,” said Skalatan.
“One of the serpents?” said the dragon, its huge head swiveling back and forth as it took in the Aegonar. “And these are your servants?”
“They are no concern of yours,” said Skalatan. “I bear the drachweisyr to which you were bound, and you must therefore heed my commands.”
“Must I, serpent?” snarled the dragon.
The force of the great beast’s will poured through the drachweisyr and into Skalatan’s mind like the blow from a blacksmith’s hammer. But Skalatan had endured many such assaults during his long life, and he had the drachweisyr’s power to back him up. He turned aside the mighty force of the dragon’s mind, and the dragon growled and raked at the earth. Again came the assault, and again Skalatan turned it aside.
At last the dragon roared in frustration and looked away. “Your mind is strong, serpent. Stronger than I expected in one of your race. The Dark Elderborn were hindered by their madness. More than once I overpowered my wielders and devoured them.”
That explained how the drachweisyr had ended up in the depths of Urdbaen Tor.
“You may attempt to overcome me, if you wish,” said Skalatan. “But it would be more profitable to serve me willingly.”
The dragon tilted its head to the side. “A curious statement, serpent. Why?”
“I require your aid against my foes,” said Skalatan. “Once they are dispatched, there is no reason why I should not free you.” And he meant it. Men and Elderborn would have places as honored servants of the San-keth in the new order that Skalatan would build. Why should not dragons have a similar role?
He felt the dragon’s will push against his own. “You…are sincere. Curious indeed. What do you require?”
Skalatan had the dragon’s cooperation, at least for now. Just as well. Willing servants were so much more effective than cowed slaves. 
“High King,” he said. “The host will break camp and march at once. Make for Barellion with all speed. The situation outside the city’s walls will soon become…chaotic, and your warriors shall be needed.”
“It will be done, great Herald,” said Ryntald, a slight quaver in his voice as he looked at the dragon. 
“High Priest,” said Skalatan, “speak to the seidjar, and prepare your spells to ward the warriors’ weapons against the runedead.”
“Great Herald,” said Korvager with a hasty bow. 
“Come,” said Skalatan, beckoning to the dragon. “Even if you find your service chafing, consider this. We shall soon bring fire and destruction to mortal men. Always an enjoyable prospect to a dragon, I believe.”
The dragon growled…but the beast lowered its head, and Skalatan’s carrier climbed onto the dragon’s back, settling between its massive wings. A quick spell ensured that neither he nor his carrier would fall from the dragon’s shoulders. He had not spent centuries opposing the Old Demon and preparing to attain godhood only to fall to an ignominious death. 
“Take to the air,” said Skalatan, “and fly southwest.”
The dragon roared, breathed a blast of flame, and leapt skyward. The great wings unfurled like vast sheets of black leather, and the dragon rose. The ground fell away beneath Skalatan, and he looked down and saw the Aegonar host, so small that they looked like ants. 
Then the dragon banked and hurtled to the southwest, the ground blurring beneath them.

###

Hugh rolled down the stairs and slammed hard against the wall. He did not land on his sword, thank the gods, but the jolt made every bone in his body ring with pain, and for a moment he could not move, could not even breathe. 
Karlam half-ran, half-fell down the stairs, his eyes wide and crazed, his sword drawn back for a killing blow. The Skulls hurried behind him, Mather’s face drawn with exasperation. Karlam must have made for a vexing client. 
With annoyed chagrin, Hugh realized that would likely be his last thought.
Then something shiny blurred over his head and hit Karlam in the temple. Hugh heard shattering glass, and the smell of alcohol filled his nostrils. Karlam jerked back with a cry of pain, his hand flying to his head, and the Skulls skidded to a stop behind him.
Hugh staggered back to his feet, sword raised, and saw Adelaide standing near a cot, another bottle in hand.
“Adelaide, damn it!” shouted Hugh. “Run! Go!” 
“Aid him!” shouted Adelaide. “Assassins come for your Prince! Lord Karlam is a traitor! Aid your Prince!” 
Several of the wounded men heaved themselves to their feet. Hugh cursed and flung himself at Karlam, hoping to land a killing blow while the traitorous lord was dazed. Yet Karlam snarled, his sword snapping up in a block, and Hugh’s blade rebounded. Mather flung another throwing knife, and it scraped across Hugh’s jaw, drawing blood. He stumbled into the common room, and two of the wounded militiamen grabbed him and pulled him back. 
“No!” said Hugh. He could not allow these men to sacrifice themselves for him, and he certainly could not allow Adelaide to do so.
“Kill him!” bellowed Karlam. “Cut down anyone you have to, but kill the Prince and his bitch!” 
“Run, lord Prince!” said one of the wounded men, and then the Skulls crashed down the stairs in a black-armored tide. Both of the wounded men fell in seconds, and then the assassins were on Hugh. 
He parried, caught a blow on his shield and dodged another. He ought to run, he knew, but he could not abandon the men who had fought and suffered under his command. 
And he certainly could not abandon Adelaide.
“Run!” he yelled, intending to fling himself at the Skulls. If he could slow them long enough for Adelaide to get away…
The door to the Inn burst open, and Montigard ran inside, flanked by a pair of armsmen. 
“Lord Prince!” he shouted. “The runedead come in great numbers, and the gates are…”
His eyes widened as he saw the melee. 
“To me!” said Hugh as the Skulls lunged at him. He backed away, almost losing his footing as he stumbled over a cot. A sword struck his shoulder with enough force to dent the steel plate, and a dagger opened a cut between the armor plates on his left arm. Hugh parried another blow, the force driving him to one knee, and the Skulls loomed over him for the kill…
Then Montigard crashed into the assassins, bellowing as he stabbed his sword and swung his shield. One of the Skulls fell dead, the leather armor across his chest gashed, and a second staggered back, blood pouring from his nose. Hugh lunged, and his blade took another Skull in the belly. The man bent over, clutching his stomach, and Hugh’s blade came down onto the back of the Skull’s neck.
The man fell dead to the floor. 
More armsmen sprinted through the Inn’s door, and Hugh saw Mather whirl and dash up the Inn’s stairs. Montigard’s men cut down the remaining Skulls, and Hugh cursed, spinning. Had Karlam escaped? Had…
“Hold!”
Hugh froze.
Karlam stood in the center of the common room, one arm tight about Adelaide’s arms and shoulders.
The other held his sword at her throat. 
A horrible stillness filled the common room, even as the sounds of battle came from the rest of the city. 
Dread filled Hugh, but with it a peculiar sort of cold clarity, the certainty that what happened in the next few moments would shape the rest of his life, even if he died in a few hours atop the Outer Wall.
“Karlam,” he said. “Let her go.”
“I said back!” shrieked Karlam, his face and collar and surcoat still dripping with alcohol. “You think I won’t do it? You think I won’t gut old Alberon’s bastard bitch?”
“Do you have any idea,” said Hugh, surprised at the calm in his voice, “what I’ll do to you if you hurt her? It’s over, Karlam. Too many witnesses heard you declare yourself a San-keth proselyte.” First Malaric and now Karlam. Skalatan had a knack for choosing unreliable minions. “The Skulls have abandoned you. Kill Adelaide and you’ll be dead before you take two steps. Instead…”
“What?” sneered Karlam, his eyes wild with terror. “You’ll let me go?”
“Yes,” said Hugh. “I will let you go. You want to serve the San-keth and the Aegonar High King? I’ll take you to the gates and let you leave unharmed.”
Karlam barked a wild laugh. “And then the runedead will kill me for you.” Adelaide strained against him, and Karlam snarled and tugged her closer. “Hold still!”
“Fine,” said Hugh, taking one step closer. A table stood at his left, covered with bandages, spools of thread, and a small basket of needles. A pair of candles burned next to the bandages. The women must have been using the candle flames to sterilize the needles. “Let her go, and I’ll take you into custody and leave you in a cell at the Prince’s Keep. If we defeat the runedead, I will permit you to join the Aegonar.” Or, as was more likely, the city would fall and Malden would execute Karlam. 
“Lies,” said Karlam.
“The word of a San-keth proselyte might mean nothing,” said Hugh, “but I swear to you, as Prince of Barellion, that if you let her go I will allow you to leave the city, unharmed, to join the Aegonar. This I swear.”
For a long and awful moment Karlam wavered, licking his lips as he looked back and forth. 
Then his expression hardened, his lips spreading in a rictus grin. 
Hugh reached for the table. 
“I should be Prince!” said Karlam. “Not you.” Hugh saw Karlam’s muscles tense, saw him start to draw his sword across Adelaide’s throat. “But I will turn your joy to ashes in …”
Hugh snatched a candle and threw it. His aim was true, and it hit Karlam on the right shoulder.
And the alcohol soaking Karlam’s surcoat, collar, hair, and face went up in pale blue fire. Karlam loosed a horrid shriek, jerking back in agony, and Adelaide’s foot hammered into his knee. His grip loosened, and she from his grasp and ran for Hugh. 
Karlam staggered after her, still screaming, and three of the armsmen leveled their crossbows. Quarrels slammed into Karlam’s chest and punched through his armor, and the Lord of Castle Rutagne pitched forward onto his face.
The smell of burning skin and hair was quite sharp. 
“Adelaide,” said Hugh, “are you…”
“I’m fine,” she said, rubbing her throat. “A little cut. Nothing serious. But, gods, Hugh, your arm, your jaw…”
“Hugh,” said Montigard, “you are needed at the Outer Wall. The runedead attack has come, and…”
“He is wounded!” said Adelaide. “He needs to be treated.”
“Not seriously,” said Hugh. “Clean me up and I’ll go. You and you.” He pointed at two of the armsmen. “Take some of the walking wounded and search the Inn. The Skulls have scurried into the shadows, but I don’t want them troubling the wounded.” He looked at the dead men strewn across the floor and cursed. Those men had died to save him, all because Karlam’s stupid pride and ambition.
And Skalatan’s cunning.
Hugh shook his head as Adelaide wiped the blood from his arm. This had been Skalatan’s work. No matter the outcome of the battle, the archpriest intended to gain Barellion as an ally against Lucan Mandragon. Karlam would have been more obedient, but Hugh would serve Skalatan’s purpose as an ally just as well. 
Lucan and his runedead were the greater threat, and Hugh could work with the Aegonar to defeat them. But someday, he vowed, looking at the dead armsmen, someday Skalatan would pay for what he had done. 
Unless the runedead killed them all by sundown.
“That’s the best I can do for now,” said Adelaide.
“It doesn’t hurt,” Hugh lied. There were men who had endured far worse. “Come!” He kissed Adelaide. “Be ready to fall back to the Inner City, should it prove necessary.”
“I will,” said Adelaide, though he knew she would no more abandon his duty than he would. 
Hugh hurried from the Inn, Montigard and the armsmen following.

###

Tongues of fire erupted from the battlements, sweeping the siege towers and the ladders. 
Malden frowned. “Are they throwing oil into the battle now?”
“No,” said Lucan. “The wizards of Greycoast are entering the fray.” 
“I thought they would be busy making wizard’s oil,” said Malden.
“As did I,” said Lucan. “But that is good news. We are pressing them hard enough that Hugh feels he has no choice but to commit the wizards to battle. It won’t be much longer now.”
Even as he spoke, another wave of runedead scrambled up the siege towers, and the spearmen started to buckle. 

###

“What the hell are the wizards doing?” shouted Hugh, hurrying across the plaza. “They’re supposed to be making wizard’s oil!”
“I ordered it, lord Prince,” said Maurus, his gaunt face and white hair streaked with soot and spattered blood. “The runedead press us hard. My lord, if we do not break their attack…it will not matter how much wizard’s oil we have in reserve. The city will fall before we have a chance to use the oil.” 
Hugh looked at the ramparts, saw the runedead establishing a foothold near the Gate of Merchants. If they did, they could seize the towers and open the Gate.
And once they did, the Outer City would fall.
“Maurus, Montigard, with me,” said Hugh, pointing his sword. “We have to throw back the runedead.”
Montigard shouted commands, and a troop of armsmen and militia formed up behind them. Hugh hurried to the rampart stairs, the men following. He reached the ramparts just as the line of spearmen broke beneath the press of the runedead onslaught.
“For Barellion!” roared Hugh, igniting the wizard’s oil on his blade. “For Greycoast! For the city!”
Around him the armsmen and militia threw themselves into the attack. Hugh cut down one runedead, and then another. Next to him a militiaman fell with a scream, his throat torn out by a runedead’s cold fingers, and Hugh wheeled and took off the creature’s head. 
In a few moments they had cleared the rampart, driving the runedead back to the siege tower’s ramp. 
“Hold!” said Hugh to the exhausted spearmen, “hold! Maurus! The tower!”
Maurus produced a copper tube topped at both ends with cork. He yanked away one cork, leveled the tube at the siege tower, and shouted an incantation. A finger of flame danced at the tube’s end, and then erupted in a tight column of fire. The blast drilled through the siege tower, tearing its top third to smoking kindling and leaving the rest of the tower a smoking stump.
A ragged cheer went up from the defenders. Hugh looked past the smoking tower and saw the endless sea of runedead stretching beyond it, the creatures carrying more ladders and pushing more towers. 
There was no end of them.
And in that moment, Hugh realized he had lost. 
Barellion could not hold.

###

The wind tore at the ragged robe of Skalatan’s carrier.
The great city of Barellion came into sight a thousand feet below. 
“Circle,” commanded Skalatan. “I wish to see the disposition of the enemy.”
The dragon complied. Huge masses of runedead assailed the northern, eastern, and southern gates. Flames burned before each gate, the ground strewn with wreckage and destroyed runedead. Yet fresh waves of undead made for the walls, pushing siege towers and carrying ladders. The defenders had given a good account of themselves, and Skalatan suspected at least a third of the runedead host would be destroyed by the time Barellion fell.
For Barellion would fall. Skalatan knew that Lucan cared nothing for the city or the runedead or for Lord Malden, only for harvesting enough stolen life force to open the Door of Souls. 
But Lucan would not reap this harvest.
“The walking shells of dead mortals,” said the dragon, contempt in its voice.
“Our foe thinks them a potent weapon,” said Skalatan. Should he attempt to ambush Lucan? No, too risky. Better to draw the necromancer out, to goad him to rash action, and then to destroy him utterly. “Shall we teach him otherwise?” 
The dragon’s roar boomed over the city like the wrath of an angry god, and at Skalatan’s mental command the great beast folded its wings and dove towards the northern gate like a thunderbolt.

###

“My lord, it is over!” shouted Maurus. Around them men fought and screamed and died. Hugh dodged a blow and drove his burning sword through an undead chest. The creature fell limp to the blood-slick stone. “Our reserves of oil are almost gone. At any moment we shall be overrun! My lord, we must fall back to the Inner City!”
“No!” said Hugh, but he knew Maurus was right. His mind raced, trying to form a plan through the rage and despair that choked him. How many of his men could he withdraw before the runedead seized the gates? 
And, gods, what would happen to the townsmen and commoners trapped in the Outer City? They could not all withdraw to the Inner City before the runedead broke through.
“Gods forgive me,” said Hugh. “Montigard! Give the command. All forces are to withdraw to…”
A strange noise rumbled over the city.
Hugh blinked. 
“What the devil was that?” he said.
Maurus frowned. “It sounded like…it sounded like a roar, my lord.”
Then the wizard’s eyes grew wide, and he looked towards the sky.
Hugh turned just as a dark shape fell towards the Gate of Bishops.

###

“Let them,” said Skalatan, “taste dragon fire.”
The dragon obliged.
The creature banked, swooping past the northern face of the Outer Wall, and its jaws opened wide.
A river of blazing fire poured forth, raking across the wall, turning the ladders to charcoal and ripping the siege towers apart. Screams of shock and terror went up from the ramparts, but the dragon ignored them. The creature rose higher into the air, and it swooped in a tight circle, coming behind the vast mass of runedead before the Gate of Bishops.
“Now,” said Skalatan, “let us set the runedead to burn.”
He felt the dragon’s maniacal delight through the drachweisyr. 
The dragon flew low, no more than a few dozen feet above the close-packed ranks of the runedead, and opened its jaws.
And the runedead burned.
They were packed so close together than thousands of them went up in flames at once, the dragon fire tearing through them like a firestorm through a field of dried husks. The dragon rose, turning its head back and forth, pouring its white-hot flame in all directions. Only magic and flame could harm the runedead, and in all the world there was no fire to match the wrath of an ancient dragon. 
The army of runedead below Skalatan turned into a field of flame. 
He was not prone to the unnecessary emotions that afflicted the lesser races, but even he could appreciate the dark beauty of the inferno below him. 
And, perhaps, he could understand the dragon’s pleasure in its destructive power. 
The dragon made another pass, its fire turning the runedead to smoking cinders. Behind the ragged remnants of the runedead lines, Skalatan saw a mass of horsemen and infantry fleeing in all directions. One third of Lord Malden’s host, waiting to move into the city once the runedead seized the gates.
Perhaps Lucan was with them.
Skalatan sent a mental command to the dragon, and the creature circled towards a group of horsemen. He saw a score of knights bearing the black daggers, stark terror on their faces as they fled the dragon.
They did not flee fast enough.
The dragon’s maw dipped low, and it devoured four of the screaming knights whole, horses and armor and all. Skalatan heard crunching and tearing as the dragon feasted, and wondered if the beast intended to consume the knights’ armor with their flesh and bones. He received an answer a moment later when the dragon unleashed another blast of flame, a spray of molten steel flying out with its fire. 
A hundred men and horses turned to ashes. 
The attack upon the Gate of Bishops collapsed, living men fleeing in all directions, but the runedead heading southeast. Skalatan suspected that Malden must have delegated control over this group of runedead to whatever knight had commanded the assault. With that knight dead, the runedead would return to Lord Malden to await further instructions.
And Skalatan suspected Lucan would be near Malden.
“Follow,” he bade the dragon, and the beast turned over the fleeing mass of runedead, loosing blasts of flame that turned hundreds of the undead to cinders.
No reason not to let the dragon enjoy itself.

###

“There,” said Malden, anticipation in his voice. “There. You see? The line is buckling. Soon the runedead will take the gate, and the Outer City will be ours.”
His hand stroked his black dagger as he spoke, his face alight with lust.
“Indeed,” said Lucan, watching the battle.
What had made that roaring noise? Some spell of Skalatan’s? Lucan had not yet seen any trace of the San-keth archpriest, but he would not lower his vigilance. In any event, the Outer Wall was about to fall, and once it did, Lord Malden and his knights would begin the slaughter.
Lucan could depart for Knightcastle by sunset.
“What the devil?” said Malden, all trace of his earlier delight gone.
Lucan turned his head and saw the runedead coming from the northwest.
Thousands of runedead. Had Skalatan raised an undead army of his own? No, those were Lucan’s runedead, the crimson sigil burning upon their brows. They must have come from the group assaulting the Gate of Bishops. But why were they here? They would only do that if the knight commanding the assault had been slain…
“My lord!”
A knight galloped towards Malden. The knight’s eyes were wide with fear and horror, and he clutched his black dagger like a talisman. He looked… singed, and Lucan saw burned patches on his cloak. Perhaps he had been too close to one of the fireballs from the catapults. 
“What is it?” said Malden. “Why are the runedead withdrawing from the northern gate?”
“The dragon!” said the knight, looking over his shoulder with fear.
“A dragon?” said Malden. “Do you think to mock me? Tell me what has happened!”
But the knight was already galloping away as fast as his horse could carry him. Lucan stared after him in surprise. Something had terrified the man so badly that he would quit the field rather than face it again. 
“He went mad,” muttered Malden, turning his horse towards the fleeing runedead.
“It seems so,” said Lucan. “There cannot possibly be a dragon. There hasn’t been a dragon west of the Great Mountains for over a thousand years…”
A dragon came into sight around the Outer Wall.
Lord Malden swore.
Lucan stared at the creature in astonishment. The dragon was huge, over two hundred fifty feet from its fang-filled mouth to the barbed tip of its tail. Its black and gold scales cave it a fearsome appearance, enhanced all the more by the burst of flame that erupted from its mouth. The dragon whipped its head back and forth as it circled over the runedead, every blast incinerating hundreds of the undead. 
“That’s not possible,” said Lucan.
Even as he spoke, a hundred more runedead went up in flame.
“Obviously it is!” said Malden. “Act at once! If you don’t stop that dragon now, it will drive us from the field!” 
Lucan watched as the dragon circled overhead, raining fire upon the runedead…and he saw the gray-robed figure sitting between the dragon’s shoulders, sparks of green light flaring in the robe’s sleeves.
“Skalatan,” he said.
How had Skalatan gained control of an ancient dragon? It should not have been possible. 
Yet the evidence of the archpriest’s success flew overhead, destroying runedead with every passing second.
“Skalatan?” said Malden. “This is the work of those Aegonar?”
Lucan’s shock hardened into dark amusement.
Skalatan had made a grievous mistake.
“It is,” said Lucan. “Fear not, my lord Malden. You can continue the assault upon the Outer Wall presently. I will deal with the dragon.”
He spurred his horse forward. Malden shouted orders to his knights and the nearby runedead, and the undead slowed their panicked flight, reforming into new lines around Malden’s banner. The dragon flew past the Gate of Merchants, unleashing a blast of fire that turned a rank of runedead to cinders and set a siege tower to burning like a torch. The great beast banked over the fields east of the city, the wind of its passage flattening crops and bushes alike, and turned to face the runedead host. 
Lucan set himself, reaching into the power of the Banurdem.
For Skalatan had made a fatal error. True, by some spell the serpent had beguiled the dragon. But Lucan bore the Banurdem, the diadem fashioned by Randur Maendrag himself, the greatest of the high lords of Old Dracaryl. The Banurdem gave its bearer the power to raise and command the undead.
And, almost as an afterthought, it bestowed its bearer with the power to enslave a dragon.
Lucan summoned the Banurdem’s power and focused his will upon the dragon.

###

“My gods,” said Montigard, his jaw hanging open. “My gods. I am not seeing this. I am not seeing this. I swear, my Prince, I did not touch a drop of wine before the battle, even though I sorely wanted to find a whore and get dead drunk. I am far more sober than I wish to be, and yet I am seeing…I am seeing…”
“Shut up,” said Hugh.
“Yes, excellent idea,” said Montigard. 
The dragon shot past the wall, the hellish inferno of its breath turning a siege tower to smoking kindling and lines of runedead to char. Even from a distance, the heat of its breath stung Hugh’s face and made his eyes water.
“A dragon,” said Hugh, unable to decide if he was more terrified or awed. “I never thought to see one.” 
“And it appears,” said Maurus, “to be on our side.” He turned and spoke to another armsman. “My lord Prince, we’ve had messengers from the other Gates. The dragon utterly destroyed the runedead assaulting the Gate of Bishops. The enemy has broken off their assault upon the Gate of Knights, and those runedead are marching to join Lord Malden outside the Gate of Merchants.”
“Good,” said Hugh, unable to think of anything else to say. 
“My lord,” said one of the knights. “What…what should we do now?”
That was a superb question.
Hugh watched as the dragon swooped back and forth, its breath transforming both runedead and living men into blazing torches. Lord Malden’s lines of living and undead soldiers had utterly collapsed into chaos, and Hugh saw a small knot of horsemen around the Roland banner. Malden and his household knights, Hugh surmised.
“We prepare to charge the enemy,” said Hugh.
A chorus of shock answered him. 
“The gods have given us this chance,” said Hugh, though he suspected the dragon was more Skalatan’s doing, “and let no one say the men of Greycoast did not seize the hour when it came to them. Those runedead are under the command of Malden Roland and Lucan Mandragon, and if we can strike down the tyrant and his necromancer, then the runedead will lose cohesion. They will no longer be a mighty host, but a hundred milling bands, and we can destroy them one by one.”
“But the risk…” began Maurus.
“If we do nothing Barellion is lost in any event,” said Hugh. The dragon bellowed a terrific roar and swooped across the runedead, writing lines of fire through the seething mass of undead. “I want every knight and armsman strong enough to ride mounted at the Gate of Merchants immediately.”
He strode from the ramparts, the others following. The wounds on his jaw and arm burned, every muscle and bone in his body ached, and the stench of blood and burning flesh filled his nostrils. Hugh wanted nothing more than to throw himself upon the ground and sleep for a week.  
But he was the Prince, and his people needed him.

###

“Again,” said Skalatan, and the dragon obeyed, unleashing more fire upon Malden Roland’s dwindling host. The creature never tired of destruction, and for all of the dragon’s vast intellect and strength of will, it took a childish delight in destroying the runedead. No matter. The dragon would burn Lord Malden’s armies, both living and dead, to ashes until Lucan interfered.
And then Skalatan and the dragon would destroy him.
The dragon descended for another pass, more fire erupting from its jaws, and Skalatan felt a wave of mental pressure. 
The dragon’s jaw snapped shut. Skalatan looked at the drachweisyr in his carrier’s hands, puzzled, and then back at the dragon. The mental pressure redoubled, and then redoubled again. Yet for all its strength, the mental pressure seemed…ineffective, like a club of hardened clay beating against a shield of steel.
“Ah,” hissed Skalatan as understanding came to him.
“What is this?” snarled the dragon.
“The Banurdem,” said Skalatan, “a relic forged by the high lords of Dracaryl, designed to enslave dragons.” 
The dragon’s laughter boomed like thunder. “Mortal men seek to enslave me with their petty magic? The fools!” 
“Their petty magic would be effective,” said Skalatan, “but you are already bound by a greater magic, the power of the drachweisyr, and the high lords of Dracaryl never commanded dragons with the skill of the Dark Elderborn of old. And our foe has given away his position.”
Skalatan focused his will, seeking the source of the mental pressure washing against the drachweisyr. He followed it to a blue banner with the silver greathelm sigil of the Rolands in the heart of the runedead host, a band of horsemen waiting below it. 
And before the horsemen, Skalatan saw a rider in a black cloak.
“Destroy him,” said Skalatan.
The dragon beat its wings and dove towards the horsemen. 

###

Lucan bent his will upon the dragon, using the power of the Banurdem to command it to destroy the rider upon its back.
But the dragon kept circling over the runedead, and then Lucan heard a strange booming sound.
Laughter. 
The dragon was laughing at him. 
Again he focused his will upon the dragon.
And again nothing happened. His will and the Banurdem’s power slid away from the dragon like raindrops from an oiled cloak. 
“What is happening?” said Malden. 
“I,” said Lucan, watching the great black shape hurtle through the air, “I don’t know.”
How had Skalatan found magic able to counteract the Banurdem? Lucan searched Randur’s memories, Marstan’s memories, and found nothing. A dozen different strategies flickered through Lucan’s thoughts, plans to break Skalatan’s control over the dragon…
“Lucan!” shouted Malden.
A far more important fact forced its way into Lucan’s thoughts.
The dragon was diving right at him, its maw yawning wide, a flare of white light appearing deep in its gullet.
The necromancy that had transformed Lucan into a revenant made him impervious to normal weapons and all but the most powerful magic, but a dragon’s fire would shred that necromancy and reduce his bones to coals. 
And for the first time since his death and rebirth as a revenant, Lucan had the alarming feeling that he was overmatched.
He flung out his hands, summoning all the power that he could muster. A ward flared to life around him, a dome of pulsing blue light that covered both him and Lord Malden and some of the surrounding knights.
An instant later the dragon’s fire hammered into the dome. 
Rivers of flame roared around them, and even over the deafening noise Lucan heard the screams as the fire devoured both men and horses.
The screams did not last long, but the fire continued. Lucan watched in astonishment as his dome flickered and shrank, the ward collapsing beneath the raw power of dragon fire. He had thrown all of his strength into that spell.
And still his ward buckled.
The fire winked out as the dragon shot overhead, and Lucan’s ward collapsed. He, Malden, and a few other knights stood untouched in a circle of green grass surrounded by a field of glowing embers. Heaps of twisted char draped in glowing, half-melted armor surrounded them – all that remained of dozens of knights. 
And the dragon banked overhead for another pass.
Twisted knots of dark metal lay near the remains of the knights, the remnants of their black daggers. Lucan cursed in rage. The dragon’s fire could well destroy the household knights and their black daggers, and then Lucan would have no way to gather the necessary life force to open the Door of Souls.
The dragon turned, fresh fire glimmering over its black fangs. 
It occurred to Lucan that he may have underestimated Skalatan.
“Destroy that dragon!” said Malden. “If it hits us again, we’re…”
“Go!” said Lucan, pointing at the Outer Wall. “Resume the assault and take the city. The defenders will not have much strength left.”
“It will take time to get the runedead back into battle formation,” said Malden, “and…”
“Go, damn it!” snapped Lucan. “Take the city and purge it of the wicked. I shall deal with the dragon myself!” Perhaps Malden would break into Barellion and gather enough life force to open the Door of Souls. Then Lucan could slip away from the battlefield, leaving Skalatan and his dragon to deal with Malden and the runedead. 
Malden turned his horse, shouting orders at his knights, at the runedead, at anyone who would listen. But it had little effect. The dragon’s fire had destroyed too many runedead, throwing their lines and formations into chaos. And most of Malden’s living soldiers fled the field in terror. The men had never seen a dragon before, and had no idea of how to fight one. 
For that matter, Lucan had never seen a dragon before.
But he had fought San-keth clerics. And once he slew Skalatan and broke the San-keth’s control over the dragon, he could use the Banurdem to dominate the beast. 
Lucan sent his horse galloping towards the dragon, green fire burning around his fingers as he summoned power.

###

“Turn,” said Skalatan. 
The dragon came about in a tight circle, the hurricane gale of its passage throwing runedead to the ground. Skalatan spotted Lucan riding towards them, dark cloak billowing behind him.
“The wizard survived my fire,” said the dragon, annoyed.
“His strength is not infinite,” said Skalatan. 
“He is working a spell,” said the dragon.
Skalatan summoned magic. “I shall deal with his spell…and he cannot attack us if his strength is warding away your fire.” 
No sooner had the words left his mouth than Lucan raised his hands, and a bolt of emerald lighting fell screaming out of the cloudless sky. The blast was not aimed at the dragon, but at Skalatan. He knew better than to block that much raw force, so instead he deflected it, the blue light of a warding spell shining around him. The blast struck Skalatan and rebounded to the earth, tearing a dozen runedead to shreds. 
The dragon swooped lower and breathed its flame, and again a river of white-hot fury drowned Lucan Mandragon. Skalatan looked backwards as the dragon passed, and saw Lucan Mandragon and his horse surrounded by the pale glow of a half-collapsed warding spell. Lucan’s magic was sufficient to turn aside the dragon’s wrath, but only barely. 
Lucan turned his horse as the dragon banked over the smoking battlefield, and unleashed his attacks in earnest. One, two, three bolts of green lightning howled out of the sky in rapid succession. But Skalatan had fought Malrag shamans before, and knew how to handle this kind of attack. He deflected each of the blasts, sending the bolts thundering into the runedead. 
Lucan began the spell again, and Skalatan anticipated the direction of the attack. He worked his wards again, angling the power, and the blast of lightning hurtled out of the sky. Skalatan flung out his carrier’s skeletal hands, caught the blast, and threw it back at Lucan himself. 
Lucan’s own wards turned aside the strike.
His horse had no such protection, and the lightning sizzled through the animal, killing it in an instant. Lucan fell backwards off the saddle and hit the ground, rolling away.
“Now!” said Skalatan. “Strike before he recovers!” 
The dragon dove, unleashing its fire.

###

Lucan got to one knee, dazed.
His undead flesh felt no pain, of course. But the sheer power of the deflected spell stunned him, clouding his thoughts and slowing his reactions. He pushed aside the discomfort and forced himself to stand.
The dragon dove towards him, fire lancing from its maw.
There was no time to cast a spell, no time to summon power, no time even to dodge. 
Lucan had only one defense left. 
He raised his right hand and summoned the Glamdaigyr.
Darkness swirled around his fingers, and the massive black sword appeared in his grip. Symbols of green fire marched up its long blade, its pommel carved in the shape of a grinning dragon’s skull. A haze of darkness swirled around the weapon like smoke, and Lucan felt the sword’s raw power, the cold hunger that yearned to devour all life and warmth and leave the world cold and silent. 
He hoped the sword had an appetite for dragon fire. 
Lucan seized the hilt in both hands and thrust the Glamdaigyr at the lance of dragon fire.
The flame washed over him, heat enough to sear the flesh from his bones…and the sword drank the power. The Glamdaigyr pulled the entire blast of dragon fire into itself, the white-hot flame vanishing into the sword’s darkness like water pouring down a drain. Lucan laughed and let the sword drink the fire, preparing to unleash his power upon Skalatan. 
And then the power of the dragon fire poured into him.
Agony erupted through Lucan, and he screamed and fell to his knees. He felt the fire ravaging through him, felt it devouring the spells upon his undead flesh. The Glamdaigyr drained power from its victims and bestowed it upon its wielder…including, it seemed, power that could destroy its wielder. Lucan felt his flesh start to burn beneath his clothing, smoke rising from his collar and sleeves.
He lifted his left palm and screamed, forcing the stolen power into a spell. A bolt of white-hot fire leapt from his hand and shot skyward, wreathing Skalatan in flames. The fire could not touch the dragon, but Lucan saw the firestorm snarl around Skalatan, saw the San-keth’s wards fight to hold the attack at bay. 
He staggered to his feet, the Glamdaigyr clutched in both hands, the burns upon his undead flesh vanishing at the spells repaired themselves.
And as he did, the sound of war horns rang out from the Gate of Merchants.

###

“For Barellion!” shouted Hugh. “For Greycoast and Barellion!”
Behind him a thousand knights and armsmen packed the plaza, and answered his shout with one of their own. Hugh raised his lance, a shield waiting on his left arm, and stood up in his stirrups. 
Horns rang from the gatehouse, and with the groan of iron gears and the creak of stressed timbers, and the Gate of Merchants swung open. Hugh whispered a quick prayer under his breath, put spurs to his horse, and galloped through the Gate, his men following.
The fields east of the city were in chaos. The shattered runedead host swirled like a storm-tossed sea. Vast stretches of land had been reduced to glowing ashes, and the dragon still circled through the sky, carving lines of glowing fire through the runedead. Blasts of green lighting fell from the sky, rebounding from the gray-cloaked figure upon the dragon’s back, and Hugh knew that Skalatan and Lucan Mandragon were locked in a colossal duel of magic. 
But that, for now, was not his concern. Lord Malden’s banner still flapped overhead, a ragged force of armsmen and knights surrounding him. If Hugh could reach the Lord of Knightcastle and cut him down, it would break his control over the runedead. And with Skalatan keeping Lucan Mandragon busy, it would give the men of Greycoast a chance to drive the runedead from the field.
Of course, they would then have to deal with Skalatan and the Aegonar.
But at least they would be alive to do so.
“Oil!” shouted Hugh, igniting the wizard’s oil coating the steel head of his lance. A flare of white fire shone around the lance’s head, and for a moment it looked as if he carried a giant torch. Montigard blew a blast on his war horn, and the knights and armsmen behind him lit their wizard’s oil, and for an instant it looked as if a wave of white fire rode towards the disorganized runedead.
Then the enemy was upon them. Hugh dropped his lance, raised his shield, and set himself in his stirrups. 
And the men of Greycoast thundered through the disorganized runedead. 
Hugh speared one runedead with his lance, and then another, even as his horse trampled one underfoot. The runedead were powerful foes, but they were still essentially infantry. Footmen could stand against a charge of heavy horsemen, but only if they formed ranks, had the proper weapons, and stood their ground in the face of the charge.
And the runedead were disorganized, their lines broken, and Hugh’s men tore through them.
Lord Malden’s banner drew closer.

###

Skalatan summoned more power, and a pulse of icy blue light surrounded him.
The last of the dragon’s fire faded away.
“Clever of him,” said the dragon, “to fling my own fire back at you.”
“Indeed,” said Skalatan. “Lucan was always clever. Like a child discerning the operation of his father’s crossbow, only to shoot himself in the gut. But he is not strong enough to resist your fire. Finish him.”
The dragon looped over the battlefield, coming around for another pass at Lucan. Skalatan saw the Gate of Merchants open, saw the Prince’s horsemen thundering towards Lord Malden. A bold move, indeed, and one that might well prove effective, especially if Skalatan destroyed Lucan. 
Below, the dark figure of Lucan stopped, and Skalatan saw the deeper darkness of the Glamdaigyr waiting in his hands. 
The dragon dove, more fire erupting over its fangs.

###

Lucan cast a spell, armoring his body in layers of overlapping wards. 
An instant later fire poured from the dragon’s mouth.
He raised the Glamdaigyr and caught the burning blaze upon the point of the blade. At once the black sword drank the dragon’s fire, its wrath and magic draining into the weapon.
And pouring into Lucan.
He screamed as the burning pain erupted through him, the fire threatening to devour the spells that maintained his undead state. His wards, designed to hold the fiery power at bay, sparked and hissed as the magic fought to consume them. Lucan pulled all the power into himself, shaping it despite the agony, and forced it into a spell.
He pointed the Glamdaigyr, and green lightning ripped from the sword’s tip and stabbed into the dragon’s belly as the creature shot overhead. 
Skalatan had warded himself against the emerald lightning…but the dragon had not.
The dragon bellowed in pain and fury, a spasm going through its limbs. Again Lucan struck, the last of the fiery power transforming into another jagged gout of green lightning. The bolt tore a smoking groove in the dragon’s flank, and its right wing twitched and went limp. 
The dragon circled once and crashed into the battlefield, digging a tremendous furrow into the ground as it crushed runedead and living men alike beneath it. 
Lucan staggered forward, intending to finish the dragon…and almost fell.
He looked down, saw burns upon his hands, felt the smoke rising from his sleeves and collar. 
The dragon fire had done too much damage to the spells binding him, and they were beginning to unravel. 

###

Malden looked back and forth in rage.
His mighty army had crumpled around him, torn apart by dragon fire. At least half of his runedead had gone up in smoke, their ashes blanketing the ground. And most of his living troops had broken, fleeing in every direction. 
“Fight!” he roared, waving his sword overhead. “Stand and fight!”
But no one heeded him, save for a few of his most loyal household knights. 
The charge from the Gate of Merchants drew closer, and Malden realized that if he had did not act at once, they were going to reach him.
And they would kill him. He had thought to live forever, but if he did not act now, he was going to die.
“Withdraw!” he shouted, the words bitter in his mouth. “Withdraw and return to Knightcastle.”
He rode to the south as fast as his horse could manage, his household knights galloping after as they left the Roland banner behind.

###

Skalatan’s carrier picked itself up, the spine creaking within his coils. 
The dragon thrashed and roared, badly injured by both Lucan’s attacks and its sudden landing. Skalatan lifted the drachweisyr and released the magic holding the dragon. At once the great creature dissolved into wisps of white light, fading back into the spirit world. It would take the dragon at least a few weeks to heal. 
No matter. He did not require the dragon to finish off Lucan Mandragon. He had dealt with the revenants of Old Dracaryl before, and he knew exactly how much damage the spells upon their undead bodies could absorb. 
Lucan had exceeded that limit.
Skalatan strode across the battlefield, seeking his foe. 

###

Lucan stumbled, the world spinning around him. 
He had to get away. His spells were repairing themselves – he could see the burns on his hands and arms fading, the pain ebbing somewhat – but slowly, so slowly. It would take him time to recover.
Time that he did not have. The dragon had vanished, but when Skalatan found him…
He drew on the last of his power. A sheet of gray mist rose up before him and parted, seeming to form a pathway somewhere else. Through the mist Lucan saw a path of damp earth wending its way through a barren forest. 
It was not a mistgate, not quite. In his undead state, Lucan was strong enough to conjure one. But the massive magical aura of the empowered Door of Souls extended into the spirit world, making the creation of mistgates all but impossible. This was a…shortcut through the spirit world, a pathway, the same sort of spell he had used to travel from Morvyrkrad to Swordgrim before the Great Rising. It would last a short time before it expelled him back into the material world, depending upon how far he traveled, but it would suffice to get him away from the battlefield.
A pity it would not allow him to enter the spirit world for longer. Otherwise he could have dispensed with the Door of Souls entirely, and not bothered with the black daggers and the runedead. He could have skipped the Great Rising, and Tymaen would still live…
His thoughts were drifting as the spells upon his flesh broke down. He had to go, now. 
Lucan staggered through the pathway, and it closed behind him.

###

Skalatan felt the ripple of power as Lucan’s pathway closed. 
He hissed in annoyance. He had come so close to ridding himself of Lucan! But perhaps it was just as well. Lord Malden’s army had been broken, and Lucan’s ability to harvest life force had been badly crippled. If Skalatan destroyed him, the Old Demon would simply find another puppet to use. 
But now Skalatan had an opportunity. With Lord Malden’s army destroyed and the runedead scattered, the host of the Aegonar and the host of Greycoast could strike for Knightcastle at once. The remainder of the runedead had marched east with Caldarus to confront Mazael Cravenlock. Either Caldarus would destroy Mazael and then return to Knighcastle, or Mazael would destroy Caldarus and march on Knightcastle. 
Either way, Skalatan had the time he needed to seize Knightcastle and open the Door of Souls himself, untroubled by the Old Demon. 
He looked around the battlefield, saw Hugh Chalsain’s horsemen smashing through the remainder of the runedead. Hugh would make a valuable ally for the attack on Knightcastle. He would, of course, plan to betray Skalatan at the earliest opportunity, 
But once Skalatan became the new god of the San-keth, Hugh could not possibly betray him. Indeed, once Hugh accepted his place in the new order, he would serve his new god with utter devotion. 
Until then, best to minimize the chance of treachery. Skalatan was alone on the battlefield, and Hugh might decide to rid himself of a potential foe. 
Skalatan worked a simple spell, cloaking himself and his carrier in magic to obscure their presence, and waited for Ryntald and the Aegonar warriors.

###

Hugh reined up, seeking more runedead to fight.
But there were no foes left.
He looked around, dazed. The fields beyond the Outer Wall were a desolation of ash and embers, of burned corpses and shattered war engines. The stench of blood and burned flesh filled his nostrils, and he heard the cries of wounded men.
But the enemy was gone.
And despite the devastation, the Outer Wall and the gates still stood. Barellion had not fallen.
“We won,” said Hugh, stunned.
He had never felt so utterly exhausted in his life.

###

Lucan stumbled through the mist-choked path in the spirit world. 
He had made a very serious mistake.
Runeshadows, hundreds of them, swarmed the boundaries of the path. The nature of the magic required to travel through the spirit world meant the path was warded, but the runeshadows pressed against it, their hisses of icy hatred echoing inside Lucan’s head. He hurried along as fast as he could manage, the Glamdaigyr dangling in one fist, the burns upon his legs and torso aching.
It had been a long time since he had felt physical pain. The sensation had not improved.
A column of mist appeared a dozen yards away, and through it Lucan saw the green hills and low gray mountains of northern Knightreach. Just a few more steps, just a few more steps…
The warding upon the path failed, and the runeshadows poured over him.
Lucan screamed as they touched him, fresh pain flaring through his limbs. The visions of the men and women and children who had perished upon the black daggers flooded through his mind. Worse, every touch drained a little more energy from him, a little more magic. Before, he had been strong enough that the runeshadows’ touch could not harm him. Now, in his weakened state, they might destroy him.
Lucan flung out his hands, and green fire ripped from his fingers, shredding dozens of the runeshadows into mist. But still they came, and he broke into a lurching run, throwing green fire in all directions. 
He threw himself through the curtain of mist and staggered back into the material world. He found himself on a deserted hillside overlooking a forested valley and a small river flowing towards the Riversteel.
The pathway to the spirit world closed behind him.
Lucan took two steps forward. The Glamdaigyr fell from his nerveless fingers, and he felt the strength pour out of his agonized limbs. 
“So close,” he muttered.
Then he fell onto his face, and blackness swallowed him. 

###

The next day Hugh rode from the Gate of Bishops, flanked by his chief lords and knights, the banner of the House of Chalsain flying from Montigard’s lance. 
The Aegonar host had come. 
Twenty-five thousand Aegonar warriors waited north of the city, standing in orderly ranks, their crimson banners with the stylized S flying in the breeze. The most powerful earls and seidjars waited at the head of the host, flanked by a guard of ulfhednar in their bronze helms. Hugh spotted Skalatan in their midst, standing at the side of High King Ryntald. 
He reined up before the Aegonar nobles.
For a moment the lords of Greycoast and the earls of the Aegonar nation stared at each other.
Hugh dropped from the saddle, took a deep breath, and walked towards Ryntald.
“High King of the Aegonar,” he said, extending his right hand.
Ryntald gripped it. “Prince of Barellion. Congratulations on your victory.”
“Your Herald,” said Hugh, looking at Skalatan, “kept his word.”
“Indeed I did,” said Skalatan in his hissing voice. “What use is one’s word, if one does not keep it? High King, Prince, I suggest you make plans together. We have won a respite, but our foe will not stop until he is destroyed.”
Hugh stared at Ryntald for a moment.
“This isn’t over,” Hugh said, voice quiet. “I will not forget what you have done to my lands and people.”
Ryntald’s smile was cold and humorless. “The strong rule and the weak submit, Prince of Barellion. I suppose time will tell which one of us is the wolf and which one is the sheep. But we can kill each other once Lucan Mandragon is vanquished. In the meantime, we have a campaign to plan.”
Ryntald was right, damn him.
“Yes,” said Hugh. “We do.”







Chapter 21 - Roads of Ice

Again the Justiciar trumpets rang out. 
The runedead advanced at a slow, steady pace, a wall of dead flesh and crimson flame. The Justiciar knights on the wings began to move to the sides, following the runedead advance. No doubt Caldarus wanted them to engage the knights and horsethains waiting on either side of the shield wall. If the knights broke through Mazael’s horsemen, they could circle behind the shield wall and attack the footmen from behind.
Mazael watched the enemy maneuver, Lion burning in his fist. His heart thundered in his ears, his blood ablaze with the Demonsouled rage he knew so well. He had struggled with it, had managed to keep the fury under control for years. But now he welcomed it. He needed every edge against Caldarus and his runedead horde. Caldarus had come to invade Mazael’s lands and kill Mazael’s people…and Mazael was going to stop him, or die trying.
“Riothamus,” said Mazael, his voice icy calm. He tugged off his left gauntlet and extended his hand to the Guardian of the Tervingi. “Now.”
It was time to put the darkness in his blood to good use. 
Riothamus nodded, drew a dagger, and scraped the tip across Mazael’s palm. Blood welled up, and Riothamus let the drops fall upon the staff of the Guardian. The staff flared with golden light, and Riothamus struck the staff against Lion’s blade, shouting the words to a spell.
A wave of dizziness went through Mazael as the Guardian’s spell drew upon the power of his Demonsouled blood. The fire sheathing Lion’s blade flickered, danced…and then erupted in all directions. The weapons of the knights and horsethains nearest to Mazael burst into blue fire, and he saw a rising blue glow as the fire spread through the army, until thousands of men held weapons that burned with Lion’s fire. 
A thunderous cheer rose from the army, the armsmen raising their burning swords high, the spearthains and swordthains slamming their weapons against their shields in a steady drumbeat. Mazael shook his head, the dizziness fading, and tugged his gauntlet back onto his hand. The power of his blood, aided by Riothamus’s magic, had spread Lion’s fire throughout the army. 
The sword trembled in Mazael’s hand, like a wolfhound ready to spring upon its prey. 
“It seems almost eager,” said Mazael.
“It is,” said Riothamus, voice low. “That sword was forged to fight the Old Demon…and these creatures are servants of the Old Demon, even if Caldarus is too blind to see it.” 
“Then let us give the sword its chance,” said Mazael. “Join Toric. You are ready for what needs to be done?”
Riothamus gave a sharp nod, his expression hard. 
“I didn’t choose the man my daughter decided to marry,” said Mazael, “but even if I had, I could not have chosen anyone better.” 
Riothamus smiled. “You are too kind, my lord.”
“Go,” said Mazael. “Save the kind words for after the battle.”
Riothamus nodded again and hurried through the lines of Earnachar’s horsethains, making for where Toric and the other skythains waited with the wizards and the Elderborn druids. 
“Shall we charge into the foe, hrould?” said Earnachar, shifting in his saddle.
“Not yet,” said Mazael.
Earnachar hefted his mace. “My men are eager for killing!” 
“They’ll have their fill of it within the hour,” said Mazael. 
Or they would perish themselves.
Earnachar grinned. “Good.”

###

“What the devil is that?” demanded Caldarus. “That blue glow?” 
He sat on his horse with the reserve infantry behind the advancing mass of the runedead. It was beneath the dignity of the Grand Master of the Justiciar Order to participate in the fighting himself. The Order itself would act as the Grand Master’s weapons.
Next to him, Sir Commander Hadraine was astonished. “I…their weapons, Grand Master, their weapons have caught fire!” 
Caldarus saw that Hadraine spoke the truth. A blue glow rose from Mazael Cravenlock’s army. Every spear, every sword, every mace in the host now crackled with a halo of azure flame. 
“The witchery of that cursed sword of his,” said Caldarus. “Lucan Mandragon warned us of this.” 
“Perhaps we should withdraw, Grand Master,” said Hadraine. “The runedead will be vulnerable.”
Caldarus gave him an incredulous look. “Withdraw? Of course the runedead are vulnerable! That is their purpose. They are expendable tools in the service of our righteous mission. The runedead will pin the foe in place, both their horsemen and their footmen. And once they do, the knights will circle behind and smash their lines utterly.” The Justiciar knights were the finest heavy cavalry in the world, and they would crush Mazael’s rabble of peasant spearmen and barbarian savages. “Then the lands of the Grim Marches will belong to the Order, and we shall cleanse them of all wickedness.”
He stroked the handle of his black dagger, smiling at the thought. 
“But the runedead…” said Hadraine.
“Are tools to achieve our purpose, and nothing more,” said Caldarus. “But put your mind at ease, Sir Commander. We will lose some runedead…but not as many as you fear, thanks to Caraster and his disciples.”
He turned his horse and rode a short distance to where the burning wizards awaited. Fifty of the vile creatures stood with the reserves, the infantry making sure to keep well away from them. Flames sheathed their charred bodies, crackling and hissing. The runedead that had once been Caraster stood at their head, still clad in his ragged black robes. Unlike the others, his flesh was mostly intact. Apparently Lucan had not burned him to death with the others. 
“Grand Master,” hissed Caraster, the crimson sigil on his pallid forehead pulsing. “You will burn when the new order arises. You and all the other lords and priests shall perish in fire, and no one shall ever be hungry in the new world I will build…”
“Be silent,” said Caldarus. He could not deny the burning wizards were useful, but Caraster never shut up. “At my command, you and your disciples will join your powers and unleash your spells. The lesser runedead will pin the foe in place, and you will rain fire upon their heads.”
“They will burn,” whispered Caraster. 
“Indeed,” said Caldarus, turning to Hadraine and the other officers. “You see? A simple matter of holding the enemy in place, and then using the burning wizards to hammer them until they break. Then the knights can hunt down the shattered remnants of Mazael’s host. Proceed to your commands. Today we shall win a great victory.”
Caldarus rode back to the reserve, Hadraine at his side, while the other officers dispersed to their commands.
The runedead moved towards the enemy like an inexorable tide.

###

Romaria strung her composite bow, the mixture of wood and horn creaking in her fist. A quiver of steel-tipped arrows waited at her belt, and a blue glow rose from the arrowheads within the quiver. Around her, behind the curved shield wall, stood both the militia archers of the Grim Marches and the hunters of the Elderborn. The militia archers wore studded leather, short bows ready in their hands. The Elderborn hunters, tall and lean, wore fur and wool and leather, their great composite bows ready. 
The fear was plain on the militia archers’ faces, while the Elderborn kept themselves cold and aloof. Yet Romaria understood the Elderborn well enough to see the strain in the alien lines of their expression. Some of them were old enough to have fought the undead armies of Old Dracaryl five centuries past and knew the strength of the runedead. 
A drum boomed, followed by the blast of a war horn.
“Release!” shouted the sergeants in charge of the archers.
“Release!” said the captains of the Elderborn.
Romaria fitted an arrow to her string, the tip ablaze with flame, drew back her bow, and released with the others. A storm of blue-burning arrows hurtled into the air, overshooting the heads of the men in the shield wall, and fell like a storm among the advancing runedead. 
Romaria saw some of them fall, pierced by the magic clinging to the arrows.
But not very many, and the runedead continued their steady advance.
Romaria set another arrow to her string.
“Release!” the men shouted, and she loosed another arrow.

###

Molly gripped her sword in her right hand and her dragon’s tooth dagger in her left. 
The blue-burning arrows from the Elderborn and the militiamen stabbed into the runedead, but only a few of the creatures fell. There were simply too many of the damned things. It reminded Molly of a storm she had witnessed as a child, a great wall of storm-churned water crashing into Barellion’s harbor to overturn ships like toys and flood the dockside warehouses.
The runedead were a storm that threatened to wash away the Grim Marches. 
“Hold fast!” shouted Arnulf son of Kaerwulf as he walked through the lines of the shield wall, Sir Hagen Bridgebane at his side. “Hold fast!” The big Tervingi headman carried a massive axe and a round wooden shield, his face grim behind his ragged yellow beard. “Cover the man to your left with your shield, and strike with your spear! Aim for the hearts of the runedead, or the sigils upon their heads! Fight valiantly!” 
Many of the Tervingi began to sing, bellowing one of the battle-hymns of legendary Tervingar. Molly remembered the Tervingi singing before the Battle of Stone Tower, and shuddered with the recollection.
She felt the power of her Demonsouled blood pulsing through her veins, felt the battle rage rising within her. She might wish it otherwise, but she was Demonsouled, a grandchild of the Old Demon. He had tried to turn her into a weapon, and he had succeeded.
But now she was a weapon against him. 
The runedead crashed into the edge of the shield wall.
A shock went through the lines, and many of the men took a few steps backward. Molly saw why Mazael had insisted on forming a curved shield wall. The sheer mass of the runedead forced the lines backwards. If the runedead continued pushing, perhaps the end of the infantry lines could wheel around them and envelop the runedead horde.
Or, more likely, Caldarus simply had enough runedead to roll right over the footmen.
The Tervingi battle-hymn came to a ragged end, replaced with shouts and screams and howls as men fought and died. Spears stabbed and broadswords rose and fell, destroying runedead after runedead. The Tervingi thains and the armsmen of the Grim Marches gave a good account of themselves. Yet there were far too many runedead, and man after man fell as the runedead threw themselves against the shield wall. New men rushed to fill the gaps, yet the runedead pushed the lines backwards. The men were valiant, but they could not stand forever. Sooner or later they would break, and the runedead would have them. 
Molly hoped that her father knew what he was doing. 
In the meantime, she had work to do.
She saw a group of runedead hammering at a line of spearthains, and stepped into the shadows. Darkness swallowed her, and she reappeared behind the runedead. Her sword and dagger danced in a blue blur, and two of the runedead fell to the ground. The runedead turned to face her, and Molly cut down another one. The spearthains yelled and thrust their weapons, destroying almost all of the runedead.
“Lady of the Shadows!” shouted one of the spearthains. “Lady of the Shadows!”
Molly vanished back into the shadows.
It was a tactic she had used against the runedead over and over again. She was an assassin, not a spearthain or a knight, and she preferred to stab her foes in the back. But thanks to the power of her Demonsouled blood, she could travel through the shadows with ease. The fight along the wavering shield wall was a hundred different melees, and Molly jumped from skirmish to skirmish, distracting the runedead long enough for the thains and the armsmen to regain their footing and cut down their foes. 
She blurred through the battlefield, cutting down runedead after runedead, and helped a dozen different groups hold against their foes.
Yet there seemed to be no end to the runedead.

###

“We should charge, hrould,” said Earnachar, watching the fight.
“Not yet,” said Mazael.
The shield wall had engaged the massive bulk of the runedead horde. Mazael had spread his lines far enough to meet the massive wave of the runedead assault, but the men had been stretched thin. Sooner or later the runedead would force their way through the lines. 
“Hrould,” said Earnachar.
“I said not yet,” said Mazael. “If we charge now, the Justiciar knights meet us, and our horsemen will be useless to the footmen. If the runedead try to encircle the footmen, we’ll act. If the knights charge, we’ll act. But if we move now, we waste our advantage.”
“Advantage?” said Earnachar. “What advantage? The advantage of watching our countrymen perish?”
“I fear I see the honorable headman’s point,” said Lord Astor Hawking. “Caldarus needs only wait until his runedead grind through the footmen.”
“He won’t,” said Mazael. “He wants to smash us and start butchering the people of the Grim Marches. He isn’t patient enough. He’s going to bring the burning wizards into the battle. And then we will be able to act.”
“And if he does not?” said Earnachar.
“He will,” said Mazael, forcing a confidence he did not feel.
Because Caldarus’s best choice was to hold the burning wizards back until the runedead ground through the shield wall, and then send both the Justiciar knights and the wizards to destroy Mazael’s knights and horsethains.
If Caldarus did that, the battle was over.
Mazael watched the fighting, his fingers tight around Lion’s hilt.

###

“The battle goes well, Grand Master,” said Hadraine. “The barbarian infantry will not be able to stand for very much longer.”
“Good,” said Caldarus, watching the bloody chaos beyond the lines of his reserves. “Send word to Caraster. The wizards are to use their powers against the infantry at once.”
Hadraine frowned. “Is that wise, Grand Master? The foe has wizards…”
“Aye,” said Caldarus, “their court wizards, feeble old men in black coats. And whatever sorcerous powers that fool of a Guardian commands. Caraster and his creatures will draw out the enemy wizards, and Caraster and his creatures will destroy them. Then the burning wizards can turn their power against the foe. Better to destroy Mazael’s wizards now, before he can use them in some cunning trick.” 
Hadraine nodded, and gave the order.

###

Gerald sat atop his horse and watched the fighting, his sword flickering with blue fire. 
Mazael had taken command of the horsemen on the northern wing of the shield wall, and Gerald of the southern wing, a mixed force of knights, mounted armsmen, defected Justiciars, and exiled knights from Knightreach. Across the battlefield he saw the southern wing of the Justiciar knights, thousands of horsemen in gleaming steel armor, their lances like a field of razors. 
“We must strike soon,” said Sir Commander Aidan, watching the fight. “If we don’t act, the runedead are going to break through the shield wall.”
“I know,” said Gerald. 
He kept a calm face before his men, but his heart hammered against his ribs. They were outnumbered, massively outnumbered, and could not hold against so many runedead at once. Unless Mazael did something dramatic, soon…
A pulse of fiery light rose from the Justiciar reserves, and a heartbeat later a fireball fell out of the sky and exploded into the shield wall. A hundred men died at once, the flesh burned from their bones, and a hundred more fell wounded, screaming as the flames chewed at their flesh. 
Adalar Greatheart cursed. “Caraster and his disciples.” 
Gerald nodded. He had seen Caraster and his wizards use similar tactics during the war in Mastaria. Caraster’s disciples had been masters of fire magic, and they had retained their skill even in their undead state. Fighting one of the burning runedead had been bad enough. 
But fifty of them at once would have the power to burn entire armies.
Gerald hoped that Riothamus, the wizards, and the druids were up to the task.

###

“Now!” shouted Riothamus.
He stood with the assembled wizards of the Grim Marches and the druids of the Elderborn. Timothy had taken command of the wizards, simply by virtue of having survived the most battles, while the druids followed Ardanna’s orders without question. The wizards and druids began casting spells, lending their power to Riothamus. 
He slammed the staff of the Guardian against the ground, golden light flooding through the sigils as the borrowed power of the wizards and druids flowed through him. Riothamus swept the staff in an arc, and a thick blanket of white mist appeared over the heads of the shield wall, hardening into a layer of ice an instant before another fireball fell out of the sky.
The sheet of ice shattered into a thousand glittering fragments, and Riothamus thrust the staff. The power of his will flung the shards forward, hurtling them into the runedead with enough force to tear dozens of the creatures to shredded chunks of meat. 
“Hurry!” said Riothamus. “The enemy will respond quickly. Go!”
He ran to where the skythains waited with their griffins.

###

“Ah,” said Caldarus. “You see? The enemy wizards revealed themselves, just as I expected.”
Hadraine frowned. “The ice was a…fearsome spell, Grand Master. They are strong.”
“No matter,” said Caldarus, riding to rejoin Caraster and the runedead wizards. “Mazael has gathered all his wizards in one place. Now it will be a simple matter for Caraster to kill them.” He reined up. “Caraster. Destroy the wizards of the foe.”
“They will burn,” Caraster said, lifting his hands. Magical fire blazed around his fingers…and then Caraster’s slack features tightened into a puzzled frown. 
“What are you waiting for?” said Caldarus. “Destroy them!”
“They are no longer gathered in one place,” said Caraster.
Caldarus scowled and saw the griffins rise from the enemy host.

###

Riothamus settled into the saddle behind Toric. The lean skythain adjusted the reins with easy confidence, his manner unconcerned. Riothamus had been on a griffin’s back several times, both before and after becoming Guardian, and he still had not gotten used to flight.
“Ready, Guardian?” said Toric.
“I still prefer my own feet,” said Riothamus.
Toric laughed. “Some of us were born to fly, Guardian.”
Nearby, Timothy coughed on the back on his own griffin. “I fear I am not one of them.”
“Nor I,” said Ardanna, the druid scowling at both her skythain and griffin.
“Go,” said Riothamus.
Toric gave the reins a gentle tug, and the griffin leapt into the air, its massive white-feathered wings unfolding. Two hundred griffins and skythains rose from behind the shield wall, carrying the wizards and druids. The wind of their passage tugged at Riothamus’s hair, and he tightened his grip on the Guardian’s staff. 
The griffins soared above the melee, and Riothamus glimpsed a flicker of darkness as Molly moved through the battle. He felt a stab of guilt and fear. He wanted to be at her side, to defend her from any danger, even though he knew she was probably one of the more dangerous combatants on the battlefield.
But Riothamus had his own task, and if he did succeed, Caldarus and the runedead would destroy the Grim Marches. 
The griffins flew on.

###

Caldarus glared at the sky. “What the devil are they doing?”
He had dismissed griffins as mythical before coming to the Grim Marches. One day’s march across the plains had proven him wrong. Apparently the Tervingi tamed the beasts, and scouts flying upon griffins had shadowed the Justiciars’ every step. Not that it had troubled Caldarus. With so many runedead at his command, it hardly seemed necessary to conceal his movements.
“The wizards,” said Caraster, his dead eyes looking up. “The enemy wizards fly upon their backs.”
“That is troubling, Grand Master,” said Hadraine. “If the wizards work their arts, they can rain spells of destruction upon us from the air.”
That was a disturbing thought.
“No matter,” said Caldarus. “The griffins are staying in formation. Caraster, blast them out of the sky.” He smiled. “Perhaps some of our more valiant knights shall receive griffin talons as trophies of our victory.”
Caraster and his burning disciples began casting spells in unison.

###

Riothamus felt the surge of power, saw the sudden flare of fiery light as the burning wizards summoned magic.
“Toric!” he shouted. “Now!”
Toric lifted a war horn to his lips and blew a blast, loud enough to carry even over the wind.
And as he did, the skythains broke formation, scattering in all directions. Toric’s griffin performed a wingover and dove to the north, the beast plummeting in a terrifying drop. Through his vertigo Riothamus saw the griffins perform a variety of maneuvers, some diving, some circling away, some soaring higher. The movements looked chaotic, even desperate, but Riothamus saw skill behind them. The skythains knew what they were doing.
A heartbeat later a huge fireball erupted from the burning wizards and stabbed upwards. The blast caught two of the griffins, reducing the beasts, their skythains, and the black-coated wizards upon their backs to ashes. But most of the griffins eluded the blast, still wheeling and spinning over the Justiciar host.
“Toric,” said Riothamus. “The second signal!”
Toric blew a series of blasts on his horn, and the druids and wizards began casting spells. 

###

“Idiot! What are you waiting for?” said Caldarus. “Destroy them now!”
Caraster looked back and forth, the hellish light in his eyes brightening. “I…cannot. There are too many of them and they are flying in too many directions. We cannot strike them all at once.”
“Then blast them down one by one, idiot,” said Caldarus, glancing at the melee. The runedead continued to push the footmen back step by step. Victory was all but certain…unless those damned wizards caused a problem.
“As you wish,” said Caraster. “I…”
“Grand Master!” shouted Hadraine. “Look out!”
Caldarus looked up, saw dozens of multicolored lights flaring overhead. 
The wizards were casting spells.
All of them.
No sooner had the realization struck him than he saw something white and shining fall from the sky, glittering at the sunlight. A shard of ice, similar to the one the enemy wizards had flung at the runedead.
It was heading straight for him. 
Caldarus cursed and threw himself from the saddle an instant before the icy shard ripped Caraster in half. 

###

“There,” said Mazael.
Explosions and shards of ice appeared in the midst of the Justiciar knights and footmen as the griffins circled overhead, the wizards and the druids unleashing their powers. Bursts of flame erupted from the burning wizards, but the griffins were moving too fast. Mazael had commanded the druids and wizards to target and distract the burning wizards…but they were also to target the Justiciar sergeants, preceptors, and commanders. The Guardian of the Tervingi could not take human life, but the other wizards had no such limitations.
And an enemy without leaders quickly became a disorganized mob. 
“Now?” said Earnachar. 
“Yes,” said Mazael, pointing Lion. “Sir Aulus! Sound the charge!”
Aulus nodded, and the thin knight lifted his war horn and blew a long blast.

###

Gerald watched the griffins wheel and the wizards unleash their spells, fascinated by the horror and beauty of the sight. He had seen magic wielded in war, more often than he cared to remember. 
But he still could not tear his eyes from the spectacle.
Then he heard the sound of a war horn ringing over the battle.
“Lord Gerald!” said Adalar. “The charge!”
Gerald nodded. “We must keep the Justiciar knights on the southern wing engaged. Remember that, and make sure your men know it! We must keep the knights from circling behind the footmen.” Whatever plan Mazael had in mind, they had to keep the Justiciar knights from getting behind the footmen. 
Though how Mazael planned to deal with the ninety thousand runedead threatening to grind the infantry away, Gerald had no idea. 
“Today!” said Gerald. “My friends, we have been driven from our homes, seen our kin murdered, and watched as our lords have been corrupted by the dark magic of a vile necromancer. No more! Today we take the first step to reclaiming our homes, to driving out the evil that has infested our lands!”
His men cheered, Aidan’s standardbearers sounded the charge, and Gerald put spurs to his horse. His wing of cavalry surged into motion, their hooves tearing at the ground. They galloped past the shield wall and the huge horde of runedead. Gerald felt a stab of concern. He did not know how much longer the shield wall could hold in the face of such pressure, and when the runedead broke through, they would turn and attack the horsemen from behind…
Then they rode past the melee, and Gerald had no further time for worry.
The wing of Justiciar horsemen wheeled, trying to get into formation even as fire exploded and shards of ice ripped through their ranks. Mazael had set the wizards to target the Justiciar officers, and Gerald saw the resultant chaos spreading through the enemy. 
Despite the fighting, Gerald could not help but smile at his friend’s cleverness. 
He hoped Mazael had a plan for dealing with the runedead.
Gerald tucked his lance under his arm and braced himself for the impact.

###

Earnachar bellowed a battle cry, calling upon his men to fight gloriously in the name of mighty Tervingar. The horsethains whooped and raised their weapons, while the knights and armsmen lowered their lances in grim silence. 
Mazael set himself in Gauntlet’s saddle, shield ready on his left arm, lance ready in his right hand. The Justiciar knights formed themselves into a line, raising their shields and dropping their lances, but it was too late. Mazael’s men smashed into the enemy, the deafening sound of clanging steel and tearing flesh and shattering bone drowning out all other noises. 
His lance slammed into a Justiciar knight’s cuirass with enough force to punch through the steel plate and sink into the flesh beneath. The knight flew backwards out of his saddle and disappeared beneath the stamping hooves of his comrades’ horses. Mazael’s next blow caught a Justiciar alongside the helmet. The knight staggered in his saddle, almost lost his balance, and one of the horsethains struck him across the face with an axe. Gauntlet slowed, losing his momentum as the bands of warring horsemen pressed against each other. Mazael drove his lance at another Justiciar, catching the man in the gap below his cuirass. The point sank home and the Justiciar toppled from his saddle, wrenching the lance from Mazael’s hand. 
He drew Lion, the sword bursting into fresh azure flame. Gauntlet crashed into the horse of a Justiciar, biting and stamping his hooves. The Justiciar fought to keep his balance, raising his mace for a blow. Mazael whipped Lion around in a backhanded swing, his Demonsouled rage and strength driving his arm, and the strike took off the Justiciar’s head. The headless corpse toppled from the saddle, blood spurting from the stump of its neck. 
The Justiciar knights shied away from the corona of blue fire crackling around Lion’s blade. They were mortal men, untouched by dark magic, and the fire could not hurt them – but they didn’t know that. Mazael drove at them, the Demonsouled fury making him stronger and faster. The sky burned over him as the wizards unleashed their powers, and men screamed and fought and died around him, and he laughed as he slew, blood splashing across the golden scales of his armor as the dark joy of battle filled him. His foes landed minor blows on him, but he ignored the pain, the tainted magic of his blood repairing the wounds.  
He was Demonsouled, and he would drive these foes from his land or he would die in the attempt. 

###

“Reserves!” screamed Caldarus, grabbing Hadraine by the shoulder.
Chaos ruled around them, the wizards circling overhead on their griffins. Blasts of ice and bolts of blue-white lightning had wiped out thirty more burning wizards before the damned runedead had finally managed to work wards. 
“Grand Master, we must withdraw!” said Hadraine. “Those wizards will whittle us down bit by bit until…”
“No!” said Caldarus. “If we withdraw now, their cavalry will pursue. Their wizards’ powers are not infinite. Sooner or later they will exhaust their strength, and we still have many runedead to spare. Split the reserve footmen in two and send them to aid the knights on our wings. We will put the horsemen of the Grim Marches to flight, and then our knights can circle around the shield wall and take their infantry from behind.”
“But Grand Master…” began Hadraine.
Caldarus backhanded him across the face, and blood sprayed from Hadraine’s jaw. “I am the Grand Master of the Justiciar Order and you will obey me! Go!”
Hadraine bowed and stalked away.
Caldarus glared at him, hand wrapped tight about the hilt of his black dagger. Mazael Cravenlock would pay for his stupid little tricks. Yes, he had inflicted heavier losses than Caldarus had expected, but not nearly enough to destroy the runedead horde. 
The greater strength of Caldarus’s army would win out, and then he would cleanse the Grim Marches of evil.
How he looked forward to it!

###

Molly slashed the forehead of a runedead, her dagger’s blade destroying its crimson sigil, blurred into the shadows, reappeared behind another runedead, and stabbed the creature in the back. The blue flame sheathing her sword pulsed, and the undead sagged to the ground. 
She stepped back into the shadows, reappearing a dozen yards away. 
No longer did she need to pick out individual melees. The runedead attacked the entire shield wall, the sheer mass of their attack forcing the curved line wall flat. Endless flights of blue-blazing arrows hissed overhead, raining into the runedead, and Molly could not remember how many of the creatures she had destroyed. 
And still more came.
Molly struck and struck, her arms aching, her lungs burning.

###

“To the river!” said Riothamus, Toric’s griffin weaving and dodging over the battlefield. “Quickly!”
All around him raged a battle larger than any Riothamus had ever seen, the lords of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi nation fighting against the Justiciar Order and the runedead. The griffins wheeled in their mad dance over the battle, exchanging spells with the burning wizards below. It seemed as if the entire world had filled with fire and ice and blood. 
“If we get too close, the burning wizards will blast us from the sky!” said Toric, urging his griffin to turn. 
“I will deal with the burning wizards,” said Riothamus. “Go!”
Toric gave a resigned shrug. “All men must die, no?”
He tugged at the griffin’s reins, and the beast shrieked a battle cry of its own and headed for the Justiciar reserves behind the runedead.
And for the surviving runedead wizards.
Riothamus felt the surge of power as several of the burning wizards targeted them.
He raised his staff, its sigils pulsing with golden fire. A globe of golden light appeared, encasing Riothamus, Toric, and the griffin. An instant later several blasts of flame leapt from the burning wizards and hammered against the globe. The ward flickered and shuddered, rippling like a soap bubble, but held against the assault. 
Then it was Riothamus’s turn.
He dropped the ward, drawing upon the full might of the staff. The Guardian of the Tervingi was a protector and a counselor, not a warrior, and could not use his power to harm or kill living men.
But the burning wizards had already died. 
Riothamus gestured, and blue-white lightning fell out of the cloudless sky to hammer against the runedead wizards’ wards. Another bolt, and another, and his magic tore through the defensive spells to destroy three of the creatures, sending their burning bones tumbling in all directions. 
Then Toric’s griffin soared over their heads, and the burning wizards turned their attention to other targets.
“The river,” said Riothamus, “get closer to the river.”
“The river?” said Toric. “Why?”
“Get close enough to touch it,” said Riothamus.
Toric shrugged again, and urged the griffin into a steep dive.
The silver ribbon of the Northwater lay beneath them. The river was not as wide as the Iron River in the old homeland of the Tervingi, nor as deep as the River of Lords that flowed north of Barellion, but it was still wide enough and deep enough to make a crossing difficult. The griffin drew closer, and Riothamus summoned power, the full strength of his own magic and the entire might of the Guardian’s staff. The staff trembled in his hand, white mist swirling around its length.
The griffin dipped low over the river, so low that its talons brushed the water. Riothamus leaned to the side, staff in his right hand, left hand gripping the saddle.
He thrust the tip of the Guardian’s staff into the Northwater and released his spell.
Power erupted from the staff, and a sheet of white mist covered the river as far as Riothamus could see. When it cleared, he saw that the river had gone motionless, glittering in the sunlight.
The Northwater had turned to solid ice. 
“You froze the river?” said Toric as his griffin spiraled back into the sky. 
“Aye,” said Riothamus, slumping. Freezing that much water had once had been exhausting.
“Why?” said Toric.
“To make the river easier to cross,” said Riothamus, gathering his strength for another spell.
“Ah,” said Toric. “Then the hrould intends to give the foe an avenue for escape.” He looked at the battle. “Though I fear we need an avenue of escape, not the foe.”
“No,” said Riothamus, lifting the staff once more. On the western side of the river stood a large inn, a good-sized village standing to the north. The village had numerous barns and pastures large enough to conceal waiting attackers. “No, the hrould intends that none of our foes shall leave the field today.”
He cast the spell. Three bolts of lightning erupted from the sky and slammed into the ground near the inn, the thunder audible even over the chaos of the battle.
Loud enough to serve as a signal.

###

“He did what?” said Caldarus as the last echoes of the thunder faded away.
“The wizard froze the Northwater, Grand Master,” said Hadraine, rubbing his bloody lip. 
“To what possible gain?” said Caldarus. “The fool Mazael thinks to offer us an avenue of retreat? Absurd. The reserves are ready to join the fight against the enemy cavalry?”
“Yes, Grand Master.” Hadraine looked east. “Our knights are holding against their charge for now, but reinforcements will tip the fight in our favor.”
“Then send them in,” said Caldarus. “Finish it.”
He turned, smiling, to watch the defeat of the Grim Marches and the destruction of Mazael Cravenlock.

###

Mazael bellowed and struck down another Justiciar. 
The battle raged around him, horsethains and knights struggling against the Justiciars. Some of the Justiciars had come at him, drawn by his golden armor and the blazing sword in his fist, and Mazael had cut his way through them. Yet the Justiciars showed no signs of wavering. They were veterans, disciplined and skilled, and would not leave the battlefield until their Grand Master ordered it.
A horsethain charged a Justiciar knight, brandishing a mace. The Justiciar caught the blow on his shield, twisted in his saddle, and stabbed with a black dagger that blazed with pale green fire. The glowing blade sank into the horsethain’s side, and the Tervingi warrior screamed. One moment he was a vigorous man of thirty. The next, he looked a hundred years old. The heartbeat after that, dust and bones fell from his saddle, his panicked horse fleeing into the chaos. 
Mazael put spurs to Gauntlet’s side, and the big horse slammed into the Justiciar’s steed. The Justiciar snarled and slashed with his dagger, and Mazael beat aside the attack with Lion’s blade. A slash, and he took off the knight’s dagger hand at the wrist. 
He looked around for another foe to fight and saw none.
The Justiciar knights had pulled back, and for a wild moment Mazael thought they had been driven off. But they had merely fallen back to regroup for another charge. He glimpsed footmen marching behind them, and realized that Caldarus had thrown his reserves into the fray. That was not good – the Justiciar infantry was as tough and disciplined as the Justiciar knights themselves, and together they could drive back Mazael’s horsemen. 
And then the Justiciars could circle around the runedead and strike the overextended shield wall.
“Reform!” shouted Mazael, rejoining Sir Aulus and Earnachar. “Sound for reform!” 
“My lord!” said Lord Astor, his surcoat and armored splattered with blood. “I fear we are overextended. Better to…”
In the distance, on the western bank of the Northwater, lightning flashed three times.

###

“We must pull back!” shouted Aidan Tormaud, his shield a mass of bright scars, his armor dented and scratched. “If the Justiciar knights and footmen work in concert, we will be overmatched.”
“I agree, Lord Gerald,” said old Agravain Rainier, his face tired and strained beneath his white mustache. “If we fall back to the shield wall, at least we can keep the knights from circling behind the footmen.”
“I also concur,” said Adalar Greatheart. “If the Justiciars break the shield wall from behind, the battle is over.”
Gerald shook his head, his arms throbbing, his head aching from a blow that had clipped his helmet. “The runedead are going to break the shield wall anyway. We need to position ourselves to respond.”
For he could see no way to victory, no way to break the runedead horde. The shield wall, the wizards, and the cavalry had inflicted grievous losses upon the runedead. Yet Caldarus and the Justiciars had plenty more to spare. Perhaps it would be better to fall back to the castles of the Grim Marches, and force Caldarus to spread his forces and commit to multiple sieges. 
Yet abandoning the field now would mean the slaughter of both the footmen and the Elderborn. 
“Very well,” said Gerald at last. “Fall back behind the shield wall. We will try to screen the flanks of the footmen and to hold…to hold for as long as we can. I will not abandon men who have fought so hard for so…”
Lightning flashed and thunder boomed across the river.
“What the devil was that?” said Aidan.
“I don’t know,” said Gerald. “The fight between the wizards, no doubt.” He shook his head. “We have our own concerns. Prepare…”
The blast of war horns rang over the battle, dozens of them, clear even through the din of fighting.
But coming from the western bank of the river.

###

Mazael stared west.
“I urge you to withdraw behind the shield wall,” said Lord Astor. “The shield wall is going to break, and if we cannot contain the runedead, they will overrun the southern Grim Marches within a week.”
“No,” said Mazael, staring at the river.
“Earnachar son of Balnachar does not show his back to the foe!” said Earnachar. “But it might be better to heed Lord Astor’s counsel.”
“No,” said Mazael. “Reform for another charge.”
“But…” said Astor.
The sound of war horns rang out, carrying over the battle’s cacophony.
Earnachar scowled. “Those horns…they come from the western side of the river! Have the tomb-wights of the Justiciars summoned reinforcements?”
“They have not,” said Mazael. “Those are our men, Earnachar.” He pointed with Lion. “Look!” 
Plumes of dust appeared on the western bank of the river.
And in their midst, Mazael saw hulking brown shapes.

###

“The mammoths,” said Toric. “By Tervingar, the war mammoths! That is why the hrould sent them away!”
Riothamus grinned. “You see why he wanted to keep it a surprise.”
Below, one hundred and fifty-three war mammoths thundered towards the frozen river. Each of the beasts stood at least twenty feet tall, and some of the larger ones reached thirty. Their brown fur hung in shaggy coats, and their long trunks curled as the mammoths trumpeted war cries. Atop each mammoth sat a wooden platform bearing a score of hunters from the Elderborn tribes, their bows ready. The mammoths’ tusks curled towards the ground, and had been set with razor-sharp spikes. Every mammoth also had a chain pulled taut between its tusks, the links studded with gleaming blades.
And every one of the blades crackled with blue fire. 
Riothamus’s spell had reached far enough to touch the steel of their blades. 
The mammoths strode across the Northwater, the frozen river bearing their weight, and lumbered towards the Justiciar host.

###

“Now!” said Mazael. “Sir Aulus, sound the charge! If we don’t break the Justiciars now, we never will! Charge!”
He saw the ripple of surprise go through the Justiciar knights and footmen. Mazael had made sure that they had never seen a Tervingi war mammoth before, and Caldarus had such overwhelming force that he had not bothered to check the village near the inn. 
The village whose capacious barns could serve as a hiding place for the mammoths.
The war mammoths lumbered onto the eastern bank. For all their bulk, they moved quickly, and Mazael saw the panic go through the Justiciar ranks as they realized what was about to happen.
That they were about to face giant beasts they had no idea how to fight. 
Sir Aulus blew the charge on his war horn, and the knights and horsethains surged forward. 

###

“What the devil are those things?” demanded Caldarus.
Hadraine had no answer for him. 
Caldarus had seen an elephant once, an ugly creature brought from the distant lands of the south. But these hulking, furred beasts were to that elephant as a mountain lion was to a kitten. The wooden platforms on their backs bristled with archers, and the barbed chains taut between their great tusks glittered with razor-edged blades, blades that crackled with the same damnable blue fire as the rest of Mazael’s army. 
“Tervingi war mammoths,” said Hadraine at last. “The scouts…the scouts heard rumors…”
“Absurd,” said Caldarus. “These tales of mythical barbarian beasts! I…”
“As mythical as the griffins?” said Hadraine.
Caldarus glared at him. “Recall the reserve! Have them turn to face these mammoths, now!”
“But they’ll be overwhelmed, Grand Master!” said Hadraine. “They…”
“Damn you!” snarled Caldarus. “Turn them around!”
Hadraine started to give the commands, but it was too late. The reserves had already split in two and marched to reinforce the wings of knights. The mammoths thundered forward, and Caldarus realized the ponderous beasts could move much faster than their size suggested. 
They crashed into the reserve, and the bodies of the screaming men did not slow them at all.

###

Molly whirled, ripping both her blades through a runedead. Blood dripped into her eyes from a cut across her eyebrows, and she felt the slow burn as her Demonsouled power healed the wound. Her breath rasped through her throat, and her arms felt as if they had been sheathed in sheets of lead. Yet her Demonsouled rage drove her onward, kept her cutting a swath of destruction through the runedead. 
But she did not know how much longer she could keep this up. 
Then a ripple went through the undead, and for a moment the onslaught around Molly broke up.
She blinked in surprise and saw the mammoth.
The beast stampeded through the runedead. The undead were impervious to steel, but not, it seemed, to getting crushed beneath ten tons of muscle, fat, and fur. Additionally, the bladed chains between its tusks shone with blue flame, and the mammoth mowed down more runedead with every step.
For an absurd moment it reminded Molly of a cook shredding cheese. 
Then she saw another mammoth lumbering through the runedead host, and another, and a smile came over her tired face.
“Father, father,” she murmured. “You are a clever scoundrel, aren’t you?” 
A faint roaring reached her ears, and she realized that the men in the shield wall were cheering, pushing against the runedead with renewed vigor. 
Molly threw herself into the fighting.

###

Gerald’s knights crashed into the southern wing of Justiciar horsemen, striking right and left with their weapons. The Justiciar knights and infantry staggered beneath the impact, the assault pushing them towards the mammoths. And Gerald saw the fear in their eyes, saw the terror as they looked at the unfamiliar creatures.
Arrows hissed from the mammoths’ backs as the Elderborn archers released. Their arrowheads were obsidian, and the Justiciars wore steel armor, but the Elderborn had the uncanny senses of their race. The arrows thudded home in the gaps between armor plates, Justiciar knight after Justiciar knight falling. 
The Justiciars broke. 
The knights turned their mounts and fled, their horses running in panicked fear from the mammoths’ musky scent. The infantry sprinted for the river, throwing down their weapons for greater speed.
A cheer rose up from Gerald’s men.
“Lord Gerald, we must pursue!” said Aidan. “This isn’t over until we find Caldarus!”
“Ride on!” shouted Gerald, raising his sword.

###

“Cowards!” roared Caldarus. “Cowards! Stand and fight! Stand and fight!” 
The armsmen and the knights alike ignored him both, desperately trying to get away from the rampaging mammoths. Dozens of the beasts trampled their way through the runedead host, scattering it and easing the pressure on the shield wall.
Caldarus’s army was falling apart.
How had this happened? The runedead were unstoppable, and the Tervingi nothing more than savages. He must have been betrayed.
“Hadraine!” snarled Caldarus. “Find me a horse!” This wasn’t over. He would command the runedead to withdraw across the Northwater, since the Tervingi wizard had so conveniently frozen it. He could reform his army, gather the loyal men, and use his black dagger to feast upon the lives of the traitors. 
And then he would reduce the Grim Marches to ashes.
Hadraine’s mouth opened and closed, his eyes wide with fear.
“Hadraine!” said Caldarus. “Find…”
Hadraine took a step back, eyes wide, and started running.
Caldarus cursed, turned, and saw the mammoth bearing down on him.
Something hissed, and three arrows sprouted from his flesh, the obsidian points sinking into his neck and hip and right leg. He staggered backwards, blood pouring from his throat, and landed hard upon the ground. 
He tried to stand, reaching for his black dagger. A simple enough matter to find one of his traitorous knights and steal enough life force to heal his wounds.
But his right leg would not work. 
The musky stench of the mammoth filled his nostrils, the beast towering over him.
Caldarus heard himself screaming, the blood gurgling in his throat.
The last thing the Grand Master of the Justiciar Order saw was the bottom of the mammoth’s massive foot descending towards his face.

###

Mazael cut down another fleeing Justiciar armsman, and saw the shock go through the runedead.
In an instant the runedead horde transformed from an army, attacking the shield wall with relentless tenacity, to a thousand separate bands, each moving with its own purpose. Some continued to throw themselves at the shield wall, but the men held the line. Others turned to attack the cavalry, but most turned and began fleeing to the west, only to meet the trampling feet and bladed chains of the war mammoths. 
Caldarus was dead, and the control Lucan had given him over the runedead had broken. Lucan must have instructed the runedead to return to Knightcastle if Caldarus fell in battle.
“Aulus!” shouted Mazael, finding his standardbearer. “Sound the charge. Everyone in the host, everyone still able to carry a weapon and fight. Pursue the runedead. The more of them we destroy now, the fewer we’ll have to fight later.”
Aulus nodded and blew the signal on his war horn. 

###

The runedead facing Molly faltered, and she jumped back a step, wondering what had distracted it. 
Then the creature turned and fled.
They all turned and fled.
Molly stared after them in bewilderment, her tired mind struggling to catch up with her eyes. Everywhere she looked, the runedead broke away from the shield wall and fled, only to run into the path of the mammoths, whose drivers send them stampeding through the undead with glee. 
“Caldarus,” said Molly, realizing. “Caldarus is dead.”
The blast of a war horn rang out, followed by a dozen others taking up the call. It was the signal to charge, to run down the fleeing enemy.
Molly grinned and strode forward as the men of the shield wall charged with a hoarse yell, eager to repay their tormentors.
And trapped between the mammoths and the footmen, the fleeing runedead fell like leaves. 

###

The sun dipped lower to the west, painting the plains the color of blood, and Mazael yanked off his helmet.
Gauntlet stood on the eastern bank of the Northwater, chunks of ice floating past. All around him lay the shattered wreck of the Justiciar host. Runedead beyond count carpeted the plains, their bodies withering into dust. Slain Justiciar knights and armsmen and their horses lay everywhere, the blood soaking into the soil, either killed in the rout or trampled beneath the mammoths. Mazael’s army stood scattered in a score of groups across the river’s bank, their charge exhausted. They had cut down runedead after runedead and slain Justiciar after Justiciar, the enemy trapped between the footmen and the mammoths. Some had fled across the river, others falling beneath the cracking ice to drown. 
Not many of his foes had escaped across the Northwater. 
Mazael looked over the battlefield. His plan had been a tremendous gamble…but it had worked.
The carnage was a horrifying sight.
Yet some part of him still found it beautiful.
Mazael shook his head, pushed aside his dark musings, and rode away from the bank. His exhaustion could wait, and there was much work to be done. He had to reform his army and prepare for the march west. He bade Aulus to raise his banner, and waited for the lords and knights to arrive.
They came, one by one, picking their way over the dead.
“A great victory, hrould,” said Earnachar, his eyes shining with a wild light. “A great victory. Worthy of even mighty Tervingar himself.”
“The Tervingi fought valiantly,” said Mazael.
Later Gerald arrived with Romaria, the lords of Knightreach following. 
“Gods, Mazael,” said Gerald. “It worked.”
“It was a gamble,” said Mazael.
“And it paid off,” said Gerald. “I confess…I did not see how we could prevail against such a host. But we were victorious. It is like Tumblestone and the Dominiars all over again.”
“Amalric didn’t have ninety thousand runedead with him,” said Mazael.
“You broke the Dominiar Order,” said Sir Commander Aidan, wiping dried blood from his forehead, “and now the Justiciar Order. I wonder what songs they’ll make of that.”
“I shudder to think,” said Mazael.
“A great victory,” said Earnachar again.
“Aye,” said Gerald. “But Caldarus and the runedead were only tools. This isn’t over until we deal with Lucan and my father.”
“No,” said Mazael. “It isn’t.”
He looked to the west, towards his true enemy.
Towards the Old Demon.







Chapter 22 - Urdmoloch

Night fell, and Mazael walked alone with Romaria along the banks of the Northwater.
He had given most of his army the night and all of the next day to use as they pleased. His men had endured a hard march and a brutal battle, and they needed rest, more rest than he could spare for them. 
There was also a tremendous quantity of loot. The Justiciar remnants had abandoned their baggage train, and both the Justiciar knights and the armsmen had carried the finest armor and weapons. The lords and the headmen had gathered the spoils, distributing them to the men who had displayed valor in the fighting.
At dawn on the second morning, Mazael intended to march for Knightreach.
“It was a great victory,” said Romaria. “Few men could have led an outnumbered army to triumph against a foe like the runedead.”
Mazael smiled. “It was a great gamble. But if we sat back and let Caldarus besiege us, then we would have lost anyway. If Caldarus had been a little smarter, if he had arrayed his scouts more intelligently, we would have lost…but if we had done nothing, we would have perished anyway.” 
Bonfires blazed here and there as men set up camp…but the crackle of the flames could not drown out the cries of the wounded. Wounded men littered the field, both Justiciar and Tervingi and men of the Grim Marches. Men with long daggers prowled the plains, giving the mortally wounded the gift of mercy, and taking those who might live to the tents of the wizards and the priests. 
“So many dead,” said Mazael, voice quiet, “by my hand. Or by my doing.”
Romaria frowned. “Will you blame yourself for it again? Lucan raised the runedead, not you, and Caldarus brought the runedead to the Grim Marches.”
“No,” said Mazael. “No, I will not blame myself. You are right. Caldarus brought the runedead to the Grim Marches. Lucan raised the runedead…but he did at the bidding of the Old Demon, even if he knew it not. I blamed myself for the Great Rising, but all this…all this is my father’s doing.” He shook his head. “Even if I had heeded you and Molly and slain Lucan, some other disaster would have come. My father would have found another puppet to work his will. Or he would have stepped back into the shadows to plot another evil.” He looked at the dead. “This is his doing. His quest to become a god. All this blood was poured on the altar of his mad ambition.” 
“I am glad,” said Romaria, “that you understand that.”
“How many times has this happened over the centuries?” said Mazael. “Battles like this, orchestrated by my father? Thousands of men dead and maimed at his doing? How many has he killed? It will end, Romaria. I will make it end. I will find him and stop him, no matter what the cost to myself…”
“No,” said Romaria. 
“Yes,” said Mazael. “I must do this. You heard Morebeth. Molly and I are the last of the Demonsouled, and I bear the sword forged to face the Old Demon. There is no one else to stop him.” 
“I know,” said Romaria, “but I will fight with you until the end.” She took both of his hands. “The Seer prophesied that we would save each other, do you remember? You have saved me twice now…and I will save you, if I can.”
Mazael smiled. “You did save me, when you stopped me from listening to my father.” His smile faded. “And you paid a steep price for that.”
“I did,” said Romaria, “but it was worth it. You would have become the Destroyer, and the Old Demon would have devoured you. Think of all the harm Amalric and Morebeth and Malavost would have wreaked, if you had not been there to stop them.” 
“She is right.”
Mazael turned his head, saw Morebeth standing at the edge of the water, her dark gown rippling in an unseen wind. 
“Morebeth,” said Mazael.
“I did great evil in my folly,” said Morebeth, voice quiet, “and I would have done much worse, had you not slain me in battle.” She looked over the battlefield, and a hint of some strange emotion went over her bloodless face. “This, brother…this is indeed a great victory. I was right to choose you over Amalric. Our father is right to fear you, and he was right to send Caldarus and the runedead to destroy you.” Her lip curled in contempt. “Even if Caldarus proved too much a fool to succeed in his task.”
“What task was that?” said Mazael.
“To delay you,” said Morebeth. “Lucan Mandragon has nearly finished our father’s work in Knightcastle, and he sent Caldarus to delay you, lest you interfere. I think he expected you to fall back and endure a siege, not to sally forth and crush the enemy.”
“What is Lucan doing now?” said Mazael. “Do you know?”
Morebeth shook her head. “Not entirely. My ability to manifest in the mortal world is limited. I know Lucan suffered a grave defeat. I suspect he attacked Greycoast in order to harvest more life force with his black daggers, but he was repulsed.”
“Good,” said Mazael.
“Yet…our father is pleased,” said Morebeth. “Something that happened today pleased him.”  
Mazael frowned. “Did he want us to destroy the runedead?”
“No, I don’t believe so,” said Morebeth. “I think it angered him. Yet…he also seemed pleased.”
“Explain,” said Romaria. “How do you know this? Did he tell you?”
“He doesn’t know I exist in this form,” said Morebeth. “I am bound to Cythraul Urdvul, and can only manifest near Mazael. But our father often comes in spirit to Cythraul Urdvul, to gaze upon the power at its heart.”
“Like a man looking at his trophies,” said Mazael. He had seen the pillar of crimson light pulsing in Cythraul Urdvul’s black heart, the gathered power of the Demonsouled slain over the centuries, the essence of the Old Demon’s children and grandchildren. 
“You understand,” said Morebeth. “I can see him in Cythraul Urdvul when he comes to gaze upon the gathered power. He talks to himself, since he thinks no one can hear him. He was furious that Caldarus had been defeated, that Lucan had been defeated in Greycoast…but he did not care overmuch. Like the defeats were annoyances and nothing more. And he seemed pleased. As if the battles had taken him one step closer to claiming the power.”
“How?” said Mazael. “Do you know how?”
“I do not,” said Morebeth. “I can see into the material world, occasionally, using what you would call the Sight. Knightcastle is shrouded in darkness, and I cannot see it. Though sometimes I can glimpse the future, for spirits are not anchored in time as the living are.”
“And what do you see?” said Romaria. “Has anything changed?” 
“Nothing,” said Morebeth. “In every potential future, I see shadows devouring the world…and I see your death, Mazael. I see your death at the hands of our father.” 
Mazael looked at the corpses strewn across the battlefield. The Old Demon would work worse harm if he was not stopped. The Old Demon would enslave the world if he became a god, and subject it to torment simply for the delight of it.
“Let him try,” said Mazael.

###

“Here,” said Riothamus, pointing with his staff. “There’s another one.” 
Molly grunted. “Looks like…an axe did for him. Right to the back of the head. Idiot shouldn’t have taken off his helmet during the battle.” She flipped the dead Justiciar knight onto his back, the corpse’s plate armor rattling, the stench of drying blood filling Riothamus’s nostrils. “There we go.”
She pulled the black dagger from the dead knight’s belt, careful to keep it in its sheath, and dropped it into a satchel. 
“How many more of these damned things?” said Molly. “I want to sleep for a week.”
“No more than seven or eight,” said Riothamus, adjusting his own satchel. “I think most of the knights with black daggers escaped over the river before it thawed. They all had horses. Those who lost their horses,” he gestured at the dead men around them, “ended up here.”
“Remind me again why we have to do this?”
“Because,” said Riothamus, reaching for the Sight. He saw a node of darkness a dozen yards away, a slender thread rising to the west. “I don’t want any of the men to pick up one of these things by accident. Stolen life force is…addictive. Look what happened to Lord Malden and Caldarus.”
“You and your damned conscience,” said Molly, but she grinned as she said it. “It’s not the first time you’ve cheated me out of a night’s sleep.” 
“Soon,” said Riothamus, walking to the corpse with the dagger. The man had been crushed, probably beneath a mammoth’s foot. Yet Riothamus recognized what remained of the man’s elaborate armor. 
“What is it?” said Molly.
“That’s Caldarus.”
Molly grinned. “Caldarus? You mean Caldarus got crushed by a mammoth?” She laughed. “I can imagine the battle-hymn your kinsmen will make out of that.”
“And I’m sure Earnachar will sing it while drunk,” said Riothamus. He took a deep breath and poked at the mess. The squishing noise made his stomach clench. “There.” He pushed aside a piece of twisted steel, and lifted Caldarus’s sheathed black dagger from the gore. 
“What are we going to do with them?” said Molly.
Riothamus turned over the sheathed dagger. “Destroy them.”
She frowned. “Lucan said the Glamdaigyr couldn’t be destroyed. Though I suppose he might have lied about that, too.”
“He didn’t,” said Riothamus. “But these daggers are not the Glamdaigyr. It will take some effort to destroy them, but I…”
He paused. Within the dagger, the dark magic pulsed and writhed beneath his Sight, like the tentacle of some strange beast.
“Riothamus?” said Molly. “What is it?”
“I don’t know,” said Riothamus. “I…”
The full power of his Sight flared to life in response to the dagger’s necromantic power, and Riothamus felt a vision fall upon him.
His Sight blurred to the west, as it had when he had used Romaria’s Sight. Again he flew over forests and mountains, over hills and villages. The vision surged through him like a wild river, a torrent of rushing water, and Riothamus struggled to control it. 
The blurring images slowed, and Riothamus beheld a hillside overlooking a forested valley. The scene looked peaceful enough, and after a moment Riothamus realized it was somewhere in northern Knightreach, not far from the border with Greycoast. 
He turned, intending to direct his Sight towards Knightcastle, and froze.
Far to the south, he saw a massive pillar of darkness rising into the sky. Green flames flickered and danced at the pillar’s edges, and more pulsed within the pillar’s depths. 
Knightcastle. The pillar was coming from Knightcastle. And even from this distance, Riothamus felt the tremendous magical power gathered there. 
“A remarkable sight, is it not?”
Riothamus turned, and saw a gaunt figure in a black robe standing a few feet away. 
The Urdmoloch. 
“Lost?” said the Old Demon. “You should be careful with the Sight, boy.” He stepped closer. “Sometimes you look at something…and it can look back at you.” He grinned. “It can look all the way into you.”
Riothamus lifted the Guardian’s staff. “You can only harm me if I first attack you, and I have not yet attacked you.”
The red light in the ancient creature’s eyes brightened. “You attacked me when I confronted your liege lord’s troublesome wife.”
“Incorrect,” said Riothamus. “I disrupted the flow of magical power you used to attack her. That does not constitute an attack.”
For a moment the Old Demon said nothing, and then his thin lips twitched into a smile. “Clever. I see why Molly likes you. She always liked clever men, my granddaughter. I suppose she’ll pick another clever one, once you are dead. Perhaps I’ll choose one for her.”
“I’m sure Nicholas Tormaud was clever,” said Riothamus, “before you had Corvad kill him. And Molly knows you for what you are.”
“Really, the girl ought to be grateful,” said the Old Demon with a hint of asperity. “If she had let Corvad transform her into a Malrag Queen, she would have lived for centuries. Of course, I doubt she would have enjoyed the experience.” 
“You call me clever?” said Riothamus. “I stand insulted. You could not sell water to a man on fire.” 
The Old Demon grinned. “Indeed? There’s no challenge to it. To sell water to a man drowning…now that is a pleasure.”
Riothamus hesitated. The Old Demon could not harm him unless Riothamus attacked first. And he doubted that the Old Demon had summoned him. The Sight had brought him here, not the Urdmoloch. Mazael had told him that sometimes the Old Demon simply liked to talk, no doubt enjoying the sound of his own voice.
Perhaps Riothamus could learn something useful. 
“A challenge?” said Riothamus. “Is that why you’re here? To take vengeance for the defeat at the Northwater?”
“You sought me out,” said the Old Demon. “Your Sight found me. Annoying, really. As was Caldarus losing all those runedead at the Northwater.” He sighed. “It’s so hard to find useful tools.”
“We defeated you at the Northwater,” said Riothamus, “and we will defeat you at Knightcastle.”
“Me?” said the Old Demon. “I was nowhere near the Northwater.” He grinned, his teeth like twisted fangs. “And it was inconvenient…but not terribly so. All those Justiciars you killed, all those black daggers you’ve harvested from the field? The Justiciar used them before you slew them. They killed and killed with those daggers…and they harvested life energies.”
“And you are going to use those energies to open the way to Cythraul Urdvul,” said Riothamus.
“Obviously,” said Old Demon. “It took you that long to figure it out? With a Guardian like you, the Tervingi are indeed doomed.”
“Though I am curious,” said Riothamus, “how you plan to reach Cythraul Urdvul, given that it is impossible to enter the spirit world in the flesh.”
“Oh, not impossible,” said the Old Demon, “if one has the right tools. The right doorway, as it were.” He laughed. “I know what you’re doing, you know.”
“Indeed?” said Riothamus.
“You’re talking,” said the Old Demon, “in hopes of getting the doddering old man to reveal his secrets. To let slip something he shouldn’t, yes? That’s not a very good idea.”
“Why not?” said Riothamus.
The ancient demon’s grin widened. “Why, because Aegidia tried the very same thing when she found me. And nine months later she gave birth to Ragnachar…and Ragnachar almost destroyed the Tervingi nation.” He took a step closer. “It makes me wonder…how can I use you to harm the Tervingi?”
Riothamus took a step back despite himself. “You cannot harm me unless I first attack you.”
“Bother. Why should I harm you at all? Do you know why I am telling you this? Why I am being so very honest with you?” He laughed again. “You cannot stop me.” He stepped to Riothamus’s side and pointed at the column of darkness rising from Knightcastle. “Use your Sight. Look upon the power that Lucan has gathered for me. Do it. Do it now. I won’t stop you. I want you to see this.”
Riothamus focused his Sight upon the darkness.
A series of images flashed through his mind.
Corpses, tens of thousands of corpses, lying below the walls of Knightcastle, pillars of green flame erupting from the ground.
Mazael Cravenlock lying dead upon a floor of black marble, Molly motionless at his side. 
A shaft of blood-colored fire erupting from Knightcastle itself, the great castle crumbling into ruin, and then…and then…
A horror beyond imagination rose from the bloody fire.
Riothamus heard himself screaming.
“You see?” whispered the Old Demon. “I have seen it, too. Every choice, every option, every single decision you make leads to that future. You cannot stop it. The world is mine.” His laughter echoed in Riothamus’s ears. “Now and forever.”
The vision shattered around him.
“Riothamus! Damn it, Riothamus!”
Riothamus blinked, clearing his eyes, and found himself back on the battlefield, Molly shaking his shoulders.
“Riothamus!” she said, a hint of fear on her face.
“I’m here,” he said. “I’m here. The dagger…it trigged the Sight.  I had a vision.”
“Of what?” said Molly.
“The Urdmoloch.”
Her expression hardened. “What did he say?”
“The usual threats and nonsense,” said Riothamus. 
Yet it had still left him shaken.
His Sight had not lied to him when it showed him the coming catastrophe. But he was still Guardian of the Tervingi, and he would not despair, not while he still had life left.
Even if the Old Demon’s victory seemed inevitable.
And yet…
“I cannot shake the feeling,” said Riothamus, “that he told me something important. Something he did not intend to share.”
“What?” said Molly.
“I don’t know,” said Riothamus.

###

Two sunrises later, Mazael gave the command, and the army broke camp and marched west to face Lord Malden and Lucan Mandragon, to put an end at last to the author of the Great Rising and the ravages of the runedead. 
Or so most men in the army thought.
But Mazael knew in his bones that his father awaited him at Knightcastle.
And at long last, they would settle things between them.
His hand clenched around Lion’s hilt as he rode.







Chapter 23 - The Last Throw

The creature that some men called the Old Demon stood upon the hillside, gazing into the forested valley. 
He shook his head in annoyance. Riothamus was a capable foe, and the Old Demon could not corrupt him the way he had corrupted, however briefly, the previous Guardian. But the Old Demon had dealt with dozens of Guardians over the centuries. He had faced the great wizards of the High Elderborn, the wizards who had created the very staff Riothamus carried.
They were all dead now.
The Old Demon was not. 
He strolled along the hillside, seeking. Once he claimed the power in Cythraul Urdvul, he would be invincible, the demon god of old reborn, and able to act in the mortal world without restriction.
Without any restrictions at all.
The mortal world, and all its inhabitants, would belong to him…and how he would make them howl!
His smile faded a bit. 
His victory was inevitable, yes, but it would still be wise to take…precautions.
Caldarus had failed. His invasion of the Grim Marches had slowed Mazael, but only by a few days. The army of the Grim Marches would now be marching on Knightcastle. That army was no threat to the Old Demon. 
But Lion and the staff of the Guardian…yes, those were threats. 
And Skalatan, too, was a threat. Perhaps even more dangerous than Lion and the Guardian’s staff, for those weapons were in the hands of Mazael and Riothamus, and Mazael and Riothamus were children. Skalatan was eight hundred years old. A child compared to the Old Demon, true, but nonetheless wise enough to prove a threat. 
A pity Lucan had not slaughtered the population of Barellion. That would have provided enough power to activate the Door of Souls. More than enough power, actually. Even the little bit harvested by the doomed Justiciars had almost activated the Door. 
The Old Demon needed only a little more. 
And he knew just how to get it.
The Old Demon kept walking, his head craning back and forth, and then he stopped.
“Ah,” he said. “There you are.”
He strode into the shadows. Darkness swallowed the world, and he reappeared on a rocky slope a few miles away.
Lucan Mandragon lay facedown on the ground, the Glamdaigyr near his outstretched right hand. 
He was dead.
Of course, he had been dead for some time now.
The Old Demon kicked Lucan onto his back.
“Up, now,” said the Old Demon. “No rest for the wicked. And certainly not for you.” 
Half-healed burns covered Lucan’s face and arms. The Old Demon probed the necromantic enchantments upon Lucan. The spells that maintained Lucan’s undead state were still functional, but they had been badly weakened. 
“Dragon fire,” he mused. “Clever.”  Skalatan was indeed dangerous. The Old Demon had thought all the drachweisyrs destroyed long ago. 
Lucan’s spells were rebuilding themselves, but too slowly for the Old Demon’s liking. He summoned magic, and fed more power into the spells. Lucan shuddered, and the burns began to shrink.
“That’s better,” said the Old Demon. “You’re almost used up, aren’t you? No matter. I have a little more work for you. Just a little more work…and then you can burn with the rest.”
He stooped, gripped Lucan’s hair, and whispered a few sentences into his ear. Then he let straightened up and stepped away.
His eyes fell upon the Glamdaigyr. It had been such a long time since he had seen that sword. Randur Maendrag had carried it away into Morvyrkrad to work the Great Rising, so certain that he was about to become a god, so proud of the knowledge he had stolen from the great and terrible Old Demon in order to work the spell.
Knowledge that the Old Demon had permitted him to steal. 
He felt the sword’s bottomless hunger as he stared at it.
“Soon,” said the Old Demon. “Very soon now, your purpose will be fulfilled.”
And the world would be his.
The Old Demon strode into the shadows, leaving Lucan to his work.

###

Dark visions drifted through Lucan Mandragon’s mind. 
The cold, unchanging mask of his father’s face, never smiling, always weighing, judging, calculating, considering how best to make Lucan into a tool of his rule. 
Toraine’s endless cruelty.
The lessons of Marstan, the necromancer slowly shaping Lucan into a vessel for his power. 
Marstan shrieking as the shades dragged him into the spirit world.
Toraine’s scream as Lucan drove the Glamdaigyr through his chest.
The screams of the men outside Barellion as the dragon fire devoured them.
And Tyamen’s shocked silence as the shard of the Wraithaldr drove through her heart…
Lucan’s eyes shot open, and he sat up.
Sunlight filled his eyes, the wind rustling in his ears. For a moment he could not remember what had happened, or how he had come to this quiet hillside. He stood, surprised that he felt no pain, or anything at all…
His eyes fell on a black sword lying upon the ground, its pommel carved in the shape of a dragon’s skull, sigils of green flame burning upon its blade.
The Glamdaigyr.
The memories came rushing back. The Great Rising and the destruction of Swordgrim. Caraster and the runedead. Lord Malden and the army.
And Skalatan and the dragon. 
Lucan stood motionless for a moment, trying to regain his bearings.
Things had not gone according to plan. 
How had the attack upon Barellion fallen apart so badly? He had been certain, so certain, that Lord Malden’s runedead would take the city and supply him with the necessary harvest of life force. Indeed, the city had been on the verge of falling when the dragon had appeared…
“Skalatan,” said Lucan. 
He had underestimated the San-keth archpriest. And he had also made a grievous mistake by trying to use the Glamdaigyr to absorb and redirect the dragon fire. The sword had worked perfectly, absorbing the dragon fire’s magic and transferring it to Lucan. Unfortunately, that magic had almost incinerated him from the inside out. The Glamdaigyr would absorb any magic it touched…including, it appeared, magic harmful to its bearer. 
A design flaw. 
Randur Maendrag had not been so clever after all. Though given that he had failed to work the Great Rising and had become a revenant, perhaps that truth should have been apparent to Lucan.
A finger of ice touched his mind.
He, too, had failed to work the Great Rising and become a revenant. 
Terrible doubt filled him.
Had he made a mistake? His plan had seemed so simple. Work the Great Rising and destroy the Demonsouled. Instead Tymaen had been killed, and Lucan had been transformed into a revenant. He had intended to destroy Barellion and harvest the necessary life force to enter Cythraul Urdvul, but instead Skalatan had defeated him and almost destroyed him. 
He had made so many mistakes.
So many people had died.
Lucan stared at the Glamdaigyr.
So many people had died…and save for Tymaen, their deaths did not trouble him at all. 
Again he felt that terrible doubt, that strange image of the ruined black city and the dragon dancing through his mind…
“No,” growled Lucan.
He dared not turn back now. Too many people had paid too much. If Lucan abandoned his mission now, all those sacrifices would have been in vain. 
The responsibility of ridding the world of the Demonsouled, of destroying their power once and for all, belonged to him.
And with that certainty, fresh plans rose in his mind, almost as if some outside force had put them there.
Yes, Lord Malden had been defeated and was likely dead. But that was irrelevant. The Door of Souls still waited below Knightcastle. It would not need much more stolen life energy, and there were other ways to gather the necessary power. And for all he knew, Caldarus had been victorious, his knights rampaging across the Grim Marches. They would gather the power Lucan needed in short order.
And if not, there was another way…
Lucan picked up the Glamdaigyr, the black sword’s hilt familiar in his hand, and worked a spell. The sword vanished, shunted partway into the spirit world, waiting for him to summon it once more. Another spell, and a curtain of gray mist rose up. Lucan waved his hand, parting the mist to reveal the pathway wending through the spirit world.
He entered the path, and the runeshadows attacked him at once. Dozens of them, the sigils within their chests flaring as they approached, their voices hissing with rage and pain.
But this time Lucan was ready for them.
He gestured, and a shell of snarling green flame appeared around him. The creatures flung themselves at him, only to perish at the touch of his fiery armor. Still they came at him, driven by their madness like moths to a flame, and Lucan strode through them unharmed.
“I regret the necessity,” said Lucan, “of what I had to do to you. But it was necessary. And your deaths shall build a new world free of the Demonsouled.”
That hardly mollified the runeshadows, but Lucan strode through them untouched, his magic keeping them at bay.

###

A few hours later he stepped out of the spirit world and returned to Knightcastle. 
Both the castle and the town were in a state of panic. 
The gates of Castle Town were shut, crossbow-armed militiamen patrolling the walls. The gates of Knightcastle had likewise been closed, and Lucan saw runedead with sigils of fire upon their foreheads upon the battlements. Between the castle and the town stood a host of runedead, waiting as motionless as statues. Thirty thousand, he guessed. Certainly no more than thirty-five thousand. All that remained, it seemed, of the ninety thousand that had marched into Greycoast with Lord Malden’s host. A group of living men encamped below the walls of Knightcastle, the banners of the House of Roland flying from their tents. Five thousand men, more or less.
All that remained of the armies of Knightreach. 
Malden must have had survived. Else his surviving household knights and minor vassals would have flocked to join Gerald. Or they would have degenerated into petty warlords and left Castle Town as a pile of ashes. 
Even as Lucan considered the matter, he saw a group of about twenty runedead join the others. Odd, that. Had Malden sent them to patrol the countryside? Perhaps he no longer trusted his men to warn him of danger. Defeat had a way of cooling a vassal’s loyalty to his lord.
Then he saw another group, and another, dozens of small bands of runedead making their way to join the main host. Surely Malden would not have sent out such erratic patrols. Unless…
“Ah,” said Lucan, as the realization came to him.
Caldarus had been defeated. 
Lucan had commanded the Grand Master’s runedead to return to Knightcastle for further instructions if Caldarus died. And since the Grand Master was not the sort of man to lead his soldiers from the front, Lucan guessed that he had been defeated and killed. 
Lucan had not entirely expected that Caldarus would defeat Mazael, and he would not miss the man. Yet it presented a problem. Lucan had not anticipated that Caldarus would meet defeat so quickly. And now Mazael was likely on his way to Knightcastle with an army. 
Just as Skalatan and the Aegonar would be marching from the north. Lucan wondered if Skalatan had burned Barellion to the ground, or if he had convinced the lords of Greycoast to join him as allies. It was the sort of thing the old serpent would do, but it hardly mattered. With or without the armies of Greycoast, powerful foes were coming to Knightcastle. 
And they might just set aside their differences long enough to fight him. Skalatan and Mazael, at least, knew what he intended, and the rest of the world saw him as a monster of myth, the dark wizard behind the Great Rising. He had become the sort of man that would transform mortal enemies into allies.
Why did that not trouble him?
Lucan pushed aside the thought and strode towards Knightcastle. His enemies were irrelevant, as were the nagging doubts. One thing mattered – opening the Door of Souls, entering Cythraul Urdvul, and destroying the power of the Demonsouled.

###

A short time later Lucan stood in the ancient vault below Knightcastle, examining the Door of Souls.
He was so close. 
The Door of Souls was a pointed arch, ten feet wide and thirty tall, and it radiated magical power. The sigils carved into the stone danced with flickering silver light, and from time to time a sheet of pale silver light crackled within the arch. 
It was almost ready. A little more energy, and Lucan could push it open and enter Cythraul Urdvul in the flesh. But he had to act quickly. If he delayed too long, the Door’s power would drain away, like water from a leaky bucket, and he would have to start all over again. 
He needed to pull a great deal of power into the Door quickly.
And as he thought of the armies converging on Knightcastle, he knew just how to do it. 

###

“Get out,” said Malden Roland, turning away.
The squire, a lean boy of about twelve, hesitated. “But, my lord…”
“Out!” roared Malden, his hand falling to his black dagger. He wanted to draw the blade and plunge it into the squire, feasting upon his young life…
The squire backed away, terror on his face.
Malden’s grip loosened on the dagger’s hilt. Gods, was this what he had become? The sort of man who terrified children?
The sort of man who contemplated killing children to extend his own life?
“Go,” said Malden. “Now.”
The boy sprinted from the Hall of Triumphs, leaving Malden alone among the faded trophies collected by his ancestors. 
He slumped into his chair atop the dais, his head in his hands. 
What had gone wrong?
It had all seemed so clear. The runedead had submitted to him as the proper Lord of Knightcastle, once Lucan had slain Caraster. The realm was filled with wickedness and corruption, with San-keth proselytes, with worshippers of the Elderborn gods, with the Demonsouled. Malden would cleanse the realm of evil, would bring it to order and justice. 
But then a dragon had destroyed his army outside of Barellion.
And now the news that the squire had carried. 
Malden looked up and was not surprised to see Lucan Mandragon standing in the shadows next to the dais. Part of him felt relief. Another part of him wanted to draw his sword and cut off Lucan’s head. Lucan had saved his life, had given him renewed youth and vigor. But perhaps it would have been better if Malden had died in his bed. 
His wife and son would still be alive.
And Tobias and Rhea would not have led Knightreach to folly and destruction, as Malden had.
He and Lucan stared at each other for a moment. 
“Word has come from the east,” said Malden at last. “Caldarus is slain.”
“I know,” said Lucan. “I saw the runedead from his host coming to join yours.”
“There won’t be many,” said Malden. “Only a few survivors escaped the battle. Mazael Cravenlock and the Tervingi barbarians almost totally crushed Caldarus’s force. The Justiciar Order has been destroyed.”
“Lord Mazael is a capable commander,” said Lucan, “and the Tervingi are formidable warriors.”
“He also destroyed the Dominiar Order,” said Malden, remembering the dark days of Amalric’s invasion of Knightreach. “He was my most capable knight before he returned to the Grim Marches.” He stared at Lucan. “If he had remained here, I wonder how he would have counseled me, once you arrived and promised eternal life.”
“He would have counseled you,” said Lucan, “to cut off my head. And you would have died of your illness a few days later.” 
“Perhaps,” said Malden, “that would have been for the best.”
“You would give up so easily?” said Lucan, taking a step closer. “When victory is at hand?”
Malden barked a laugh. “Victory? How? Mazael is marching on Knightcastle. Hugh Chalsain’s army is coming south, and apparently the Aegonar are marching with him. They regard the runedead as such a threat that they have put aside their differences to assail Knightcastle. Between the three armies, they’ll have nearly eighty thousand men, maybe as many as ninety. I have thirty thousand runedead left, and barely five thousand armsmen and knights. And that number dwindles as they flee to join Gerald.”
That ought to anger him, he knew, but he understood why they would betray him.
“Victory can yet be yours, my lord Malden,” said Lucan. 
Malden laughed. “How? Through your magic?”
“Yes.”
Malden got to his feet. “Your magic was useless against that dragon. What shall you do if Skalatan summons the beast again?” 
“My tactics against the dragon were…insufficient,” said Lucan.
“Insufficient?” said Malden, his voice rising to a shout. “It destroyed two-thirds of the runedead! It threw such disarray into my lines that Hugh Chalsain drove us from the field.” The rage flooded through him, and he wanted to attack Lucan. “I think your tactics were more than merely insufficient.” 
“Agreed,” said Lucan. “But this time, I have a better plan.”
“What is it?” said Malden.
“We’ll simply kill them all,” said Lucan.
Again Malden laughed. “Such genius! If I only I had thought of that myself.”
Lucan showed no response to the mockery. “Once the armies converge on Knightcastle, they’ll be gathered together in one place. That will make it much easier to kill them.”
“Gods,” said Malden. “You’re serious.” He hesitated. “How will you accomplish this?”
“With your black daggers,” said Lucan. 
“There are only a few hundred of us left with the black daggers,” said Malden. “Do you expect us to stab our foes to death? That might take some time.” 
“Nothing so inefficient,” said Lucan. “There are powerful spells bound upon the daggers, designed to transfer the life force stolen from your victim to your body. Expanding the function of the spells is simply a matter of…volume, as it were.”
“What are you saying?”
“There is a spell upon each of the daggers,” said Lucan, “that if activated, will kill everyone standing within twenty or thirty yards. While keeping the dagger’s wielder safe, of course.” 
“Everyone?” said Malden.
“Every living thing,” said Lucan. “The application should be obvious. Disperse your knights along your battle line, and send them to charge into the foe. Then I shall activate the knights’ daggers.”
“Thousands of the enemy would die at once,” said Malden.
“Indeed,” said Lucan. “Perhaps even Skalatan and his dragon, if they get close enough. The death of so many troops would throw the enemy into disarray. If you flung all your remaining runedead into the fray, you could break the enemy and drive them from your lands.”
“Thousands,” said Malden again.
“Does that trouble you?” said Lucan. “These men are enemies, traitors marching to remove you from your rightful place as Lord of Knightcastle.”
“Yes,” said Malden. “Yes, you’re right.” 
He turned away, haunted by the thought. Thousands of men dead in an instant?
“Why didn’t you tell me of this before?” said Malden. “That the daggers had these capabilities?” 
“There was no need,” said Lucan. “Before, with so many runedead, victory seemed assured. Then we suffered…reverses.”
“Reverses,” said Malden with a bitter laugh. “A good word. Reverses. We have indeed.” 
He rubbed his face. His wife dead, his son dead, and thousands more fighting men would die below the walls of Knightcastle. 
All because he had not died in bed at his appointed hour. 
“This is the only way,” said Lucan, his voice urgent. “If you wish to spurn my help, then spurn it. Face your enemies alone and see what happens. But with my help, my lord, you can still be victorious. You can purge the realm of evil and rule in peace and justice.”
“You promised me that once before,” said Malden. “Now the power of Knightreach is broken and three different armies are marching on Knightcastle. What will happen if I listen to you this time?”
“Will you allow a few reverses to shatter your determination?” said Lucan. 
Malden didn’t know.
He had believed Lucan, trusted in a vision of a realm purged of evil, a realm peaceful beneath his firm hand. But had that been a delusion all along? Something he had believed because it would allow him to remain young and strong for centuries? 
So many had died because he had listened to Lucan…and he might yet lose Knightcastle. Malden no longer believed he could rule the realm. Now he was simply fighting to keep Knightcastle.
Was that enough?
Or should he have died in his bed months ago?
“So be it,” said Malden. “Do what you must.”

###

Lucan strode from the Hall of Triumphs, considering.
He doubted he could control Malden for much longer. The Lord of Knightcastle had been right to say a defeat shook a vassal’s loyalty to his liege lord…and Lucan’s defeat outside of Barellion had broken Malden’s confidence in Lucan. Still, Malden was desperate, and would turn to any source of help. 
But Lucan wondered when Malden would turn on him. 
No matter. Lucan had not been entirely truthful. He had told the truth when he described how the daggers could harvest vast quantities of life force at once.
He had omitted how the resultant explosion would likely blast the bearer of the dagger to smoking chunks. 
Lucan left the High Court to make his preparations. 







Chapter 24 - A Homeland

“Well,” said Montigard, scratching his beard, “another day, and we haven’t killed each other yet.” 
Maurus snorted. “A triumph of diplomacy.”
“You heard the Prince,” said Lord Bryce, pointing with a piece of jerky. “He wishes for peace with the Aegonar until we have dealt with Lucan Mandragon and Lord Malden. Then we shall repay the Aegonar for what they have done.” 
That was not what Hugh wished, not at all. He wanted to turn around, march back into Greycoast, and drive the Aegonar from the strongholds they had seized. He wanted to reunite Greycoast, return the displaced peasants to their lands, and let his lands know peace and prosperity. 
Instead, he had to march alongside Ryntald and his army.
“Yes,” said Hugh at last. “Yes, that is what I wish.” 
He sat with his vassals in his tent, his camp chair creaking beneath him. A table filled the tent, holding the meagre fare of their dinner. While on the march, even the lords and knights did not eat well. A few his of vassals had grumbled about their new alliance with the Aegonar, but none had disobeyed. The fate of Karlam Ganelon had put some fear into them. 
At least for now.
That, Hugh amended, and the dragon that had destroyed the runedead host. Fighting the Aegonar was one thing, but no sane man wanted to face Skalatan’s pet dragon. 
“We should reach Knightcastle itself in another six days,” said Bryce, “unless Malden sends a force to intercept us.”
“I doubt it,” said Hugh. “Too many of his runedead burned below the Outer Wall, and we scattered his knights and armsmen. He’ll pull everything back to defend Knightcastle. I suspect we are in for a siege.”
“The prisoners claimed that Grand Master Caldarus and the entirety of the Justiciar Order marched to the Grim Marches with ninety thousand runedead,” said Maurus. “Malden likely hopes that Caldarus will return with his runedead to lift the siege.”
“That was my thought,” said Hugh.
Montigard shrugged. “Perhaps we can have the serpent priest summon his dragon.” 
“I’ll be sure to ask him,” said Hugh, “the next time that…”
Every man in the tent stood, reaching for their weapons.
A calibah stood in the entrance to the tent. The changeling looked like a lean, unremarkable Aegonar man, red-haired and clad in dark leather armor. An unremarkable Aegonar…save for his yellow, black-slit eyes, similar to the eyes of a San-keth serpent priest.
“Nizius,” said Hugh, and the lords and vassals relaxed. Somewhat.
The calibah offered a courtly bow. “My lord Prince. I hope this evening finds you well?”
“I’ve never been better,” said Hugh. “Why, I find that all this fresh air and exercise agrees with me.”
Nizius straightened up with a chuckle. “As do I, my lord Prince. The High King extends his compliments to you, and requests the honor of your presence.”
“The Prince of Barellion and the liege lord of Greycoast,” said Lord Bryce, “does not come at the beck and call of an invading warlord.”
“Certainly not, my lord Bryce,” said Nizius with smooth aplomb. “Rulers ought to treat each other with respect. The High King invites the Prince to meet with him at a point precisely between our two camps.”
“Alone?” said Hugh. 
“You may bring one companion with you, if you wish,” said Nizius.
Hugh thought it over. His first impulse was to bring Maurus, in case Skalatan or Korvager or one of the other seidjar attempted a spell. But Ryntald hated Korvager and the other seidjar. And if Skalatan wanted to speak with Hugh, he would do it without the bother of ceremony. Lord Bryce, perhaps? Bryce was his most loyal supporter…but Hugh could not show him too much favoritism. 
“Sir Philip,” said Hugh. “Accompany me.”
Montigard heaved himself to his feet with a sigh. “As you wish, lord Prince.” 
Nizius bowed again and led them from the tent. They walked through the camp, past the armsmen sharpening weapons and cleaning armor. All of them bowed as Hugh passed, and all of them shot murderous glares at the calibah, some reaching for their weapons. Nizius remained unconcerned by the attention, his demeanor relaxed. Hugh suspected that was a pose, and wondered how many weapons the calibah had hidden about his person.
Though with the poisoned fangs in his mouth, perhaps Nizius did not deed to rely on anything as mundane as a hidden dagger. 
They walked past the sentries and left the camp. Ahead Hugh saw the fires of the Aegonar camp, and heard the distant rumble of voices as the seidjar chanted praise to Sepharivaim. The seidjar liked to sacrifice victims to their serpent god on a regular basis, though Hugh had refused to cooperate unless they stopped the practice.
But once they defeated Lucan, he suspected the seidjar would resume their butchery.
Assuming they managed to defeat Lucan. 
Two figures awaited nearby, halfway between the camps. Hugh saw Ryntald in his scale armor, his face grim and forbidding beneath the close-cropped red beard. An Aegonar warrior waited at his side, an axe at his belt and a wooden shield on his back. 
“The Prince of Barellion, High King,” said Nizius with a bow, and then melted into the darkness.
Hugh and Ryntald stared at each other in silence. The serpent-shaped diadem of red gold glinted upon Ryntald’s brow, and Hugh felt the weight of his own diadem. 
“I trust,” said Ryntald, “that you are well?”
“The calibah,” said Hugh. 
“What about them?”
“It is disconcerting,” said Hugh, “how quietly they can move.”
A smile appeared for a moment on Ryntald’s face. “Indeed. Among the Aegonar, one does not displease the Heralds of Sepharivaim. For the Heralds never show anger, not openly. Instead the calibah arrange for a little accident, and all men marvel how those who displease the Heralds seem to die in such peculiar mishaps.” 
“So it is safe to assume they are spying on us?” said Hugh.
“Of course they are,” said Ryntald. “And even if they were not, the seidjars have their own spies, and the Great Herald can observe whatever he wishes.” He shrugged. “And what of that? I wish to serve Sepharivaim.”
“Though you cannot be pleased,” said Hugh, “to have the likes of Korvager spying upon you.”
“Korvager is zealous in his devotion,” said Ryntald. “But even the servants of Sepharivaim may disagree on how best to serve him.” 
“Truly,” said Hugh. “I assume that is why you are here? A…disagreement on how best to serve the serpent god?”
“Those of us who serve Sepharivaim and the Great Herald are of one purpose, of course,” said Ryntald. “We must defeat Lucan Mandragon and prevent himself from unleashing a horror upon the world. But after, though, after…there is some disagreement about what comes after.”
Hugh shrugged. “From what I’ve heard from your people, it seems that Sepharivaim shall reign over the world with the Aegonar has his chosen people.” 
“So the Herald says,” said Ryntald. “And I do not doubt him. But the Herald is San-keth, his mind and his thoughts alien to the mind and thoughts of men. Sepharivaim will rule the earth…but I suspect he will leave details such as governance to his servants.”
“Ah,” said Hugh, understanding. “And if we are victorious, if we do indeed stop Lucan from whatever he intends…you are making plans for the aftermath.” 
“You understand,” said Ryntald. “Korvager would have us fall upon you the moment Lucan is defeated, and destroy your army below the walls of Knightcastle. Some of my earls wish for us to march north as soon as Lucan is defeated and seize Barellion ere you can pursue us.” He snorted. “And a few of my bolder earls would have us destroy you, seize Knightcastle, and add all of Knightreach to our lands.”
“Then why don’t you follow their counsel?” said Hugh.
Ryntald shook his head. “Korvager is overbold. He believes our triumph inevitable. But a warrior never relies upon a victory until it has been won.”
“Wise words,” said Hugh. 
“Additionally, Korvager and the earls overlook one other factor,” said Ryntald. “Our armies and the runedead will not be the only forces upon the field outside Knightcastle.” 
“Mazael Cravenlock,” said Hugh. “He is coming for Knightcastle.”
“If he is victorious,” said Ryntald. “Perhaps the Justiciar Order will triumph. If it does, we need fear tens of thousands of additional runedead returning to Knightreach. If they catch us while we are fighting each one another, that would be disastrous.” 
“Why not just ask Skalatan to use his dragon to burn them to ashes?” said Hugh.
Ryntald grimaced. “The Great Herald says his dragon was…injured in the fighting, and needs time to rest before returning to the mortal world. Additionally, the Great Herald caught Lucan Mandragon unprepared. The necromancer will have prepared defenses this time. But I do not think we will face more runedead. I suspect Mazael Cravenlock will be victorious, and will come to make war upon us. Before you reclaimed your father’s throne, he put terror into the warriors who held northeastern Barellion. Had you not been so intent upon Malaric, I believe Mazael could have driven us out of northern Greycoast, and our host would have been trapped between the River of Lords and the city.”
“One more crime to lay at Malaric’s feet,” said Hugh, “that he lost half of Greycoast to the Aegonar.”
“He was not your equal as a commander,” said Ryntald. “But I will speak plainly. If he had not murdered your father and brothers, if he had not lost the great battle at Castle Bridge, we would not have conquered as much land as we did. Your father might have been able to keep us bottled up near Castle Stormsea, perhaps even driven us into the sea entirely.” 
“And you fear that happening now?” said Hugh.
Ryntald shrugged. “Do not all rulers fear defeat?”
“You have been speaking in hints and riddles, Ryntald,” said Hugh. “When I was your prisoner, you asked me for simple answers. Well, it’s time to return the favor. What do you want?”
“A truce,” said Ryntald. “After the battle, if we are victorious against Lucan Mandragon. We shall allow you to return to Barellion in peace…and in exchange you will allow us to return to northern Greycoast in peace.”
Hugh scowled. “You expect me to simply surrender half my lands?”
Ryntald laughed. “Certainly not. In fact, I expect you to spend the rest of your life fighting us…however long that happens to be. But we already hold half of your lands, Prince of Barellion.”
“So I noticed,” said Hugh.
“You could spurn my offer,” said Ryntald. “The Great Herald commanded that we fight by your side, and we are obedient servants of Sepharivaim. But after, my lord Prince, after…who can say what will happen?” His eyes glinted in his hard face. “You are only one man, and you have no heir as yet. If you were to fall immediately after the battle…to a calibah’s blade, perhaps…your vassals would turn on each other. Then it would be so easy for us to conquer all of Greycoast.”
“Or,” said Hugh, “I could ask Mazael’s aid, and the combined armies of the Grim Marches and Greycoast will utterly destroy the Aegonar.”
“Or the Justiciar runedead could return and sweep both of us from the field,” said Ryntald. “All of these things could come to pass. Or we could allow each other to return home in peace to rest before renewing our conflicts.” He leaned forward. “I suspect you need a time of peace, Prince of Barellion. Your armies are bloodied, your people hungry, your lands ravaged. Unceasing war is to no one’s advantage.”
“So that’s what this is about,” said Hugh. “You want to return to Greycoast and recover. Your warriors are as exhausted as mine.”
Ryntald stared at him for a moment, and then shrugged. “It is useless to conceal an obvious truth. The Aegonar are hardly exhausted…but, yes, we are weakened. Our homeland is harsh, and parts of it are ruled by the Dark Elderborn and worse things. The Great Herald’s call found many willing volunteers due to our devotion to Sepharivaim, but the chance of finding a new homeland was an additional lure.”
“Then you want a homeland,” said Hugh. “Like Mazael’s Tervingi vassals.” 
“Indeed,” said Ryntald. “So, Prince of Barellion. What say you?”
Hugh considered. If Mazael arrived at Knightcastle with the assembled armies of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi, together they could crush the Aegonar and reclaim Greycoast. But that assumed they defeated Lucan. For that matter, Caldarus might well defeat Mazael and arrive with another horde of runedead. If the Aegonar and the lords of Greycoast were fighting each other when the runedead arrived, it would be utterly disastrous. 
And Hugh’s men needed a respite. The lords of Greycoast had held together, so far, save for Karlam Ganelon. But the strains of war had stretched the bonds. And Hugh had survived the Skulls’ assassination attempt, but he was not sure he could elude the knives of Skalatan’s calibah. If Ryntald had him assassinated in the aftermath of the battle, Greycoast would fall apart, and the Aegonar could conquer the remaining lords one by one. 
Once again, it seemed that he had little choice. 
But what if Skalatan was victorious? Hugh had only been able to divine a little of the San-keth archpriest’s plan, but it seemed Skalatan intended to loose Sepharivaim into the mortal world once more. That would be a disaster as dire as whatever Lucan planned, worse than the Great Rising. 
But whatever Lucan planned was likely worse than whatever Skalatan intended…and once again, Hugh found himself left with no choice. 
“Very well,” said Hugh. “You shall have your truce.”
A hint of relief passed over Ryntald’s face. “Your wisdom does you credit,” said Ryntald. “I…”
“It does,” said a hissing voice. “As does yours, High King of the Aegonar.”
Hugh whirled as a figure cloaked in ragged gray robes stepped from the shadows, green light flaring around its skeletal hands. Hugh saw a flicker of surprise cross Ryntald’s expression. The High King had been trying to make this deal behind the archpriest’s back. 
“Great Herald,” said Ryntald. “You knew of this meeting?”
“Of course,” said Skalatan, and Hugh glimpsed the yellow eyes in the depths of the cowl.
“And you approve?” said Ryntald. “Korvager would have us pursue endless war.”
Skalatan hissed. “Korvager is overeager. He fails to see that war is simply a tool, useful for some tasks, and ill-suited for others. Should our plans go awry, it is wise to prepare for contingencies.” His head rotated to look at Hugh. “My divinations have uncovered news that should interest you both. Mazael Cravenlock has been victorious.”
“He has?” said Hugh with sudden hope.
“The Justiciar Order has been destroyed and Caldarus slain,” said Skalatan. “Of the ninety thousand runedead that marched to the Grim Marches, perhaps ten thousand will return to reinforce Lord Malden.”
“Gods,” said Hugh, his mind racing. “That changes things.” That meant Lord Malden would have only thirty or forty thousand runedead left to defend Knightcastle. A large number, but with wizard’s oil and the dark spells of the seidjar, Hugh’s men could face them. Of course, Lucan would throw his magical might into the fray. But Skalatan could counter that, and once Mazael arrived with Lion’s fire and the power of the Guardian …
“We have to coordinate with Lord Mazael,” said Hugh. “If we try to defeat Lucan and Malden on our own, they could destroy us in detail.”
“I agree,” said Ryntald. “The necromancer and his runedead are a dangerous foe, and we dare not underestimate him.” 
“I will send word to him at once,” said Hugh. “The fastest messenger can ride for…”
“No need,” said Skalatan. “I possess more efficient means of communication.” 







Chapter 25 - The Opening of the Way

“There are more of them, my lord,” said Adalar Greatheart.
Gerald nodded. “Lead the way.”
He left his tent, the dawn throwing a long shadow before him. Around him the camp woke to prepare for another day’s march. They had passed Tristgard yesterday, entering into Knightreach proper. No foes, living or dead, had arrived to stop them, and within a few days they would reach Knightcastle itself. 
And then Gerald would have to face his father.
He pushed aside the thought for now. 
They came to the edge of the camp, where militia horse archers patrolled. Beyond them Gerald saw the low, rocky hills of eastern Knightreach, their slopes mantled in boulders, moss, and small trees. Lord Tancred’s castle of Stillwater stood a few miles away, and Tancred had already sent to his castle for fresh supplies and levies of men. Stillwater had greeted its lord with joyous relief, the surrounding villages declaring for Gerald in short order.
He only hoped that taking Knightcastle would be as easy.
But he knew it would not.
He spotted Lord Agravain Rainier standing near a ragged group of seventy armsmen in the colors of Tumblestone. Their leader was a knight in chain mail, his hair cut at an odd angle. Moving closer, Gerald saw that the knight’s hair hadn’t been cut oddly.
It had been burned away. 
His eyebrows were missing, too, and his face was bright red. 
“Why should we accept you now, Sir Rocard?” said Agravain. “You turned your back on me when Lord Gerald confronted Lord Malden for his crimes. You did nothing as we were sentenced to death. And now you come and wish to join our host?”
“Aye, my lord, I do,” said Rocard. “I should have stood with you. You and Lord Gerald were right. Lord Malden had gone too far. But I wanted those damned runedead to serve the Lord of Knightcastle. And then…”
“And then Lord Malden suffered a defeat,” said Agravain.  
“A grievous defeat,” said Rocard. “The dragon burned most of the runedead to ashes. No great loss. But then the Prince of Barellion struck us. I doubt one man in three escaped back to Knightcastle. We fled to the southeast, and when we heard rumor of your coming, we hastened to join you.”
“Why?” said Agravain. 
Rocard sighed. “Lord Malden is finished, that is plain.” He hesitated. “And…I should not have sided with him. The runedead were monstrous, but I hoped they could bring us victory.”
“I am not certain,” said Agravain, “that…”
“At least,” said Gerald, stepping forward, “you did not take any of those black daggers.”
“No, my lord,” said Rocard, his eyes going wide as he bowed. “My mother said wizards only bring misfortune.”
“Wise counsel,” said Gerald. “And if you will swear to me as the liege lord of Knightreach, and vow to fight with me against my father and Lucan Mandragon, then you will be welcome here. Lucan turned my father into a puppet, and is using his magic to work something terrible within the walls of Knightcastle. It is the duty of all men of good will to unite and stop him.” 
“We will follow you, my lord,” said Rocard, “if you’ll have us.”
“I will,” said Gerald, and he led them through the oath of fealty and allegiance. “Go speak with Sir Hagen Bridgebane, Lord Mazael Cravenlock’s armsmaster. He’ll find you a place in the march. We will break camp soon, so I suggest you hurry.”
Rocard bowed, and led his men into the camp.
“You are more merciful, my lord,” said Agravain, “than I would be in your position.”
“Mercy is a virtue,” said Gerald, “but it is also necessary. We need every man we can find for the battle to come.” Given the dark magic that Lucan could unleash, it might have been kinder to send Rocard and his men away. “If we win, Agravain, if we win…the task of rebuilding Knightreach will fall to us.” 
“We can begin by punishing the wicked,” said Agravain.
“No. None of that,” said Gerald. “That was the first step Caldarus and my father took on the path Lucan laid out for them. We must start anew. I will offer amnesty to anyone who will join me. Even the bearers of the black daggers, if they throw down their weapons and vow never to use them again. We shall have a new beginning. Knightreach must be strong and united again.”
And to achieve that unity, Gerald would have to kill his father.
His hand closed into a fist. Why had this burden fallen to him? He was the youngest of Lord Malden’s five sons, and he had never expected to become the new Lord of Knightcastle. But his brothers were dead, and Gerald was the only one left. 
He sighed.
Yes, the burden had fallen to him…and he would not shirk from it. 
The sound of Tervingi war horns echoed over the camp, and Gerald turned, reaching for his sword. But the thains were sounding the signal to break camp and resume their westward march. 
“Come, my lords,” he said to Adalar and Agravain. “We are one day closer to ending this. Let us rejoin our men.”
He strode into the camp, the others following. 

###

“Some of my skythains have returned,” said Toric, walking alongside Mazael’s horse. Earnachar’s horsethains fought from horseback, but the skythains refused to have anything to do with horses, claiming that true warriors rode griffins into battle. There had been more than one brawl on the topic. “They have spied out Knightcastle.”
“What did they find?” said Mazael.
The army stretched along the road, hills rising on either side. Knightreach’s narrow valleys made ideal terrain for ambushes, but the skythains circling overhead would spot any attackers. Assuming the enemy bothered with any ambushes. The road had been deserted of armed men and runedead, and the villages and castles had quickly sworn to Gerald’s cause. 
Given that the Justiciars had passed this way, using any excuse to kill with their black daggers, Mazael was not surprised. 
“There are about forty thousand runedead outside the castle,” said Toric. “Perhaps another five to ten thousand scattered along the road.”
“Those would be the ones that escaped us at the Northwater,” said Mazael. “And the rest, I suspect, would be the runedead that eluded the dragon at Barellion. If that is what really happened.”
“It would seem to be, hrould,” said Toric with a shrug. “My men have spoken with several deserters. All of them claimed that a dragon attacked at Barellion.”
“A dragon,” muttered Mazael. There had not been a dragon seen west of the Great Mountains in centuries. Lucan had the Banurdem, and with it he could command dragons. 
So why had the dragon attacked his runedead? 
Perhaps he had summoned the beast only to lose control over it. Or Skalatan had summoned the creature and wielded it against the runedead? That seemed more likely. It also seemed likely that Skalatan had then reduced Barellion to ashes, and now marched south with the Aegonar to seize Knightcastle. 
Which meant Mazael had to stop both the Old Demon and Skalatan from reaching the power in Cythraul Urdvul. To stop the Old Demon, Mazael would ally within anyone, even the likes of the San-keth. But he could not let the power of the Demonsouled fall into Skalatan’s possession. The Old Demon would be a tyrant beyond imagination, but Skalatan would be just as tyrannical.
He could let neither one of them claim the power.  
“Hrould?” said Toric, shaking Mazael out of his dark thoughts. 
“Keep your skythains scouting,” said Mazael, “and speak to Sir Tanam. Have him screen our flanks. Lucan is waiting for us, I’m sure…but I don’t want any surprises.” Nor did he want the Aegonar to surprise him. He had fought the serpent-worshippers in Greycoast, and he knew just how dangerous they were.
“It will be as you say, hrould,” said Toric, setting off in the direction of his waiting griffin. 
Mazael turned his horse and rode down the column, exchanging greetings with the lords and headmen. He found Riothamus, Romaria, and Molly riding together near a group of Lord Robert’s armsmen and Arnulf’s swordthains. 
“Well, father?” said Molly. “You look as if you took a bite out of a lemon”
“Toric’s skythains say the runedead are gathering near Knightcastle,” said Mazael, “and they’ve interrogated a few deserters. It seems a dragon destroyed the runedead host outside the walls of Barellion.”
“A dragon?” said Molly. “Where the hell did Skalatan get a dragon?”
“I was wondering that myself,” said Mazael.
Riothamus bowed his head, tapping the fingers of his right hand against the staff. “The Dark Elderborn.”
“The Dark Elderborn?” said Romaria. “With Skalatan?”
“No,” said Riothamus. “Malaric had a relic of the Dark Elderborn, one that let him command the Lady of Blades.” He blinked. “At least until the Lady of Blades destroyed him.”
“Malaric wasn’t the sharpest dagger in the armory,” said Molly. “But what does that have to do with a dragon?”
“The Dark Elderborn had relics that allowed them to command dragons,” said Riothamus. “Their magic is older and stronger than that of Old Dracaryl.”
Mazael nodded in understanding. “Which was why Lucan couldn’t use the Banurdem to command the dragon.”
“I agree,” said Riothamus. “Likely Malaric dug up the relic that commanded the dragon when he found the caethweisyr. Skalatan must have found it and put it to use.” 
“Then it seems certain,” said Mazael, “that Skalatan will reach Knightcastle as soon as we do.”
Molly frowned. “Won’t he get there before us?”
“Not likely,” said Mazael. “It’s a longer march from Tristgard to Knightcastle than it is from Barellion to Knightcastle, but we had a head start.” He wondered what Hugh had done about the Aegonar, if the Prince of Barellion was even still alive, and felt a pang. He had promised to aid Hugh against the Aegonar, but Caldarus and Lucan had delayed him. Still, if Mazael defeated the Aegonar outside of Knightcastle, at least he could avenge the Aegonar invasion of Greycoast. “No, we’ll likely arrive at the same time.”
“Three armies,” said Romaria. “The runedead, the Aegonar, and ours.”
“Aye,” said Mazael. “And the Old Demon, laughing all the while. Three armies, dancing to his strings.” He shook his head. “I wish I knew how he planned to enter Cythraul Urdvul.” 
Molly shrugged. “Some great spell of necromancy, I suspect, something he can manipulate Lucan into casting for him. He did it before with the Great Rising.” 
“Aye,” said Riothamus. “And he did the same when he used Ragnachar to bring the Tervingi to the Grim Marches. He boasted of it when I confronted him through the Sight. Lucan was his tool, his doorway, to reaching Cythraul Urdvul.”
Mazael blinked.
A doorway. A doorway? Why did that sound significant? 
Romaria looked at Riothamus. “Lucan is the key. He made Lucan into his tool, and if we stop Lucan, we stop the Old Demon.”
For a moment, something in her profile reminded Mazael of Ardanna. Romaria had inherited her black hair and blue eyes from Athaelin Greenshield, but there was a hint of Ardanna in the lines of her face. But why should he think about Ardanna now? She was the High Druid of the Elderborn, one of the guardians of the temple atop Mount Tyngais…
The truth struck Mazael like an enemy’s blow.
“Gods,” he whispered. 
The others stared at him. 
“What is it?” said Romaria. 
“Where’s your mother?” said Mazael.
Romaria frowned. “With the druids, towards the rear of the column, I expect.”
“You!” said Mazael, riding over to one of Lord Robert’s armsmen. The man blinked up in surprise. “Go to the Elderborn druids and ask High Druid Ardanna to join me at once. She’ll bite your head off, but she won’t hurt you. Go!”
The armsman bowed and ran down the column. 
“You looked like you ate a lemon,” said Molly, “but now you look as if someone just kicked you.”
“I think I know how he’s going to do it,” said Mazael. “If I’m right…gods, I should have seen it earlier.”
A moment later the flustered-looking armsman returned, the High Druid Ardanna following behind, cold and imperious. Romaria’s face settled into a neutral mask as she regarded her mother.  
“Lord Mazael,” said Ardanna in her musical voice. “What do you wish of me?”
“The Door of Souls,” said Mazael, remembering the struggle with Malavost in the ruined temple atop Mount Tynagis.
Malavost had sought to use the Door to become a god…
Ardanna’s golden eyes blinked in surprise. Whatever she had expected, this was not it. “What of it?”
“Malavost tried to open it,” said Mazael, “to enter the spirit world and claim the power of Sepharivaim for himself. I know his spells damaged it, but could the Door be repaired?”
Ardanna shrugged. “In time. The High Elderborn were artificers without peer. The Door’s spells will regenerate in a short time. A few centuries, perhaps.”
A look of concern came over Riothamus’s face, his hand tightening against the Guardian’s staff. 
“Could a skilled wizard repair it?” said Mazael. 
“With enough power, yes,” said Ardanna. “But that is irrelevant. Lucan Mandragon is at Knightcastle, not Deepforest Keep, and my people still guard the mountain. Even if Lucan intended to abandon Knightcastle to assail Mount Tynagis, he could not reach the mountain without our knowledge.” 
“Unless,” said Mazael, “the High Elderborn made more than one Door of Souls.” 
“Three,” said Riothamus and Ardanna in unison. 
They looked at each other.
“They made three,” said Riothamus. “The memories of past Guardians tell me this.”
Ardanna nodded. “As does the lore of the druids. They made three…”
And then the eyes of the others widened as they understood. 
“Then there’s a Door of Souls at Knightcastle?” said Romaria. 
“The three Doors,” said Mazael. “What happened to them?”
“One was destroyed,” said Riothamus, “in the destruction of the demon god, the father of the Demonsouled.”
“The second was atop Mount Tynagis,” said Ardanna, “and my people guard it to this day.”
“And the third?” said Mazael.
“It was lost,” said Ardanna. “Presumably destroyed.”
“No,” said Mazael, growing more and more certain. “It wasn’t. It’s in Knightcastle.”
“Impossible,” said Ardanna.
“It’s not,” said Mazael. “I lived at Knightcastle for years. I know its history. The original keep was built over the ruins of a citadel of the High Elderborn…”
“Where a Door could have been kept,” said Romaria.
“Gerald told me Old Dracaryl tried to conquer Knightcastle several times, but it was too far away for the high lords to manage it,” said Mazael. “They must have been trying to claim the Door of Souls. Think of what Gerald told us about Lucan. Lucan disguised himself as Ataranur, a High Elderborn prince sleeping beneath the mountains until the hour of Knightcastle’s greatest need. Those legends are as old as Knightcastle itself. A High Elderborn wizard sleeping in the darkness below Knightcastle, in long-forgotten vaults…vaults that might hold a Door of Souls.”
For a moment no one said anything.
“A doorway,” said Riothamus. “That’s what the Urdmoloch told me. He needed the proper tool. A doorway.”
“It would explain,” said Ardanna, “why the Sight cannot behold Knightcastle properly. An active Door of Souls creates tremendous magical turbulence. If Lucan Mandragon is truly opening a Door of Souls…”
“You have more experience with a Door of Souls than anyone else here,” said Mazael, though he suspected Riothamus might have more abstract knowledge from the Guardians’ memories. “And you know how Lucan has been gathering stolen life force with those black daggers. Would that work to reopen a Door of Souls?”
“It would,” said Ardanna, her voice solemn. “Gods of earth and sky, but it would. I fear you are right, Lord Mazael. There is a Door of Souls below Knightcastle, and Lucan will soon open it.”
“Gods,” said Mazael, his hand twitching towards Lion’s hilt. “All this time. Lucan and the Glamdaigyr. The Great Rising and runedead. Caldarus and the black daggers. It was the Old Demon’s plan from the beginning.” He shuddered. “For all those centuries he sired and slew Demonsouled children and sent their power to Cythraul Urdvul. All of it has happened at his design.”
And for a moment dread blacker than anything he had ever known settled upon Mazael Cravenlock. He had led men to victory in battle, had defeated powerful foes…but he was still as nothing next to the Old Demon. The ancient monster’s plots and webs spanned millennia. Nations and empires had danced upon his strings. How many generations of children had the Old Demon raised and devoured? How many kingdoms had he ground into the dust?
“Three thousand years,” murmured Mazael.
“Aye, three thousand years,” said Molly, “and the old devil finally made a mistake. He left you alive. You and I, father. We might be the last of the Demonsouled, but we’re the ones who are going to stop him. We’re the ones who are finally going to bring him to account.” 
“Aye,” said Mazael, though he could not see how.
“That explains why he needed Lucan and the Glamdaigyr,” said Riothamus. “Lucan to gather the power and open the Door of Souls for him.”
“And the Glamdaigyr,” said Romaria, “to claim the power when he enters Cythraul Urdvul.”
“Then we’ll have to defeat Lucan as quickly as possible,” said Mazael, “and kill as many bearers of the black dagger as we can.” He nodded to himself. “That was why Lucan attacked Barellion. Fifty thousand people live within its walls, and he could butcher them quickly and obtain the power he needed. But Skalatan stopped him. So he must not have enough power to open the Door yet.” He blew out a long breath. “We cannot allow Lord Malden’s knights to kill too many of our men with those black daggers. Otherwise we shall do Lucan’s work for him.”
“Easier to just find Lucan and kill him,” said Molly.
“He’s already dead,” said Riothamus.
Molly scowled. “You know what I mean.”
“I do,” said Riothamus, “and it will be challenging. Lucan was a match for me during the Battle of Swordgrim, and he will have grown in power since then. I may not be able to overcome him.”
“You shall have my help,” said Molly.
“And the help of the druids of Deepforest Keep,” said Ardanna, “which I imagine would be rather more effective than the blades of an assassin.”
“Father,” said Molly, ignoring Ardanna, “you ought to be grateful that your wife inherited her charm from her father.” 
“Lion’s fire could destroy a revenant,” said Mazael, cutting off the argument. “It’s just a matter of getting close enough to stop him…”
Riothamus, Romaria, and Ardanna turned their heads in unison, and for a brief moment Mazael wondered if they were going to start fighting. Then he saw that all three wore identical expressions of alarm.
“Mazael!” said Romaria. “The Sight. Something’s coming.”
“A spell,” said Riothamus, raising the staff of the Guardian. “Someone is casting a spell…”
The air rippled before them, and Mazael drew Lion. The nearby armsmen, close enough to see the distortion, shouted and raised their weapons. Then the rippling stopped, and three figures appeared before Mazael.
“Hugh?” said Mazael in surprise.
Hugh Chalsain, Prince of Barellion, stood before Mazael. He wore fine steel plate armor, and looked much the same as Mazael remembered, though there were dark circles below his green eyes. Next to him stood an Aegonar warrior in gilded scale armor, the serpent diadem of the Aegonar upon his red hair. Behind them both stood a gaunt figure draped in ragged gray robes, head concealed in a cowl…
Fury like fire spread through Mazael.
“Skalatan,” he spat, urging Gauntlet forward. “I said I would repay you for…”
“An illusion,” said Riothamus. “They’re not really here.” 
“You will forgive me, I trust,” hissed the archpriest, “for not appearing before you in person. Given your likely reaction.” 
“Lord Mazael,” said Hugh. “It is good to see you again.”
“Prince Hugh,” said Mazael, his mind racing.
“Guardian, Lady Molly,” said Hugh, turning in their directions. “I am glad to see you unharmed.”
“Oh,” said Molly, “it will take more than ninety thousand runedead to kill me.”
Hugh grinned. “Clearly.” He bowed to Romaria. “You are Lady Romaria, I trust? It is good to meet you at last. Mazael crossed the realm, waged war, and threw down both a High King of the Aegonar and a Prince of Barellion to save you…and I’m glad to see he was successful.”
“And it is good to meet you, lord Prince,” said Romaria. “Mazael always spoke highly of you.”
“You’ve allied with the Aegonar,” said Mazael, the pieces falling into place, “haven’t you?”
Hugh grimaced. “I fear I had little choice. Lord Malden came against the walls of Barellion with a great host of runedead, and we could not stand before him. Skalatan offered to come to our aid, and I had to accept. We have put aside our differences until Lucan Mandragon and Lord Malden Roland are defeated. Then we can go back to killing each other.” He gestured at the Aegonar warrior. “This is Ryntald, the High King of the Aegonar.”
Ryntald bowed. “It is an honor to meet you, Mazael Cravenlock.” His voice was quiet and deep. “Your war against us in Greycoast caused us a great deal of trouble.”
“A pity I did not cause more trouble,” said Mazael, “else we would not be having this conversation.”
Ryntald grinned like a wolf showing its teeth. “Indeed not.” 
“Both the army of Greycoast and the host of the Aegonar are marching to Knightreach,” said Hugh. “We decided to contact you, in hopes of launching a combined assault upon Knightcastle.”
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. “But before we go any further, you should know what Lucan truly intends to do.” He looked at the gray-cloaked figure. “And what Skalatan intends to do.”
Skalatan made no response. 
“I would dearly like to know,” said Hugh. “We have suffered much misery since the Great Rising, and I would like to know why such evil as befallen our lands.”
“Lucan Mandragon worked the Great Rising to destroy the Demonsouled,” said Mazael, “every last man, woman, and child who possessed a single drop of Demonsouled blood. Their power gathered in a domain of the spirit world, a place called Cythraul Urdvul. There’s a relic of the High Elderborn called the Door of Souls beneath Knightcastle, and the purpose of the black daggers is to collect enough power to open the Door. Lucan intends to enter Cythraul Urdvul and destroy the power of the Demonsouled. But he is only a puppet. The Old Demon himself will use Lucan to claim the power and transform himself into a god.”
Hugh stared at him in silence.
“You’re serious?” said Hugh.
“Lord Mazael,” said Skalatan, “speaks the truth.” 
“Gods,” said Hugh. “If both of you agree…gods. If Lucan is doing this…I thought the Old Demon was just a story. If he does as you say, it will be the end of the world.”
“Indeed,” said Skalatan. “Which is why we must stop him.”
“You should also know,” said Mazael, “that Skalatan plans to claim the power for himself, and become the new god.”
Hugh looked at Skalatan, while Ryntald merely nodded, as if having a suspicion confirmed.
“Why should I not?” said Skalatan. “If you are wise, you will support me.”
Hugh laughed. “And why should we do that?”
“Someone must claim that power,” said Skalatan. “The Old Demon is consumed by needless cruelty. I would set this world to order, and bring a new era of harmony and peace.”
Ardanna laughed. “A likely story, serpent. Ever has your kind sought to dominate the world.”
“As opposed to your kind,” said Skalatan, “who created the Demonsouled through their folly.” 
“Enough,” said Mazael. “Skalatan is right, at least in this. We cannot allow the Old Demon to become a god.” He leveled a finger at Skalatan. “But neither will I allow you to claim the power. You would be as ruthless a tyrant as the Old Demon.”
“You would not think so,” said Skalatan, “should he become a god.”
“That we must first destroy Lucan and stop the Old Demon,” said Mazael, “we can all agree.”
Ryntald smiled. “Then we kill each other.”
“How far are you from Knightcastle, and how many men do you have?” said Mazael.
“Three days’ march,” said Hugh. “We have twenty thousand men, knights and militia and armsmen. The Aegonar have thirty thousand men, though no cavalry among them.”
“It is indeed interesting,” said Ryntald, “how you heathens have turned beasts of burden into effective instruments of war.” 
“I have thirty-five thousand men with me, assembled from the lords of the Grim Marches and the headmen of the Tervingi nation,” said Mazael. “And it is fully my intent that you should see what beasts of burden can do as instruments of war, High King of the Aegonar.” 
Ryntald offered a thin smile. “I look forward to it, Lord Mazael.”
Mazael doubted it, given that he intended to break the lines of the Aegonar beneath a charge of Tervingi war mammoths. But Skalatan was right. They could not afford to fight among each other in the face of the threat of Lucan and the Old Demon. 
Unfortunately, that played to Skalatan’s advantage.
“Lucan doesn’t have many runedead left,” said Mazael. “Perhaps fifty thousand, once they are all gathered.”
Hugh snorted. “Only fifty thousand?”
Mazael gestured with Lion. “With the help of Lion’s magic, fifty thousand runedead are still formidable…but not as formidable as they would be otherwise.” He scratched his chin with his free hand, thinking. For all that the Aegonar lacked cavalry, they were nonetheless formidable infantry, and their seidjar priests wielded potent destructive magic. “This, then, is what I propose.”
They listened to his plan of battle, and agreed upon it.

###

That night Mazael stood outside his tent, Romaria at his side. The campfires stretched away in all direction, but for the moment they were alone. 
“I’m surprised,” said Romaria, “that they agreed with so little fuss.”
Mazael shrugged. “Skalatan wants to be a god, and the Aegonar want to worship a great damn snake. And that won’t happen unless we first stop Lucan and the Old Demon.”
They stood in silence for a moment.
“Do you think it will work?” said Romaria.
“I don’t know,” said Mazael. “No one can see the outcome of a battle.” He smiled. “Not even those of us with the Sight.”
She laughed.
“Do I think we will defeat the runedead?” said Mazael. “Yes. But they’re not the enemy. Lucan himself isn’t even the true enemy.”
“The Old Demon,” said Romaria, voice soft. 
“Skalatan thinks he can defeat the Old Demon and become a god,” said Mazael. “But I fear he is overconfident. It is the Old Demon we must defeat.”
And if they did not, the world would be his, and all mortals would be his slaves.
“Aye,” said a soft voice.
Mazael turned his head, and saw the spirit of Morebeth standing nearby.
“Why did you not tell me about the Door of Souls?” said Mazael.
“I did not know,” said Morebeth. “I can only manifest in the material world near you. I told you the Old Demon had some means of reaching Cythraul Urdvul hidden in Knightcastle.”
“You were right,” said Mazael. He hesitated. “Your visions. Do you see any future where we prevail?”
Morebeth did not answer for a long time.
“No,” she said at last.







Chapter 26 - And All The Nations Shall March

Lucan strode through Knightcastle’s gates, walking alongside Lord Malden’s horse. 
Malden looked towards the ramparts of Knightcastle’s outer wall, as if expecting cheers, but none came. A few servants stood on the walls, but quickly scurried out of sight at their lord’s approach. Not surprising, given how many of them Malden had murdered in fits of rage. 
A flicker of pain went over Malden’s face, but Lucan hardly cared.
After today, he would no longer need Malden, or Knightcastle, or the runedead.
After today, the Demonsouled would be destroyed. 
They headed for the runedead host, drawn up in battle formation northeast of both Knightcastle and Castle Town, in position to intercept the armies coming from the north and the east. Between the survivors of Barellion and those who had escaped the Grim Marches, Lucan had assembled just under fifty-three thousand runedead. A paltry number compared to those he had once commanded, but they would hold their positions long enough to engage the enemy.
The household knights began to disperse themselves, moving into position along the long line of runedead.
“You seem so confident,” said Malden. Despite his youthful vigor, the Lord of Knightcastle looked tired and haggard. 
“I am,” said Lucan. “This is a great day, my lord. Today you will win your final victory. Today we will cleanse the world of the wicked, and from the ashes we will raise up a new and better world, one free of the tyrannies of the old.”
He stopped talking, realizing that he had said too much, but Malden only shook his head.
“All this with fifty thousand runedead,” said Malden. “It will be quite a sight, I am sure.” 
“You will see with your own eyes, my lord,” said Lucan. “You have the dagger?”
He had thought about triggering the spells upon the black daggers himself, but had decided against it. Both Skalatan and the Guardian of the Tervingi would unleash their full powers against him, and turning his attention away from them, even for the few moments required to activate the daggers, might prove fatal. Instead he had placed the activation spell on Malden’s dagger. When the Lord of Knightcastle used it, every last one of the black daggers would erupt in a wave of deadly energy, slaughtering thousands and sending their life force to the Door of Souls.
Of course, Lord Malden and all his household knights would perish alongside their foes.
But Malden didn’t need to know that.
It was treachery. But it was a necessary betrayal. He had to reach Cythraul Urdvul. If he did not destroy the Demonsouled, they would be free to continue their reign of tyranny, and all the blood shed at Lucan’s hands would have been for nothing. 
Tymaen’s death would be meaningless.
Lucan would not allow that to happen. 
Malden took his place behind the line of runedead, his household knights dispersed throughout the front. At his command, the runedead and the knights would charge the enemy. And at Lucan’s command, Malden would trigger the daggers, harvesting the necessary life force to open the Door of Souls. 
Malden squinted at the sky. “Those damned griffins. They’ve been circling overhead for days. Mazael knows our every move.”
“No matter,” said Lucan. “The only move that will matter is the one that you shall unleash with the black daggers. That will win the battle and usher in a new era for the world.”
That, at least, was true.
“So much death,” said Malden, and again he looked and sounded older than his youthful face. “So much blood, Lucan. Has this truly been worth it?” 
“It will be,” said Lucan, “if we do not waver. If we do not turn back from our purpose.”
“Perhaps it would have been better,” said Malden, shaking his head, “if you had never come to Knightcastle.” 
Lucan glared at him. “If I had never come to Knightcastle, my lord, you would have died in bed, and Caraster would have overrun Knightreach. Your vassals would have been scattered, your armies broken, your people ravaged, your sons slain…”
“My vassals are scattered,” said Malden, “my armies have deserted me, Knightreach has been ravaged by runedead and invading hosts, and my wife and all but one of my sons are slain.” He shook his head. “And all because I was too cowardly to die in my bed at my appointed hour.”
Now was a damnable time for Malden to develop doubts. Still, given the magnitude of the setbacks they had suffered, it was only to be expected. And perhaps Malden had realized that Lucan regarded him as a useful tool and nothing more. 
But he just needed Malden to obey for only a few more hours. 
“My lord,” said Lucan, “we…”
Hooves drummed against the ground, and one of the scouts galloped towards them. 
“Aye?” said Malden.
“My lord,” said the scout, reining up, “my lord, the enemy comes from the north.”
Lucan looked north, and just over the horizon glimpsed the crimson banners of the Aegonar alongside the green and black standards of the House of Chalsain.
It seemed that Skalatan and Prince Hugh had arrived first.

###

Hugh gazed upon the stern stone walls and proud towers of Knightcastle. 
The great castle sat at the foot of the mountains, with three concentric rings of curtain walls rising up the slope. At the top of the castle sat the High Court and the great Hall of Triumphs, an enormous blue and silver banner flying overhead. Knightcastle was vast and old, and every generation of Roland lords had expanded and rebuilt the castle, adding towers and keeps and walls, until it was a fortress without peer in the realm. Barellion was strong, but Knightcastle, held by a determined defender, was all but impregnable. 
“Why the devil is he outside of the walls?” said Hugh. 
Mazael’s skythains had been bringing Hugh reports, and now Hugh saw the truth with his own eyes. Fifty thousand runedead stood in battle formation between Knightcastle and Castle Town, spread into a thin line, bands of living troops scattered here and there. 
“It seems that Lord Mazael’s foresight was correct,” said Ryntald. “The foe has left his walls to face us. Though it seems folly. If the runedead held that castle, it would never fall. They fight with supernatural strength and vigor…and unlike living men, have no need of food and water.” 
“Is not the answer obvious, High King?” said Skalatan, motionless in the gray robes of his carrier. “There are far greater concerns at stake that the outcome of one battle or the fall of one castle. Lucan Mandragon requires more life force to open the Door of Souls, so he sends his puppet Malden Roland forth to collect it. If he acquires enough power, he will flee the battlefield to pass through the Door of Souls, leaving Malden to his fate.” 
“Then let us stop him,” said Hugh, “and ensure that the Door of Souls does not open.”
“Indeed,” said Skalatan.
“This plan has great risks for my men,” said Ryntald. “And for yours as well, Prince of Barellion. I know there are greater things at stake here than the outcome of a single battle, but I nonetheless must look to the welfare of my warriors.”
“Mazael will not betray you,” said Hugh. “He gave his word that he will come.” He shrugged. “He vowed that he would come to the aid of the lords of Greycoast, and he has done so, despite the full might of the Justiciar Order and the runedead.”
“And that is what concerns me,” said Ryntald. “He vowed he would stand with the lords of Greycoast against the Aegonar.”
“He will not,” said Hugh. “Not until Lucan Mandragon is defeated.” 
“If we defeat Lucan,” said Ryntald, “the Aegonar warriors will be scattered across the field. Easy prey for the horsemen and war beasts of the Tervingi.”
“Do not fear, High King,” said Skalatan, “for once I have claimed the power and become the new Sepharivaim, all shall recognize their place in the new order to come. Even Mazael Cravenlock, proud and stubborn as he is.”
“Assuming you are able to take the power,” said Hugh.
He expected Skalatan to rebuke him, but the San-keth remained calm. “If I fail and the Old Demon takes the power, we shall all be his slaves. If we both fail, then both Hugh and Mazael are men of their word, and you can leave the field and return to Greycoast unharmed, High King. In any event, fifty thousand runedead led by a revenant are a formidable foe, and I suggest we cease bickering to face them.”
“Very well,” said Ryntald. 
“High Priest!” said Skalatan. Korvager stepped forward, giving Hugh a sullen glare, the bronze rings piercing his arms glinting despite their patina. “Make sure your seidjar are dispersed throughout our lines. You will need to enspell the weapons of the warriors to fight the runedead. If you are gathered together, Lucan might well wipe you out with a single spell.”  
“Victory shall be ours, Herald of Sepharivaim!” said Korvager with a bow, and then turned to join the other seidjar. 
“I notice,” said Hugh, once the High Priest was out of earshot, “that you haven’t told Korvager and the other seidjar what you really intend.”
“It is unimportant,” said Skalatan. “The truth shall be apparent soon enough. High King, Prince of Barellion, I suggest you begin the attack. Better to take the initiative than to wait for the enemy to claim it.”
“As you say,” said Ryntald, and Hugh went to join his men.

###

“You know what you must do?” said Mazael.
Sir Hagen nodded, standing with Arnulf and several other Tervingi thains. “The footmen will march for the runedead host with all speed.”
“Good,” said Mazael. “If all goes well, once you arrive the runedead host should be badly scattered. Hunt down the individual bands and destroy them, but keep in battle formation. Lucan might have another trick or two up his sleeve. After you arrive, I will have the Guardian recast the spell to spread Lion’s fire to your blades.”
Hagen nodded again. “Good hunting, my lord.”
“I’ll see you at Knightcastle,” said Mazael.
He rode Gauntlet through the press. The host of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi nation filled the road leading to the gates of Castle Town. The war mammoths brought up the rear, and the heavy horsemen, six thousand knights, horsethains, and mounted armsmen, had gathered at the head of the army. Mazael rode for the horsemen, where the Cravenlock and Roland banners waved in the breeze. Romaria, Riothamus, and Molly waited there, along with Earnachar and many of Mazael’s chief vassals. Gerald sat atop his horse, surrounded by the exiled lords of Knightreach. 
“The footmen are ready,” said Mazael, reining up near the others. Behind him he saw the dust start to rise as the infantry began to march, the mammoths bringing up the rear.
“We had best ride at once, then,” said Adalar. For an instant Mazael remembered the Battle of Tumblestone, years ago, when he had led the host of Knightreach in battle against Amalric Galbraith and the Dominiar Order. He had gambled then, separating the horsemen from the infantry in hopes of pinning the Dominiars against the walls of Tumblestone. 
Just as he hoped to gamble now.
“If this doesn’t work,” said Gerald, “we’ll be badly exposed.”
“It will work,” said Mazael, filling his voice with a confidence he did not feel. “Hugh will hold the runedead in place, and then we’ll smash the undead from behind. Remember,” he swept his gaze over the lords and headmen, “remember the reason for this battle. Lucan will want the knights with the black daggers to kill as many men as possible. Our first task must be to kill any knights with black daggers. Without those daggers, Lucan cannot harvest the life force he needs.”
The others nodded their agreement.
“Then let us ride,” said Mazael. Sir Aulus blew a long blast on his horn, and the horsemen started forward, making the final leg of the journey to Knightcastle.

###

“What are they doing?” said Malden, craning his neck for a better view.
To his surprise, the enemy host marched south, the infantry spreading into a broad front to match the line of his runedead. Malden saw armsmen and militia from Greycoast scattered through the enemy, but most of the footmen were Aegonar warriors clad in scale armor, round shields on their arms and broadswords and battle axes in their right hands. 
“Attacking, it would seem,” said Lucan, motionless in his black cloak.
Malden glared at the wizard, irritation forcing its way through the dark cloud in his mind. “I hadn’t noticed.” He shook his head. “I expected they would wait for the runedead to attack.”
Lucan shrugged. “Their blood is up. They think they have the momentum. The time has come to strike the final blow and overthrow the tyrant of dark magic ruling in Knightcastle.”
Sarcasm colored his words, but they stung Malden nonetheless. Was that truly what he had become? A tyrant, ruling over his lands through force and fear and an army of animated corpses? 
How had it come to this? 
Dozens of pulses of emerald light flared in the advancing army, and a shimmering haze of green light settled over the advancing footmen.
“Lucan!” said Malden. “They’re working a spell.” 
But Lucan seemed unconcerned. “Observe.” The glowing haze faded, and Malden saw that every axe and sword in the army now flickered with ghostly green flames. “The Aegonar wizards have enspelled their weapons to harm the runedead.”
“And we lose another advantage,” said Malden.
“It won’t matter,” said Lucan. “Once the footmen close with the runedead, you can activate the daggers. Thousands will die in a single heartbeat, and you can drive the foe from the field with ease.”
He sounded so unconcerned. 
Malden looked at the black dagger in his hand, the sigil pulsing with green light. He had murdered innocent people with that weapon, feasting on their life force to make himself younger and stronger, even if he hadn’t realized that was what he was doing. Now he was planning to kill tens of thousands. Even if they were Aegonar serpent-worshippers, he would still kill them in a heartbeat. 
So much more blood on his hands. 
“What of Skalatan and his magic?” said Malden. “Can you deal with him?”
“I shall,” said Lucan. “I will wait until he reveals himself, and then strike with my full strength. He will not escape me this time.”
“He didn’t try to escape you at Barellion,” said Malden. “He was hunting you.”
Lucan looked up at him, his dark eyes like cold stone. “He caught me off-guard. He will not do so twice.” He looked at the advancing army. “Be ready, my lord. The moment will come soon.”
Malden’s hand tightened around the dagger’s handle. 

###

Hugh watched his men advance, his sword drawn. 
A ghostly ribbon of green flame danced around the steel blade. He would have preferred Lion’s blazing blue fire, not the necromancy of the seidjar priests. Still, his men needed a way to harm the runedead, and Hugh had to admit the spells were more effective than wizard’s oil.
He sat atop his mount alongside the other horsemen, waiting to move. Once the footmen engaged the runedead, they could flank the undead. Or if the runedead forced their way through the footmen, Hugh and his knights could seal the breach and aid the infantry. 
“Here we go again,” murmured Montigard.
Hugh was surprised at how thin the runedead line was. Malden had stretched it too thin. Bands of knights on horseback, clad in Roland colors, waited in scattered groups throughout the lines. It reminded Hugh of mounted knights leading bands of footmen into battle to raise their morale and maintain discipline. But that was absurd. The runedead had no morale and required no discipline. 
So why scatter the horsemen through the runedead line?
It made Hugh uneasy. His experience as a commander had taught him that unexplained behavior among the enemy was always a cause for alarm.
Then the footmen reached the runedead, and the fighting began.

###

The sound of battle filled Lucan’s ears.
The runedead fought in silence, but the living men did not. The armsmen and militiamen shouted war cries. The Aegonar warriors bellowed praise to Sepharivaim. Lucan saw runedead torn apart by axes and swords, saw spearmen and swordsmen fall beneath the cold hands of the undead. For an instant the two forces remained balanced, like wrestlers of equal strength straining against each other. 
Then, step by step, the runedead line began to buckle. There were simply too many footmen, and the runedead line was stretched too thin. Very soon the footmen would break through, and the way to Knightcastle would be clear.
“Now?” said Malden, his voice leaden. 
“Not yet,” murmured Lucan, calculating. “Another few moments. Once the footmen have fully committed themselves. Then we can break their lines, and your runedead can sweep them from the field.”
Still no trace of Skalatan, or his damned dragon.
“Assuming there are any runedead left,” said Malden.
“Fear not,” said Lucan. “In a few moments, my lord, you will never need worry about the enemy again.”

###

Knightcastle itself came into sight, and Mazael reined up.
A ferocious battle raged on the plain between Knightcastle and Castle Town. Mazael saw the combined infantry of the lords of Greycoast and the Aegonar striving against the remaining runedead. The battle hung perfectly in the balance. 
The horsemen had arrived at the right time.
“Riothamus,” said Mazael. “The Door?”
Riothamus stared hard at Knightcastle, and then shook his head. “No. I don’t believe Lucan has opened it yet. The Sight shows me tremendous dark power gathered within Knightcastle…but it is still latent, waiting. It hasn’t been activated yet.”
“Good,” said Mazael. “Then we are not too late. The spell.”
Riothamus nodded and produced a dagger, and Mazael offered up the blood necessary to power the magic. The Guardian of the Tervingi cast the spell, his staff flaring with golden light, and again Mazael felt a wave of pain and nausea. Lion’s fire flared, and the azure flame spread to the swords and lances of the waiting horsemen. 
“Now!” said Mazael as the pain lifted. “Sir Aulus, the charge!” 
The lean knight sounded the charge, and the horsemen surged forward. 

###

Lucan’s head snapped up. 
He felt a surge of tremendous power, and he began to brace himself to cast a ward. Skalatan must have decided to throw his magic into the fray, and Lucan started casting a defensive spell…
The he realized the power was coming from the east, not the north.
The blast of a war horn rang out, and he saw masses of horsemen galloping from the east, their swords and lances flickering with blue flame. The banners of the Rolands and the Cravenlocks flew over the horsemen. 
Mazael Cravenlock had arrived.
Worse, the Guardian of the Tervingi was with him, and, that meant the Aegonar, the lords of Greycoast, and the men of the Grim Marches had at least temporarily set aside their differences to fight alongside each other. Lucan thought he could overpower either the Guardian or Skalatan in a straight fight. But if the archpriest and the Guardian worked together, aided by the lesser wizards, they would destroy him.
Or Mazael would simply walk up and plunge Lion through Lucan’s chest. 
It was time to activate the daggers and open the Door of Souls.
“Now, Lord Malden,” said Lucan.
But Malden said nothing as he gazed at the oncoming horsemen, his fingers rubbing the hilt of the dagger.

###

The flapping banner filled Malden’s eyes and mind. 
The banner of the House of Roland flew over the charging horsemen, the silver greathelm sigil upon a field of blue. It was Malden’s banner, the symbol of the Rolands and of Knightcastle, and he had ridden under it all of his life.
And now it had been raised in battle against him.
His own son rode to war against him. Gerald had always been so concerned with honor, so pious in his devotion to the gods, so disapproving of Malden’s many mistresses. Yet he possessed a stronger conscience than Malden himself had ever known, and Malden knew Gerald would choose the moral, honorable course of action.
And Gerald had decided that the honorable course of action was to betray and overthrow his own father. 
Malden stared at the charging horsemen as they crashed into the ranks of the runedead. The infantry held the full attention of the undead, and had no defense against the charging knights. The horsemen plowed through the runedead like reapers in a field, and the entire line began to disintegrate. 
“My lord, now!” said Lucan. “The dagger!”
Malden looked at the dagger, then back at the Roland banner flying over the horsemen.
“No,” he said. “This has gone on long enough.”

###

Lucan cursed.
The entire right wing of the runedead line collapsed under the weight of the knights’ charge. The rest of the line bulged backwards, breaking beneath the force of the attacking infantry. In a matter of moments, the runedead host would be driven to the walls of Knightcastle. 
And Lucan would have lost his chance to open the Door of Souls. 
“My lord,” said Lucan, “it has to be now, or else you shall be defeated.”
“Let me be defeated,” said Malden. “I have betrayed my forefathers and blighted Knightreach. Let me be defeated here, and perhaps Gerald can rebuild…”
“Silence,” said Lucan, green fire crackling around his fingers as he worked a spell. Linking the spells upon the daggers to Malden’s blade had clearly been a mistake. 
Lucan would just have to kill him and take the dagger himself. 
He had come too far just to turn back because Malden had suffered an inconvenient attack of conscience.
Lucan raised his hands in the killing spell…and froze, his mind fixing upon a thought.
Conscience. For a moment he saw again that damned city of crumbling black stone, heard the laughter ringing in his ears…
He pushed aside the thought and focused his will upon Malden.

###

Riothamus galloped through the chaos, the staff of the Guardian laid across his saddle, and reached for the Sight. 
Through the Sight he saw the dark magic swirling through the runedead, the powers of the seidjar maintaining the spells upon the blades of Hugh’s and Ryntald’s men. And though the Sight he saw the locus of dark power standing behind the lines of the runedead, dark magic unyielding and mighty.
Lucan Mandragon.
Riothamus leveled the staff, summoned its power, and unleashed a blast of dazzling golden flame.

###

Malden saw Lucan stepping towards him, hands raised, shadow and green fire swirling around his fingers.
He realized that Lucan was going to kill him. 
A heartbeat later golden fire filled his vision, and Lucan stumbled backwards as a pillar of golden flame slammed into his chest just as a bolt of shadow-wreathed green flame burst from his fingers. The bolt missed Malden and struck his horse in the shoulder, a pulse of green fire washing through the beast. The horse died in an instant. Malden tried to throw himself from the saddle as the beast collapsed, but moved too slow, and the horse fell atop his legs, the black dagger spinning from his grasp. 
He heard the snap as the bones in his legs shattered. 

###

Lucan stumbled, pain stabbing through his limbs at the Guardian’s fire disrupted the spells binding his undead flesh. But the Guardian’s magic, for all its power, was not as potent as the dragon fire, and Lucan forced his will through the pain, summoning more power. Wards flared to life around him, brushing aside the fire, and he steadied his grip upon his limbs. 
He looked around with a curse. Malden’s horse lay upon its side, and Malden lay beneath it, injured or dead, but Lucan did not care. The dagger, where was the damned dagger?
Another blast of golden fire hammered into him, and Lucan swept his hand before him, strengthening his wards. The Guardian could strike with tremendous force, but the Guardian was still a living man, and could only summon so much magical force at once without burning his flesh to smoking embers.
Lucan had no such limitations. 
He could defeat the Guardian, he knew, given enough time. But Skalatan would not give him that time. Nor would Mazael Cravenlock, and his horsemen were drawing dangerously close. For that matter, the Guardian’s magic had spread Lion’s flame to every man in Mazael’s host, and if the Guardian battered down Lucan’s wards, the weapons of the common armsmen could harm his undead flesh. 
And this was not his fight. He had come here to destroy the power of the Demonsouled, not to wage war against half the armies of the realm. 
But to destroy the Demonsouled, he needed to open the Door of Souls. And to open the Door of Souls, he had to trigger the spells upon the daggers. And to trigger the daggers, he needed Malden’s dagger. 
Once again, Lucan cursed himself for entrusting the dagger to Malden.
Fine. He had made mistakes before, but he had overcome them…and he would overcome this.
He summoned magical power, more and more, until it snarled around him like a storm.

###

Lion blazed in Mazael’s fist like a bonfire. 
Gauntlet crashed through the runedead, shoving aside the undead with sheer power and speed. Mazael struck again and again, the sword’s blade shearing through flesh and bone, the blue fire quenching the harsh crimson glow of the sigils upon pallid foreheads. He carved a path through the runedead, his knights and lords and headmen following him. To his right, he saw the Aegonar warriors and the footmen of Greycoast striving against the runedead. 
He took the head off a runedead with a single blow, and saw the green light flaring ahead. Behind the center of the runedead line a sphere of green light shone, growing brighter.
Lucan.
Mazael turned Gauntlet towards the glow.

###

Riothamus lifted the staff, summoning more magic as he prepared to launch another attack at Lucan.
But Lucan struck first. 
Green lightning ripped down from the sky, and Riothamus diverted his magic into a ward, a sphere of golden light shimmering around him and his horse. Another blast screamed down out of the sky, and another, and Riothamus gritted his teeth, concentrating as he maintained the ward. 
He could hold the spell…but he did not have enough strength left to strike back at Lucan.
And still the rain of green lightning continued. 

###

“There,” said Hugh, pointing with his sword. “You see?” Green light and golden fired played back and forth behind the runedead line. “The Guardian has engaged Lucan. If you throw your strength into the fight now, you can overwhelm Lucan.”
“Perhaps,” said Skalatan, who did nothing. 
Hugh frowned. He knew very little about magic, but it seemed that both the Guardian and Lucan were evenly matched. Skalatan’s spells could tip the difference.
But Skalatan had to know that. 
Then Hugh realized that Skalatan didn’t want to help the Guardian to win, nor did he want the Guardian to lose. The San-keth wanted them both to lose. He would wait until either the Guardian or Lucan prevailed, and then he would attack the weakened victor. 
And then he would seize the power of the Demonsouled and become the new serpent god.
Hugh hesitated, aware of the weight of the sword in his hand. 
Skalatan had saved Barellion from the runedead, but Hugh had no illusions about the archpriest’s benevolence. It had served Skalatan’s purposes to break the runedead host against Barellion’s walls. And had it served Skalatan’s purposes to kill every last man, woman, and child in the city, the San-keth would have sent his dragon to burn the city to the ground.
Hugh shuddered to think of what Skalatan would do with the powers of a god.
Skalatan’s attention remained focused on the battle, his unblinking yellow eyes watching the magical duel behind the runedead. One solid blow from Hugh’s sword would take off the archpriest’s head. Then Skalatan would never become the new god. 
And if the Guardian destroyed Lucan, no one would take the power of the Demonsouled.
Of course, if he attacked Skalatan, Ryntald and the other Aegonar would cut him down in an instant. But if he killed Skalatan, if he stopped the San-keth from becoming a god, it would be worth the cost of his life. The people of Greycoast would not have to live in a world ruled by the ruthless serpent.
Adelaide would not have to live in such a world. 
Hugh took a deep breath, and waited for the moment to strike.

###

Gerald cut down another runedead, and the undead line collapsed. 
The creatures did not flee, but the sheer press of horsemen and the Aegonar infantry drove back the runedead. With their lines collapsed, the runedead could no longer fight effectively, and the living men made greater gains. Green lightning and golden fire flashed overhead, and Gerald realized that Lucan and Riothamus battled each other.
This would not be over until they found Lucan.
Gerald turned his horse, and saw the Roland banner lying upon the ground. A dead horse lay sprawled next to the banner, pinning a young knight in splendid steel armor, his face twisted with pain…
“Father,” said Gerald.
Lord Malden Roland looked up at him. 
“Gerald,” said Malden, his voice a thick rasp, blood dripping from his lips.
Gerald opened his mouth, closed it again. He wanted to scream at his father, to throw his brother’s and his mother’s deaths into his face. He wanted to demand answers, to know why Malden had used the black daggers, why he had unleashed the runedead in a war against his own people. 
“It’s over,” Gerald heard himself say.
“I know,” said Malden. “Gerald. I was a fool. I should have died in bed, not…not like this. I couldn’t stop myself. The black dagger…oh, but it was sweet. Made me an idiot. Such lies…and I listened to them all. This is my fault.”
“That doesn’t make it better,” said Gerald.
“No,” said Malden. “I have done great injustice, and here is one more injustice I have heaped upon you. You will have to make it better. You will have to be a better Lord of Knightcastle than I was.”
Gerald said nothing.
“Finish it,” said Malden. “I can’t…I can’t stop myself, not any more. If I get up, I’ll find my black dagger, kill people to heal myself.” He took a ragged breath. “I’d kill you to heal myself. I’ve ruined myself, Gerald.” He lifted his chin. “Finish it.”
Gerald dropped from the saddle, sword in hand.
“I’m sorry,” said Malden.
Gerald did what had to be done, wiped his sword clean, and climbed back into his saddle. He found the knights and lords of Knightreach staring at him.
“I suppose there is no question,” said Lord Tancred, “that you are the Lord of Knightcastle now.”
“I suppose not,” said Gerald, taking a deep breath and blinking the tears from his eyes. Gods, but he wanted to find a quiet place to lie down. Or get very drunk. Instead, he said, “Continue the charge, and push the runedead from the field, but make for the gates of Knightcastle. The sooner we can claim the castle, the better. I don’t want the Aegonar getting ideas about extending their control this far south.”
He was now truly the Lord of Knightcastle…which meant he had to start looking to the welfare of his lands and people.
“As you say, Lord Gerald,” said Tancred.

###

Lucan deflected another blast of golden fire and continued his attack, pouring destruction in the direction of the Guardian.
But the battle was over around him. 
The runedead began to collapse. Most of Lord Malden’s household knights still fought, laying about with sword and black dagger, but they could not last much longer. And Lord Malden himself was likely dead, his position overrun by the charging knights. 
Lucan had no chance of retrieving Malden’s black dagger now.
Which meant he would have to activate the remaining daggers himself. 
He extended his right hand and called the Glamdaigyr. 
Darkness swirled around his gloved fingers, and the massive black sword appeared in his hand, the sigils upon the blade flaring with emerald flame. 
He raised the sword and began casting spells as the horsemen closed on him.







Chapter 27 - A Harvest of Souls

Mazael reined up, Molly and Romaria at his side as the Aegonar drove against the runedead. Riothamus came up behind them, the staff of the Guardian shining with golden flame in his right hand.
Lucan Mandragon stood twenty yards away, the Glamdaigyr held before him. 
When Mazael had last seen him, Lucan had been dead atop the highest tower of Swordgrim, the Great Rising unravelling around them. He looked little different, his pale face hard and cold, his black eyes unblinking. 
He did not appear to be breathing.
“Lucan,” said Mazael.
“Lord Mazael,” said Lucan. “You look older.”
“You look like a dead man,” said Mazael.
“Appropriate, given that I am one,” said Lucan. “And you should know.” 
“End this,” said Mazael. “This is all the Old Demon’s doing, not yours. He has you dancing on…”
“Enough,” said Lucan. “None of this would have happened if not for the Demonsouled.” Something like emotion passed over his dead face. “Tymaen would not have died, if not for the Demonsouled.”
“Now you are lying to yourself,” said Romaria. “You told me as much. Tymaen’s death was your fault. And I saw the Old Demon, Lucan. I saw his shadow wrapped around you, and I see it on you now. You’ve done nothing but advance his work. Put down the Glamdaigyr, and this can end.”
Again the rage flashed over his features. “I will end the Demonsouled, I…”
Molly sighed, rolled her eyes, and disappeared from the back of her horse in a swirl of darkness.

###

Shadows swallowed the world, and when they cleared Molly Cravenlock found herself standing behind Lucan Mandragon. 
She did not hesitate, but drove her sword and dagger through his cloak and into his back, the tip of her sword bursting from his chest. Lucan staggered as the blue fire sank into his undead flesh.
But he did not fall. 
Molly ripped her blades free as Lucan spun to face her, the Glamdaigyr swinging for her head. She had felt the icy, malevolent touch of that sword before, when she had faced Corvad in the throne chamber of Arylkrad, and she had no desire to feel it again. 
She stepped back into the shadows, disappearing before the blade found her head.

###

Romaria raised her bow and loosed an arrow, the blue-blazing tip sinking into Lucan’s chest.
Through the Sight she saw the necromantic force binding Lucan, saw the blue fire from her arrow and Molly’s blade attack the dark magic. But it wasn’t enough. The dark magic flickered, like a shield struck by a thrown rock, but did not break. 
It would take the Guardian’s magic or the blade of Lion itself to destroy Lucan.
Mazael spurred Gauntlet to a charge, and Lucan summoned power.

###

Lucan could not face them all and win. Romaria and Molly were irritants, but the Guardian’s fire could destroy him, as could Mazael’s sword.
And if they cut him down, Tymaen’s death would have been in vain.
He flung out his hands as they charged, and a field of gray mist appeared around him, swirling like a storm.
Shapes formed in the mist.

###

Riothamus felt the surge of magic and began to disrupt it, but Lucan moved too quickly. The gray mist swirled, and four huge, translucent shapes appeared, creatures called up from the spirit world to fight at Lucan’s command. 
The beasts looked like huge, misshapen scorpions the size of small mammoths, their bodies covered in a gleaming carapace like polished black iron. Great leathery wings rested upon their backs, and barbed tails rose from their thoraxes, dripping with poison. Their pincers were as long as a knight’s lance, and they had the heads of human women, eyes alight with glee, mouths distorted by jagged black fangs. 
“Kill them!” shouted Lucan, and the spirit-beasts surged forward with terrible speed.

###

Lucan didn’t hesitate, but cast another spell, his body shimmering with green light.
His spell forced his undead flesh partway into the spirit world, transforming his physical body into a wraith of green light and smoke. In this form, he was far more vulnerable to magical attack, but he suspected the scorpions would keep Mazael and the Guardian busy for at least a few moments. 
He turned to the north and saw the field of crimson light shining upon the foreheads of the runedead, the magic visible to his altered eyes. 
And he saw the concentrations of necromancy within the black daggers as the household knights fought in a desperate last stand.
Lucan sped towards them, walking through the runedead.

###

Gauntlet reared in terror as the scorpions charged. The warhorse had faced both Malrag warbands and roving runedead without flinching, but the giant spirit creatures were beyond the beast’s experience. Mazael dropped from the saddle as Gauntlet’s hooves slashed at the air, raised his shield, and charged to meet the attack of the scorpions. 
The nearest creature came at him, the woman’s face distorted with murderous glee, pincers snapping and tail cracking like a whip. Mazael caught the blow of the pincer on his shield, the blow numbing his left arm. The tail stabbed towards him, and he took a chance and caught the blow on his chest. The golden dragon scales of his armor held against the stinger, though the strike felt as if he had taken a hammer to the chest. But he kept his balance and lunged forward, Lion a fan of blue flame in his fist. He aimed for the creature’s head, but the scorpion jerked back, and Lion sliced through its right pincer.
The serrated pincer fell against the ground with a hollow clatter, and the scorpion screamed, eyes bulging with pain. Darkness swirled, and Molly appeared out of nothingness, her sword and dagger flashing. The scorpion’s head fell away, expression frozen in pain and fury. The hulking body went into a wild dance, the spindly legs drumming against the earth. 
Then the head and both dissolved into gray mist and vanished.
They were nothing but a distraction. Mazael knew it, and turned to seek Lucan.
“Father!” shouted Molly.
The other three scorpion-beasts rushed at them. 

###

Lucan ran through the battle, the combatants both living and dead blurring around him. In his immaterial state, unhindered by mass and inertia, he moved as fast as a running horse. He passed through the runedead and came to the front of the battle line, where one of Malden’s household knights struggled against the Aegonar, a few runedead remaining at his side. Even as Lucan approached, the last runedead fell to the Aegonar axes and swords, and the warriors encircled the knight. The knight spun in a circle, teeth bared in a snarl, sword and black dagger held out before him. 
Lucan shifted back into the material world, and for a moment the melee froze in surprise.
“Lord Mandragon!” shouted the knight. “Aid me!”
“I regret this necessity,” said Lucan, focusing his will upon the dagger in the knight’s hand.
The knight frowned. “I don’t understand…”
The dagger exploded, tearing the knight’s left forearm to bloody shreds. The knight fell to his knees with a horrified scream, his eyes fixed on the blood pouring from his ruined arm. 
His pain did not last long.
A pulse of green fire erupted in all directions, passing through the Aegonar and the nearby militiamen. At the touch of the flames the men fell dead, lying scattered upon the ground like a child’s discarded toys. The dagger’s eruption had killed three or four hundred men at a stroke, and Lucan felt their stolen life force pour through the Glamdaigyr and down the link to the Door of Souls. 
Almost there. A few more deaths, and the Door would open.
Lucan shifted his body back into immaterial form, seeking the next bearer of a black dagger.

###

Riothamus struck the staff of the Guardian against the earth, summoning fresh power. 
Two of the remaining scorpion-beasts circled around Molly and Mazael. Mazael held his ground, catching the creature’s strikes on his shield. Molly flickered around the scorpions, moving in and out of the shadows to slash at their legs. Romaria loosed shaft after shaft at the two scorpions, distracting the creatures as Mazael and Molly landed telling blows.
The third scorpion charged at Riothamus like a wall of fresh iron. 
For a moment he considered unravelling the summoning spell and banishing the creature back to the spirit world. But Lucan’s magic was too strong, and it would take Riothamus too long to banish the creature. It would tear him to bloody ribbons long before he broke the spell. 
So instead he lifted the staff, the magic of the earth and sky pulsing through him, and called lightning of his own. 
A blue-white bolt thundered out of the clear sky and struck the charging scorpion with enough force to flip the beast onto its back. Yet the creature regained its balance after a moment and continued its charge, pincers snapping and clacking.
A ring of green fire swept through the battle, and from the corner of his eye Riothamus saw hundreds of men fall dead. He had to hurry. Lucan was almost ready to open the Door of Souls…and he would kill as many people as necessary to open the way to Cythraul Urdvul.
The scorpion drew closer, its tail rearing back to strike. 
Riothamus swept the staff before him, calling the magic of the earth, and the firm ground beneath the scorpion’s legs turned to mud. The creature lost its balance and slipped, its armored belly splashing against wet earth. Yet the mud would not slow it for long, and it started to pull its bulk from the mud.
Riothamus cast another spell, a sheet of white mist rolling across the ground. The touch of the white mist froze the water within the mud…and the scorpion went motionless, its legs trapped in the rock-hard ground. The woman’s head shrieked in fury, the creature’s tail snapping back and forth as it tried to tear itself free.
The staff of the Guardian blazed with golden light, and Riothamus sent fire hammering into the scorpion. The beast shrieked once more, and then dissolved into gray mist as the summoning spell shattered and sent it back into the spirit world. 

###

Molly stepped into the shadows, the darkness swallowing her whole. 
She reappeared on the scorpion’s back, the carapace as hard and as unyielding as iron beneath her boots. The scorpion started to draw back its poisoned tail, sensing her presence, but Molly was already in motion. Her sword plunged through the back of the scorpion’s head, the blade erupting from its mouth like a long steel tongue. The scorpion went into a crazed dance, its tail whipping back and forth, its legs drumming, and Molly slipped back into the shadows, reappearing at Romaria’s side.
Romaria lowered her bow with a grunt. “Just like Malavost’s pets.”
Molly opened her mouth to ask what that meant, and then the final scorpion charged towards Mazael. He caught the blow of its pincers on his shield and launched a slash at the reaching forearm. The scorpion danced to the side, avoiding the blow, and swung its tail at Mazael. The stinger bounced off the golden scales armoring his chest, but Molly saw the blow stagger him. The scorpion closed, reaching with its pincers, and Romaria sent an arrow humming at the creature. The shaft buried itself in the scorpion’s thick hide, and the creature reared back with a hiss.
“Go!” said Romaria. 
Molly slipped into the shadows and reappeared next to the scorpion’s legs, driving her sword and dagger at its belly. The scorpion tried to lash at her with its barbed legs. She rolled away and sprang back to her feet, and the scorpion pursued her, its female face spitting with rage and fury.
A blast of lightning fell from the sky and drilled into the scorpion’s flank. The bolt slammed the creature to the left, and Mazael charged. Before the scorpion could regain its balance, Mazael raised Lion and brought it hammering down.
The scorpion’s head rolled away, jetting black blood from the ragged stump of its neck. The huge body twitched once, and then dissolved into gray mist. 
Molly let out a ragged breath. “What were those things?” 
“Spirit creatures,” said Mazael. “Powerful wizards can sometimes call them up.” He turned to Romaria and Riothamus. “We have to find Lucan. If we don’t stop him, he’ll call up worse.”
He hurried towards the horses, and Molly followed him.

###

Lucan released the spell, letting his flesh harden into material form once more.
Another one of Lord Malden’s household knights battled before him, bleeding from a dozen minor wounds, teeth bared in a frantic snarl. His eyes lit up with hope as he saw Lucan. 
“Lord Mandragon!” he said. “The foe…”
Lucan focused his will upon the black dagger in the knight’s hand.
The resultant explosion drove the knight to his knees and rocked the nearby Aegonar warriors and armsmen. An instant later the ring of green flame erupted in all directions, tearing through the men and cutting them down like wheat beneath the harvester’s scythe. Four or five hundred men had died, Lucan guessed, and he felt the life force flow through the web of spells he had woven around the Glamdaigyr. Another few hundred, and then…
He felt a stirring in the magical currents around him, felt a sudden gust of wind blow over the battlefield. A tremendous amount of magical energy was moving, and Lucan turned, fearing that Skalatan or Riothamus had worked a mighty spell…
A slender column of silver light erupted from Knightcastle, stabbing into the sky, and Lucan’s hand tightened around the hilt of the Glamdaigyr.
He had done it at last. 
The Door of Souls had activated, and the path to Cythraul Urdvul was open. 
Which meant he had to get there first, before Skalatan or Mazael or any other fool that might try to claim the power of the Demonsouled rather than destroy it.
Lucan shifted his body back into immaterial form and sprinted for the walls of Knightcastle with all his undead stamina, the battlefield blurring around him.

###

Another pillar of emerald fire erupted from the battlefield.
“Damn it!” said Hugh. “Gods know how many men we lose to each of those explosions!”
“Aye,” said Ryntald, his face stern behind the close-cropped red beard. “An Aegonar warrior does not fear death, but better to die in battle than at the hands of this…this sorcery.”
“Can your seidjars block those attacks?” said Hugh.
“No more than your petty heathen wizards can,” said Korvager, his face strained and dripping with sweat. “The magic is too strong. We cannot overcome it.”
“Then let Skalatan do something about it,” said Hugh, glaring at the archpriest. “Conjure a dragon or some damn thing before Lucan destroys both of our armies.”
Skalatan made no response. The wind generated up by the competing magical spells had thrown back his gray cowl, and his yellow eyes remained fixed on Knightcastle, his tongue darting back and forth. 
“You will not speak so disrespectfully to the Herald of Sepharivaim!” said Korvager, stepping towards Hugh.
“High Priest, not now,” said Ryntald. “Great Herald, forgive me, but the Prince speaks wisdom. Your powers could tip the balance in…”
A shiver went through the air, and Knightcastle itself trembled. 
Then a slender pillar of silver light shot from the highest towers of the castle and stabbed into the sky.
“What in the name of Sepharivaim is that?” said Ryntald.
“At last,” said Skalatan. “The Door opens.”
Hugh’s fingers tightened around his sword hilt. Skalatan’s attention was focused entirely on the spire of silver light. If he defeated Lucan and reached the Door, he would become the new god of the San-keth…and the world would know unending tyranny.
His sword arm tensed, but before he could strike, Skalatan changed, both the San-keth and his carrier becoming a wraith fashioned of green light and mist. The wraith hurtled towards the walls of Knightcastle with incredible speed, vanishing into the press of the battle.

###

Mazael pulled himself back into Gauntlet’s saddle, his eyes sweeping the battlefield. Lucan would not be hard to find, not with Riothamus’s and Romaria’s ability to use the Sight. Though if they confronted Lucan again, would the Old Demon reveal himself at last? Mazael’s father preferred to stay in the shadows, using puppets and dupes to work his will, but with the Door of Souls almost open, would he…
The air around him shivered. Mazael turned Gauntlet just as a slender pillar of silver light erupted from Knightcastle, rising into the air like a tower of impossible height. 
“What the devil is that?” said Mazael.
“The Door of Souls,” said Riothamus, voice grim. “It’s opened.” 
A sense of finality settled over Mazael, a certainty that he was about to ride to his death.
So be it. He would not let the Old Demon become a god.
“Then we are out of time,” said Mazael, and galloped for the gates of Knightcastle, Riothamus, Molly, and Romaria following after him.







Chapter 28 - Fooled

Lucan raced through the Trysting Ways, his immaterial form passing through the ancient stone walls with ease. Old wards of power glowed here and there in the walls, and Lucan maneuvered around them. 
Urgency drove him on. He did not have much time. Both Skalatan and the Guardian would have sensed the Door opening, and they would be in pursuit. 
At last he stopped before a blank wall of white stone and shifted back into material form. Lucan cast a sequence of spells with as much speed as he could manage, undoing the subtle wards upon the wall. A doorway appeared, and Lucan strode through it. He did not bother to rearm the wards behind him. They would not slow his pursuers. 
He entered the great stone hall holding the Door of Souls. The walls, floor, and arched ceiling had been constructed of gleaming white stone, but now they shone with a reflected silver glow.
The Door of Souls had opened.
The symbols carved into the pointed arch blazed with silver light, a radiant column rising from the Door to stab through the stone ceiling and into the sky above the castle. Within the Door’s pointed arch a silvery mist shimmered, and as Lucan looked into it he felt an overwhelming sense of distance, as if he were staring into a deep pit.
And beyond the silvery mist, he saw black stone and crimson fire.
Cythraul Urdvul.
Lucan strode towards the door, the Glamdaigyr in his right first. The way was open, and now he need only enter Cythraul Urdvul and destroy the Demonsouled for all time.
Then he stopped in surprise, his free hand coming up to cast a spell.
A man stood near the Door, gazing into its depths, clad in a black robe. He turned as Lucan lifted his hand, revealing a lean, hawkish face with a close-cropped beard and brown hair shot through with gray. Lucan had never seen the man before in his life.
Yet he was certain, utterly certain, that they had met before.
“Lucan,” said the man in the black robe, smiling. Something like a crimson haze glimmered in the depths of his gray eyes. 
“Who are you?” said Lucan. A Demonsouled like Caraster, who had been lurking in the shadows? A renegade wizard like Malavost, who hoped to seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself? 
“You don’t remember?” said the man in the black robe. He titled his head to the side, as if thinking. “Well. It’s not as if I should be surprised at that.”
“You didn’t answer the question,” said Lucan, pointing the Glamdaigyr at the man. “Who are you?” 
“Oh, just an old acquaintance,” said the black-robed man, “come to congratulate at you at the end of your quest. And you did well, Lucan. You did so well. I had my doubts…but in the end, you surprised even me.” He grinned, and for a moment his teeth looked like yellowed, twisted fangs. “You did so well…and you’re not even family.” 
“I do not have time for this nonsense,” said Lucan, stepping closer, keeping the Glamdaigyr pointed at the other man. “So I will say this plainly. Identify yourself, or get out of my way. The fate of the world hangs in balance, and I don’t have time for games.”
“You’re half-right,” said the man in the black robe. “The fate of the world is going to be decided in the next few moments. And as for games…why, you shall have as much time for games as I say you will. Part of our pact.”
He laughed…and the sound of his laughter sent an icy shiver down Lucan’s spine.
Lucan recognized that laughter. It had echoed inside his head when he suffered moments of doubt. Suddenly the man before him looked familiar, so terribly, horribly familiar, and Lucan felt dread like nothing he had experienced since Swordgrim.  
Yet he had never seen the black-robed man before.
“Who are you?” said Lucan, his voice little more than a whisper. 
“Why should I tell you, if you already know?” said the man. “But you’re asking the wrong question.”
“Then why are you here?” said Lucan. “To stop me from destroying the power of the Demonsouled?”
“What? Not at all,” said the robed man. The silver glow played over the hard lines of his face, and for an instant the light made his robe look like wings of shadow wrapped around his body. “I’ve been your biggest supporter, Lucan. When you first stole Mazael’s blood to forge that bloodstaff…”
“How can you possibly know about that?” said Lucan.
The man in the black robe continued speaking. “When you stole the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem, when you took the Wraithaldr from Randur Maendrag.” He laughed. “That pompous child never understood what he had really done. Given that he was your ancestor…well, appropriate, isn’t it? When you worked the Great Rising, when you forged the black daggers and sent your pawns forth to kill. I watched it all, Lucan…and I approved. Your father taught you that the right end justifies any means, that the only way to do good deeds is through great power, no matter the source of that power. And you learned those lessons, Lucan, you learned them well…and you did magnificent work for me.” 
Some part of Lucan’s mind screamed for him to attack, and another to run. Yet he stared at the man, mesmerized, and could not look away, could not stop listening. He felt something deep and awful stirring beneath his thoughts.
As if some horrible truth was about to surface.
“What do you want of me?” whispered Lucan.
“Ah! Now there’s the right question,” said the robed figure. “I merely want to give you a gift.”
“What?” said Lucan.
“This,” said the robed figure, lifting his right hand, the fingers closed. “Call it a reward for service well-done, if you like.”
He opened his hand. A tiny sphere of blue light hovered over his palm. It, too, looked familiar.
“What is it?” said Lucan.
“Conscience,” said the robed man. “And memory.”
He snapped the fingers of his left hand…and the sphere of blue light darted forward and sank into Lucan’s chest. 
Lucan staggered, raising his hand to cast a ward…but nothing happened. As far as he could tell, the little sphere of blue light had done nothing to him.
“Lucan Mandragon,” murmured the robed man, and for a moment his gleeful expression reminded Lucan of Toraine before his older brother had played one of cruel jokes. “Who am I?”
“The Old Demon,” said Lucan, “and you…”
A shudder went through his entire body, his fingers digging into the Glamdaigyr’s hilt.
The Old Demon’s grin widened. 
“And you…”
“Yes?” said the Old Demon. “Do go on.”
“And you…” said Lucan, a vise squeezing his mind, “and you…you…”
Suddenly he remembered.
All of it. 
He remembered his imprisonment in the spirit world, remembered the Demonsouled corruption hunting him through the blasted landscape and the ruins of the black city. The Demonsouled corruption had almost destroyed him, but the Old Demon had offered to save him in exchange for his conscience.
And Lucan had accepted the bargain. 
Then the Old Demon had come to him at Castle Cravenlock and taken his conscience, along with his memories of the pact. And then Lucan had done…he had done…
“No,” he whispered, “no, no, no.”
“I’m afraid so,” said the Old Demon, his tone jovial. 
Lucan screamed. 
His memories shifted, a horrible light new falling over them, free of any deception. He had set out to destroy the Demonsouled. And to do that, he had betrayed Mazael Cravenlock, who had saved his life. He had unearthed ancient necromancy from Old Dracaryl and unleashed an army of runedead upon the world, murdering his brother in the process. He had risen from death as an undead horror. He had twisted and corrupted Lord Malden and Grand Master Caldarus, and sent them forth to kill in his name. He had killed uncounted thousands.
He had cost Tymaen her life.
And all of it, every last drop of blood, had been for absolutely nothing. 
He had gotten Tymaen killed for nothing. 
No, not for nothing. He could see his true purpose now, free of the lies he had told himself. His purpose had been to slay the Demonsouled, allowing their power to gather in Cythraul Urdvul, and to open the way for the Old Demon.
All so the Old Demon could become a god.
And everything Lucan had done, all the horrors he had wreaked, all the blood he had spilled, all the lives he had taken…all of that would be as nothing compared to what the Old Demon would do. 
And it was his fault.
He head someone screaming, realized it was him. 
After a moment he found himself leaning on the Glamdaigyr like a cane, his body shaking like a banner in the wind. 
He looked up and saw the Old Demon staring at him.
“I have always heard,” said the Old Demon, “that knowledge is better than ignorance, but I suppose that’s just another lie, isn’t it? I think you much rather would have remained in ignorance. I could have destroyed you without telling you the truth,” for an instant his eyes shimmered with hellish light, his teeth shifting to fangs, “but this way was much more amusing.”
“You did this to me,” spat Lucan. “You made me do this.”
“Did I?” said the Old Demon. “I made you do nothing. I just put you on the path and gave you a little shove. All of it…the Great Rising, the Door of Souls…all of it was your work. I just happen to be the beneficiary. And now it’s over, and I’ve won.”
Lucan closed his eyes, still shuddering. How could he have been so blind? He had become something worse than the high lords of Old Dracaryl, even worse than his old teacher Marstan. His pride and folly had handed victory to the Old Demon, had condemned the world to uncounted eons of torment and slavery…
His eyes opened.
“No,” he said, straightening up.
“No?” said the Old Demon, his voice calm, but the red glow in his eyes brightened.
“No,” said Lucan. “It’s not over yet. You still need the Glamdaigyr…and I have it.”
The Old Demon said nothing. 
“You need it,” said Lucan, voice quiet, “to take the power. That’s why you had Randur Maendrag create it. That’s what this was all about. So someday you could dupe some fool into opening the Door of Souls for you…and you could use the Glamdaigyr to steal the gathered power.”
“You do understand,” said the Old Demon. “For all these centuries, Lucan. For all these millennia. I have worked to this moment, the hour of my ascension…and it is at hand at last.”
“It’s not,” said Lucan. 
“Oh?” said the Old Demon, tone soft. “Why not?”
“Because of this,” said Lucan, pointing the Glamdaigyr at the Old Demon. “I have the Glamdaigyr, and you are not…”
The Old Demon sneered. “You think I cannot hurt you because I am half-spirit? You are mistaken.” He lifted his hands and crimson fire flared around his fingers. “You sold yourself to me, Lucan. I can do whatever I want to you. And you will give me the sword.”
“No,” said Lucan. “You made me into your instrument…but you did your work too well. I have the Glamdaigyr. I have the Banurdem…and as a revenant, I think I am your match in arcane power.”
“Prove it,” snarled the Old Demon. “Match your power against mine, if you think you can!” The bloody flames around his hands blazed brighter, and the shadows thrown by the Door’s silvery light twisted and flowed towards the Old Demon. Lucan sensed the power the ancient creature gathered, magic potent enough to blast Knightcastle to smoking ashes. Despite Lucan’s boasting words, he couldn’t possibly work magic to stop the Old Demon’s attack.
He couldn’t even work enough magic to slow it down.
So he didn’t try.
Lucan threw himself forward and took his last gamble. His undead strength drove his limbs, and he gripped the two-handed sword as he had been taught as a boy long ago, before his magical talent had manifested. He just had time to see the shocked surprise on the Old Demon’s face, and then he plunged the Glamdaigyr’s blade into his chest.
The sword erupted from the Old Demon’s back. 
Lucan gripped the hilt with both hands. The fire faded from the Old Demon’s hands, his face slack with shock and pain. Lucan braced himself for the current of burning power to flow through the sword. He knew firsthand the corrupting taint of Demonsouled power, and the power he stole from the Old Demon would be vastly stronger than that he had taken from Mazael. Lucan would steal the power and destroy himself, taking the Old Demon’s strength into oblivion with him. 
He deserved death for everything he had done…but perhaps he could rid the world of the Old Demon as well.
He prepared himself to accept the power.
Nothing happened.
Lucan looked at the sword in puzzlement, and then at the Old Demon.
The Old Demon winked at him.
And in that single terrible instant, Lucan realized he had been fooled one last time. 
“Hold still,” said the Old Demon.
The Banurdem burned hot on Lucan’s forehead. The Banurdem, created by Randur Maendrag long ago.
Created using knowledge the Old Demon had given him.
Power pulsed through Lucan, and he found himself unable to move, unable to speak. He remembered standing paralyzed in the Garden of the Temple in Deepforest Keep, Malavost using the Demonsouled corruption to control him.
And now it was happening again.
Lucan would have screamed, if his lips could have moved.
“Ah,” said the Old Demon, stepping backwards, the blade pulling out of his chest with a slithering noise. “That stings, doesn’t it? You should have known better, Lucan. I taught Randur to make the Glamdaigyr. I gave him the knowledge to forge the sword.” He rubbed the blade with a finger, and the sword made a horrible metallic chiming noise.
It reminded Lucan of a dog cringing at the feet of its master. 
“Do you really think,” said the Old Demon, “that I would have let Randur make a weapon he could use against me?”
Lucan could say nothing. He fought against the magic holding him, struggled with every piece of his mind and spirit. But the Banurdem’s power held him fast. 
“We’re finished here,” said the Old Demon. “And my victory would not have been possible without your help. Think on that, Lucan Mandragon, as you die for the final time.”
He tapped the Banurdem with two fingers.
And the diadem caught fire and began to melt. 
A blast of power shot through Lucan and flung him across the room, the Glamdaigyr clattering against the floor as he slammed against the stone wall. Rivulets of molten metal ran down his face and neck as the Banurdem disintegrated, and he felt the spells binding his undead flesh unravel. He fought to stand, fought even to move as his flesh sizzled and his clothing caught fire, but the Banurdem’s grip was too strong.
But then the diadem broke apart entirely, and for an instant, Lucan was free to summon power.
Not much power, not enough to harm or even annoy the Old Demon. 
One final spell…in the desperate hope that he could undo at least some of the damage he had wrought. 
Lucan cast the spell, and then everything went black.

###

The creature that the Elderborn called the Hand of Chaos and the men of the Grim Marches called the Old Demon gazed at the smoking husk that had been Lucan Mandragon.
Wisps of smoke rose from the charred flesh, a few flames dancing over the ragged remnants of his clothing. The Old Demon smiled to himself. There had been no reason, no reason at all, to tell Lucan the truth before he died for the final time. 
Save that it had amused the Old Demon to do so.
And it had indeed been most amusing. 
But it was time to attend to business.
He picked up the Glamdaigyr. The burning sigils upon the black blade pulsed in response to his touch, and again the sword made that keening metallic noise. The weapon recognized the hand of its master. Randur Maendrag had borne the Glamdaigyr, as had Corvad and Lucan Mandragon. But they had been the weapon’s bearers, not its masters. 
Again the Old Demon stroked the blade with a finger.
“It has been such a long time,” he said, “hasn’t it?”
He turned his back on Lucan’s corpse, and a quick stride through the shadows took him to the Door of Souls. The silver light played over his face, and through the haze filling the arch he saw the black stone and crimson glow of Cythraul Urdvul.
“At last,” he murmured.
It had been over thirty centuries since he had last entered Cythraul Urdvul in the flesh, three thousand years since the Dark Elderborn in their pride and folly had tried to use another Door of Souls to summon and bind a demon god. The Door had been shattered, the demon god destroyed, and Cythraul Urdvul shunted into the spirit world…but the ruined temple had remained a magnet for the power of the Demonsouled, drawing their strength to itself. 
And now the Old Demon would seize that power for himself.
He cut his left palm on the edge of the Glamdaigyr and let the blood well forth. It was not enough to merely open the Door of Souls. Anyone passing through the Door would need Demonsouled power to pull them to Cythraul Urdvul, like offering up iron to a powerful lodestone. 
Fortunately, he had Demonsouled power to spare…and soon he would have much, much more.
All of it.
The Old Demon stepped through the Door of Souls and left the mortal world behind.







Chapter 29 - The Door of Souls

Mazael tapped his heels against Gauntlet’s flanks, urging the big horse to greater speed. The outer curtain wall of Knightcastle loomed before them, the gates in the barbican closed.
“Riothamus!” shouted Mazael. “The gates!” 
From the corner of his eye he saw Riothamus lift his arm, the staff of the Guardian glowing. A wave of blue-white mist rippled over the massive gates, and Mazael saw the iron hinges and bolts of the door turn orange with rust. An instant later they shattered, and the wooden doors collapsed into splintered ruin on either side of the curtain wall. Mazael steered Gauntlet through the wreckage and into Knightcastle’s lower courtyard. The castle had always bustled with activity, but now it was deserted, with no trace of either servants or armsmen.
“Lord Gerald will be wroth that you broke his door,” said Molly, glancing at the splintered boards. 
“If we don’t find Lucan and the Door of Souls,” said Mazael, looking around the courtyard, “then Gerald will have far greater problems than a broken gate. Riothamus. Can your Sight find the Door?”
“Perhaps,” said Riothamus, peering at Knightcastle’s great stone bulk. “It is…somewhere below the castle. But I cannot be more specific.”
“I can,” said Romaria. “To my Sight it’s like…like a bonfire atop a mountain. Though I don’t know how to get into these Trysting Ways you told me about.”
“I do,” said Mazael, swinging down from Gauntlet’s saddle. “There’s an entrance…”
Morebeth appeared before him. 
“You must hurry,” she said, her voice low and urgent. 
“Yes, I know,” said Mazael. “Lucan has opened the Door of Souls.”
“Who the devil are you talking to?” said Molly, looking around.
“The spirit of Morebeth Galbraith,” said Romaria. “One of the spirits of the dead Demonsouled bound in Cythraul Urdvul.”
“Truly?” said Molly. “Grandfather has nothing kind to say about her.”
“How reassuring,” said Morebeth. “But you must make haste. The Door of Souls has opened…and our father has entered Cythraul Urdvul.”
A fist closed around Mazael’s heart. “Already?”
Morebeth nodded, her black gown stirring. “He will make his way to the Chamber of Blood at the heart of the temple.” She reached for him. “He cannot become the new god! He will tyrannize the world as he ruled Amalric and I, transform all mortals in monsters as he does with the Demonsouled. You must fight him in Cythraul Urdvul, for I cannot.”
“What of Lucan?” said Mazael. “Did the Old Demon take him into Cythraul Urdvul? Or is he standing guard over the Door of Souls?”
“I know not,” said Morebeth. “I cannot manifest near the Door. The spiritual turbulence is too great.” A desperation he had never seen in her before twisted her features. “Go! If he becomes a god, I will never be free of him. No one will ever be free of his cruelty! Go, quickly!” 
She vanished into nothingness.
“You heard her,” said Mazael. 
“Actually, no, we didn’t,” said Molly. 
“But I suspect we can guess,” said Riothamus, “what she said.”
“This way,” said Mazael, striding towards one of the entrances to the Trysting Ways.

###

Skalatan’s body and carrier shifted back to material form.
He held a half-dozen defensive spells ready, prepared to block any attack Lucan or the Old Demon might unleash. The drachweisyr rested in his carrier’s right hand. The dragon was too injured to manifest in the mortal world, but Skalatan could use the scepter to access a portion of the dragon’s innate power. Specifically, the dragon’s fire. With an effort of will, he could fill the room with fire hot enough to melt steel.
But the great stone vault, as large as one of Barellion’s churches, was deserted.
The Door of Souls itself stood in the center of vault, lined in silver light. Skalatan’s head rotated back and forth, his tongue tasting the air. He neither saw nor heard any movement. 
He did, however, taste the scent of burnt flesh in the air. 
He saw what remained of Lucan Mandragon slumped against the wall, wisps of smoke rising from charred clothing and blackened bone. A few spells still clung to the charred husk, no doubt the collapsed remnants of the revenant’s defensive wards. 
The Old Demon had at last discarded his favorite tool. 
The San-keth were not an emotional race, and as they aged they felt fewer and fewer emotions, with cold logic taking their place. Skalatan himself had not felt strong emotion for centuries. 
Yet even he felt a flicker of pity as he looked Lucan’s corpse. 
“I did warn you,” Skalatan said to the silent chamber. “You should have listened to me.”
Then he dismissed Lucan Mandragon from his thoughts and strode towards the Door of Souls. 
Within the haze filling the pointed arch, he saw an edifice of black stone and a dull crimson glow. 
Cythraul Urdvul, and the Demonsouled power gathered in the Chamber of Blood at its heart. 
Even with the Door of Souls, there was one final piece needed to reach the birthplace of the Demonsouled. Only Demonsouled blood could bridge the gap, could draw the traveler to Cythraul Urdvul like an iron nail drawn to a powerful lodestone.
Skalatan had no Demonsouled blood of his own.
Nevertheless, he had come prepared.
His carrier’s left hand reached into a hidden pocket in his ragged robes and drew out a yellowed human skull. Dozens of tiny runes covered the skull’s jaw and brow and cheekbones, crimson light shining in their depths.
Even as Skalatan lifted Corvad’s skull, the sigils brightened, and the crimson glow within the Door of Souls seemed to pulse in answer.
Power called to power. 
He touched the skull to the shimmering haze within the Door, and felt the magic respond. Blood of the Demonsouled…and with the skull of the Old Demon’s grandson, Skalatan would enter Cythraul Urdvul, defeat the Old Demon, and become the new god of the San-keth. 
And with his new power, he would bring the world to eternal order.
His carrier strode through the Door of Souls.

###

“In here,” said Riothamus, pointing with his staff.
Mazael stepped through the stone doorway and into a great vaulted hall. It reminded him of the High Elderborn architecture he had seen atop Mount Tynagis, the same polished white stone, the same soaring walls and arched ceilings. 
And a Door of Souls, identical to the one atop Mount Tynagis, sat in the center of the hall, wreathed in silver light. 
“It’s still open,” said Riothamus.
Mazael swept his eyes over the hall, the eerie silver light throwing peculiar shadows everywhere, though a dull crimson glow throbbed in the center of the Door. He saw no trace of anyone, neither Lucan nor Skalatan nor the Old Demon himself. “They must have entered Cythraul Urdvul already, all of them. I thought we would have to fight our way to the Door, but they must have been in too much haste …”
“Mazael,” said Romaria, voice quiet. “Over there.”
He followed her gaze and saw a burned corpse slumped against the wall. A misshapen lump of black metal clung to the corpse’s head, and as Mazael walked closer, he saw that it had once been a diadem. A cracked, dull emerald rested in the center of the twisted mess.
The diadem had once been the Banurdem.
Which meant the corpse was Lucan Mandragon.
Mazael starred at the charred form. Lucan had betrayed him, wrought the Great Rising, unleashed the runedead, and twisted Caldarus and Lord Malden into leading a mad war against half the realm. If ever a man had deserved to die like this, it had been Lucan Mandragon. Yet Mazael still felt…regret, perhaps? Grief? Lucan had been his friend once, had stood with him against powerful and dangerous foes. 
Could Mazael have prevented this? Romaria and Molly had both told him to kill Lucan when he had the chance, and he had refused. Yet perhaps there had been another way. If he could have changed Lucan’s mind, warned him of the folly…
Mazael shook his head. What was done was done, and he could not linger here. 
“Looks like after the Door opened,” said Molly, “the Old Demon didn’t need him any longer.”
She lifted her sword to prod at the twisted remains of the Banurdem.
“Don’t touch him,” said Riothamus. “There’s still a spell on him. Not strong, but it could be dangerous.”
“What is it?” said Mazael.
“The…remnants of a broken ward, I think,” said Riothamus. “The Old Demon must have destroyed it when he killed Lucan.”
“Or Skalatan,” said Molly, looking at the Door of Souls. 
“No,” said Mazael, “it would have been the Old Demon. Morebeth said he entered Cythraul Urdvul, and she would not have been wrong about that.” He turned from the corpse. “We had best…”
“Father!” said Molly, stepping back.
Mazael whirled and saw green fire climb up Lucan’s corpse. He raised Lion’s burning blade, ready for an attack. Had the Old Demon left a trap for them? Or had Lucan been playing possum?
But the corpse did not move.
“What was that?” said Mazael.
“That spell activated,” said Riothamus. “But I don’t know what it…”
“Mazael.”
The voice was a wheezing rasp, little more than a whisper, and it came from the corpse.
Lucan’s voice.
“What is this?” said Mazael. 
“My last spell,” said Lucan’s voice. “You slew me atop Swordgrim, and the Old Demon destroyed the revenant that I became, but I bound my soul to my flesh ere the spells unraveled.”
“Why?” said Riothamus. “You have no power like this, no strength. You cannot even move. And the spell is weakening, I can see that plainly enough.”
Molly scoffed. “To escape his fate. Why else?”
“No!” said Lucan, his voice full of pain. “I must undo it. Some of the damage I have done. You were right, Mazael. I was a fool. Lady Romaria tried to warn me. I should have listened. I should have…I should have done so many things differently…”
“It is a bit late for regret,” said Mazael. A spike of rage went through him, sharp and hot, and had Lucan not already been dead he would have struck the wizard down on the spot. “Thousands died in the first moments of the Great Rising. I saw the slaughtered villages, Lucan, I saw the women and children torn to shreds. Or the butchery in Knightreach and Greycoast. I saw what Caldarus did to those villages. All that blood is on your hands, Lucan. And you regret it? It is far, far too late for that.”
His shout of anger echoed off the walls.
“I was deceived,” said Lucan. 
“A fine argument,” said Mazael. “You’ve said what you’ve had to say. I wish you joy of it.”
He turned to go.
“Wait!” hissed Lucan. “You must listen to me. You must! I did not linger to beg forgiveness, not for what I have done. But you must listen.”
“To what?” said Mazael.
“The Old Demon,” said Lucan. “You cannot defeat him.”
Mazael growled. “And you suggest we fall down and worship him, since he’s going to become a god?”
“No,” said Lucan. “He has no weaknesses. He is too powerful, too strong, too clever. Too old. You cannot overcome him. But the Glamdaigyr is his weakness.”
“How?” said Mazael.
“I didn’t understand the Glamdaigyr,” said Lucan. “It steals life and power from the victim and bestows it upon the bearer. But…it does not discriminate. It will steal any power, even if the power will harm the bearer. That is the only way you can hope to defeat him. The power the Glamdaigyr steals will enter his heart and spirit, bypassing his wards and defenses. That…that is the only way, Mazael, the only way…”
“And just how am I to do that?” said Mazael. “Lion’s fire could harm him, as can the staff of the Guardian, but I doubt he’ll be stupid enough to stab them.”
“Tymaen?” said Lucan.
“What about her?” said Mazael. “She’s dead.”
“Tell her…tell her that I love her,” said Lucan. “Please. I can…I can speak to my father, I can convince him to send Marstan away. He will heed me. He needs a wizard, Tymaen, please…”
“His mind is going,” said Riothamus. “The spell is about to unravel.”
“Tell her,” whispered Lucan. “Tell her…”
The corpse shuddered, the flare of green fire fading into nothingness.
And then Lucan Mandragon was dead at last.
“Poor damned fool,” said Molly.
“Aye,” said Mazael. After a moment he lifted his eyes from the dead man. “We’ve lingered here long enough.”
He crossed the hall and stopped before the Door of Souls. The silver haze danced before his eyes, and he had the sensation of staring into a chasm of great depth. Far in the distance, he glimpsed a crimson glow and gleaming black stone.
He had never been there, but he knew it from his nightmares.
Cythraul Urdvul. Where the demon god had died and the Demonsouled had been born…and a new demon god would be born, if Mazael did not stop his father.
“Blood,” said Riothamus.
Mazael looked at him. 
“You and Molly can step through the Door and go to Cythraul Urdvul,” said Riothamus. “Your blood will pull you to the gathered power of the Demonsouled. But you’ll need to touch Lady Romaria and me with your blood if we are to accompany you.”
Mazael nodded and cut his hand on Lion’s edge, and let a few of the droplets fall onto Romaria’s outstretched hand. Molly pricked her finger and did the same for Riothamus. Mazael flexed his hand, his Demonsouled power healing the wound, and hesitated.
“You do not have to go with me,” said Mazael. “None of you do. This is between me and the Old Demon, in the end.”
“No,” said Romaria, a sad smile on her face. “We are husband and wife, Mazael Cravenlock. We shall be joined together until death, and if we die together on this day, then so be it.” 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Molly. “Grandfather turned me into a killer. He would have turned me into a Malrag Queen, and he murdered Nicholas. He might kill me today, but by all the gods, I am going to spit in that wretched bastard’s eye before I die.”
“And I am the Guardian of the Tervingi,” said Riothamus. “The Guardian of the Tervingi nation, aye…but the Guardian’s office is to oppose the Old Demon. If we fail today, if the Old Demon becomes a new god…then I will have failed, three thousand years of Guardians will have failed, and the world will fall into an endless darkness.” He smiled. “I think, hrould, that if you want to go alone, you will have to tie us up first.”
“Bah,” said Mazael. “Molly would just walk the shadows to get loose of the ropes.” He smiled. “So be it.” He turned back to the Door of Souls, his smile fading. “Then let us put an end to this at last.”
He took a deep breath, and then he strode through the Door, the others following.

###

The Old Demon stopped, the sky overhead writhing with black clouds, crimson lightning leaping through the darkness. 
He titled his head for a moment, as if listening, the Glamdaigyr shivering with eagerness in his hand. The bloody glow ahead threw his shadow behind him, long and black against the black stones of the ancient temple.
“Ah,” he said, smiling. “So they’ve chosen to begin their suffering early.” 







Chapter 30 - Cythraul Urdvul

Chaos swallowed Mazael.
The Door of Souls vanished, and he felt himself hurtling through an endless dark void. Scattered visions flashed before his eyes, faces of men and women, some screaming in torment, others howling in fury. 
The Demonsouled. 
All of them, a hundred generations of the Old Demon’s children, all tainted by the demon magic of their patriarch’s blood. He saw them live and die and love and fight, spreading violence and chaos through generation after generation.
And he saw them perish, their power flowing into Cythraul Urdvul.
A crimson light appeared in the void, and Mazael fell towards it. He felt the power of the light, the awful might, and he struggled against it. 
But it pulled him towards it, and the light swallowed him whole.

###

Mazael Cravenlock found himself standing in Castle Cravenlock’s chapel, clad in steel mail and plate, Lion’s blade burning with crimson fire in his hand.
No, not Lion.
He lifted the sword, saw that it had been wrought from red gold, the pommel shaped like a snarling demon’s head.
The sword of the Destroyer.
He turned his head and flinched.
Rachel lay dead upon the steps to the altar, her torso opened from throat to groin by a single massive blow. Her green eyes gazed at the ceiling in frozen horror, her blood drying around her. Romaria lay slumped next to her, her body twisted and bent, caught halfway between wolf and human forms.
“No,” said Mazael, “no, this isn’t…”
“You killed them.”
Mazael looked up and saw the Old Demon standing atop the chapel’s altar.
“Don’t you remember?” His father grinned. “You cut your traitorous sister down, just as I commanded. And Romaria tried to stop you, but…ah, her Elderborn soul ripped her apart from the inside out. So very, very tragic. But wasn’t it worth it? I gave you the sword of the Destroyer, just as I promised…and you will now go forth and destroy the kingdoms of men in my name.” 
“No,” said Mazael. This could not be happening.
“I’m afraid it is, my son,” said the Old Demon. “You are mine, now and forever.”

###

Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock turned in a shocked circle, her composite bow in hand.
The ruins of Deepforest Keep smoldered around her. The Champion’s Tower had been smashed and lay in broken wreckage across the city. The houses burned, flames dancing inside their stone shells. Everywhere the dead lay, ripped and torn by swords, their heads mounted on stakes and their bodies pinned to walls like macabre trophies.
“No,” said Romaria, “no, this can’t be…”
“You did this, my dear.”
She turned and saw the Old Demon staring at her, a gentle smile on his bearded face.
“What?” said Romaria. “No, I didn’t do this. I…”
“You allowed it to happen,” he said, still smiling. “You wed Mazael Cravenlock. You knew what he was, the darkness in his soul…and you wed him and took him into your bed nonetheless. You always yearned for a man stronger than yourself, and you found him at last…and he turned into a monster.”
“No,” whispered Romaria. 
“Yes,” said the Old Demon. “You were at his side as he butchered his way across the Grim Marches. As he raised pyramids of skulls in Knightcastle. As he burned Barellion to the ground with its people trapped within the walls. You are nothing but the Destroyer’s concubine…and you will follow him as he bathes the world in blood.”
“This…this can’t be happening,” said Romaria.
“I’m afraid it is, my dear,” said the Old Demon. “You are mine, now and forever.”

###

Molly Cravenlock stumbled backwards, unable to believe the horror before her eyes.
She stood in her bedroom in Castle Cravenlock, and Riothamus lay upon the bed.
Or what was left of Riothamus. 
Blood soaked the blankets, dripped down the walls, squished in the carpet beneath her bare feet. 
“Oh, dear. What a mess you’ve made.”
She whirled, and saw her grandfather standing in the corner.
“You did this!” said Molly.
“Me?” said the Old Demon, smiling. “Not at all. You did this to him, Molly. You’re a killer, a monster, and you always have been. You knew what you would do to Riothamus, but you let him betrothe you anyway. And now look at what you’ve done.” He clicked his tongue. “The poor servants will have to burn those blankets.”
“I didn’t hurt him!” shouted Molly. “You did.”
“You’re lying to yourself,” said the Old Demon.
She snarled and reached for her sword, and realized that she was naked.
And the skin of her left hip felt leathery and thick and gnarled beneath the fingers of her right hand. 
“You are a monster, you know,” said the Old Demon. “Look at yourself.”
He pointed to a mirror against the wall, and Molly turned.
A misshapen hulk stared back at her, with leathery, gray skin, blank white eyes, and limbs swollen with muscle and fat. Tumors bulged on her torso, the creatures growing with the tumors writhing and twitching, ready to tear free of her corrupted flesh and kill.
Corvad had turned her into a Malrag Queen. 
The scream ripped out of her like a living thing. 
“Granddaughter,” said the Old Demon. “You are mine, now and forever.”

###

Riothamus son of Rigotharic tried to lean upon the staff of the Guardian for balance.
But the staff splintered to pieces in his right hand, and he fell to one knee.
He was in the village of Stone Tower, the houses burning around him. Athanaric lay slumped against the stairs to the keep. Aegidia lay nearby, facedown in her own blood. The corpses of slaughtered Tervingi were strewn everywhere.
Riothamus staggered to his feet and froze in horror. 
Beyond the ruined village the Grim Marches had been burned to ashes, glowing embers and smoke blowing in the wind. The sky overhead was the color of blood, and Riothamus saw more corpses scattered across the charred plains.
The entire Tervingi nation, butchered and slain. 
“Oh, dear,” said a voice. “It looks like you failed.”
Riothamus whirled, and saw a man in a black robe standing near Aegidia’s corpse. 
The Urdmoloch.
“What did you do?” said Riothamus, his hands curling into fists.
“What did I do?” said the Urdmoloch, putting one hand upon his chest. “Why, I did nothing! This was your failure, Riothamus. You were the Guardian of the Tervingi. You were supposed to defend them from dark magic! And look what happened.” He shook his head in dismay. “You failed them…and the Tervingi nation is ashes upon the wind.”
Riothamus stared at the burnt plains, unable to take his eyes from the carnage.
“And you, too, are mine,” said Urdmoloch. “Now and forever.” 

###

“I’m sorry,” whispered Mazael, gazing at the corpses of his sister and wife. 
“It’s your fault,” said the Old Demon, his voice a murmur. “You gave into the darkness within yourself. You let it conquer you…and it destroyed everyone you love.” He laughed. “Their blood is on your hands, your…”
“Shut up.”
The Old Demon frowned, and Mazael turned.
A woman in a black dress stood next to the dais, her hair the color of blood, her eyes like gray steel. She seemed familiar, so familiar, yet Mazael could not place her. 
“You?” said the Old Demon, and there was a hint of surprise in his voice. 
“Mazael,” said the woman. “You know me.”
Mazael frowned. He had never seen the woman before, yet he was sure he knew her. 
“Knightcastle,” said the woman in black. “I seduced you at Knightcastle. I offered to aid you in fighting against my father, and tried to kill you when you refused to be corrupted. You killed me instead.”
“How can I be talking to a dead woman?” said Mazael.
“Yes,” said the Old Demon, the crimson haze in his eyes brightening. “Yes, how can you be?”
“Because,” said the woman, “none of this is real.”
The recollection bloomed in Mazael’s thoughts, and his mind snapped back into focus, like grime wiped from a mirror.
“Morebeth,” said Mazael. “Your name is Morebeth Galbraith.” 
The Old Demon snarled and lifted his hands, darkness swirling around him.
“You are Morebeth Galbraith,” said Mazael, whirling to face his father, “and you, ever and always, are a liar!”
The sword of the Destroyer shivered in his hand, and changed, the red gold becoming blue-tinged steel, and Lion blazed to life in his hand. Mazael lunged up the stairs and plunged the sword into the Old Demon’s chest. 
The Old Demon shattered into a thousand shards of sliver light, and the world vanished into nothingness.

###

Mazael jerked awake, his eyes shooting open. 
A cold hand grabbed his shoulder.
“Hold still,” said a woman’s voice, low and urgent. “If you roll off that cliff, you’ll never stop falling.”
Mazael caught his breath. He sat on a floor of smooth, icy black stone, the rock trembling and thrumming beneath him. The air here was cold, and the black clouds overhead moved with uncanny speed, red lightning flickering between the writhing bands.
“Morebeth,” said Mazael.
She knelt next to him, one hand on his shoulder. He reached up and grabbed her arms, and felt flesh and cloth beneath his grasp. “You’re…not a spirit.”
“I am still a spirit,” said Morebeth, “but we are in the spirit world. Here, there is no difference between the material and the spiritual.”
“The spirit world?” said Mazael, and the memory came back. “We’re in Cythraul Urdvul.”
He got to his feet. The huge, ruined black temple rose before him, the great pillar of blood-colored fire ascending from the shattered dome and stabbing into the clouds. A few feet behind Mazael the pavement of black marble came to a jagged end, the storm stretching endlessly away in all directions.
As Morebeth had said, if he fell here he would never stop falling. 
“What happened?” said Mazael. “Where are the others?”
“Our father left a trap for you,” said Morebeth. “He sensed your approach, and laid a spell that would imprison you within your own mind, haunted by your greatest fears and failures for all time.” 
“Thank you,” said Mazael. “I don’t think I would have been able to break free of that on my own.”
“You wouldn’t have,” said Morebeth, glancing at the pulsing column of flame. “But we must hurry. Our father didn’t know I have been aiding you, but he does now. We must free the others before he destroys us.” 
“Where are they?” said Mazael.
“This way,” said Morebeth, walking towards the black temple’s yawning entrance.
Mazael followed her through the massive stone arch and into a vast hypostyle hall. Once, he guessed, pillars thick as ancient oak trees had supported a high stone roof. Now half of the pillars lay in ruin, and great sections of the ceiling had collapsed in heaps of broken wreckage. The vibration of the floor grew sharper beneath his boots, and sometimes pieces of stone clattered down the piled debris.
Romaria, Molly, and Riothamus lay motionless in a clear space, their eyes closed. 
“They’re still alive,” said Mazael as he looked over them, relief spreading through him.
“Aye,” said Morebeth, the bloody light throwing stark shadows over her pale face. “But we must wake them.”
“How?” said Mazael.
“I can take you into their dreams,” said Morebeth, “but you shall have to wake them. I was only able to wake you because of the bond between us.”
“Bond?” said Mazael. “What bond?”
“That we are both children of the Old Demon,” said Morebeth. “Come. We must wake the others. Take my hand.”
Mazael took her right hand with his left, and Morebeth stooped and put her free hand upon Romaria’s forehead. 
Cythraul Urdvul blurred around him, and he fell back into darkness.

###

“This isn’t happening,” said Romaria over and over, stumbling through the broken streets of Deepforest Keep. “This…isn’t happening, it can’t be happening.”
She had left Deepforest Keep years ago and had only returned every few years to visit her father. Yet part of her had always thought of it as home, even after Athaelin Greenshield fell in battle against the Malrags. It had comforted her to know that her brother ruled over the Keep.
But now Deepforest Keep was rubble. 
And it was her fault.
“You could have stopped Mazael,” murmured the Old Demon, his voice low and mocking. “You could have turned him from this path of destruction. But you followed him instead, and he became a monster…and he butchered the folk of Deepforest Keep.” He gestured at the corpses, human and Elderborn, that choked the streets. “You could have saved them, Romaria, but you failed, you…”
“This is a lie.”
Romaria blinked, surprised, and looked up from the dead. 
Mazael stood nearby, clad in golden armor, a longsword burning with blue fire in his right hand. A woman in black stood at his side, her face tight with hatred as she stared at the Old Demon.
“Well,” said the Old Demon, looking at the black-clad woman. “This is irritating.”
“Romaria,” said Mazael, stepping towards her. “None of this is real.”
“But…but Deepforest Keep,” said Romaria. “All my kin. You…you killed them.” 
“I did not,” said Mazael. “We saved Deepforest Keep, remember? I slew Ultorin, and you woke the traigs and led them against the Malrags.”
“I…I can’t…” said Romaria.
“And you saved me, too,” said Mazael. “You stopped me from murdering my sister. And you kept my Demonsouled nature from devouring me. Every time I went too far, every time I wanted to kill…you stopped me. You kept me from becoming the Destroyer, you kept me from listening to his lies,” he pointed at the carnage in the streets, “and you kept me from doing things like this.”
Romaria smiled at him. “I love you, too.”
And she knew what she had to do.
She whirled, raised her bow, and loosed an arrow at the Old Demon.
The Old Demon shattered into a spray of silver light, and Deepforest Keep dissolved into nothingness around her.

###

Molly kept screaming.
She had killed Nicholas. She had killed Riothamus. They had both loved her, and that love had led to their deaths. It was her fault.
Her body swelled and bulged, the tumors in her flesh growing into living Malrags. 
She had become the monster she had always known herself to be.
“You should have listened to me, granddaughter,” said the Old Demon. “This has always been your fate. You cannot escape from me, not ever. But if you had accepted it…then perhaps the men you loved would still live.”
“Or you could just shut up.”
The voice was so unexpected that Molly blinked, falling silent.
A man in golden armor stood in the bedroom doorway, a sword of blue fire in his right fist, a woman in a black gown standing behind him. He looked familiar, somehow, and a storm of emotions rose up within Molly at the sight of him.
The Old Demon snarled.
“Who are you?” said Molly.
“He killed Nicholas, Molly!” said the Old Demon. “He murdered your betrothed! Strike him down, and take revenge!”
Molly stepped forward, intending to rip the man in golden armor to shreds. And yet…and yet that seemed wrong, somehow. The man in the golden armor hadn’t killed Nicholas. No, she had killed Nicholas. No, she had found him dead. Hadn’t she?
“You said I killed Nicholas,” said Molly, hesitating.
“He killed Nicholas,” said the man in golden armor, pointing his burning sword at the Old Demon. “He sent Corvad to do it, and then cast the blame upon me, all while planning to transform you into a Malrag Queen.”
“But it was still my fault,” said Molly. “They only died because of me. I am a monster. I have always been a monster, and…”
“Look,” said the man in the golden armor, pointing at the mirror.
Molly looked, and took a step back in surprise.
She saw a young woman in dark leather armor, with gray eyes and brown hair tied in a tail. A slender sword and a peculiar dagger rested on her belt. The dagger looked as if it had been made from the tooth of some great beast, and…
“The dragon,” breathed Molly.
Mazael had killed the dragon in Red Valley. Arylkrad stood on the heights overlooking that valley, and there Molly had learned the truth. The Old Demon had sent Corvad to kill Nicholas, all so Corvad could lure Molly to Arylkrad and transform her into a Malrag Queen.
Nicholas Tormaud’s death had been the Old Demon’s doing, not hers. 
“You did this, grandfather,” said Molly, glaring at the Old Demon. “You killed them, not me.”
Her grandfather’s eyes blazed with crimson fire. “Indeed? You will curse Mazael for having sired you, before…”
Molly lunged, her dagger lashing at the Old Demon’s face.
Her grandfather shattered in a spray of silvery light, and the world dissolved around her.

###

Riothamus stood motionless, staring at the ruin of the Grim Marches and the corpses of the Tervingi nation. 
“You failed them,” said the Urdmoloch, standing behind him. “You were their Guardian. They looked to you to keep them safe from dark magic, from the Demonsouled and the San-keth, and you failed. Just as well Aegidia is dead. Otherwise she might have lived to have seen you fail so badly.” 
Riothamus said nothing. Perhaps it would have been better if the Tervingi nation had remained in the middle lands, in their old homeland along the Iron River. Perhaps they would have prevailed against the Malrags, in the end.
And they would not have marched to their doom, trusting in Riothamus to protect them.
“The Guardian of the Tervingi,” said the Urdmoloch, amusement in his voice, “and you…”
“Enough.”
Riothamus turned, surprised at the new voice.
A tall man in golden armor stood near the Urdmoloch, a sword of azure flame in his right fist. A woman in a black gown stood at his side, gazing at the Urdmoloch with hatred and fear. 
“This,” said the Urdmoloch, “is growing most tiresome.”
“Who are you?” said Riothamus. He had never seen the woman in black before, he was certain, but the man in golden armor looked familiar.  
“You’re the Guardian of the Tervingi,” said the armored man, “and you helped save your people. You escaped Stone Tower and stopped Ragnachar from destroying the Tervingi. And you spread Lion’s fire when the runedead rose, and you froze the river so the mammoths could cross and smash the runedead. If not for you, both the Tervingi nation and the folk of the Grim Marches would have been slain.” He gestured at the desolation surrounding the burned village. “This could have been real…but it was not, thanks to your wisdom and valor.” 
“I…I remember,” said Riothamus, faint images flickering through his mind.
“And my daughter loves you,” said Mazael, “and I didn’t think she was capable of loving anyone.”
Molly.
The memories of her, of his betrothed and first and only lover, exploded through his mind. He remembered the glint in her gray eyes when something caught her sense of humor. The way her face grew still when she was lost in thought, and the smile when he walked into her room. The first time they kissed outside of Castle Cravenlock, the feel of her mouth and body against his…
He remembered everything.
Riothamus turned, the staff of the Guardian in his hand, and flung a blast of golden flame at the Urdmoloch.
The black-robed shape shattered, and the world fell away.

###

Mazael’s eyes opened, and Morebeth released his hand.
He stood again in the half-ruined hypostyle hall of Cythraul Urdvul, the great pillar of flame stabbing into the undulating black sky. Romaria, Riothamus, and Molly opened their eyes and got to their feet.
“Gods,” said Molly, rubbing her temples, “I have a headache.”
“What did he do to us?” said Romaria.
“A spell,” said Morebeth, voice quiet. “My father sensed your entrance through the Door of Souls and laid a trap to ensnare you.” 
“It is good you were able to aid us,” said Riothamus, with a small bow in her direction. “I fear we would have been unable to escape otherwise.” 
Molly looked Morebeth up and down. “So you’re the one who seduced Mazael and tried to use him as a weapon against the Old Demon?”
Morebeth’s smile showed teeth. “Yes.” She looked at Romaria. “I was a fool to do so,” her gaze shifted back to Molly, “but I think you understand what it is to lose someone you love to my father’s lies.”
Molly nodded, once. Then she looked at Riothamus. “Why was he able to lay the spell for us? I thought he couldn’t attack us unless we attacked him first.”
“That doesn’t matter, not here,” said Morebeth. “Not in Cythraul Urdvul. This is where he was born. He is stronger here, much stronger.”
“Wonderful,” muttered Molly.
“And that is why you are able manifest physically?” said Riothamus. 
“You are wise, Guardian,” said Morebeth. “I, too, am stronger here. I am dead…but I can act here as I could not in the material world. Both you, Mazael, and you, Molly, might find yourselves stronger as well.”
“I don’t feel any differently,” said Mazael.
Molly shrugged, concentrated, and then frowned. “I can’t walk into the shadows.”
“The Glamdaigyr,” said Romaria. “The Old Demon has it, and it blocks your ability to move through the shadows.”
“He’s near,” said Mazael, looking at the pillar of flame rising from the ruined dome. “And he knows we’re coming.”
“He seemed so certain he will win,” said Molly, a spasm going over her face.
“No,” said Morebeth. “He fears us. Or at least the talismans you bear, the blade and staff of the High Elderborn. They were created to destroy him…and even now, after three thousand years, they pursue him to the very end.”
“Then do you see our victory?” said Mazael. “In any of the potential futures you can see?”
Morebeth shook her head.
“Is there any sign of Skalatan?” said Mazael.
“The wise serpent?” said Morebeth. “No. I felt it when you entered Cythraul Urdvul, but not him. Perhaps he did not reach the Door of Souls.”
“Or he is strong enough to mask his presence,” said Riothamus.
“It doesn’t matter,” said Mazael. “He won’t help us against the Old Demon, and even if he somehow prevails, he’ll only become a tyrant as dark as the Old Demon himself. This is up to us. Let’s go.”
He strode towards the far end of the hall, the others following.







Chapter 31 - The Last of the Demonsouled

Mazael stepped through the yawning arch and into the Chamber of Blood.
He had seen it so many times before in his nightmares. The great cylindrical chamber of black stone could have held Castle Cravenlock. It had once been topped with a vast dome, but the dome had been shattered long ago, its jagged fingers stark against the black and crimson sky. A stone dais, perhaps a hundred yards across, stood in the center of the chamber.
The pillar of blood-colored flame, the gathered power of three thousand years of Demonsouled, filled the dais and plunged into the sky.
The stone thrummed beneath Mazael’s boots, all of Cythraul Urdvul trembling with the great power in that pillar. Here was power enough to rip apart the world and reshape it. Power enough to create new worlds and destroy old ones, to shape the destiny of every living mortal for all time.
Power that called to the dark fire in Mazael’s blood. 
For a wild, terrible moment he wanted to sprint forward and throw himself into the pillar, to lose himself in that awesome might. Perhaps a moth circling a lantern flame felt the same thing. He saw the same yearning on Molly’s face. Another, darker thought occurred to him. He could take the Glamdaigyr from the Old Demon and use it to claim the power, to transform himself into the new god…
No. He could not be trusted with that power, no more than the Old Demon or Skalatan. 
A dark shape stood against the raging pillar, a shadow against the flames. Mazael saw a black sword in the figure’s right hand, the blade flickering with ghostly green flame. He kept walking, Lion raised, the others behind him. 
At last the dark figure turned to regard him, outlined against the power of the Demonsouled.
And for the first time since that awful day in Castle Cravenlock’s chapel, Mazael confronted his father in the flesh. 
“Well,” said the Old Demon. “Here we are at last.” The crimson glow deep in his gray eyes pulsed in time to the pillar behind him. “Did you like the little presents I left for you?”
Mazael said nothing, Lion ready in his hands. He saw Romaria tense, saw Riothamus lift the staff of the Guardian, saw Molly bare her teeth in a snarl. 
“A family reunion of sorts,” said the Old Demon, his voice amused. “My son and granddaughter and their loved ones.” He laughed. “How fitting that you should all die together.”
His burning gaze fell upon Morebeth, and his eyebrows rose.
“But what is this?” said the Old Demon. “I expected rebellion of Mazael and Molly, but from you, little Morebeth? You are dead, and your soul and power are mine.” His voice hissed over the last word, and for an instant his black robes seemed like furled wings of shadow, his teeth like black fangs. “Obey me.”
“No,” said Morebeth.
“You will,” said the Old Demon. “You hate me…but that does not give you the strength to defy me. Your flesh and blood were mine, and your spirit and power remain mine. Obey me and kill Mazael.”
For a moment Morebeth’s eyes shone with the same fire as the Old Demon’s, and she started to sway. But she stiffened, and the light faded from her eyes.
Though they still blazed with fury.
“No,” she whispered. “You ruined everything I love. You had Amalric kill Sir Brandon. You tried to turn Mazael into the Destroyer, and you would ruin the world. I will never obey you, father. Never.”
For an instant Mazael saw fury on the Old Demon’s face, a rage older and deeper and blacker than any mortal mind could comprehend, an unending lust to control and enslave and dominate. 
Then the amusement returned.
“She loves you, Mazael!” said the Old Demon. “She defied death and my power all for love of you.” He waved his free hand at the others. “Just as they do. Such a band of ragged fools you have inspired to follow you. The half-breed, the ragged barbarian wizard, the bastard brat, and the dead woman. How very noble.”
“Does this speech have a point?” said Mazael. “If so, come to it quickly.”
“You can have more, Mazael,” said the Old Demon. “Join with me, and you can become a god. Not merely the lord over barbarian rabble, not even the Destroyer, but a god who will rule at my right hand. I can give you…”
Mazael burst out laughing, and the Old Demon’s eyes narrowed.
“Really?” said Mazael. “You are trying to tempt me still? After everything that has happened? I know you for what you are, and you still try to tempt me?”
The Old Demon laughed. 
“Why, I suppose you’re right!” he said. “You know…I have lied for so often to so many people that it is almost refreshing to tell the truth. So let us speak plainly at the end, eh? I’m going to kill you, Mazael. Maybe I’ll kill Romaria in front of you first – we’ve already done that. Or perhaps I’ll kill your pet barbarian wizard and his assassin whore, and then kill you. And then, once you all are dead, I shall stride over your corpses and become the new god.” He grinned, and against he seemed like a bestial, monstrous thing crouching in human form. “And then I shall call you back…and your true torment will begin.”
“No,” said Mazael. “This is the end…but your end, father. All the lies and plots. All the centuries of slaughter and torment and destruction. You will pay for it all today.”
The Old Demon laughed again. 
“You will not become the new god,” said Romaria, taking her bastard sword in both hands.
“You’ll pay for what you did to me,” said Molly, “for what you did to Nicholas.”
“The purpose of the Guardian is to protect mortals from you,” said Riothamus, “and today that purpose will be fulfilled.”
“Then,” said the Old Demon, “let us begin.”
He lifted the Glamdaigyr, the darkness swirling around the blade deepening.

###

Wrapped in his most powerful spell of obscuring, Skalatan stood against the wall of the Chamber of Blood and watched the confrontation. 
He felt no need to declaim his intentions in a challenge. Such follies were an indulgence of those ruled by emotion, and Skalatan had no such need. 
And given how his enemies hated each other, he had no need to fight most of them, either.
No, he would stand here and watch the fight. He would intervene here and there, to ensure the Old Demon and his son fought each other to exhaustion. And then, when one or the other triumphed, Skalatan would strike with his full power.
No obstacles would remain between him and the powers of a god.
He waited.

###

The Old Demon raised the Glamdaigyr, and Mazael braced himself for the attack, as did Molly and Romaria. Golden light flared around the Guardian’s staff, a candle flame in the darkness of Cythraul Urdvul.
But the Old Demon only beckoned with his left hand.
Bursts of flame erupted from the pillar, striking the floor in a dozen places. Mazael thought the Old Demon had unleashed a spell of attack, but none of the flames struck flesh. Instead they hit the floor, smaller pillars of flame rising from the impacts.
Man-sized pillars.
“What is this?” said Mazael.
“Do you still not understand, my son?” said the Old Demon. “You are mine. The Demonsouled are mine. All of them! And is it not fitting that I should summon them here, at the end, to watch you die?”
The pillars of flame coalesced into men and women, and Mazael heard Morebeth gasp.
The first one he saw was Amalric Galbraith, clad in the armor of a Commander of the Dominiar Order, the red longsword of the Destroyer in his hand. His gray eyes glinted beneath his eagle-winged helm, and narrowed when they saw Mazael. A short distance away stood Corvad, wearing chain mail and plate, also holding a sword identical to Amalric's, his face lighting up with murderous glee when he saw Mazael. Behind him appeared Ragnachar, a crimson greatsword in his hands.
Hundreds, thousands of Demonsouled appeared, generations of them, filling the Chamber of Blood. Some wore fine armor and rich robes, while others wore rags and furs and carried clubs and flint-tipped spears. Some were clad in the robes of wizards, while some were nearly naked, their bodies covered by elaborate scars and tattoos. 
The battle madness played on their features, the Demonsouled rage that Mazael knew so well.
“Aren’t you glad to see your brothers and sisters, Mazael?” said the Old Demon. “So many of them! Generations I sired, and generations I slew, and now they are mine to command. I will devour their power and become a god. But first, I will command them to kill you…”
“Mazael,” said Morebeth, “you can command them. He is the Old Demon, but you are his son…and you are alive, and you bear Lion. You can command them.”
“How?” said Mazael, but then he felt the other Demonsouled. 
He sensed the dark fire within them, the same fire that flowed through his veins and burned in his heart. The Demonsouled rage and fury, passed on by their father…but now enslaved and dominated by his will.
Just as he would dominate the world.
But Mazael intended to contest his father’s will.
“Hear me!” shouted Mazael, lifting Lion over his head.
The Old Demon laughed. “Don’t be…”
“Fight with me!” Mazael shouted, focusing his will upon the presence of the Demonsouled in his thoughts. “Fight with me, and be free of our father’s tyranny at last.” Agony flooded through his head as his will competed with his father’s. Was this how it felt for Riothamus when he cast spells against an enemy wizard’s wards? “Fight, and repay our father for all that he has done to you!”
He felt his will struggle against the Old Demon’s, and most of the Demonsouled held fast, their father’s will binding them like iron chains.
But in some, Mazael’s will prevailed.
A brief hint of shock passed over the Old Demon’s face.
“Kill them!” the Old Demon roared. “Kill them all!”
And chaos erupted in the Chamber of Blood. 
Hundreds of Demonsouled rushed at Mazael, weapons wreathed in crimson flame. But other Demonsouled met them, shouting and screaming with centuries of fury, and in an instant Mazael found himself in the middle of a battle. A Demonsouled clad in ragged furs and armed with a club lunged at him, howling, and Mazael sidestepped the blow, sweeping Lion around in a backhand. The blade ripped through the fur-clad man’s abdomen, and the man dissolved into crimson flame, the fire leaping back to rejoin the great pillar. 
“Mazael Cravenlock!”
Amalric surged through the press, drawing closer, his cold face twisted with livid fury. 
“You slew me!” he roared. “And you will die and join us here!”
Mazael turned to face the attack, Lion thrumming in his hand.
“No!” Morebeth stepped between them, her eyes steely. “I will deal with him. I will make him answer for Sir Brandon’s death at last. Stop our father, Mazael.”
“Sister,” spat Amalric, lifting the sword of the Destroyer. “You betrayed me. You turned Mazael into your puppet and had him slay me. Now we are together…and you shall die for me over and over.”
“I think not,” said Morebeth, and her form blurred. Her gown transmuted into armor of crimson scales and chain mail. In either hand she bore a slender sword like Molly’s, each blade shimmering with crimson fire. A helm covered her head, flanked with eagle’s wings fashioned in steel, much like Amalric’s.
Amalric laughed. “You think to fight me?”
“In the living world, you were the stronger. Here, dear brother,” said Morebeth, “I am just as strong as you are.” 
She charged at Amalric, their swords flashing and clanging. 
And then the path was open to the Old Demon.
Mazael charged at him, Molly at his right.
The Old Demon lifted his left hand, darkness and crimson flame dancing around his fingers. Romaria loosed an arrow at him, exchanging her sword for her bow, and the shaft plunged into the Old Demon’s chest. But he barely seemed to notice the impact, and he pointed at Mazael, the fire and darkness forming a symbol of power before his fingers…
Then golden fire hammered into the Old Demon, and the ancient creature rocked back a half-step. The fire around his fingers went out.
Mazael sprang at him, Lion drawn back to stab.
For a moment, just a moment, Mazael saw a hint of fear on his father’s face.
Then that ancient, ravenous fury returned, and the Glamdaigyr blurred to meet Lion’s strike. 

###

Amalric Galbraith’s head thundered with the will of his father. 
He had served the Old Demon in life willingly, even eagerly, seeking to claim the sword and mantle of the Destroyer for himself. He had vowed to prove himself worthy. He would cast down the thrones of men, trample the nations beneath his feet, and lead an army across the world.
Then Morebeth had betrayed him…and transformed Mazael Cravenlock into a weapon to wield against him. 
But now Amalric would have his revenge. The Old Demon would claim his rightful place as the god of the world...and there would be so much killing to follow.
Starting with Mazael Cravenlock.
Once Amalric cleared his wretched sister from his path. 
But Morebeth wielded her blades with a skill and speed she never possessed in life, the burning swords weaving a crimson cage in front of her. Again and again Amalric hammered at her, but every time Morebeth weaved and ducked around his blows. 
“Always the same, brother,” spat Morebeth. “Still thinking in a straight line. Never using a knife when you happen to have a hammer.” 
“I enjoyed killing your precious Sir Brandon,” said Amalric, lifting his own sword. “I laughed when the rebels filled him with arrows, and I laughed again when he thrashed in his own blood like a pig with a slit throat. He cried your name when he died, did I tell you that? We are the blood of the Old Demon, and you degraded yourself by lying with him.”
Morebeth remained unruffled. “And yet I was not our father’s dupe, brother. Did he promise you that you could slay Mazael? How did that…”
Amalric roared, the Demonsouled madness erupting through him, and came at her with all his strength and fury, and around them the battle between a hundred generations of Demonsouled raged.

###

For a wild, mad moment, Molly thought Mazael would strike the Old Demon down, that he would drive Lion right through her grandfather’s rotting black heart. 
But the Old Demon, too, was Demonsouled. 
He held the Glamdaigyr one-handed, but wielded the massive black greatsword as quickly as if it were a quill pen. Lion’s blade clanged off the Glamdaigyr, both swords shrieking as the magic within them struggled. Mazael struck again and again, and the Old Demon blocked the strikes with ease, the Glamdaigyr blurring back and forth. 
“Shall we fight with swords?” said the Old Demon, laughing. “I was going to blast the flesh from your bones, but I suppose it would amuse me to…”
Molly glanced at Romaria, who nodded, and they struck in one motion. 
Romaria ran towards the Old Demon, her bastard sword blurring for his head. The Old Demon’s red-glazed eyes darted towards her, and Molly seized the opening. She could not walk through the shadows, not so close to the Glamdaigyr’s malevolent aura, but she still had Demonsouled strength and power. Her sword and dagger plunged for the Old Demon’s chest, all her hate and fury driving the weapons. 
Yet the Old Demon dodged the blows in a black blur, moving faster than Molly had ever seen anyone move. 
And unlike Molly, the Glamdaigyr did not block his ability to walk through the shadows.
The Old Demon blurred into darkness and reappeared a dozen yards away, amidst a knot of struggling Demonsouled. Molly wheeled to face him, as did Mazael and Romaria, but the Old Demon lifted his hand. 
“Dear granddaughter,” he said, his smile revealing jagged fangs, “go and die.”
He gestured, crimson flame pulsing around his hand, and invisible force hammered into Molly. She had been hit by blasts of psychokinetic force before…but never by a wizard of such strength.
It felt as if a Tervingi war mammoth had fallen upon her.
The blast flung her across the Chamber of Blood and slammed her into the wall fifty yards away. 
Molly slumped, broken bones jutting from her arms and legs, blood pooling around her.

###

Ragnachar son of no one strode through the chaos, cutting down Demonsouled left and right.
He had once fought to contain the darkness inside him, listening to his mother as she counseled patience and control. But in the end, the struggle had been too much. In exhaustion and despair he had rejected her and embraced the dark fire in his blood, and listened to the counsels of the Urdmoloch. He would kill and kill until there was no one left to kill.
Perhaps then the terrible hunger in his blood would at last be sated.
Ragnachar had hoped to kill the world…but instead Mazael Cravenlock had cut him down outside the gates of Sword Town. 
But now Ragnachar was dead, and there was no more exhaustion, only pain. No more weariness, only rage and bloodlust. No more doubt, only the will of the Urdmoloch filling him with relentless purpose. 
And that purpose was to kill. 
He destroyed another of the rebel Demonsouled, the red flame flying back into the pulsing column, and spotted Riothamus son of Rigotharic.
The Guardian stood a short distance from where Mazael and Romaria battled the Urdmoloch, blue fire straining against green. Riothamus cast spell after spell, destroying the Demonsouled that tried to attack him and hurling bolts of golden fire at the Urdmoloch. Ragnachar felt a smile spread over his face. 
Oh, but he would enjoy stepping behind Riothamus and burying his sword in the Guardian’s back…
Then he saw Molly Cravenlock slumped against the wall, blood pooling beneath her.
Riothamus’s beloved. 
And killing her would inflict far more pain on the Guardian.
Ragnachar turned to face her, his greatsword coming up. 

###

Mazael let the Demonsouled rage fill him, making him stronger and faster, letting it drive his limbs with fury and might.
For if there was ever a foe that deserved his rage, his hatred, it was the Old Demon. 
Yet for all his speed, for all his strength, he could not land a blow. The Old Demon was too fast, the Glamdaigyr a blur of darkness and green light around him. The sheer force of his blows knocked Mazael back, and time and time again Mazael almost lost his balance and fell. If he ever did, he knew the Old Demon would kill him in a heartbeat.
Or one of the other Demonsouled in the mad melee.
His only respite came from the blasts of golden fire Riothamus unleashed. Every hit rocked the Old Demon. They gave Mazael a chance to recover his balance and strike back…but the Old Demon always recovered, regaining his balance to block the blows and launch attacks of his own.
So far, at least, Riothamus had kept the Old Demon from casting another spell. If the Old Demon worked a spell of sufficient power, he could kill Mazael and Romaria both in a heartbeat.
As he might have already killed Molly.
Mazael fought on.

###

Riothamus threw his full power into the next spell, the might of the Guardian’s staff augmenting his magic. 
And still it was not enough. 
The golden fire slammed into the Old Demon, staggering the ancient creature, but left no lasting injury. Riothamus had seen how quickly Mazael and Molly healed injuries, but the Urdmoloch’s powers of regeneration were far stronger. Worse, layer upon layer of ancient wards armored the Old Demon, blunting most of the force of Riothamus’s spells. 
Unless Mazael drove Lion through the Old Demon’s heart, they would lose this fight.
As Riothamus fought, he loosed the Sight, seeking for Molly. The Urdmoloch’s spell had thrown her across the Chamber of Blood, and he feared that the Old Demon had killed her. Or had left her crippled, making her easy prey for the maddened spirits of the Demonsouled that raged against each other, their screams and howls filling Riothamus’s ears. The terrible dark power of Cythraul Urdvul blazed before his Sight, the magic of the Demonsouled in the crimson column of flame shining like a dark sun.
He spotted Molly slumped against the far wall, her aura flickering and wounded. She was still alive, but badly hurt. He had to go to her, had to aid her…but he could not leave Mazael to face the Urdmoloch alone. 
For an instant agonized indecision gripped his heart.
Then his Sight saw a peculiar rippling further along the curve of the wall.
A warding spell, perhaps? Or a spell of concealment?

###

Skalatan saw the Guardian’s blue eyes widen.
He had been spotted. 
No matter. Even when measured against the power of the Old Demon, the Guardian was a dangerous foe. Killing him was just as good a place to start as any.
His carrier leveled the drachweisyr as he called on the enslaved dragon’s power.

###

Molly groaned, agony rolling through her, and waited for her Demonsouled blood to heal her. 
She hoped it could. She had taken terrible wounds, and her blood might not have the strength to heal her.
But even as the thought crossed her mind, she looked down and saw the shattered bones pull themselves together, the torn flesh sealing itself shut. Her legs and chest burned with pain as the bones forced themselves back into position, but the agony receded with every heartbeat.
An instant later she was whole again, and she climbed back to her feet, puzzled. 
Her Demonsouled blood was stronger here, just as Morebeth had said. Strong enough to heal near-fatal wounds in a matter of moments.
And strong enough, perhaps, to allow her to travel through the shadows, even with the Glamdaigyr’s constraining aura?
Then a snarling cone of yellow-orange fire erupted from the wall, rolling across the floor and devouring the Demonsouled in its path.
Molly saw Riothamus disappear beneath the flames.

###

Riothamus felt the power build up, his Sight detecting the harsh glimmer of gathering magic.
He cast his own spell as a river of fire erupted from the black wall, rolling towards him in a massive wave. Riothamus slammed the staff of the Guardian against the floor, and a curtain of white mist rose up before him, hardening into a wall of glistening ice. The flames struck the conjured ice, and both fire and ice devoured each other in a plume of steam, the hiss loud enough to briefly down out the roar of battle. 
“Skalatan,” whispered Riothamus as the hot wind whipped around him. 
It was a clever plan. The San-keth archpriest need only lurk at the fringes of the battle, letting his foes destroy each other and attacking those who faltered. And once the battle was over, Skalatan could destroy the victor and claim the Demonsouled power for himself. 
Another blast of flame erupted from the wall, and Riothamus cast a spell.

###

For a moment Mazael froze, as did the Old Demon and Romaria.
A blast of flame lanced across the Chamber of Blood and slammed into a wall of ice, a roaring plume of steam rising overhead. Hot winds howled through the chamber, tugging at the Old Demon’s robes, followed by another blast of flame, and then another.
The Old Demon laughed.
“That miserable old serpent,” he said. “He thinks to destroy me with that toy? How amusing! After I finish with you, I’m going to enjoy settling with him at last.”
The Glamdaigyr whirled for Mazael, and he ducked under the blurring strike. Romaria lunged, her bastard sword glimmering with Lion’s flames, and the Old Demon danced aside. Mazael saw an opening and stabbed with Lion, reaching for his father’s heart.
The Old Demon winked, and disappeared in a swirl of darkness. 
He reappeared twenty yards away in the midst of a struggling group of Demonsouled and began to cast a spell, a column of darkness rising around him.

###

The steam cleared, blown away by the hot wind now roaring through the chamber, and Molly saw Riothamus standing untouched, the bronze-colored staff shining in his right hand. He began to cast a spell…

But before he could finish, more fire erupted from the wall.
Molly cursed. What was causing that flame? A Demonsouled wizard? Some spell conjured by the Old Demon? Or…
No. Skalatan. 
She had heard the stories about the archpriest’s dragon, and skulking in the shadows and launching surprise attacks was exactly the sort of tactic a San-keth cleric would employ. The serpent had to be using a cloaking or masking spell. 
And if Molly pinpointed his location, she could shove a foot of steel down Skalatan’s gullet.
She turned, scanning the wall, watching for the source of the next blast of flame.
“Sister!”
The voice sent a jolt of horrified recognition through her.
She turned just as Corvad charged, his gray eyes alight with fury and glee, the sword of the Destroyer burning in his fist. 

###

Riothamus blocked another blast of dragon fire, his head ringing with the effort.
How was Skalatan even here? Entering Cythraul Urdvul required the blood of the Demonsouled, blood that Skalatan did not possess. Had he…
“Of course,” whispered Riothamus.
The skull. 
Corvad’s skull, the skull that had allowed Malaric to gain the powers of the Demonsouled. Skalatan had allied with Malaric for the express purpose of gaining control of that skull. Riothamus had wondered why Skalatan bothered with the renegade. Malaric had been an unreliable and treacherous ally at best, and surely the skull’s powers were no match for the archpriest’s own magic.
Unless Skalatan needed the skull to enter Cythraul Urdvul. 
Which meant that if Riothamus could destroy the skull, it would force Skalatan out of Cythraul Urdvul and back into the material world.
Another wave of flame, larger and hotter than before, roared across the floor.
But the plan would only work if Riothamus survived long enough to find the skull. 

###

Mazael sprinted forward, cutting down the Demonsouled in his way. 
He wasn’t going to make it in time.
The Old Demon pointed his left hand, shadow and blood-colored fire whirling around his fingers, smiling as he summoned killing magic.
A dark blur slammed into the Old Demon and knocked him sideways just as the spell flared to life. A lance of crimson fire burst from the Old Demon’s hand and ripped through the battle, missing Mazael by mere inches. The Demonsouled it touched burst into crimson fire, the flames absorbed back into the great pillar.
Romaria wore the form of the great black wolf, her muscled bulk driving the Old Demon to the floor, her jaws clamped around his throat. Mazael ran faster, fear driving him forward. 
The Old Demon raised his left hand, a crimson sigil shining on his palm. Blood-colored fire slammed into Romaria and sent her spinning head over tail. 
She vanished into the chaos of the battle, leaving behind the stench of burned fur and flesh.
Mazael roared and raced for the Old Demon.
His father disappeared in a swirl of darkness.
Mazael spun just as the Old Demon reappeared behind him, the Glamdaigyr driving for his heart.

###

“For the love of the gods!” said Molly. “Does no one stay dead?”
Corvad thrust at her, and she dodged around his blows, sword and dagger working. In life he had been stronger and faster than her. Here, in the birthplace of the Demonsouled, Molly’s enhanced speed and strength matched his own. The burning sword of the Destroyer plunged at her face. She twisted and her sword caught Corvad across the hip, drawing blood, but her brother hardly seemed to notice.
“You will serve our grandfather,” said Corvad, “as you should have served him in life. He will be the new god, sister, and you shall fall on your knees…”
“Oh, shut up, Corvad,” said Molly, thrusting and stabbing. Her attack forced Corvad to retreat, and Molly landed two minor hints. Yet she didn’t have time to fight her dead brother. Riothamus needed her help. Mazael needed her help.
“Fall and die!”
A hulking figure in black armor ran at her, a crimson greatsword ablaze in his armored fists. Molly recognized that black armor, that hard face in the dragon-shaped helm.
Ragnachar, once a hrould of the Tervingi nation and a son of the Old Demon.
“Damn it,” whispered Molly, and her brother and her uncle attacked her.

###

Skalatan sent blast after blast of dragon fire across the Chamber, consuming the warring Demonsouled and hammering down the Guardian’s defenses. 
It would not be long now. The Guardian’s wards were starting to buckle. Sooner or later exhaustion would claim the Guardian, and then Skalatan would have victory.
Then he could unleash his full strength against the Old Demon. 
A blast of fire shattered against a wall of ice, and Skalatan summoned more power.

###

Ragnachar and Corvad closed on her, and Molly drew on her full strength and tried to jump into the shadows.
Nothing happened. She felt the Glamdaigyr’s peculiar barrier, the power that kept her from using the shadows to travel instantaneously. 
But she was stronger in Cythraul Urdvul, her power enhanced by the gathered might of the Demonsouled, and the strange barrier felt thinner than she remembered.
Corvad and Ragnachar drew back their weapons for the kill.
Molly’s strength smashed through the barrier.
Shadows swallowed her, and she reappeared at Riothamus’s side, the floor smoking beneath her boots. Riothamus looked drawn and strained, the sigils upon his staff radiant with golden light. 
“You’re alive,” he said, relief in his voice.
“Corvad couldn’t kill me in life, and he’s bloody not going to do it when he’s dead,” said Molly. “The fire. It’s coming from Skalatan.” 
“I know,” said Riothamus. “He has Corvad’s skull with him, and he used it to enter Cythraul Urdvul without Demonsouled blood.”
“So if we break the skull…”
Riothamus nodded. “Then we have one less foe to…look out!”
Another river of flame roared across the floor, and Riothamus thrust the staff. Again a wall of white mist hardened into a sheet of ice, and the dragon fire slammed into it. The ice and flames dissolved into steam, but a wall of hot air slammed into them, driving them back several steps. 
Riothamus wiped sweat from his forehead, panting. “I can’t keep blocking those. If we don’t find him, he’ll wear me down.” 
“I can’t see him,” said Molly.
“But I can,” said Riothamus, and she saw that he had a plan. 

###

Mazael spun, and just managed to get Lion up to block the Glamdaigyr’s swing.
The force drove him back, and he stumbled, trying to keep his balance. 
“Too slow,” hissed the Old Demon, the Glamdaigyr weaving back and forth before him. “Too weak. You should have let me kill you when you had the chance, Mazael. It will be far less painful that what is to come.” 
“If you’re going to kill me,” said Mazael, his eyes sweeping the chaos for any sign of Romaria, “then stop talking and kill me already.”
The Old Demon grinned. “Easily done.”
The Glamdaigyr hammered against Lion, forcing Mazael back.

###

Skalatan called more power through the drachweisyr.
It had proven so easy in the end. He felt the Guardian’s power ebbing, and the human wizard’s walls of ice were no longer so tall and thick. Soon he would not have the strength to drive back the drachweisyr’s attacks, and Skalatan would burn him to ashes.
And then he would destroy the Old Demon at last.
He felt the Guardian start another spell, but one far weaker than his previous efforts. It certainly would not be strong enough to deflect another blast of dragon fire.
Skalatan pointed the drachweisyr.

###

“Ready,” said Molly, her hands tight around the hilts of her weapons.
If she failed, both she and Riothamus were going to die.
At least it would be quick.
Riothamus gestured as he cast a spell, sweeping his staff before him, and the air rippled. 
And another spot of air rippled on the far wall of the Chamber of Blood as Riothamus dispelled Skalatan’s cloaking spell. Through the mayhem of the battle Molly saw a tall, thin figure draped in ragged gray robes, a scepter of bone clutched in a skeletal right hand.
Skalatan.
The serpent priest’s carrier held a skull in its left hand.
Skalatan leveled the scepter at them, its length glowing like a coal in the fire. 
“Go!” said Riothamus.
Molly flung herself into the shadows, using all her Demonsouled strength to punch through the Glamdaigyr’s barrier. Darkness swallowed her, and she reappeared against the Chamber’s curved wall.
Skalatan stood three paces away, dragon fire shimmering down the length of the peculiar scepter. He whirled at her approach and pointed the scepter at her, the dragon fire brightening. He did not speak, did not gloat or boast as the Old Demon or Corvad would have done.
He was simply going to blast her to smoking embers.
Molly had no time to move, no time to attack, not even enough time to fall back into the shadows. 
So she threw the dragon’s tooth dagger.
The blade smashed into the skull. The tooth shattered the skull’s dome, broken pieces of bone falling to the black floor. The crimson sigils upon the damaged skull went dark.
Skalatan looked at her, at the broken skull, and then back at her.
“I did not,” he said, “foresee that.” 
The air around him twisted and writhed with silver light, and Skalatan vanished, flung back into the physical world. 
Molly grinned and walked the shadows back to Riothamus’s side. Together they could join the fight against the Old Demon with Mazael.
She appeared at Riothamus’s side just as Ragnachar and Corvad rushed them.

###

Romaria swam back to consciousness. 
She lay on her side upon a cold floor of black stone, still in the form of a wolf. As her eyes swam back into focus, she saw the Demonsouled struggling around her, and she smelled blood and sweat and fury and the corruption of their tainted blood.
She surged to her feet, claws tapping against the smooth stone, and saw Morebeth locked in battle with Amalric Galbraith a few feet away, their swords weaving together to form a net of crimson fire. 
Romaria raced through the press, trying to find Mazael.
She saw him standing on the stairs of the dais, at the very edge of the great pillar of bloody fire. He was on the defensive, falling back as the Old Demon swung and hacked, moving so fast that even Romaria’s keen eyes could barely follow the motions. Mazael was alone, and unless he received aid, the Old Demon was going to kill him.
But there were too many battling Demonsouled between her and Mazael.
Romaria blurred back into human form, raised her bow, and loosed an arrow. It slammed into the Old Demon’s back with enough force to rock him, and Mazael lunged, Lion drawing a line of blue flame. 
But the Old Demon gestured, and a blast of invisible force knocked Mazael back. Romaria drew another arrow, but the Old Demon was quicker. He whirled, grinning as he faced her, and flung out his free hand.
Invisible force erupted from his fingers, a tremendous blast that ripped through the Chamber of Blood, flinging hundreds of Demonsouled into the air. The blast caught Romaria and knocked her to the floor, the writhing black sky spinning before her eyes. She shoved aside the pain and weariness and staggered back to her feet.
She saw Mazael and the Old Demon continue their duel, outlined against the column of flame. The Old Demon pushed him back and back, and Mazael stumbled at last.
Then the Old Demon drove the Glamdaigyr through Mazael’s chest, the point of the blade erupting from his back. 







Chapter 32 - The New God

Agony filled Mazael, icy fingers spreading through him. 
He tried to rip himself from the Glamdaigyr’s freezing blade, but the sword sucked the strength and warmth from his limbs. He tried to raise Lion, the sword snarling with azure flames in his right fist, but he could not raise his arm. All around him he heard the chaos of the fight, screams and shouts and clangs, but it grew distant, so distant.
He thought he heard Romaria screaming.
The Old Demon’s crimson eyes filled the world.
“You failed, Mazael,” he said, grinning his fang-filled grin. “This was your fate. This was always your fate. To fail, so close to the end. To die knowing that the world will be mine to use as I please. That everyone you ever loved is mine to torment as I wish.” He leaned closer, his eyes burning. “Think on that as you die.” 
The Old Demon twisted the hilt of the Glamdaigyr. 
And darkness took Mazael Cravenlock.

###

The Old Demon stared at the corpse of his son, Mazael’s strength and power flowing into him through the Glamdaigyr. 
For a moment, just a moment, he had known a hint of fear. When both Lion and the Guardian’s staff had come to confront him at his moment of triumph, a bit of doubt had touched him. Could they truly defeat him?
Now his fear seemed ridiculous. They could not defeat him. They never would defeat him. For three thousand years he had made kings and empires dance to his will, and with the assembled power of the Demonsouled, he would mold the world in his image. 
And it was better this way. His foes would witness his ascension…and then their true torment could begin. 
He almost kicked Mazael’s corpse off the blade, and then stopped himself. 
This, too, was better. Let them watch as Mazael’s body burned away in the might of the Demonsouled power. Let them watch and despair.
And it would amuse the Old Demon to look at the corpse of his rebellious son as he became a god.
He strode up the final steps to the dais and thrust the Glamdaigyr’s tip into the pillar of crimson flame.

###

Molly dodged under Corvad’s sword, raising her blades for a block as Riothamus began a spell.
And then Cythraul Urdvul shuddered around them like a massive bell. 
Silence fell over the Chamber of Blood as the warring Demonsouled lowered their weapons and looked at the pillar of flame.
“No,” said Riothamus. “Oh, no.”
Molly saw her grandfather thrust the Glamdaigyr into the flame, her father’s corpse speared upon the sword. Even as she watched, the Glamdaigyr transformed into a shaft of crimson fire, the pillar’s flame flowing down it like water draining through a canal.
Draining into the Old Demon.
His triumphant laughter rang over the Chamber of Blood. 
“Our father ascends,” said Ragnachar. “He shall be the new god. He shall rule the world for all time.”
“And he shall kill and kill,” said Corvad with a laugh.
“No,” said Molly, horrified. “No. We can still…we can still…”
But it was too late. 
Now and forever, it was too late.
Ragnachar and Corvad disappeared in flashes of crimson fire, their flame sucked across the room to join the great pillar. The black clouds overhead ceased writhing and began to swirl around the shaft of crimson flame.
And all of it, all that might, all that limitless power, began to drain into the Old Demon.
Her grandfather swelled, transforming into something huge and monstrous and unconquerably strong. Molly wanted to plunge her blades into his back, to have Riothamus unleash the full strength of his magic. 
But it was too late. She no longer had any weapons that could hurt the Old Demon…and neither did Riothamus.
And her grandfather’s mocking laughter rang in her ears and inside her mind.

###

The battle was almost over.
“Send some men to the gates of Castle Town,” said Gerald, “and let them know the runedead have been driven from the field. And send a messenger to Prince Hugh.” He shot a wary glance north. “If the Aegonar are going make an attempt on Knightcastle, they’ll do…”
The ground shook beneath his horse’s hooves. The poor animal whinnied in fear, and throughout the assembled armies Gerald heard horses scream in terror. A wind picked up, hot and dry, so hot it made Gerald’s eyes sting, reeking of sulfur and rot. 
Dread knotted his stomach, a nameless fear that had no source.
“My lord!” shouted Adalar over the chaos that spread through the horsemen, “my lord, what’s happening?”
“I don’t know,” said Gerald. “Circan?”
But Circan said nothing, his eyes fixed on Knightcastle.
“Circan!” said Gerald…and then the slender column of silver light rising from Knightcastle turned the color of blood.
Gerald watched, horrified. 
The bloody light spread across the sky, turning it red and painting the land with a harsh fiery glow. The ground heaved again, seeming to groan in fear. 
“Circan!” said Gerald. “What is happening? Has Lucan done something?”
“I…I don’t know,” said Circan. “My lord...”
A horror began to form in the sky over Knightcastle, and men screamed.

###

Romaria wanted to run howling at the Old Demon, to ram her sword through his black heart, to take the form of the wolf and rip vengeance for her slain husband from his corpse.

But she could not move, not through the horrified dread that filled her. All around her, the battling Demonsouled winked out of existence, pulled back into the column of power draining into the Glamdaigyr, but she could not take her gaze from the Old Demon.
Her Sight showed two images superimposed over each other. 
One was the man in the black robe, the Glamdaigyr in his hands, Mazael speared upon the blade.
The other was a creature of power and might, a thing beyond mortal comprehension as a man was beyond a grasshopper. And even as she watched it grew stronger and stronger as it gorged itself upon three thousand years’ worth of slain Demonsouled. 
The Old Demon laughed, and Cythraul Urdvul resounded with it, the voice echoing inside her head.
BOW BEFORE ME.
The horrid voice thundered inside her skull, commanding her to kneel, to grovel before this creature that could squash her like an insect. It demanded that she fall to her knees and worship. 
“No,” growled Romaria, gritting her teeth. 
The thunderous laughter redoubled. 
YOU WILL BOW BEFORE ME. 
The dreadful pressure in her head intensified, compelling her to obey, even as the mighty horror that had once been the Old Demon swelled and grew.
And Romaria knew that she could not resist much longer, that soon the dark power would force her to fall to her knees. 
And she would never rise again. 

###

“What the hell?” said Hugh.
The fiery light rose from Knightcastle, spearing the clear blue sky and painting it the color of blood. The ground shook beneath his horse’s hooves, and murmurs of fear rose up from the Aegonar earls. 
“Lucan,” said Hugh. “This is Lucan’s doing.” He looked at Ryntald. “We have to get to Knightcastle, now, stop whatever spell…”
But Ryntald’s face had gone white beneath the close-cropped red beard. 
“I think,” said Ryntald, voice hoarse, “that it is too late.”
A horror formed in the sky over Knightcastle, and Hugh almost fell from the saddle in sudden fear.
He had no words to describe the creature that filled the sky. One moment it looked like a gaunt man in a black robe. The next it looked like a monster, a horror beyond imagination. The instant after that it looked like a sun made of burning blood, filling the world with flame and corruption. 
“Sepharivaim!” shrieked Korvager, his eyes wide with madness. “Sepharivaim comes! You shall pay, heathen!” He laughed at Hugh, spittle flying from his lips. “You shall all pay.”
“That’s not Sepharivaim,” said Hugh, his tongue thick against his teeth.
The creature in the sky laughed, its hideous voice filling his head.
Korvager looked back at the sky and screamed.

###

Mazael Cravenlock awoke from darkness.
Pain exploded through him, fire filling every fiber of his body. He felt the Glamdaigyr sawing against his ribs and heart, felt the power of the Demonsouled pouring through him.
And into the Old Demon.
Or, at least, the thing that had been the Old Demon.
It still looked like his father, the same black robe, hard face, and fire-glazed gray eyes. But he had changed completely. Power as vast as an ocean and as unyielding as the mountains filled him now.
The power of a god.
And still more power rushed through the Glamdaigyr and into the Old Demon.
The Old Demon laughed, his voice ringing inside Mazael’s head.
WHAT IS THIS? STILL ALIVE? NO. ALIVE AGAIN. THE POWER FLOWING THROUGH THE GLAMDAIGYR BROUGHT YOU BACK. APPROPRIATE. THEN YOU CAN DIE AGAIN AND CONTEMPLATE YOUR FAILURE.
Mazael struggled to pull himself free from the black sword, Lion’s tip scraping against the stone. He was so close. Another few feet and he could drive Lion into the Old Demon.
But the Old Demon twisted the Glamdaigyr, fresh agony blazed through Mazael, and again everything went black.

###

Rachel Cravenlock Roland’s children started to scream.
She had taken them for a walk around Castle Cravenlock’s curtain wall, hoping to keep them occupied and hoping to distract herself from her worries. Mazael and Gerald had crushed Caldarus at the Northwater, but there had been no word from the army for days. They must have reached Knightcastle by now, and Rachel found herself unable to sleep.
So she had taken Aldane and Belifane for a walk.
But now the ground heaved beneath the castle. The sky turned the color of blood, and men and women filled the courtyard, armsmen and servants and militia guards. Some stood rooted, staring at the sky, while others fled, screaming.
It would not matter. They could not flee from what was coming.
Rachel felt it in her bones. 
A nightmare filled the western sky, a creature of might and unconquerable power. The mere sight of it sent terror stabbing into Rachel’s brain. 
It was worse than the Great Rising. Lucan had unleashed a new horror. Mazael and Gerald had failed, and her husband and brother were most likely dead. 
The thing’s voice thundered in her head.
BOW BEFORE ME.
“Mother!” screamed Aldane, clutching at her. “Mother, what is happening?”
The world was ending, but she had not the heart to tell him, so she held her children close and waited for the destruction to claim them.

###

Gerald gripped his sword, but it seemed so useless, so puny against the nightmare in the sky.
BOW BEFORE ME! YOU ARE MINE, MORTALS. YOU ARE MINE!
Pain flooded through Gerald’s head with every word.
“What do we do, my lord?” shouted Lord Tancred. 
The creature’s laughter filled his skull, the very hills vibrating with it.
“Nothing,” whispered Gerald. Gods, gods, he wished he could have seen Rachel and the children one last time. “Nothing. We have failed, and the world shall fall into darkness.”

###

Mazael died and woke again and again. The assembled might of the Demonsouled poured through him, healed his mortal wounds over and over even as the Glamdaigyr slew him again and again. 
He cursed himself for his weakness, struggled to move closer to the Old Demon. But he could not. The Glamdaigyr’s black blade held him pinned, leeching away his life and strength as fast as the power of the Demonsouled replenished it. 
Another few feet. All it would take was two steps, and he could strike the Old Demon with Lion.
It might as well have been a thousand miles. 
WITNESS. WATCH AS I REMAKE THIS WORLD IN MY IMAGE. WATCH AS I BREAK YOUR FAMILY AND FRIENDS AND MAKE THEM MY THRALLS. WATCH AND DESPAIR!
Mazael died and woke again. 
Was this how it had been for Lucan, he wondered? He had killed Lucan atop Swordgrim. Had Lucan known this pain as he died, the crushing agony and regret? And then Lucan had been slain again before the Door of Souls, his entire life revealed to have been the Old Demon’s lie. Perhaps he had even died a third time, when he lingered long enough to tell Mazael…
To tell him that the Glamdaigyr was the Old Demon’s only weakness. 
Absurd. The Glamdaigyr would turn the Old Demon into a god.
Again Mazael perished and returned. 
Only Lion’s power or the magic of the Guardian’s staff could destroy the Old Demon. Yet Mazael could not move, and the Old Demon’s aura of might held Riothamus crushed in place. And the Old Demon was no fool. He knew the Glamdaigyr could drain power that would harm its bearer. He would not expose himself to the risk. Lion had been created to destroy the Demonsouled, and…
A desperate hope flared in Mazael’s mind.
Lion had been created to destroy the Demonsouled…and Mazael was Demonsouled.
He could not move forward. He could not break free from the Glamdaigyr’s blade.
But he could still raise his arm.
The Old Demon laughed at him.
STILL FIGHTING? USELESS. USELESS! DESPAIR AND DIE! DO YOU THINK TO THROW YOUR SWORD AT ME?
“No,” rasped Mazael, blood bubbling from his lips. “No, not throw.”
He raised his arm, and brought Lion stabbing down with all the strength he could manage.
The blade hammered through his damaged armor and sank deep into his chest. The sword’s azure flame exploded through him, and agony unlike anything Mazael had never known burned through him as the sword’s magic struggled against his Demonsouled blood. The Old Demon titled his head, puzzled.
DO YOU THINK TO ESCAPE FROM ME? YOU CANNOT. BOTH THE LIVING AND THE DEAD BELONG TO ME, AND YOU…
His eyes widened.
The Glamdaigyr shuddered as it drained Lion’s blue fire from Mazael’s body, and the Old Demon screamed.

###

Hugh stared at the horror, the dark god, taking shape in the sky.
Korvager had cut his own throat in despair, as had many of the seidjar, and Hugh contemplated joining them. But he suspected that even death would not permit him to escape from the dark power. 
They had lost.
The world was lost. 
He wanted to ride north and see Adelaide one last time, but knew he would never make it, not with that horrible gloating voice in his head. Malice and cruelty filled the voice, and he knew that the new master of the world would delight in tormenting its subjects. It would kill Adelaide in front of Hugh again and again, forcing him to watch as she suffered and died. 
Then the voice fell silent.
Hugh blinked, startled, and a murmur went through the terrified Aegonar earls.
Then the thing in the sky began to scream.

###

The Glamdaigyr loosed a hideous metallic shriek. Through the pain choking his mind, Mazael realized that the Old Demon had created the sword to drain vast quantities of power, but he had not built the sword to handle two forms of magic attempting to destroy each other. Lion’s magic devoured Demonsouled power, and then surged down the Glamdaigyr and into the Old Demon.
The Old Demon’s scream of pain and horror filled Mazael’s mind. The red haze in his father's eyes sputtered, blue flames curling around his mouth and fingers. The Old Demon tried to release the sword hilt, his fingers smoking as the weapon grew hot, but Mazael grabbed the Old Demon’s hands, pressing them against the hilt.
For a moment he met his father’s terrified eyes.
“You wanted the power of the Demonsouled, father?” spat Mazael. He felt his clothes smoking, felt his flesh charring as Lion’s power ate through him. “Then have it! Have it all!” 

###

The Old Demon stared at his son in stupefied incomprehension.
This could not be happening.
This could not be happening!
He was a god. Already he felt the vast power flowing through him, felt his expanding mind touching every corner of the world and reshaping it in his image. More and more power poured down the Glamdaigyr and into him…
…along with the wrath of Lion.
The Old Demon screamed as agony unlike anything he had ever experienced filled him. He tried to pull away, tried to throw down the Glamdaigyr, but Mazael’s hands held him fast, his son’s teeth bared in a rictus snarl. 
LET GO, FOOL! LET GO OR YOU SHALL PERISH!
Mazael laughed at him.
“Yes, father, I shall perish,” he spat, “but I shall take you with me!”

###

Mazael gripped his father’s hands with all his strength, forcing them to remain in place against the black hilt. 
The Glamdaigyr’s metallic shriek turned into a low roar, the sword vibrating within Mazael’s chest. Lion shone like a shard of blue light, sending wave after wave of hideous pain through him. The Glamdaigyr’s green glow turned blue, and then harsh white, the sword shining like molten metal as Lion’s power flooded into the Old Demon.
The Old Demon screamed once more, his eyes wide with terror, and then a shaft of blue fire tore through him. The hideous mantle of power around him shredded into nothingness, and the flame devoured his flesh and blood and bone, burning coals scattering across the floor.
An instant later the Glamdaigyr, overloaded by the competing powers, exploded into a thousand molten shards.

###

Gerald looked up, unable to take his eyes from the spectacle raging in the sky. 
The dark god shuddered, screaming, and the column of flame rising from Knightcastle changed from crimson to a deep blue, the same color as Lion’s fire. The column stabbed into the nightmare, and the creature screamed, Gerald’s head threatening to split from the pressure. The earth shook and heaved, and he saw one of Knightcastle’s inner towers groan and collapse with a plume of dust. 
Perhaps the world would simply rip apart. Certainly it would be a better fate than an eternity enslaved to the creature overhead. 
But the column of blue fire stabbed into the nightmare, and the creature wailed, cracks of blue light spreading through its form.
And then it exploded.
A wall of blue fire rushed in all directions. The tide of flame hurtled towards him, and Gerald wondered if this was the end.
But the flame passed through him, and those around him, without touching them.
Stunned, he turned in the saddle and watched the fire sweep across the field. Bands of runedead still wandered outside the walls of Castle Town, and they disintegrated as the fire blazed through them.
In a heartbeat, the remaining runedead crumbled into dust.
Gerald watched the blue fire sweep away to the north and east and south. The earth stopped shaking, and a stunned silence fell over the battlefield. The crimson light faded from the sky, and the reeking, burning wind stopped.
It now looked like any other day. 
For a long moment Gerald sat motionless in the saddle, staring at the sky.
“What happened?” said Lord Agravain at last, his voice strained.
“I think,” said Gerald, “I think we won.”

###

The wave of blue fire washed through Castle Cravenlock, leaving them untouched. 
Rachel looked around in bewilderment, stunned. The horrible presence had vanished from her mind. The ghastly nightmare forming in the sky had vanished. 
It was if it had never been.
And she knew that blue fire.
“Mazael,” whispered Rachel.

###

The Glamdaigyr’s explosion ripped through the Chamber of Blood and knocked Molly from her feet, Riothamus landing at her side. The column of flame shuddered and trembled, and Cythraul Urdvul began to shake. The remaining fragments of the dome collapsed and fell in a black rain of jagged stone. A web of cracks spread across the floor, and Molly saw more cracks climbing the massive walls.
Cythraul Urdvul was about to tear itself apart. 
The pillar of fire widened, devouring the dais, and Molly saw that in a matter of moments it would expand to consume the entire Chamber of Blood. 
Riothamus heaved himself to his feet, leaning on the staff of the Guardian, and grabbed Molly’s wrist. 
“We’ve got to get out of here,” said Riothamus. “When the blue fire destroyed the Old Demon…the power of the Demonsouled has nowhere to go. When it explodes…”
“Where’s Romaria?” said Molly. “And my father?”
“We’ll find her,” said Riothamus. “And Lord Mazael…I fear he is dead. We…”
Molly spotted Romaria stumbling around the edge of the column of flame, moving as fast as she could despite a limp. 
“There!” said Molly.
She threw herself into the shadows and reappeared at Romaria’s side. The older woman’s face was haggard with pain, her blue eyes bloodshot. She had taken wounds, and she had also just seen her husband die in front of her.
Molly knew what that felt like.
“Leave me and go,” said Romaria. “I…”
“Shut up,” said Molly, grabbing her shoulder and pulling her into the shadows.
They reappeared next to Riothamus. Molly took his arm, and pulled both Riothamus and Romaria into the shadows. The effort strained her, but the fear was an excellent motivator. They reappeared at the edge of the ruined hypostyle hall, the broken columns trembling around them. 
“Where’s the Door?” said Molly. 
“Outside the temple,” said Riothamus, pointing at an archway. 
Molly took another step, urging Romaria along, and then the column of bloody flame exploded. 
Red fire slammed into her.

###

Romaria fell through the void, an eternity of darkness speeding around her. 
She struck something hard and smooth and cold, and her eyes opened. 
She lay on a floor of gleaming white stone, a sputtering, crackling noise ringing in her ears. She sat up, the silver light from the Door of Souls falling over her.
Or what was left of the Door. 
The stone frame was charred, and melted in places. The silver light in the Door’s sigils flickered and dimmed, and even as she stood, the lights winked out. Apparently the Door, much like the Glamdaigyr, had been unable to handle that much competing magical force.
The silver haze in the Door vanished, the stone frame going dark.
The Door of Souls had closed.
She saw Riothamus and Molly standing nearby.
“What happened?” said Romaria.
“Mortals cannot physically enter the spirit world, not without an open pathway back to the material world,” said Riothamus. “When the Door closed, it forced us back to the mortal world.” He sighed. “And Lord Mazael’s blood brought us to Cythraul Urdvul. With his death, we lost the connection that allowed us to stay there.”
Mazael.
A wave of grief rolled through Romaria, and she closed her eyes. He had been triumphant one last time. He had vowed to defeat the Old Demon, even at the cost of his own life, and he had kept his word. 
“He came back with us,” said Molly, voice quiet.
Romaria turned, and saw Lion’s broken hilt upon the floor, the blade melted away a foot above the crosspiece. Mazael himself lay nearby, his golden armor rent and torn, a charred crater marring his chest where the Old Demon had stabbed him with the Glamdaigyr. 
He had, indeed, kept his word.







Chapter 33 - A Final Sacrifice

Romaria went to one knee alongside Mazael and took his hand, gazing at his motionless face.
He had seen her die, the day they had confronted the Old Demon in Castle Cravenlock’s chapel. And he had seen her almost die a second time, when Malaric had struck her down with Skalatan’s poison. 
Was this was how it had felt for Mazael?
“Romaria,” said Molly.
“You should go,” Romaria heard herself say. “You are the Lady of Castle Cravenlock and the liege lady of the Grim Marches. Your vassals and the Tervingi headmen need to see you. Otherwise they will rip each other apart. Or the Aegonar will start a second battle.”
It was important, but Romaria could not bring herself to care.
Not after this.
“We should take his body from here,” said Riothamus.
“No. Leave us,” said Romaria.
Riothamus hesitated. “It must be seen, else the lords and headmen will never accept Molly. And…his valor saved us, Lady Romaria, his valor and his wisdom at the end.”
“He sacrificed himself,” said Molly. “If he hadn’t stabbed himself with Lion…my grandfather would have won. To think I wanted to kill him, when we first met…” She started to smile, but then her face twisted with a sob. “Gods…I never thought I would shed tears over him. Now look at me.” 
“And the people should see their deliverer,” said Riothamus.
Romaria found that she was too tired to care. “Do as you think best. The future of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi nation are in your hands, both of you. I…”
“No.”
The cold voice shocked Romaria out of her daze.
She opened her eyes and saw Morebeth Galbraith’s spirit standing over them, still clad in her red scale armor. There was a wild, almost exultant look in her gray eyes, a look of triumph.
Of freedom. 
“Morebeth,” said Romaria. 
“He won,” said Morebeth, “and I am free. My father is slain at last. No more will he raise generations of Demonsouled only to reap them like grain. No more will he make the kingdoms dance for his amusement while he bathes in the blood of the innocent. I can lay down my power and rest at last.” She smiled, the first true smile Romaria had ever seen on the dead woman’s face. “I can rest.” 
“Is that why you’re here?” said Romaria. “To take Mazael’s spirit back with you?”
“No,” said Morebeth, her eyes hard and fierce. “I will lay down my power now, and I will rest. My time in the mortal world is done. But before I depart, there is one last thing I can do. One last use for my Demonsouled strength.” 
“What do you mean?” said Romaria.
“I love him,” said Morebeth, “as do you. That alone gave me the strength to defy my father in death. But I am dead and you are not. I am a monster with the blood of the innocent upon my hands, and you are not. I do this for him, and for you…and remember me for it.”
Before Romaria could react, Morebeth stepped forward, her hands closing about Romaria’s shoulders.
And then she stepped into Romaria, entering her body.
Romaria screamed, and Molly lifted her weapons and Riothamus raised his staff. Morebeth’s spirit flowed through Romaria, filled with the fiery power of the Demonsouled.
Power that flowed through Romaria…and into Mazael.
“Remember me,” whispered Morebeth, and then her spirit was gone. 
An instant later the power was gone too, drained away.
Into Mazael.
Romaria opened her eyes, blinking. 
“What happened?” said Riothamus.
Blood filled the crater in Mazael’s chest, and Romaria saw the broken ribs regrow, saw muscle and skin crawl over the bones.

###

Mazael Cravenlock’s eyes swam back into focus. 
Bit by bit he realized that he lay upon the floor, a high arched ceiling over his eyes. He heard voices speaking, his damaged armor creaking as he drew breath.
He felt something wet fall upon his face.
Tears.
He grunted and lifted his head, and saw Romaria kneeling over him, tears in her blue eyes. 
“Romaria?” he said, his voice raspy.
She nodded.
Mazael sat up, and saw Lion’s hilt near his hand, the blade melted away. He picked it up and gazed at it. For three thousand years, that sword had fought the forces of dark magic, of the Demonsouled, of the Old Demon himself.
But now its purpose had been fulfilled at last.
Some of Mazael’s mind came back into focus.
“Why am I not dead?” he said. 
“Father,” said Molly, her voice quavering, “you look terrible.”
“I suppose I do, at that,” said Mazael. 
Romaria let out a sound that was halfway between a sob and a laugh, and kissed him so hard he almost fell back over.

###

Hugh Chalsain walked through the battlefield, the High King of the Aegonar at his side. 
He had walked through many battlefields, more than he cared to remember. He knew what he could expect to see. The men tending to the wounded. A few enterprising souls looting the corpses of the slain. Men standing with blank looks on their faces, or laughing and rejoicing in their survival. 
Yet now the men walked with looks of wonder on their faces, gazing at the sky. Marveling that the strange horror in the heavens had been defeated.
Marveling at their own survival. 
“I wonder,” said Ryntald, “if the Herald is slain.”
Hugh shrugged. “He must be. He almost certainly failed.”
They stopped halfway between Knightcastle and Castle Town, the breeze blowing past them, the afternoon sun slipping lower towards the western horizon. 
“Perhaps,” said Ryntald. “Either way, I do not think it matters now.”
“Indeed?” said Hugh. “He was your…prophet, your high priest. The one that converted your people to the worship of Sepharivaim.”
“And he failed us,” said Ryntald. “We crossed the sea at his bidding. He promised that we would release Sepharivaim into the mortal world. Though I always suspected that he planned to become a god himself, as proved to be true.” He shrugged. “I followed him because I thought he would be triumphant, and he failed. So his defeat is hardly a shattering blow to me. Yet I suspect others of my kin will feel differently.”
“I see,” said Hugh. The Aegonar had put their faith in Skalatan, had crossed half the world at his bidding to release Sepharivaim, and Skalatan had failed them.
How did one worship a god that failed?
Korvager had not been the only seidjar to cut his throat when the abomination filled the sky. 
“I wonder what truly happened?” said Ryntald.
“If I had to guess,” said Hugh, “the Old Demon slew Skalatan and seized the power, but Lord Mazael and the Guardian defeated him.”
He wondered if they had survived. He somehow doubted it.
“Perhaps,” said Ryntald. “More important is the question of what comes next.”
“Oh?” said Hugh.
“You could kill us all, if you wanted,” said Ryntald. “My folk are demoralized, their faith shaken, if not broken. And we are surrounded by the armies of the Grim Marches, Knightreach, and Greycoast. Certainly we cannot stand against those great Tervingi war beasts. It would be a sharp fight, but you would prevail.”
Hugh hesitated. He saw the logic in what Ryntald said, and he was sorely tempted. In one stroke, he could wipe out the Aegonar utterly. Generations to come would remember him as the Prince who reclaimed Greycoast from the invaders. 
But thousands would die, and there had been so much killing already.
And the Aegonar had been deceived. Skalatan had used them as a tool, and then discarded them once they had served their purpose. The archpriest had saved Barellion from Lucan Mandragon’s runedead…but Skalatan could just have easily burned Barellion to ashes, if it had served his purpose.
Hugh made his decision.
“No,” he said.
Ryntald blinked, puzzled.
“We had an agreement,” said Hugh. “Go in peace to the north of Greycoast, and we will not hinder you. Your men fought valiantly against the runedead.”
“You are certain?” said Ryntald. “You could kill us all.”
“There has been enough killing,” said Hugh. “And if we start a new war now, we will bleed each other until Greycoast is desolate.” He shrugged. “And after what we have seen today, after all that has happened…do we truly want another battle?”
“No,” said Ryntald. “I suppose not. You are a different man than I expected, Hugh Chalsain. You continually surprise me.”
“Who knows?” said Hugh. “Perhaps we can surprise each other for years yet.”

###

Gerald Roland returned home, surrounded by his vassals.
He stepped over the ruined timbers of Knightcastle’s gate and into the lower courtyard. The castle was deserted and silent. Not surprising, given that the remaining servants had fled Lord Malden’s tyranny. And the pulse of blue fire had destroyed any remaining runedead. 
All the runedead, perhaps? Had the Great Rising finally come to an end?
That would be a blessing beyond measure.
“The gate shall have to be rebuilt,” said Lord Agravain.
“More than that shall have to be rebuilt,” said Gerald. “But we shall do it, my friends. My father’s crimes have tarnished Knightcastle and the Roland name. But we shall rebuild our lands, make our peasants safe and prosperous once more, and…”
He saw movement across the courtyard.
Mazael walked across the flagstones, his golden armor in tatters, Romaria at his side. Riothamus and Molly followed them, the Guardian’s staff tapping against the ground. 
“Mazael,” said Gerald. “Gods, it’s good to see that you’re still alive.”
Mazael smiled. “It was…it was a very near thing.”
“What happened?” said Gerald. “Truly, what happened? That thing in the sky…”
Mazael fell silent, gazing at the towers of Knightcastle.
“We won,” he said at last.







Chapter 34 - Legend

“How many people,” said Molly the next day, “will understand what really happened here?”
Riothamus shrugged. “Does it matter?” 
They walked through the ring of camps encircling Knightcastle. Both the armies of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi had raised camps outside of Knightcastle’s walls, along with the remnants of Aidan Tormaud’s Justiciars and the remaining lords of Knightreach. The Aegonar had departed for the north, along with the armies of Greycoast. Hugh had followed the Aegonar to keep an eye on them, but Molly doubted he would have trouble.
The Aegonar had the dispirited look of men who had lost their faith.
“I have heard,” said Molly, “a dozen different stories describing what happened yesterday. Some men say that Sepharivaim appeared over the sky, fighting the Old Demon, and they destroyed each other. Or that the Destroyer appeared to crush the kingdoms of men, and that Mazael slew him.”
Riothamus squeezed her hand. “They know that a great evil was defeated. Is that not enough?”
Molly snorted. “Given that we’re still alive, I suppose I don’t have the right to ask for anything more.” 
They walked in silence for a moment.
“What is it?” said Molly a while later. “I know that expression.”
“I suppose,” said Riothamus, “that Lucan got what he wanted. A world without the Demonsouled.”
Molly laughed. “Hardly. I’m still alive, and so is my father.”
“But the two of you are the last of the Demonsouled,” said Riothamus. “Lucan killed all the others. Mazael and Romaria will not have children, and the Guardian cannot have a child, lest he pass his office onto his son rather than the most worthy candidate.” He sighed. “Aegidia made that mistake with Ragnachar.” 
“Lucan was still a fool,” said Molly.
Riothamus nodded.
“But I was fooled by the Old Demon, too,” said Molly, voice quiet, “and if I had kept listening to him, I suppose I might have done things worse than what he did.” 
“But you didn’t,” said Riothamus. 
“No,” said Molly. 
“And Lucan, at least, told Mazael what he needed to know,” said Riothamus. “Things might have gone…rather ill, otherwise.” 
Molly did not want to talk about Lucan. She took a deep breath. “You said you wanted to marry me.”
“I do,” said Riothamus. “That certainly hasn’t changed.”
“Then let us wed, now,” said Molly.
His eyebrows climbed halfway up his forehead. “Now?”
“It is a new world,” said Molly. “My grandfather manipulated kingdoms and nations for centuries. Think of how many wars he started, how many lords and kings he cast down. That’s all over now. Lucan wanted a world free of the Demonsouled…and we’ve got it.” She took both his hands. “So let us go into the new world together.” 
“Molly Cravenlock,” said Riothamus. “I would not have it any other way.” 
They went to Castle Town in search of a priest.

###

Gerald shook his head. “All this time, you were a child of the Old Demon?” 
He stood with Mazael atop the outer curtain wall of Knightcastle. Masons and carpenters labored nearby, repairing the damage to the barbican gate. Many of his vassals and knights had dispersed to their homes, to repair the damage wrought by the Great Rising, Caraster’s rebellion, and Caldarus’s march. It would take a long time for Knightreach to rebuild…but at least the first steps had been taken.
But for now, Mazael’s news had driven all thoughts of reconstruction from his mind.
“All my life,” said Mazael. “You can see why I wasn’t eager to share it with anyone.”
“I suppose not,” said Gerald. “Did you always know?”
Mazael shook his head. “Not until we returned to Castle Cravenlock. Simonian of Briault, Mitor’s pet necromancer, was actually the Old Demon in disguise. He told me the truth of what I was, in hopes of turning me into the Destroyer.” He scowled. “But that was only another lie. He would have killed me and tried to harvest my strength with all the others.”
“And that’s what this was about?” said Gerald. “The San-keth, the Dominiars, the Malrags, the Great Rising, the runedead, all of it…all of it was the Old Demon’s plan to become a god?”
Mazael nodded.
“And he almost succeeded,” said Gerald, remembering the abomination in the sky with a shudder. 
“Almost,” said Mazael, “but not quite.” 
“A pity about Lion,” said Gerald.
“Aye,” said Mazael, “but the sword’s makers, I think, would have been pleased. They created the sword to kill the Old Demon. It fulfilled its purpose at last.”
They stood in silence for a moment. Gerald had feared the Demonsouled all his life, regarded them as monsters to be exterminated. Yet the man who had taught him, the man who had saved Knightcastle more than once, was one of them. 
“I suppose it makes sense,” said Gerald. “I saw you endure wounds that should have killed you more than once. And no one could ever best you in a fight. But why tell me this now?”
Mazael shrugged. “Because it’s over. Molly and I are the last of the Demonsouled, and when we die, there will be no more. And you are the Lord of Knightcastle, Gerald. If you are to govern well, you will need to know the truth of what has happened.”
“Don’t remind me,” said Gerald. “I never wanted to be the Lord of Knightcastle. I thought it would go to Garain, or Tobias, but never to me…”
“I didn’t want to be liege lord the Grim Marches,” said Mazael, “or even the Lord of Castle Cravenlock, but it came to be nonetheless. You will do fine, Gerald. There will be days when you want to kill all your vassals, or take your horse and ride away and never come back…but you’ll do fine.”
“Thank you,” said Gerald, and they lapsed into a comfortable silence.
Then a disturbing thought came to Gerald. 
“Wait,” he said. “Rachel. Is she…”
Mazael laughed. “Demonsouled? No. She’s only my half-sister, really. You needn’t fear that Aldane or Belifane will grow up to have glowing red eyes and a mad lust to conquer the world.”
“Or the need to burn a bridge down around our ears?” said Gerald, remembering the day he had met Rachel, rescuing her from Sir Tanam Crowley at the Northwater inn.
“That only happened once.”

###

The next day Mazael walked to the head of the assembled host of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi nation.
He passed the ranks of the Tervingi thains, the gathered spearthains and swordthains and skythains, the air heavy with the musk of mammoth. Earnachar sat atop his horse, boasting of his deeds in battle to Arnulf and Toric, who listened with expressions of boredom. Mazael crossed through the waiting footmen, Sir Tanam’s scouts on their horses, Lord Robert’s heavy horsemen, Lord Jonaril’s archers, and Lord Astor’s footmen. 
At last he came to the head of the host, where Sir Aulus and Sir Hagen waited with the Cravenlock banner. Molly and Riothamus sat atop their horses, next to each other. 
Romaria awaited him, and smiled when she saw him. 
Mazael kissed her, and the swung up into his saddle.
“Let’s go home,” he said.







Epilogue

With THE OLD DEMON dead and the runedead of the Great Rising destroyed, a period of peace settled over the lords west of the Great Mountains. For centuries beyond count, the Old Demon had arranged ruinous wars, harvesting the lives of his children in preparation to his ascension to godhood. 
Though, of course, ambitious lords and knights ever had an eye to seizing some of their neighbors’ lands.
GERALD ROLAND ruled in Knightcastle, laboring to rebuild all the damage that the runedead and his father had wrought. He proved a strong and even-handed lord, and in time his vassals respected him as much, if not more, than they had respected Lord Malden before his descent into folly. Slowly Knightreach began to regain some of its former prosperity. 
RACHEL ROLAND rejoined her husband at Knightcastle after Mazael’s return to the Grim Marches, and was soon pregnant with her third child, a daughter.
HUGH CHALSAIN returned to Barellion and Lady Adelaide, preparing his vassals for the war against the Aegonar. But the war proved less inevitable than he thought. With the defeat of Skalatan at Knightcastle and the failure of Sepharivaim to appear as prophesied, the faith of the Aegonar nation in the serpent god had been badly shaken, and missionaries from the Amathavian church found ripe pickings among them. 
A few years after the defeat of the Old Demon, Hugh accepted RYNTALD, the High King of the Aegonar, as a vassal, and Greycoast was reunited. Together they worked to rebuild Greycoast, to ensure a prosperous future for their people…though embittered seidjars lurked in the shadows, plotting vengeance on those who had forsaken Sepharivaim. 
As the last commander of the JUSTICIAR ORDER, AIDAN TORMAUD formally dissolved the Order. The remaining Justiciar knights and preceptors seized their Order’s estates, declared themselves lords, and swore loyalty to the nearest liege lord. Swordor itself, the ancient stronghold of the Justiciar knights, swore to Gerald Roland, with Aidan himself as the castle’s lord. The accumulated wealth of the Justiciars helped rebuild Knightreach’s ravaged villages and towns. 
The FIRST DAGGER and the SKULLS of Barellion hid themselves in the city, resuming their disguises. Souther rescinded the contract on Prince Hugh’s life. Mostly because Lord Karlam was dead, and therefore unable to render payment, but partly because Prince Hugh brought stability. 
And given how often the nobles of Greycoast assassinated each other in peacetime, stability was good for business. 
After returning to the Grim Marches, MOLLY CRAVENLOCK found more of the work of governing passing into her hands. The Tervingi headmen and the lords of the Grim Marches remained ever quarrelsome, and to her surprise she found they listened to her. For she was the Lady of the Shadows, the strange woman who had stood with the Tervingi thains as they faced the runedead, and the Tervingi had grown to respect her.
And it did not hurt that she was the consort of RIOTHAMUS, the Guardian of the Tervingi nation. The Old Demon had been defeated, but the Guardian remained vigilant. Malrag warbands sometimes raided down from the Great Mountains, renegade wizards skulked in ancient ruins, and the San-keth still plotted in the shadows.
They would not find the Guardian lacking in watchfulness.
LUCAN MANDRAGON’S body, at the command of Lord Mazael, was taken back to the Grim Marches and buried near the ruins of Swordgrim, near the cenotaph that had been raised in honor of Tymaen Highgate. 
RHODEMAR GREENSHIELD and ARDANNA the High Druid returned to Deepforest Keep, Ardanna eager to separate herself from humans once more, Rhodemar eager to stop listening to the High Druid’s endless criticisms. 
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK ruled the Grim Marches with a firm hand, ROMARIA at his side, respected by his vassals…but feared, as well. For he was the man who had broken both the Dominiar and the Justiciar Orders, had vanquished the Malrag horde, had slain a dragon in combat, had installed Hugh Chalsain as the Prince of Barellion…and, if the rumors were true, had defeated the Old Demon in single combat. Additionally, two of the most powerful liege lords of the realm, Lord Gerald and Prince Hugh both, heeded Mazael’s judgment, and often the mere threat of the Lord of Castle Cravenlock’s displeasure was enough to bring peace.
At last Mazael had the chance to bring peace and plenty to the Grim Marches.
After his defeat at Cythraul Urdvul, SKALATAN disappeared from among the Aegonar. His plan had failed, alas. Still, his oldest enemy, the Old Demon himself, had been destroyed, and no one had seized the power to become a new god. Not a perfect outcome, to be sure, but hardly disastrous. 
And Skalatan was patient. 
A century or two to bring a new plan to fruition, to wait until all his enemies had died of old age, and he could bring the world to order. All that was needed was patience. 
And the San-keth were most patient.

###

In the black heart of ruined Cythraul Urdvul, sealed away from the world of the living, the remaining power of the Demonsouled lay dormant.
Waiting for one bold enough to claim it.

THE END
Thank you for reading SOUL OF SWORDS. If you liked the book, please consider leaving a review at your ebook site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter, or watch for news on my Facebook page.
In the meantime, turn the page for a look back at the DEMONSOULED series, and for a preview of the FROSTBORN series.







One Final Author's Note
I began writing DEMONSOULED sometime in the last week of July 2001.
But I began thinking about it long before that.

I had decided in high school that I wanted to be a writer, inspired by the computer games I played as a teenager - BETRAYAL AT KRONDOR, QUEST FOR GLORY, KING'S QUEST, LEGEND OF ZELDA, CASTLEVANIA, MASTER OF MAGIC, and the like. I began running RPG campaigns for my friends as a gamemaster, and I found that I enjoyed the storytelling aspects far more than the tedious business of recording hit points and memorized spells. (The nice things about computer games is that they do all that work for you.) Mazael Cravenlock began as a non-player character in one of those games. In fact, the name came to me during a high school music class, when the teacher started discussing Johann Maelzel, the musician who invented the metronome. I thought "Maelzel" was a cool-sounding name, but it could be cooler, so I played with the letters until I came up with Mazael. 
In the years after that, I dreamed up the setting, developing the San-keth and the Demonsouled, the Grim Marches and Knightcastle, the Elderborn and the zuvembies. (Originally, in the first draft of the story, I called the Elderborn the natur'eltaren, which was a bloody handful to type, so I wisely switched it to 'Elderborn' instead.)

Anyway, in July of 2001, I started writing DEMONSOULED, and finished the book right around Christmas of 2001. When I finished the rough draft, I had the oddest premonition, the feeling that I had just started something that was going to change my life. 
It would, though that was a ways down the road yet. 
In 2002, I finished the final draft, and started sending the book to various publishers and agents. After two years of rejections, DEMONSOULED got accepted by John Helfers at Gale/Five Star, back when Gale/Five Star still published fantasy, and the book was scheduled to be published in May of 2005.

Needless to say, I was ecstatic. Back then, ebooks barely existed, and were the sort of thing crazed, wild-eyed futurists discussed. Real writers Got Published, and I'd wanted to Get Published for the entire time I'd been writing. 
But like so many writers before me, I found that the experience of Getting Published was a lot less pleasant than I had thought it would be. 
For one thing, DEMONSOULED was only released as a $25.95 library hardback, with no discounts available. That made it exceedingly difficult to get anyone to buy the book, and to be honest, trying to convince people to buy the hardback edition of your book is a pretty miserable experience. All told, the hardback edition of DEMONSOULED sold about 425 copies (and I suspect most of those went to various libraries that had standing orders with Gale/Five Star), and then quietly went out of print two years later.

But in 2005, I was still optimistic, so I started writing a sequel to DEMONSOULED, SOUL OF TYRANTS. I finished SOUL OF TYRANTS in 2005, and tried to sell it to Gale/Five Star, but with no luck, since Gale/Five Star quite reasonably pointed out that since DEMONSOULED had not sold well, it was logical to expect that its sequel would not sell well. Since I still had the mass-market paperback rights to DEMONSOULED, I tried to find a publisher interested in those, but again with no results.

Eventually, I abandoned DEMONSOULED and moved on to different things. I had some success selling short stories to the SWORD & SORCERESS series of anthologies, which was the genesis for my THE GHOSTS series. I wrote what would become THE THIRD SOUL books, but I consistently failed to get either my THE GHOSTS books or THE THIRD SOUL published. Eventually, I became increasingly disgusted with the entire structure of publishing (what is now called legacy or traditional publishing) and started doing other things. I began writing a technology blog that focused on Ubuntu Linux, I ran "choose your own adventure" games on my main blog, and from time to time I wrote short fiction if I saw a listing or a call for submissions that looked promising. But by 2010, I was pretty sure I was done writing novels.

This goes to show I'm not good at predicting the future - clearly I should stay away from the stock market.

Then in November of 2010, I got a third-generation Kindle ereader. I had always been opposed to the idea of ebooks, but with the 3rd-gen Kindle, the price had finally dropped low enough to make the device attractive.

"There was got," I thought to myself, "to be a way to make money off this thing."

In March of 2011, I stumbled across a blog post from thriller writer Lee Goldberg, who had written a book called THE WALK with Gale/Five Star. Like DEMONSOULED, THE WALK had gone out of print, but Mr. Goldberg had gotten the rights back, and self-published it as an ebook. At the time of the post, he had hold 12,000 copies of the book.

I was boggled. 12,000 copies! DEMONSOULED sold a grand total of 425. Heck, if I turned it into an ebook, I'd be delighted if it sold 7 copies. I emailed Mr. Goldberg, who was kind enough to tell me how he had gone about getting the rights back from Gale/Five Star. I got the rights back to DEMONSOULED, and in April of 2011, I turned it into an ebook, with SOUL OF TYRANTS following soon after.

But only two books in the series. That seemed incomplete, right? I decided I wanted a complete fantasy trilogy. I had no illusions that it would sell well, but I figured then I could talk wistfully about my fantasy trilogy as I focused on my technology blog. So on May 1, 2011, I buckled down and started work on SOUL OF SERPENTS, returning to the DEMONSOULED world after an absence of six years. At the time, I truly thought it would be the last book in the DEMONSOULED series, though I left the ending slightly open if I wanted to return to it.

I finished SOUL OF SERPENTS in August, and published the book in September. Around that time, I read that writers of series sometimes had good luck by making the first book in their series free. Readers were more willing to take a chance on a free book, and if they liked it, they would go on to purchase additional books in the series. I figured I would give that a try, and so in September of 2011, I made DEMONSOULED a free ebook.

And...it sort of took off. I was astonished to see over a thousand downloads of DEMONSOULED on the first day, especially since the hardback had sold 425 copies. The sales of SOUL OF TYRANTS and SOUL OF SERPENTS picked up, and in August of 2011, I sold more than a 1,000 ebooks in a month for the first time ever. For a man like me, who was used to making very little money off writing, it was absolutely mind-boggling. It still is, to be honest.

Needless to say, I had to continue the series at that point. I wrote a rough outline for three more books - SOUL OF DRAGONS, SOUL OF SORCERY, and SOUL OF SHADOWS, and started work on SOUL OF DRAGONS in November of 2011. I was absolutely exhausted for most of the writing - in the second half of 2011, I had a full-time job and a part-time job, and tended to do my writing sessions from 10:30 PM to midnight, before waking up again at 5:30 AM to start all over again. But if you work for yourself, you have the most demanding boss in the world, so I wrote the book and released it in February of 2012.

Originally, I had planned to do two more books, but I quickly realized that there was too much story to fit into only two books, and if I tried, the last book would be a 300,000 word monster. So I planned for three more books, not two, and started writing SOUL OF SORCERY in June of 2012. SOUL OF SORCERY was fun to write - for years I had wanted to write a fantasy book based on the Gothic War and Battle of Adrianople in the Late Roman Empire, and at last I had the chance. Additionally, I felt like writing the first book of a new trilogy. In many ways, the DEMONSOULED series is two trilogies, with SOUL OF DRAGONS linking them.

I released SOUL OF SKULLS in January of 2013, and started writing SOUL OF SWORDS in March of 2013. It was a strange experience, writing the end of the DEMONSOULED series after so long. In many ways, it was a jaunt down memory lane, as I recalled where I had thought up the ideas for Mazael Cravenlock and Romaria Greenshield and Lucan Mandragon twelve or more years ago.

And now, dear reader, the end of the story is in your hands. I'd like to thank you for reading to the end, and I hope it was an enjoyable journey. I started DEMONSOULED twelve years before I wrote these words, and I never thought I would have the chance to finish the story, but here we are at last.

Will there be more DEMONSOULED books? Mazael Cravenlock's story is done at last, but I do intend to return to the setting of DEMONSOULED someday. What will this new series be about, you ask? Well, there's a clue in this book. There's a word that appears exactly once in this book (well, twice, since I mention it below), and that word should give you a hint as to what the next DEMONSOULED series will be about:
Cenotaph.
First, though, I would like to try my hand at a new epic fantasy series. Follow this link for a look at the first book of the FROSTBORN series, FROSTBORN: THE GRAY KNIGHT, released in August of 2013, and turn the page for the first chapter from the book.
Thank you again, and God bless you.

-Jonathan Moeller

May 20th, 2013








Bonus Chapter from FROSTBORN: THE GRAY KNIGHT
A letter to the surviving kings, counts, and knights of Britain:

I am Malahan Pendragon, the bastard son of Mordred, himself the bastard son of Arthur Pendragon, the High King of all Britain.
You know the grievous disasters that have befallen our fair isle. My father betrayed my grandfather, and perished upon the bloody field of Camlann, alongside many of the mightiest knights and kings of Britain. Before that came the war of Sir Lancelot’s treachery and the High Queen’s adultery, a war that slew many noble and valiant knights.
Now there is no High King in Britain, Camelot lies waste, and the pagan Saxons ravage our shores. Every day the Saxons advance further and further, laying waste to our fields and flocks, butchering our fighting men, making slaves of our womenfolk, and desecrating holy churches and monasteries. Soon all of Britain shall lie under their tyranny, just as the barbarians overthrew the Emperor of Rome.
My lords, I write not to claim the High Kingship of Britain – for Britain is lost to the Saxons – but to offer hope. My grandfather the High King is slain, and his true heir Galahad fell seeking the grail, so therefore this burden has fallen to me, for there is no one else to bear it. 
Britain is lost, but we may yet escape with our lives.
For I have spoken with the last Keepers of Avalon, and by their secret arts they have fashioned a gate wrought of magic leading to a far distant realm beyond the circles of this world, certainly beyond the reach of the heathen Saxons. Here we may settle anew, and build homes and lives free from the specter of war.
I urge you to gather all your people, and join me at the stronghold of Caerleon. We shall celebrate the feast of Easter one final time, and then march to the plain of Salisbury, to the standing stones raised by the wizard Merlin. 
The gate awaits, and from there we shall march to a new home.
Sealed in the name of Malahan Pendragon, in the Year of Our Lord 538.

###

The day it all began, the day in the Year of Our Lord 1478 when the blue fire filled the sky from horizon to horizon, Ridmark Arban returned to the town of Dun Licinia.
He gazed at the town huddled behind its walls of gray stone, his left hand gripped tight around a long wooden staff. He had not been here in over five years, not since the great battle against Mhalek and his horde of orcs, and then Dun Licinia had been little more than a square keep ringed by a wooden wall, an outpost named in honor of the Dux of the Northerland. 
Now it was a prosperous town of four thousand people, fortified by a wall of stone. Ridmark saw the towers of a small keep within the town, alongside the twin bell towers of a stone church and the round tower of a Magistrius. Cultivated fields and pastures ringed the town on three sides, and the River Marcaine flowed south past its western wall, making its way through the wooded hills of the Northerland to the River Moradel in the south. 
Ridmark’s father had always said there was good mining and logging to be had on the edges of the Northerland, if men were bold enough to live within reach of the orc tribes and dark creatures that lurked in the Wilderland.
And in the shadow of the black mountain that rose behind Ridmark. 
He walked for the town’s northern gate, swinging his staff in his left hand, his gray cloak hanging loose around him. When he had last stood in this valley, the slain orcs of Mhalek’s horde had carpeted the ground as far as he could see, the stench of blood and death filling his nostrils. It pleased him to see that something had grown here, a place of prosperity and plenty. 
Perhaps no one would recognize him. 
Freeholders and the freeholders’ sons toiled in the fields, breaking up the soil in preparation for the spring planting. The men cast him wary looks, looks that lingered long after he had passed. He could not blame them. A man wrapped in a gray cloak and hood, a wooden staff in his left hand and a bow slung over his shoulder, made for a dangerous-looking figure. 
Especially since he kept his hood up. 
But if he kept his hood up, they would not see the brand that marred the left side of his face.
He came to Dun Licinia’s northern gate. The wall itself stood fifteen feet high, and two octagonal towers of thirty feet stood on either side of the gate itself. A pair of men-at-arms in chain mail stood at the gate, keeping watch on the road and the wooded hills ringing the valley. He recognized the colors upon their tabards. They belonged to Sir Joram Agramore, a knight Ridmark had known. They had been friends, once.
Before Mhalek and his horde.
“Hold,” said one of the men-at-arms, a middle-aged man with the hard-bitten look of a veteran. “State your business.”
Ridmark met the man’s gaze. “I wish to enter the town, purchase supplies, and depart before sundown.”
“Aye?” said the man-at-arms, eyes narrowing. “Sleep in the hills, do you?”
“I do,” said Ridmark. “It’s comfortable, if you know how.” 
“Who are you, then?” said the man-at-arms. He jerked his head at the other soldier, and the man disappeared into the gatehouse. “Robber? Outlaw?”
“Perhaps I’m an anchorite,” said Ridmark.
The man-at-arms snorted. “Holy hermits don’t carry weapons. They trust in the Dominus Christus to protect them from harm. You look like the sort to place his trust in steel.”
He wasn’t wrong about that.
Ridmark spread his arms. “Upon my oath, I simply wish to purchase supplies and leave without causing any harm. I will swear this upon the name of God and whatever saints you wish to invoke.” 
Three more men-at-arms emerged from the gatehouse. 
“What’s your name?” said the first man-at-arms.
“Some call me the Gray Knight,” said Ridmark.
The first man frowned, but the youngest of the men-at-arms stepped forward.
“I’ve heard of you!” said the younger man. “When my mother journeyed south on pilgrimage to Tarlion, beastmen attacked her caravan. You drove them off! I…”
“Hold,” said the first man, scowling. “Show your face. Honest men have no reason to hide their faces.”
“Very well,” said Ridmark. He would not lie. Not even about this.
He drew back his cowl, exposing the brand of the broken sword upon his left cheek and jaw.
A ripple of surprise went through the men.
“You’re…” said the first man. He lifted his spear. “What is your name?”
“My name,” said Ridmark, “is Ridmark Arban.”
The men-at-arms looked at each other, and Ridmark rebuked himself. Coming here had been foolish. Better to have purchased supplies from the outlying farms or a smaller village, rather than coming to Dun Licinia. 
But he had not expected the town to grow so large. 
“Ridmark Arban,” said the older man-at-arms. He looked at one of the other men. “You. Go to the castle, and find Sir Joram.” One of the men ran off, chain mail flashing in the sunlight. 
“Are you arresting me?” said Ridmark. Perhaps it would be better to simply leave.
The first man opened his mouth again, closed it.
“You think he made the friar disappear?” said the younger man, the one who had mentioned his mother. “But he’s the Gray Knight! They…”
“The Gray Knight is a legend,” said the first man, “and you, Sir…” He scowled and started over. “And you, Ridmark Arban, should speak with Sir Joram. That is that.”
“So be it,” said Ridmark.
A dark thought flitted across his mind. If he attacked them, he might well overpower them. Their comrades would pursue him. Perhaps they would kill him.
And he could rest at last…
Ridmark shook off the notion and waited. 
A short time later two men approached and spoke in low voices to the first man-at-arms. 
“You will accompany us,” he said.
Ridmark nodded and walked through the gates of Dun Licinia, the men-at-arms escorting him. Most of the houses were built of brick, roofed with sturdy clay tiles, making it harder for an attacker to set the town ablaze. Ridmark saw men at work in their shops, making shoes and hats and aprons to sell to the nearby freeholders. 
A memory shivered through him. The last time he had stood here, he had been wearing plate and chain mail, the sword Heartwarden blazing with white fire in his fist, the ground carpeted with slain men and orcs and halflings and manetaurs. 
He pushed aside the memory and kept walking, his staff tapping against the cobblestones. 
The men-at-arms led him to the main square, fronted on either side by the sturdy stone church and the small castle. They walked through the castle’s gates, across the dusty courtyard, and into the keep’s great hall. It had changed little since his last visit five years ago.
Though this time dying and wounded men did not lie on rows upon the flagstones of the floor.
The men-at-arms instructed him to wait and left. 
Ridmark rolled his shoulders and walked towards the dais, his staff a comfortable, familiar weight in his left hand. A few motes of dust danced in the beams of light leaking through the windows. Tapestries on the wall showed scenes from the court of the first High King on Old Earth, of Lancelot and Galahad questing for the cup that had held the Dominus Christus’s blood. Others showed more recent wars, the High King Arthurain fighting against the urdmordar, or the Dragon Knight leading the armies of the High King against the Frostborn.
Idly Ridmark wondered what would happen if he simply tried to walk out of the keep.
Perhaps the men-at-arms would kill him. 
The doors opened, and Sir Joram Agramore entered the hall. 
He had always been heavyset, but now he verged towards the plump. Peace, it seemed, agreed with him. He had curly red hair and bright green eyes, and wore a long tunic and a mantle, a sword and dagger at his belt. 
He stared at Ridmark in silence for a moment.
“Ridmark Arban,” he said at last. “God and all his saints. I was sure you had died five years ago.” 
Ridmark shrugged. “Perhaps God still has work for me.”
“He must,” said Joram. “But I was sure…the Magistri always say that Swordbearer severed from his Soulblade wastes away. Or kills himself. It just…”
“If grief,” said Ridmark, “could kill a man, I would have died long ago.”
His left hand tightened against his staff, and he glanced at his hand before he could stop himself. A ring glinted on his finger, the gold still bright despite the five years he had spent wandering the Wilderland. Memories burned through him at the sight of it, good memories, happy memories.
But those memories ended in death. 
“Indeed,” said Joram. “Forgive me, I did not mean to…I wish…” He sighed and shook his head. “I am not sure what to say to you.” 
“A knight strives to be courteous to all men,” said Ridmark, “and there is no protocol for greeting a disowned exile and former Swordbearer.”
“Alas,” said Joram, “no.” 
Ridmark felt a twinge of pity for his old friend. Joram had always been a solid knight, but not man to take the lead in a crisis. “Then tell me of yourself. You are the Comes of Dun Licinia now?”
“No, just a caretaker, I fear,” said Joram. “The old Comes died in the winter without any heirs, and the Dux sent me north to oversee the comarchate until he appoints a new man.” He shrugged. “It is quiet enough. The occasional band of pagan orcs or beastmen, but nothing like the days of Mhalek.” 
“You are wed?” said Ridmark. He did not want to talk about Mhalek.
Joram grinned. “How did you…oh, yes, the ring. Yes, four years. You remember Lady Lydia?”
Ridmark laughed. “You talked her around at last?”
“Well, I imagine my new lands helped sway her father, at least,” said Joram. “But, aye, we are happy. Two children, so far. God, but they can fill a castle with their wailing!”
Ridmark nodded.
Joram took a deep breath. “If you will allow me to say so…I am glad to see you, Ridmark. What happened to you was unjust, and I think Tarrabus Carhaine forced the Master to expel you from the Order. It was unjust, especially after what happened to Aelia…” 
“What is done is done,” said Ridmark. He did not wish to discuss Aelia, either. 
“Indeed,” said Joram. “Ridmark, I must ask. Why have you come here? You were disowned and banished from the Order, not exiled from the High King’s realm…but you must know that the Dux Tarrabus still has a price on your head.” 
“Only the High King,” said Ridmark, “can pronounce a sentence of death.”
“I think Dux Tarrabus disagrees,” said Joram.
“He can think whatever he likes,” said Ridmark. “I simply wish to purchase supplies and be on my way.”
“Back into the Wilderland?” said Joram.
Ridmark nodded. 
A hint of pity went over Joram’s face. “Still seeking prophecies of the Frostborn?”
“Aye,” said Ridmark.
“Well,” said Joram, “at least let me resupply you from my own pantry.”
Ridmark lifted an eyebrow. “Dux Licinius might not approve.”
“He has forgiven you,” said Joram. “He never blamed you for what happened to Aelia.”
Ridmark said nothing.
“And if you like,” said Joram, “think of it as repayment. For not beating me black and blue when we were squires, the way Tarrabus and his lot used to do.”
Ridmark bowed. “If you must.”
“I insist,” said Joram, clapping his hands. The servants’ door by the dais opened, and a pair of halfling women wearing Joram’s colors entered the hall, carrying a tray of food and drink. They set the tray on the table and bowed. One of the halfling women glanced at Ridmark for a moment, her eyes like disks of amber in her face, and then left with the other servant. He was always struck by how alien and ethereal the halflings looked. 
“Please,” said Joram, “sit, sit. You’re as lean as a starving wolf.” He grinned. “Though I fear I indulge too much at the table, and must confess to gluttony every week.” 
“There are worse things,” said Ridmark, sitting across from Joram, “than gluttony. One never knows if there will be food tomorrow.” 
“A wise man,” said Joram. 
Ridmark ate. Joram did set a good table. There was bread with honey, dried fruit, and even a few pieces of leathery ham. He listened to Joram discuss his children and the various problems of governing Dun Licinia.
“Offering me hospitality,” said Ridmark, “will get you in trouble with Tarrabus Carhaine.”
“Tarrabus Carhaine can…” said Joram, and stopped himself. “I am sworn to the Dux of the Northerland, not the Dux of Caerdracon. If my liege the Dux Gareth Licinius has a problem with my actions, I am sure he will inform me in short order.”
“It might get you into trouble with your wife,” said Ridmark. “She never did like me.” 
“That concerns me more,” admitted Joram. “But a knight is supposed to be hospitable. And that duty might cause me more…difficultly, I fear.”
“Just from me?” said Ridmark. “As soon as we finish, I am returning to the Wilderland. I could very well never return.”
He had not expected to return the first time. 
“Not from you,” said Joram. “From a different, more…troublesome guest.”
“How is he a troublesome guest?” said Ridmark. 
“I lost him.”
“Ah.”
“And the Dux,” said Joram, “will be upset if I cannot get him back.”
“What kind of guest?” said Ridmark.
“A dwarf.”
Ridmark frowned. “A noble from the Three Kingdoms?”
Joram shook his head. “No. Well, he was at one time, but no longer. This dwarf insisted upon baptism. He joined the Order of Mendicants and became a friar, taking the name of Caius, after Saint Caius of old.”
Ridmark stopped eating to listen. “A peculiar story. I have been to the Three Kingdoms…”
Joram blinked. “You have?” 
Ridmark nodded. “They accept the High King, but they are devoted to the gods of the Deeps, the gods of stone and water and silence. I would not expect a dwarf to enter the Church.”
“This one has,” said Joram. “Brother Caius came here with the idea to preach to the pagan orc tribes of Vhaluusk and the Wilderland.”
“A fool notion,” said Ridmark. 
“He left the town two days ago,” said Joram, “and has not been seen since.”
“Then he is likely dead,” said Ridmark. “This part of the Northerland is relatively safe, but it is still dangerous to travel alone. And the orcs of the Wilderland pray to the blood gods, and their shamans wield black magic and blood spells. A mendicant who tries to preach the faith to them will find his head upon a spear.”
“I fear you are correct,” said Joram.
“And,” said Ridmark, “you want me to find him, don’t you?”
Joram sighed. “Am I truly so transparent? Of course, you were always the clever one.” He shook his head. “The Dux’s letter said I was to treat this Caius with all honor. And if he has gotten himself killed in the Wilderland…”
“The Dux can hardly blame you for that,” said Ridmark.
“Nevertheless, I was his host, and he was my guest,” said Joram. 
“Very well,” said Ridmark. “I will find him for you.”
Joram blinked. “That’s it? I thought you would take more convincing.”
“Why not?” said Ridmark. “The dwarf seems valiant, if foolish, and does not deserve to die alone in the Wilderland. I will either find him and bring him back to you, or tell you of his fate.”
Or die trying. 
“Will that not take time from your…other task?” said Joram. “The search for the Frostborn?”
“Haven’t you heard?” said Ridmark. “The Frostborn are extinct.” He knew better, but continued speaking. “Joram, you were always a friend to me, and you have shown me kindness now. I know you wished to persuade me…but I have been persuaded. I will find Brother Caius for you.”
And, perhaps, he would find his death. But that did not trouble him. He had ranged over the length and breadth of the Wilderland, following the long-dead urdmordar’s prophecy of the Frostborn, following the warning the undead dark elven wizard had given him…and he had defeated every foe he had faced in that time. 
But perhaps hunting for this strange dwarf would kill him.
And then, at last, he would have peace.
“Thank you,” said Joram. “You will have whatever help you require.”
“Good,” said Ridmark. “This is what I need.”

###

An hour later Ridmark walked to Dun Licinia’s northern gate, staff in his left hand, gray cloak hanging from his shoulders, and a pack of fresh supplies on his back. The men-at-arms he had confronted earlier gave him wary glances, but Ridmark ignored them. He stepped through the gate and gazed north, at the flowing River Marcaine, the cultivated fields, the tree-choked slopes, the narrow road…and the great dark mass of the Black Mountain. A mile tall, the Black Mountain stood like a dark fist thrusting from the earth. The high elves of old had considered it cursed, along with the orcs and the beastmen and the halflings and the manetaurs and every other kindred to cross through the lands that became the High King’s realm of Andomhaim. 
And Brother Caius had gone to that mountain, intending to preach the word of the Dominus Christus to the orcish tribes living in its northern foothills. 
Ridmark shook his head, half in admiration, half in annoyance, and started walking. The road lead to the ruins of the Tower of Vigilance, burned during the civil wars of the Pendragon princes fifty years past. It was a logical place for Caius to make camp, though bandits or orcs or other renegades might have taken shelter in the ruins. 
He kept walking, and the fields began to thin out, patches of bristly pine forest appearing here and there. Ridmark supposed hardly anyone took the road north. Dun Licinia was the very northern edge of the Northerland, and beyond lay the vast Wilderland, with all its unknown lands and dangerous creatures. 
Only a madman or a fool ventured into the Wilderland.
So Ridmark kept walking.
“You!” 
He stopped, left hand tightening around his staff. 
A stocky middle-aged man in the rough clothes of a freeholder climbed onto the road, his face red with anger. He carried a spear, its head worn but still sharp. The man held his weapon competently, but it would have been the easiest thing in the world for Ridmark to swing his staff and break the freeholder’s wrists.
Instead he said, “Have I wronged you in some way?”
“You’ve been taking my pigs,” said the freeholder.  
“I have not,” said Ridmark.
The freeholder sneered. “Aye, you have. I’ve seen you lurking in the woods, snatching my pigs when my back is turned. Outlaws, I knew it! Sir Joram’s constable wouldn’t listen to me. Well, they should have listened to Peter of Dun Licinia! I have captured an outlaw! You will come with me now…”
Ridmark sighed, stepped forward, and thrust his staff. It caught the spear just behind the head, and sent the weapon tumbling. Peter’s eyes went wide, and Ridmark rested the end of his staff on the freeholder’s throat.
“Or,” said Ridmark, “you could admit that I did not steal your pigs, and let me go on my way.”
“Or that,” said Peter.
Ridmark frowned. “How many pigs have been stolen?”
“Five. Prime hogs, too.”
“When did this start?” said Ridmark.
“Two days ago,” said Peter. 
Ridmark nodded. Caius had departed Dun Licinia two days ago. Had the dwarven friar gone bandit?
Or, more likely, whatever had killed and eaten Caius was now stealing and eating Peter’s hogs. 
There were far worse things than pagan orcs in the Wilderland. 
“Your pen,” said Ridmark. “Show me.”
Peter’s eyes narrowed. “So you can steal my hogs?”
“God and his saints,” said Ridmark. “It’s a pigpen. If I wanted to find it, I suspect I could just follow my nose. But I think I know what’s been stealing your pigs…and if it’s not stopped, it might start eating your family.”
That got Peter’s attention. “Some horror from the Wilderland? An urvaalg?” He swallowed. “An urdmordar, as the Swordbearers of old faced?”
Ridmark had faced an urdmordar ten years past. It was not an experience he wanted to repeat, but he doubted one of the great spider-devils was stealing Peter’s pigs. “Perhaps. Lead on.” 
Peter nodded and led Ridmark off the road, through a patch of pine trees, and to his farm. A low wall of field stone enclosed perhaps thirty pigs of varying size, their hides marked with a brand. A half-dozen young men, ranging from twelve years to Ridmark’s age, busied themselves with various tasks. Peter’s sons, no doubt. 
Ridmark walked in a circle around the stone pen, ignoring the ripe smell. He examined the muddy ground, noting the mosaic of footprints and hoof marks around the pen. 
Some of the tracks led away from the freehold, towards the forested hills. 
“What are you doing?” said Peter, following him. “It’s mud! Do you think…”
Ridmark lifted his staff, the length bumping against Peter’s chest.
“Hold still,” said Ridmark, still looking at the ground.
“Why?” said Peter. “You’ll…”
“If you move,” said Ridmark, “you’ll disturb the tracks.”
“But…”
“Hold still,” said Ridmark.
He followed the tracks leading away from the pen. The land was churned into wet spring mud, with hundreds of footprints, but Ridmark had spent years wandering the wilderness. Given that his meals often came from whatever he had been able to shoot with his bow, he had grown quite good at tracking.
Hunger was a marvelous teacher. 
He saw the tracks of three men and two pigs leading into the woods. To judge from the state of the tracks, he suspected the thieves had been here no earlier than midnight. Were they simply common highwaymen, raiding the local freeholds? Perhaps they had taken Caius hostage, and hoped to sell him for a ransom…
Ridmark picked up a slender thread from one of the tracks. It was a long black hair, thick and tough. He lifted it to his nose, sniffed, and tossed it aside. 
“What is it?” said Peter, “What have you found?”
“You should arm yourself, master freeholder,” said Ridmark, “you and all your sons. Orcs from the Wilderland have taken your pigs.” 
“Orcs?” said Peter.
“Do exactly as I tell you,” said Ridmark, pointing his staff at the freeholder. “Arm yourselves, and keep watch over your fields. And send someone to Dun Licinia to warn Sir Joram. Do you understand?”
Peter nodded and shouted instructions to his sons, and Ridmark drew his cloak about him and walked into the woods, following the trail of the orcs and their stolen pigs.

###
 Calliande opened her eyes. 
She saw nothing but utter blackness, felt nothing but the cold stone beneath her back, its chill soaking through her robes. She took a deep breath, her throat and tongue dry and rough. Something soft and clinging covered her face and throat, and she tried to pull it off. But her shaking hands would not obey, and only after five tries did she reach her face, her fingers brushing her cheek and jaw.
She could not see anything in the blackness, but she recognized the feeling of the delicate threads she plucked from her face.
Cobwebs. She was pulling cobwebs from her jaw.
A wave of terrible exhaustion went through her, and a deeper darkness swallowed Calliande.

###

Dreams danced across her mind like foam driven across a raging sea.
She saw herself arguing with men in white robes, their voices raised in anger, their faces blurring into mist whenever she tried to look at them. 
A great battle, tens of thousands of armored men striving against a massive horde of blue-skinned orcs, great half-human, half-spider devils on their flanks, packs of beastmen savaging the knights in their armor. Tall, gaunt figures in pale armor led the horde, their eyes burning with blue flame, glittering swords in their hands. 
The sight of them filled her with terror, with certainty that they would devour the world. 
“It is the only way,” she heard herself tell the men in white robes, their faces dissolving into mist as she tried to remember their names. “This is the only way. I have to do this. Otherwise it will be forgotten, and it will all happen again. And we might not be able to stop him next time.”
She heard the distant sound of dry, mocking laughter.
A thunderous noise filled her ears, the sound of a slab of stone slamming over the entrance to a tomb. 
“It is the only way,” Calliande told the men in white robes.
“Is it?”
A shadow stood in their midst, long and dark and cold, utterly cold.
“You,” whispered Calliande. 
“Little girl,” whispered the shadow. “Little child, presuming to wield power you cannot understand. I am older than you. I am older than this world. I made the high elves dance long before your pathetic kindred ever crawled across the hills.” The shadow drew closer, devouring the men in the white robes. “You don’t know who I truly am. For if you did…you would run. You would run screaming. Or you would fall on your knees and worship me.”
“No,” said Calliande. “I stopped you once before.” 
“You did,” said the shadow. “But I have been stopped many times. Never defeated. I always return. And in your pride and folly, you have ensured that I shall be victorious.”
The shadow filled everything, and Calliande sank into darkness.

###

Her eyes shot open with a gasp, the cobwebs dancing around her lips, her heart hammering against her ribs. Again a violent spasm went through her limbs, her muscles trembling, her head pulsing with pain.
Bit by bit Calliande realized that she was ravenous, that her throat was parched with thirst.
And she was no longer in the darkness.
A faint blue glow touched her eyes. She saw a vaulted stone ceiling overhead, pale and eerie in the blue light. The air smelled musty and stale, as if it had not been breathed in a very long time. 
She pressed her hands flat at her sides, felt cold, smooth stone beneath them.
On the third try she sat up, her head spinning, her hair falling against her shoulders. 
She lay upon an altar of stone, or perhaps a sarcophagus. The altar stood in the center of a stone nave, thick pillars supporting the arched roof. The blue light came from the far end of the nave, near an archway containing a set of stairs. 
Calliande sat motionless for a moment, listening to the silence.
She had no idea how she had gotten here. Nor, for that matter, did she know where she was.
And, with a growing sense of panic, she realized she could not remember who she was.
Calliande, her name was Calliande. She knew that much. But the details of her past turned to mist even as she tried to recall them. Shattered, broken images danced through her mind. Men in white robes, warriors with eyes of blue flame, armies of blue-skinned orcs…but all of it slithered away from her grasp.
Something, she realized, had gone terribly wrong.
“They were supposed to be here,” she whispered, her voice cracked and rasping. “They were supposed to wait here.”
But who?
She didn’t know.
Her panic grew, her hands scrabbling over the altar’s stone surface. After a moment she realized that she was looking for something. A…staff? Yes, that was it. A staff.
Why?
Calliande looked around in desperation, her panic growing. 
“They were supposed to be here,” she said again.
But through her fear, her mind noted some practical problems. She was alone in a strange place, her stomach was clenching with hunger, and she was so thirsty her head was spinning. Despite whatever had happened to her, she could not remain here and wait for someone to find her. 
Calliande took a deep breath, braced herself on the edge of the altar, and stood. Her boots clicked against the stone floor, and her legs felt as if they had been made of wet string. Yet she did not fall, and after a moment she took a step forward.
Something brushed her left arm and fell to the floor.
She looked down at herself and saw that she wore a robe of green trimmed with gold upon the sleeves and hems, and the left sleeve had fallen off, exposing the pale skin of her arm. Once it must have been a magnificent garment, but now it was worn and brittle, the seams disintegrating. The leather of her belt and boots was dry and crumbling, and the few steps she had taken had already split her right boot open.
The clothes looked centuries old.
Her fear redoubled. Was she dead? Had she been buried alive?
Another part of her mind, the cold part that had urged her to find food and water, pointed out that a dead woman would not feel nearly as hungry as she did. Had not the Dominus Christus eaten food in front of his disciples to prove that he was not a spirit? 
Whatever had happened to Calliande, she was still alive.
But she needed to take action to stay that way. 
She crossed the nave, her boots crumbling further with every step. A thick layer of dust covered the floor, and she glimpsed more cobwebs stretched between the heavy pillars supporting the ceiling. No other footprints marked the dust. It was clear that no one had entered this chamber in a long time. Soot stained the pillars, and here and there Calliande saw piles of burned wood that had once been furniture.
Had this place caught fire?
She saw the first bones after that.
Three skeletons lay in the dust nearby, clad in rusted armor, swords and maces lying near their bony hands. She saw the marks of violence upon their bones. Plainly a battle had been fought here, long ago, and it had been followed by a fire.
How long had she been lying in this place of death?
Calliande reached the archway at the far end of the nave. A skeleton lay slumped against the stairs, clad in the ragged remnants of a robe. 
A white robe.
She remembered the image from her dream, and reached to touch the bones.
As she did, the blue light brightened, and a specter appeared on the stairs.
Calliande took a step back in alarm, but the specter made no move to harm her. It looked like an old man in white robes, his head encircled by a tangled mane of gray hair, his eyes deep and heavy and sad. 
“Forgive me, mistress,” said the specter.
“You can see me?” said Calliande. “Who are you?”
“Forgive me, for we have failed in our sacred charge,” said the specter. “The Tower of Vigilance is overrun. The warring sons of the old king brought their foolish quarrel here, and the Tower is taken. I wished us to remain neutral, but the others thought differently…and our Order has paid for it.”
“Answer me!” said Calliande. “Who are you? Why am I here?”
But the specter kept talking, and Calliande realized it wasn’t really there. Or, rather, it was not a spirit or a ghost. Rather, it was a spell, a final message to her.
Left by the man whose bones now lay moldering at her feet. 
“I have no doubt they would kill you simply out of spite,” said the old man, “and I have my suspicions of the darker forces behind the strife. But I have activated the defenses of the vault. Sealed it from the inside.” He took a deep breath. “Only you can open it.”
“But that means…” said Calliande. 
That meant the old man had sealed himself inside the vault.
And to judge from the skeleton, he never left.
“Do not mourn for me,” said the old man, “for my course is run. I am wounded unto death.” She saw the spreading crimson stain across his white robes, and realized that he had been wounded. “You will be safe here, until you awaken.”
He closed his eyes and shuddered with pain.
“Mistress, I beg, listen to me,” said the old man. “You were right. You were always right, and I should have listened to you as a young man. This war between the Pendragon princes…no, it did not occur on its own. They were manipulated into it. Mistress, beware.” His voice grew thicker, his breathing harsher. “The bearer…the bearer of the shadow. You were right about him, too. This was his doing. Everything has been his doing…and he has been laboring in the darkness for centuries before Malahan Pendragon raised the first stone of Tarlion itself. Mistress, please, beware…he will come for you…he…”
The specter vanished into nothingness.
And the blue glow faded. 
With a surge of alarm Calliande realized the glow had been part of the spell. And now that the spell’s message had been delivered, the light would fade away.
Leaving her alone in the darkness.
“No!” she said, her voice echoing off the walls.
The blue light faded away a moment later, leaving her in utter blackness. 
Follow this link to continue reading Frostborn: The Gray Knight.







Glossary of Characters

ADALAR GREATHEART - Lord of Castle Dominus and a vassal of Malden Roland. Once the squire of Mazael Cravenlock, and known for his valor and skill with a sword. 
ADELAIDE STORMSEA CHALSAIN – The bastard daughter of Lord Alberon of Castle Stormsea. Wed Prince Hugh Chalsain of Barellion after the defeat of the usurper Malaric, and is now Hugh's Lady Consort.

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

AGANTYR – Formerly the High King of the Aegonar and the anointed of Sepharivaim. Killed by Hugh Chalsain during the defeat of the usurper Malaric.

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

AIDAN TORMAUD - A Commander in the Justiciar Order. Fled with Gerald Roland, and now in rebellion against the Grand Master of the Justiciars. 

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

ALBERON STORMSEA – Lord of Castle Stormsea, and now Prince Hugh's Lord Lieutenant in Barellion, though the Lady Consort holds most of the actual power. Known for his petulant and morose nature. 

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

ARDANNA - The High Druid of the Elderborn tribes and Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock's mother.
ARDIFF - The bailiff of Blueholt village.
ARNULF, SON OF KAERWULF – Headman and swordthain of the Tervingi nation. Steady and unflappable in combat. A loyal follower of Mazael Cravenlock.

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

ATHAELIN GREENSHIELD - Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock's father, and formerly the Champion of Deepforest Keep. Killed by Ultorin during the siege of Deepforest Keep.
ATHANARIC - A hrould of the Tervingi nation, betrayed and murdered by Ragnachar at Stone Tower.
AULUS HIRTAN - A knight in Mazael Cravenlock's service, and Mazael's herald.
BELIFANE ROLAND – The youngest son of Gerald and Rachel Roland, now a year and a half old. Named for Gerald’s elder brother, slain in battle against Lord Richard Mandragon of the Grim Marches. 

BRYCE SPEARSHORE - Lord of Spearshore in southern Greycoast, and a loyal supporter of Prince Hugh Chalsain.
CALDARUS - The Grand Master of the Justiciar Order of knights. Famed for his ruthlessness and his single-minded advancement of the Justiciars' wealth and power. 

CARASTER – A renegade wizard and rebel, and one of the last remaining Demonsouled. Killed by Lucan Mandragon, and raised as a runedead wizard. 

CIRCAN - A wizard formerly in Lord Malden's service, and now aiding Gerald Roland's rebellion. 

CORMANE - A Justiciar knight. 
CORVAD – Son of Mazael Cravenlock and twin brother of Molly Cravenlock. Killed by Mazael in the throne chamber of Arylkrad. 

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

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

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

EDMUND - The bailiff of the village of Lord's Stump.
ELISE – A maid in service to Rachel Roland of Knightcastle. 

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

EVERARD CHALSAIN - Formerly Prince of Barellion and the liege lord of Greycoast. Murdered by Malaric during the Aegonar invasion of Greycoast.

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

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

GERALD ROLAND – The youngest son of Lord Malden Roland of Knightcastle. With all his brothers dead, he is now the heir to Knightcastle, and leads his father's vassals in a revolt. 

HADRAINE - A commander of the Justiciar Order.
HAGEN BRIDGEBANE – The armsmaster of Castle Cravenlock, and one of Mazael’s loyal vassals. Known for his utter lack of humor. 

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

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

HJALSK - An Aegonar warrior, skilled at carpentry.
HUGH CHALSAIN – The Prince of Barellion and the liege lord of Greycoast. Formerly the youngest son of Prince Everard Chalsain, Hugh became Prince of Greycoast when Malaric murdered most of the House of Chalsain and usurped the Prince's throne. 

KADARIUS - A commander of the Justiciar Order.
KARLAM GANELON - Lord of Castle Rutagne in eastern Greycoast, and only a grudging supporter of Prince Hugh Chalsain.
LADY OF BLADES - A powerful spirit creature, and ruler of a domain within the spirit world. 

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

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

MALARIC - The bastard son of Prince Everard Chalsain of Barellion. Using the skull of Corvad, Malaric obtained Demonsouled powers, and used them to slaughter his half-brothers and father and claim the throne of Barellion for himself. Later defeated and killed by a spirit he had attempted to enslave. 
MALAVOST – A renegade wizard who tried to murder Aldane Belifane, using his blood to open the Door of Souls. Killed by Rachel Cravenlock Roland in the High Elderborn Temple atop Mount Tynagis. 

MALDEN ROLAND - Lord of Knightcastle, husband to Rhea Roland, and father of Tobias and Gerald. His youth has been restored by Lucan Mandragon's necromancy.

MATHER - A master assassin of the Skulls.
MAURUS – A master wizard in service to Prince Hugh Chalsain of Barellion. 
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK – Lord of Castle Cravenlock, liege lord of the Grim Marches, and the hrould of the Tervingi nation. The son of the Old Demon, and one of the most capable warriors, skilled commanders, and powerful Demonsouled now living. 
MITOR CRAVENLOCK - The older brother of Mazael Cravenlock and Rachel Cravenlock Roland. Allied with the San-keth and rebelled against Richard Mandragon, but killed by the San-keth after his defeat. 

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

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

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

NIZIUS - A calibah of Aegonar descent, in service to Skalatan.
PHILIP MONTIGARD – A Travian knight, now in service to Prince Hugh Chalsain of Barellion. 

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

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

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

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

RHODEMAR GREENSHIELD - The half-brother of Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock, and current champion of Deepforest Keep.
RIOTHAMUS SON OF RIGOTHARIC – The Guardian of the Tervingi nation, their defender from supernatural threats, and wielder of the ancient Staff of the Guardian. The lover and betrothed of Molly Cravenlock. 

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

ROCARD - A knight of Tumblestone, in service to Lord Agravain.
RODRIC CHALSAIN – The eldest son of Prince Everard Chalsain of Barellion, and heir to the throne of Greycoast and Barellion. Murdered by Malaric at the Prince's Keep in Barellion.
ROGER SPEARSHORE - Son of Lord Bryce, and currently serving as squire to Hugh Chalsain.  

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

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

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

RYNTALD - Formerly an earl of the Aegonar and a trusted advisor to High King Agantyr. Known for his cunning in battle. Ryntald became the High King of the Aegonar after Agantyr's death.

SKALATAN – Archpriest of the San-keth, known for both his great age and brilliant intellect. The other San-keth clerics consider him both mad and heterodox, yet fear to cross his tremendous magical power. Now carries the skull of Corvad, taken from Malaric after his death.

SKALJAR - An earl in service to the High King of the Aegonar.
SKHATH - San-keth cleric who masqueraded as the human knight Sir Albron Eastwater. Killed by Mazael Cravenlock during Mitor Cravenlock's rebellion against Richard Mandragon. 

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

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

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

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

TANAM CROWLEY - A knight in Mazael's service, famed for his skill as a scout and skirmisher.
TANCRED STILLWATER - Lord of Stillwater and a vassal of Lord Malden Roland. Known for his skill as a quartermaster.

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

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

TIMOTHY DEBLANC – Court wizard of Mazael Cravenlock, and veteran of many battles. 

TOBIAS ROLAND – Formerly eldest surviving son of Lord Malden Roland, and the heir to Knightcastle. Killed by the runedead at Knightcastle, leaving Gerald Roland as heir to Knightcastle. 

TORAINE MANDRAGON - The older brother of Lucan and briefly the liege lord of the Grim Marches. Killed by Lucan at Swordgrim during the Great Rising. 
THE OLD DEMON – The eldest and most powerful of the Demonsouled, and the father of Mazael Cravenlock, Morebeth Galbraith, Ragnachar, Amalric Galbraith, and the grandfather of Molly Cravenlock and Corvad. A wizard of unsurpassed might and a manipulator of great skill and cunning. 

WESSON STILLWATER - Once Gerald Roland's squire, and now a knight in Gerald's service.
ULTORIN – The last Grand Master of the Dominiar Order, and commander of the Malrag invasion of the Grim Marches. Corrupted by a bloodsword forged by Amalric Galbraith. Killed by Mazael Cravenlock during the siege of Deepforest Keep. 







Glossary of Locations

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

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

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

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

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

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

CASTLE BRIDGE, THE - A fortified bridge over the River of Lords, and the only safe crossing over the River for a week in either direction. Destroyed by Malaric during the Aegonar invasion of Greycoast.

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

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

CASTLE RUTAGNE - The seat of Lord Karlam Ganelon, located in the hill country of eastern Greycoast.
CASTLE STORMSEA – A castle in northwestern Greycoast, sworn to Prince Everard Chalsain of Barellion. Once prominent, but now falling into ruin. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

LORD'S STUMP - A village in the Grim Marches, east of the Northwater.
MASTARIA – The hilly country south of Knightreach. Once the domain of the Dominiar Knights, and now controlled by Lord Malden Roland of Knightcastle. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

RIVERSTEEL - A river flowing west past Knightcastle. 

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

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

STILLWATER - A castle in the hills east of Knightcastle, held by Lord Tancred Stillwater. 
STONE TOWER - A village northeast of Castle Cravenlock. The site of Lord Richard Mandragon's defeat of the Tervingi host, and where Ragnachar betrayed and murdered Athanaric and Aegidia.
STORMVALES – The land northwest of the Grim Marches. Known for its hilly terrain, deep rivers, and frequent banditry. 

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

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

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

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

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

TUMBLESTONE - A port town south of Knightcastle, held by Lord Agravain Rainier. Near the River Abelinus and Mastaria.
URDBAEN TOR - A ruin of the Dark Elderborn in eastern Greycoast, near Castle Rutagne. 







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

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

The Ghosts Series

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

The Third Soul

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

The Frostborn Series

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

The Tower of Endless Worlds

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

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